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Abstract 9 

Development of success metrics can assist entrepreneurs achieve their goals more effectively, 10 

demonstrate achievements, attract new investment/partners and build public support. 11 

However, metrics of success are based on subjective worldviews. In Australia Indigenous 12 

peoples’ ‘performance’ has usually been evaluated from the perspective of the dominant 13 

culture, rarely with reference to the views of the Indigenous entrepreneurs themselves. This 14 

paper seeks first to outline the problematic nature of defining success, exploring the issue and 15 

potential options using three case studies of Indigenous enterprises in remote northern 16 

Australia that use wild harvested plants and animals commercially. Actors associated with 17 

each of these case studies were asked whether they thought they were successful and the 18 

reasons behind their self-appraisal. This research opens space to discuss alternative 19 

approaches to measuring Indigenous enterprise success that acknowledge and respect cultural 20 

and contextual difference. Evaluations of the performance of Indigenous entrepreneurs must 21 

start broad, embrace Indigenous worldviews, consider context, be adaptive to changed 22 

circumstances and/or aspirations, see non-financial goals as legitimate and important, use 23 

shared definitions of success, and provide entrepreneurs and development agents 24 
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(government, NGOs, corporates, etc.) with the training, tools and resources to evaluate and 25 

communicate their own success. 26 

 27 

Key Words: Indigenous entrepreneurship; development; success; evaluation; natural 28 

resource management; northern Australia.  29 

 30 

  31 
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Introduction 32 

The manner by which the success of Indigenous enterprise development is assessed can have 33 

a significant influence on both enterprise performance and the construction of policy 34 

environments that support entrepreneurship and economic participation (Story 2002; 35 

Anderson et al. 2004; Henrekson and Roine 2006; Henrekson and Stenkula 2009; UNU 2010; 36 

Dana 2013; Rigby and Ramlogan 2013). Development of success metrics can assist 37 

entrepreneurs achieve their goals more effectively, demonstrate achievements, attract new 38 

investment/partners and build public support. Metrics of success, however, are often based on 39 

their architects’ subjective worldview. In Australia, Indigenous peoples’ ‘performance’ has 40 

usually been evaluated from the perspective of the dominant culture using positivist tools that 41 

view success largely in financial terms but rarely with reference to the views of the 42 

Indigenous entrepreneurs themselves (Altman and Sanders 1991; Rowse 2006; Foley 2012).  43 

 44 

This paper seeks first to outline the problematic nature of defining success, exploring the 45 

issue and potential options using three case studies of Indigenous enterprises in remote 46 

northern Australia that use wild harvested plants and animals commercially. Actors 47 

associated with each of these case studies were asked whether they thought they were 48 

successful (or not) and the reasons behind their self-appraisal. Analyses of the responses 49 

provide insight into the problem of measuring the success of Indigenous enterprise 50 

development in remote northern Australia. 51 

 52 

This analysis is located within the ‘intercultural’
1
 space occupied by enterprise practice and 53 

policy that takes place between Indigenous people and dominant cultural institutions. While 54 

many Indigenous Australians retain relative autonomy over many aspects of their lives, 55 

                                                           
1
 See Morphy and Morphy (2014) for a more in depth discussion of the term ‘intercultural’. Though well 

discussed, the term is not yet well-defined. 
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which has allowed for the ongoing transmission of cultural knowledge and practice (Morphy 56 

and Morphy 2014), any publicly funded activities, and economic activity in general, remains 57 

subject to evaluation in a broader context. It is from the results of this evaluation that the 58 

general narrative of Indigenous business and economic success is constructed. 59 

 60 

Defining Success in Australia 61 

Success is a word that is often used with little thought given to its meaning. The English word 62 

‘success’ stems from the Latin verb succedere, meaning ‘come close after’, that is to succeed. 63 

However, it is also commonly used to describe “a favourable outcome; doing what was 64 

desired or attempted; the attainment of wealth, fame, or position” (Ludowyk and Moore 65 

2006, p.838). From a sociological perspective, success describes attaining a relatively 66 

superior position when compared to others in terms of reward packages (e.g. prestige, high 67 

pay, privileged lifestyle, etc.) (Bourdieu 1979; Treiman 1997; DiMaggio 2008; Grusky and 68 

Ku 2008; Keller et al. 2014). Alternatively, from a psychological perspective, success is 69 

defined as the attainment of goals (e.g. good health, marriage, income level) (Koivumaa-70 

Honkanen et al. 2001; Mastekaasa 1994; Diener 2002; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Judge and 71 

Hurst 2008) and incorporates the concept of subjective success as it refers to an individual 72 

(Lewin 1936; Locke 1990; Mirvis and Hall 1994; Keller et al. 2014). The focus in Western 73 

society and culture on pursuit of individual material wealth has influenced conceptions of 74 

individual success, particularly for men, so that words describing relative wealth become 75 

almost synonymous with success (Dyke and Murphy 2006).  76 

 77 

Often, the goals that individuals identify as being important for success are aligned with the 78 

criteria for happiness as defined by the social and cultural group of peers (Diener et al. 1999). 79 

However, it is also possible that individuals will have their own criteria for happiness and/or 80 
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success that contrasts with that of their peers (Keller et al. 2014). In general, however, an 81 

individual or group will feel successful when they have achieved a desirable position for 82 

themselves (or group to which they belong) based on a set of criteria that the individual (or 83 

group) have constructed based on their values and aspirations.  84 

 85 

There are two points to be made in terms of this definition of success that are important for 86 

the arguments in the rest of this paper. Firstly, as will be discussed in more detail with 87 

relation to measuring success, conceptions of success are significantly socially constructed. 88 

For example, stereotypical man in Western society views work as central to his success as it 89 

allows him to provide economic support to his family and demonstrate masculinity, whereas 90 

the stereotypical woman appraises her success with reference to caring for others and 91 

nurturing relationships (Dyke and Murphy 2006).  92 

 93 

The second point to make at the outset is that success and happiness (or wellbeing) are not 94 

normally the same. As described by Keller et al. (2014, p.172): 95 

Success is associated with achievement and, thus, with results that are attributable to one’s 96 

own actions… effort and competence in a given context that fosters or impedes this 97 

attainment. Whereas the experience of success may improve well-being… well-being may 98 

arise simply from favorable circumstances. One feels good because one has loving parents, 99 

lives in a stable environment, receives support and sponsorship, enjoys freedom and 100 

democracy, etc., all of which may be independent of own achievements. 101 

 102 

Given the difficulty in identifying the nature of success, both for individuals and for groups, 103 

it is unsurprising that measurement of success is complex. In Western societies and culture, 104 

attempts have been made to simplify the evaluation of success by employing a positivist 105 

paradigm (Pholi et al. 2009; Sharp et al. 2011; Keller et al. 2014). Positivism is primarily 106 
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concerned with the controlled verification of hypotheses, assumes that an apprehendable 107 

reality exists, that researchers have the capacity to measure this reality, and in-so-doing can 108 

present objective truths concerning any given phenomenon (Guba and Lincoln 1994). Some 109 

of the criticisms of positivist inquiry are: that it strips contextual variables, excludes meaning 110 

and purpose, separates theory and the local context, and applies inapplicable general data to 111 

individual cases; excludes the discovery dimension from inquiry; generates ‘facts’ that are 112 

theory and value-laden; and fails to recognise the interactive nature of the inquirer-inquired 113 

relationship (Guba and Lincoln 1994; Sharp et al. 2011). In practice, positivism assumes that 114 

more and better statistics will lead to more and better outcomes (Rowse 2006; Sharp et al. 115 

2011). These positivist approaches then define the nature of evidence used in development of 116 

‘evidence-based policy’. Positivist approaches are commonly applied to measuring success 117 

(or performance, outputs, or achievements) of public investment in schemes to improve the 118 

lot of disadvantaged or marginalised people (Sharp et al. 2011). While public accountability 119 

is a central tent of liberal democracy, so too are individual human rights and these can be lost 120 

when human aspiration and achievement is assessed only by what can be measured 121 

quantitatively. 122 

 123 

Closing the Gap 124 

An example of how positivist tendencies shape policy development in Australia is the 125 

Commonwealth Government’s ‘Close the Gap’ programme (FaHCSIA 2009). Popularly seen 126 

as a new dawn for Indigenous Australians, Close the Gap suggests that closer scrutiny of 127 

aspects of Aboriginal people’s wellbeing will lead to improved outcomes from government 128 

intervention and consequently health, education, employment, and other wellbeing indicators 129 

will move towards parity with those of non-Indigenous Australians (FaHCSIA 2009). A 130 
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closer inspection of the Close the Gap programme can cast light on the risks associated with 131 

generally positivistic assessments of performance. 132 

 133 

Analysis of the health sector by Pholi et al. (2009) exposes some of the shortcomings of the 134 

Close the Gap approach. Firstly, its focus on tracking indicators of individual health ignores 135 

the fact that social and structural aspects are as important in determining health as individual 136 

behaviours and characteristics. By doing this, Close the Gap excludes crucial components of 137 

health from its analysis, such as the negative influence of racism and the positive influence of 138 

culture (Morrissey et al. 2004). The interaction of the individual with nebulous structural and 139 

social phenomena, such as racism and culture, is indeed complex and difficult to measure. 140 

Consequently, Close the Gap largely ignores seemingly obvious prejudice and 141 

disempowerment of Indigenous Australians and the effects that this has on health (Pholi et al. 142 

2009).  143 

 144 

Pholi et al.’s (2009) second criticism is that Close the Gap is not a new approach to 145 

Indigenous affairs in Australia, but is merely a continuation of positivist interventions in the 146 

lives of Aboriginal people.  It is therefore unlikely to influence current trajectories and is 147 

simply the most recent re-branding of an approach that has thus far delivered only mediocre 148 

results (Altman and Sanders 1991; Dixon and Sindall 1994; Rowse 2006; Pholi et al. 2009). 149 

 150 

The third and final criticism of Close the Gap posited by Pholi et al. (2009) is that, by 151 

deploying a positivist approach, the programme automatically problematises and further 152 

disempowers Indigenous Australians. By closely identifying Indigenous people with data 153 

gathered on predominantly negative aspects of their lives, which is designed primarily to 154 

measure relative deficits compared to the non-Indigenous population, Indigenous Australians 155 
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are themselves reduced to a problem to be solved. This has the effect of further demoralising 156 

and disempowering Indigenous people as they are seen to be ‘deficient’. 157 

 158 

This is not to say that positivist approaches are without use. Indeed, as Pholi et al. (2009) 159 

point out, positivist research is useful for establishing broad benchmarks and monitoring 160 

movement towards rights-based goals (Calma 2006), it enhances the ability of agencies to 161 

budget and manage service delivery to Indigenous Australians (Anderson and Brady 1995), 162 

and can be used to ensure that government honours its responsibilities to Indigenous 163 

Australian citizens (Altman and Hunter 2006). However, it is important to acknowledge the 164 

biases and limitations of these approaches both in terms of their scope and the value 165 

(Morrissey et al. 2004; Sharp et al. 2011).  166 

 167 

Though Pholi et al. (2009) are primarily concerned with health, we suggest that these 168 

criticisms can be generalised across all sectors. For example, to apply a tightly positivist 169 

approach to assessing the success of Indigenous enterprise development runs the risk of: i) 170 

ignoring the structural and social aspects of enterprise success; ii) continuing the fallacy that 171 

better data will inevitably lead to better performance; and iii) exaggerating the failure of 172 

Indigenous enterprises, thus problematising and further disempowering Indigenous 173 

entrepreneurs. The end result is that Indigenous entrepreneurs can only be considered 174 

successful if they conduct their enterprises in a manner that essentially mimics those of non-175 

Indigenous entrepreneurs. 176 

 177 

Indigenous Wildlife-based Enterprises 178 

Throughout Australia’s post-colonial history, northern Australia has been viewed as 179 

underdeveloped and full of potential (Davidson 1965; Woinarski et al. 2007; NALWT 2009; 180 
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Dale et al. 2014). Commonly promoted tools for unleashing this potential have been mining, 181 

pastoralism and large-scale agriculture. Recently, however, it has been concluded that there is 182 

limited potential to grow northern economies on the back of these three major traditional 183 

industries (NALWT 2009; Dale et al. 2014). As such, alternative industries based on the 184 

sustainable use of land and water resources have emerged. Some of these industries include 185 

land and sea management (Altman et al. 2007, Morrison 2007; Sithole et al. 2008b), wildlife-186 

based enterprises (Austin and Corey 2012; Zander et al. 2013), tourism (Fuller et al. 2005; 187 

Tremblay and Wegner 2008) and arts and craft (Koenig et al. 2007). These industries also 188 

take advantage of the relatively abundant natural resources and intact ecosystems of northern 189 

Australia, but offer pathways to a more diversified economic base, greater benefits for local 190 

communities, and more sustainable uses of environmental resources. Indigenous people have 191 

pioneered these new industries in the north (Smyth and Whitehead 2012; Whitehead 2012). 192 

 193 

Indigenous wildlife-based enterprise (IWBE) is one of the new industries emerging in the 194 

north that occupies a propitious niche (Whitehead 2003; Altman and Cochrane 2005; Garnett 195 

2009; Cunningham et al. 2009; Holcombe et al. 2011; Walsh and Douglas 2011; Austin and 196 

Garnett 2011; Austin 2012; Austin and Corey 2012; Zander et al. 2013; Ratten and Dana 197 

2015). That is, they take advantage of abundant natural resources and relatively intact 198 

ecosystems in an environmentally sustainable manner to meet the needs of emerging markets, 199 

whilst coincidentally being aligned with the aspirations of the owners and managers of a 200 

significant proportion of these resources (Smyth and Whitehead 2012; Whitehead 2012; 201 

Zander et al. 2013). IWBEs are, to some extent, supported by policy and legislation at 202 

regional, national and international scales (Cooney and Edwards 2009) (Table 1). This paper 203 

aims to understand the types of outcomes Indigenous people desire from IWBEs, and through 204 
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this ways of monitoring and evaluating success that will be useful for creating supportive 205 

policy for Indigenous economic development in northern Australia. 206 

 207 

Insert Table 1 here 208 

 209 

Methods 210 

There are few examples of well-established Indigenous enterprises using native wildlife in 211 

northern Australia (Whitehead 2003; Gorman et al. 2006, 2008; Koenig et al. 2007; Austin & 212 

Garnett 2011; Austin & Corey 2012). One of the authors (BJA) used contacts with 213 

professionals working in the facilitation and/or research of wildlife enterprise development 214 

and wildlife management to identify potential case studies meeting the following 215 

requirements: 216 

 Indigenous owned and/or operated; 217 

 Based in northern Australia; 218 

 Uses wildlife for commercial purposes; 219 

 Uses wildlife consumptively; and 220 

 Has been harvesting produce for more than five years. 221 

Three case studies were identified and subsequently a period of negotiation, consent and 222 

planning took place before embarking on field work.  223 

 224 

The case studies selected for investigation were the Djelk Wildlife Enterprises; the Gulin 225 

Gulin Buffalo Company; and Terminalia ferdinandiana industry. There were significant 226 

differences between cases (See Table 2). Further to the differences listed in Table 2, the 227 

people (and places) involved in the case studies had unique life experiences and were the 228 

product of diverse and divergent histories. These differences are crucial to case study-based 229 
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knowledge and theory creation (Yin 2014). A comparison of individual case studies allowed 230 

triangulation of the results, enhancing validity, reliability and applicability.  231 

 232 

Insert Figure 1 about here 233 

 234 

Insert Table 2 about here 235 

 236 

For this research, nine field trips were made, totalling 55 days in the field, and involving 50 237 

research participants. Research participants were employees of the enterprises (mostly 238 

current, but some former), government employees tasked with promoting or supporting 239 

Indigenous wildlife-based enterprises, Indigenous Rangers, business-people from relevant 240 

industries, and other key stakeholders where appropriate. Fieldwork was conducted during 241 

times when research participants were active. That is, when wildlife harvests were underway; 242 

stakeholders were engaged in workshops or meetings about their activities or were 243 

undertaking related land management activities.  244 

 245 

Semi-structured interviews were used to discuss the specific issue of success (Minichiello 246 

1995). A questionnaire was developed to provide structure, but was used only to focus 247 

interviews on the topic. A few participants requested group interviews (i.e. two or more 248 

participants). 249 

 250 

Interview transcripts and field notes were transcribed in a digital word processing format and 251 

analysed using simple coding techniques (Glaser 1965; Charmaz 2006). Topics of interest 252 

were coded manually within the transcribed and transposed texts, from which a number of 253 
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identifiable themes emerged. This was undertaken in a manner known as constant 254 

comparative analysis (Glaser 1965), which: 255 

combines systematic data collection, coding, and analysis with theoretical sampling in order to 256 

generate theory that is integrated, close to the data, and expressed in a form clear enough for further 257 

testing (Conrad et al. 1993, p. 280). 258 

The data generated through this analysis was used to construct cases studies, communicate 259 

results and inform discussion. 260 

 261 

Results should not be seen as a conclusive representation of the views of all Indigenous 262 

Australians with regard to IWBEs (or economic development more broadly). As with any 263 

group or topic, diverse views exist. Priority was given to those people who had demonstrated 264 

interest in IWBEs through their practice and were therefore most likely to be knowledgeable 265 

on the topic. As is common in entrepreneurial studies (e.g. Dana and Hipango Jr 2011), we 266 

explored the phenomenon of IWBE from the perspective of Indigenous entrepreneurs, and 267 

those associated with Indigenous entrepreneurship. 268 

 269 

Results 270 

The entrepreneurs and employees in the IWBE case studies measured their success according 271 

to outcomes which could be grouped into five key domains: finance, society, culture, 272 

environment and longevity.  273 

 274 

[Insert Table 3 about here] 275 

 276 

Firstly, 48% of interviewees measured their success in terms of financial results, although 277 

none of the three cases was presented as completely successful or unsuccessful based on its 278 
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financial performance. For GGBC, their positive financial performance was identified as a 279 

major pillar of success.  280 

Yeah, the buffalo company owns everything. Got their own cheque book and all! Buffalo 281 

company got own everything… (P13). 282 

 283 

[If buffalo were culled] that would make it hard for the buffalo company itself. You 284 

wouldn’t be able to catch any buffalo around here… People would be sad because it is 285 

part of making money for the community (P15). 286 

Likewise, 75% of interviewees involved with Djelk Wildlife Enterprises cited the significant 287 

financial income generated by their crocodile egg harvests as evidence of success, even 288 

though recent harvesting activities have not been profitable due to increased costs associated 289 

with royalty payments.  290 

People get money and jobs from it. That really good one (P4). 291 

 292 

It generates money, it pays people for resources that come from their land, it provides a 293 

return to people for the use of their traditional knowledge, it is an alternative to welfare… 294 

(P10). 295 

 296 

There were a couple of years that weren’t very successful in amongst it, but overall it was 297 

a successful programme. The amount of income was reasonably good, the amount of 298 

involvement was good, the level of ownership was good (P11). 299 

For most of the Tf harvesters, however, their fruit collecting activities only occasionally 300 

reached break-even and they often experienced a financial loss.  301 

 302 

Secondly, the influence that enterprises had on local communities in which they operated was 303 

considered as being an important component of success by 46% of the IWBE participants. 304 

Some of the social benefits identified by interviewees were increased employment (74%), 305 

increased levels of income (often to supplement welfare income) (50%), a sense of pride and 306 



14 
 

purpose (30%), a sense of ownership (26%), the chance to remove oneself from stressful 307 

relationships and situations in their community (14%), enjoyment (22%), and improved 308 

health (32%).  309 

Its more harder job than them mob there in town. You know, you get up early, you go and 310 

get yourself breakfast and go… and we laugh all the time. And we have fun. All the 311 

employees you know, we have fun you know. We get to chase them buffalo everywhere 312 

you know. We like having fun (P13). 313 

 314 

But you really need that local people, and young people, out here. To know the country you 315 

know. Otherwise white man might come in and take this country. A couple of fellas might 316 

come out here, white men you know, and start doing what they like. Shooting round here 317 

(P15). 318 

 319 

[Donations to the community] are pretty regular. We’ve donated to the school a couple of 320 

times, but its generally help whenever there is a pressing need, whether it’s a funeral or 321 

getting a bus… (P16). 322 

 323 

Yeah good meals you know… Like when they in the communities and town there, they in 324 

and out of the fridge every five minutes. If there’s something to eat. If not, they’re eating 325 

from pay-day to pay-day mate. Like that one household in town that they probably got, might 326 

be two bedrooms, probably about 15 people living in there! …it’s good to get away from… 327 

not actually sitting down bored in the house doing nothing (P17). 328 

 329 

Further, and in line with research into Indigenous entrepreneurs in other parts of the world 330 

(e.g. Dana and Hipango Jr. 2011), IWBEs offer a vehicle for intergenerational knowledge 331 

transfer. For example: 332 

I learned about gubinge from the old people. I used to walk this country with them when I 333 

was a little boy. Eating bush tucker. I want to pass that on to young people… When they 334 

come to my block to pick the fruits they are learning about the bush (P28). 335 
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 336 

Thirdly, IWBEs facilitated participation in cultural activities as they provided the means for 337 

participants to travel and temporarily reside on ‘country’. While some authors argue that 338 

adopting an essentially western method of creating livelihood income (i.e. enterprise in the 339 

capitalist economy) impinges on the traditional culture of Indigenous people (Comaroff and 340 

Comaroff 2009), some of the IWBE proponents interviewed believed either that engaging in 341 

commercial enterprise increased their ability to participate in cultural activities (26%) or that 342 

the hybridisation of cultures was appropriate for the contemporary Indigenous Australian way 343 

of life (22%) (see also Missens et al. 2014).  344 

 345 

The fourth way that research participants suggested they were successful (46%) was that the 346 

IWBE enhanced their ability to engage in environmental management. One of the Tf 347 

harvesters suggested that proceeds from the sale of fruit had allowed him to spend more time 348 

caring for his country. He suggested that he had been able to implement a resource 349 

management regime that was similar to that taught to him by his grandfather when living in 350 

the area as a child. When he and his family, along with many other families in the region, 351 

were removed from their country, the land suffered from a lack of active care (e.g. 352 

appropriate fire regimes (Russell-Smith et al. 2009)). Since reinstituting traditional land 353 

management practices, this harvester noted the return of lizard and bird species that had 354 

previously ‘disappeared’ (P28).  355 

Every time you see that something has improved, it just gives you that inspiration 356 

to keep going. For us, really, the key thing is that we wanted to save that area… 357 

We’re centred in that. That’s what gave us the energy, the inspiration, everything. 358 

Basically, if we are not doing that, it’s not even worth it for us. The ecological side 359 

of things is what keeps us there. And the rest of it is pretty hard… (P29). 360 
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A similar, though less personal, story was told by the Djelk Wildlife Enterprise employees 361 

who suggested that their harvest of crocodile eggs was important in managing the local 362 

crocodile population. As mentioned, they saw their role as important both for “looking after” 363 

the crocodiles and for “keeping the community safe” (P4).  364 

They would be really happy if we drop the crocodile number down…(P4).  365 

They also mentioned that whilst they were conducting harvests they were “manning the 366 

frontline” (P7) in the defence of local habitats against invasive plants and animals. Even in 367 

the case of buffalo mustering, some interviewees suggested that mustering has been a useful 368 

tool for managing stocks so that overgrazing does not take place. 369 

They cause heaps of damage in the waterways yeah. But what’s the use of government 370 

coming in and shooting the lot of them? But what about the people on the land? They 371 

can make money off it you know? Get contractors in. Local people. They can do it. This 372 

company here can do it. So everybody benefits from it, not just the government (P17).  373 

 374 

A fifth measure of success was identified by interviewees from GGBC (40%) and Djelk 375 

Wildlife Enterprises (25%) who suggested that the longevity of their wildlife harvesting 376 

activities was a sign of success. This was not coded for initially, but was observed to be a 377 

common theme during the analysis of the data. GGBC had mustered buffalo for 20 years and 378 

Djelk had been collecting crocodile eggs for 15 years. Longevity is a strong indicator of 379 

success as it incorporates all other possible metrics of success. That is, without the presence 380 

of success in key aspects of the enterprise activity, longevity would be impossible.  381 

 382 

All five aspects of success for the IWBEs investigated were closely related. For example, 383 

without some financial benefits, it is unlikely that Tf harvesters would spend as much time 384 

‘on country’ and would not have achieved the cultural and/or environmental benefits 385 



17 
 

described above. However, without the non-financial benefits, the enterprises would not have 386 

proceeded either. 387 

 388 

Discussion 389 

In mainstream entrepreneurship the primary objective is the maximisation of financial profit 390 

(Hindle and Moroz 2010). Given this, there is little tension created between practice and 391 

policy by the evaluation of performance within a positivist paradigm. However, in general, 392 

the contexts within which Indigenous entrepreneurs operate and the outcomes they desire 393 

from commercial enterprise often differ from the mainstream.  394 

Depending on circumstance, culture, norms and other variables, Indigenous entrepreneurship 395 

may have to take account of a wider array of stakeholders and a wider variety of issues – 396 

particularly social impacts – than just the achievement of economic success by individual or 397 

firm protagonists (Hindle and Moroz 2010, p5). 398 

The results obtained through this research confirm this and are in line with those of 399 

Australian (Foley 2003; Nikolakis 2008; Hindle and Moroz 2010), and international 400 

Indigenous entrepreneurship researchers (Anderson et al. 2004; Peredo et al. 2004; Peredo 401 

and Chrisman 2006; Smith 2006; Berkes and Davidson-Hunt 2012; Kayseas 2009; Bargh 402 

2012; Giovannini 2012; Pengelly and Davidson-Hunt 2012).  403 

 404 

If the success of IWBEs were only to be measured using financial figures, then the results of 405 

the case studies examined here are marginal. Few Tf harvesters have made a profit from their 406 

activities (Austin 2012) and Djelk has realised losses on its crocodile egg harvests in recent 407 

years (Austin and Corey 2012). And, while GGBC has been financially successful, having 408 

made a profit every year of operation and consequently accrued considerable cash reserves, 409 

this is largely because no harvesting occurs in years when conditions are unfavourable (which 410 

have been relatively few), so obviating the need to maintain ongoing running costs during 411 
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poor years (Austin and Garnett 2010; Collier et al. 2010). Without the support of local 412 

livelihoods by government through welfare, this selective approach to mustering would have 413 

been more difficult, if not impossible. Indeed, this was true for all of the case studies 414 

investigated.  415 

 416 

Alternatively, if one takes a less ‘mainstream’ approach and looks at IWBEs from the 417 

position of the marginally viable community (Hughes and Warin 2005; Stafford Smith et al. 418 

2008), the contributions are in fact significant.  In contributing to local options for labour 419 

force participation, IWBEs grow local economies which are then able to support Indigenous 420 

Australians in pursuing meaningful and sustainable livelihoods in ways that are, for them, 421 

preferable to receiving welfare payments and/or working in ‘mainstream’ jobs (Austin and 422 

Corey 2012; Zander et al. 2013). In addition, IWBEs offer a suite of benefits to entrepreneurs 423 

(See Table 3). These benefits appear to contribute positively to the wellbeing of the people 424 

directly involved in the IWBEs investigated, although this assumption needs to be tested by 425 

assessing the ways in which people perceive wellbeing or ‘the good life’ (Dockery 2010). 426 

 427 

Theoretical Implications 428 

The issue at the core of measures of success of Indigenous enterprise development lies in 429 

existence of competing worldviews – i.e. Western cultural worldviews and Indigenous 430 

Australian worldviews. Of course, this is a false dichotomy in many ways. For example, there 431 

is no single Indigenous Australian worldview, but rather numerous Indigenous worldviews 432 

that are bound together by some similar cultural attributes in combination with a shared 433 

experience of colonisation and oppression on the Australian continent. Further, Western 434 

cultural worldviews and Indigenous Australian worldviews are not necessarily mutually 435 

exclusive. The two ‘types’ of worldviews may indeed share similar traits, and individuals 436 
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within these stereotypes may not adhere strictly to the generalisations within the worldviews. 437 

For example, many pastoralists in northern Australia continue to operate their enterprises for 438 

motivations other than financial profit (Greiner et al. 2009) as do many other ‘mainstream’ 439 

entrepreneurs participating in market-based activities (e.g. Giorgievski et al. 2011). 440 

Nonetheless, as has been argued with the definition of Indigenous entrepreneurship as a field 441 

there is value in juxtaposing a general Western cultural worldview with an Indigenous 442 

worldview if for no other reason than to recognise the need to accommodate complexity, 443 

diversity and difference in ways of understanding and evaluating phenomena across cultures 444 

(Hindle and Moroz 2010). Indigenous Australians now find themselves forced participate, 445 

sometimes reluctantly, in market-based economic activity which is not part of traditional 446 

economic practice (Missens et al. 2014). 447 

 448 

Worldviews, with their complexity and potential difference, need to be accommodated in 449 

evaluation and assessment of the success of entrepreneurship, especially minority 450 

entrepreneurs and in our case Indigenous entrepreneurs. There is, however, a way to escape 451 

these ontologic, epistemic and pragmatic constraints. Weber (1978 [1921-22]) described two 452 

fundamental rationalities that lead to economic participation: formal rationality and 453 

substantive rationality. In a Weberian sense, formal rationality refers to ‘seeking efficiency’; 454 

whereas substantive rationality involves ‘adherence to an ideological system’, which can 455 

include cultural and spiritual traditions or customs. Cleary (2012) used a case study of bush 456 

tomato harvests by Indigenous people in the central Australian desert to demonstrate the 457 

meaning of these two terms in practice. Here, Indigenous people engaged in the harvest of 458 

bush products as part of a cultural tradition. These people still engage in customary harvests 459 

of bush tomatoes whether there is a market opportunity to sell this harvest or not. In this 460 

sense, they employ substantive rationality in their harvesting activity. However, these same 461 
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wildlife harvesters also behave opportunistically by extending their harvesting activities in 462 

order to sell bush tomatoes when market demand arises. They have been able to engage in 463 

their traditional harvests, with the attendant cultural and spiritual aspects incorporated, but 464 

have also generated cash income (Yates 2009; Douglas 2010; Walsh and Douglas 2011; 465 

Cleary 2012). In so doing, these harvesters sought to maximise the efficiency of their harvests 466 

and, as such, were acting on a formal rationality.  467 

 468 

The ways in which substantive and formal rationalities manifest themselves depend on the 469 

social and cultural contexts in which the actors exist. Cleary (2012) concludes that both 470 

substantive and formal rationalities for economic participation can co-exist, though they are 471 

always by definition in opposition (Weber 1978 [1921-22]). Indeed, much of the 472 

entrepreneurial activity Indigenous people engage in is conducted within local subsistence 473 

and cultural economies as opposed to the market (Dana 2015). Definitions of success need to 474 

assess whether the apparently contradictory motivations underpinning these rationalities are 475 

satisfied. The case studies presented here are consistent with the significant body of literature 476 

has emerged in recent decades on the social and cultural nature of economic transactions 477 

(Granovetter 1985; 2005; Amin and Thrift 1992; Thrift 1994; Thrift and Olds 1996; Leyshon 478 

1997; Curry 1999; 2003; 2005; Rauch and Casella 2001; Dutta and Jackson 2003; Calvo-479 

Armengol 2004; Anderson et al. 2006; Missens et al. 2014; Ratten and Dana 2015). 480 

Granovetter (2005, p.35) summarises social embeddedness as: 481 

...the extent to which economic action is linked to or depends on action or institutions that are 482 

non-economic in content, goals or processes. 483 

 484 

It was assumed by economists that as ‘pre-capitalist’ societies ‘modernised’ and developed a 485 

market-based economy, social relations would become commoditised (Marx and Engels 486 

1976; Granovetter 1985, 2005; Curry 1999). It was assumed that societies would release 487 
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markets from their grasp and allow individuals to act within them on purely rational, profit-488 

seeking terms (Granovetter 2005). However, it has been demonstrated that this is not the case 489 

(Dana 2015). Experience around the globe suggests that as economies become capitalist and 490 

markets emerge, local people firmly embed enterprise into local culture (Curry 1999; 491 

Granovetter 2005; Cahn 2006) because financial decisions and transactions are but a small 492 

facet of social and economic life (Dana 2015). Elsewhere, the influence of social and cultural 493 

structures on the nature and performance of economies has been described in regulation 494 

theory (Anderson et al. 2006; Kayseas et al. 2015; Ratten and Dana 2015). Market-based 495 

livelihood strategies employed by people depend fundamentally on their rationalities. In turn, 496 

their rationalities are informed by their values, beliefs and aspirations in combination with 497 

their socio-cultural context. Indeed, much post-colonial Indigenous entrepreneurship in 498 

remote Australia may be conducted more out of economic necessity rather than desire with 499 

external forces contributing to the types of economic activities (market-based or otherwise) 500 

available for Indigenous people to pursue locally (Kayseas et al. 2015; Dana 2015; Ratten 501 

and Dana 2015). The consequence is that enterprises need to function in a way that 502 

complements rather than conflicts with the local socio-cultural landscape. As Missens et al. 503 

(2014) and Dana (2015) describe, Indigenous entrepreneurs are finding synergies between 504 

traditional and market-based economic systems through small-scale enterprise development. 505 

 506 

Implications for Policy and Practice 507 

 508 

It is logical then that if people ‘do’ enterprise/entrepreneurship in different ways and for 509 

different reasons, then the approaches and tools used to evaluate their success need to be 510 

flexible, sensitive to proponent’s priorities and adaptable. It is widely surmised that the story 511 

of Indigenous enterprise development in Australia, particularly in remote areas, is one of 512 



22 
 

struggle and inevitable failure (IBR 2003; SCRGSP 2007, 2009; Sutton 2009; Pearson 2011; 513 

Missens et al. 2014). However, these assessments are largely made against benchmarks of 514 

success that are constructed and monitored by the dominant culture in non-remote locales. 515 

For example, in Australia, there is a substantial body of work which points to an 516 

irreconcilable tension between profit maximisation and employment in the context of 517 

Indigenous enterprise development (Arthur 1999; Cornell 2005; Peredo and Chrisman 2006; 518 

Nikolakis 2008; and Trosper et al. 2008).  The Indigenous Business Review (IBR 2003) 519 

suggests that levels of employment should not influence the decisions of entrepreneurs as 520 

profit maximisation is more important and, therefore, success should be measured on the 521 

basis of financial returns. It is proposed that if the aspirations and motivations of the 522 

proponents of these enterprises created the ‘benchmarks’ against which performance was 523 

assessed the situation may not seem so bleak.  524 

 525 

As Gorgievski et al. (2011) note, this is not to undervalue or detract from the potential 526 

importance of profit, growth, innovation and financial performance over the long-term. 527 

Achieving these things may indeed be the primary motive for entrepreneurs to participate in 528 

the market. However, this should not be assumed in the programs and policies designed to 529 

support the emergence of enterprises, nor evaluations of their success (Peredo et al. 2004; 530 

Dana 2015; Kayseas et al. 2015). For example, it is entirely possible that in some instances 531 

longevity may not be necessary for success. Protagonists behind enterprises may have a 532 

certain goal that takes into account the achievement of a short- or medium-term goal that may 533 

require the existence of an enterprise for the short- to medium-term. If the enterprise moves 534 

some way towards achieving this goal in line with the timeframe of the protagonists, yet 535 

ceases to exist over the long-term, then it could be argued that this enterprise has achieved its 536 

purpose; it has been successful.  537 
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 538 

Therefore, it is important that for the purposes of assessing success evaluations of the current 539 

goals and ambitions of the individuals associated with the enterprise are used to inform the 540 

tools, metrics, indicators and/or methodologies employed. They will change as the context 541 

within which the enterprise operates changes over time. Further, each episode of 542 

achievement, or failure, that is experienced by the individual and/or group can be used to 543 

construct and shift a baseline of relative success or failure of the current enterprise (Keller et 544 

al. 2014). Private enterprise should be seen as a means to achieve a diverse range of possible 545 

ends, with conceptions and evaluations of success reflecting the aspirations of the proponent 546 

rather than of the bureaucrat or technocrat. 547 

 548 

Future Research  549 

 550 

It has often been assumed that Indigenous people who want to participate in the market 551 

economy should emulate the approaches to enterprise development and participation of non-552 

Indigenous Australians (IBR 2003; Altman 2007; SCRGSP 2007; 2009; FaHCSIA 2009; 553 

Hunt 2011; Pearson 2011; Forrest 2014). However, as evidenced in the Indigenous 554 

entrepreneurship and economic development literature (Dana 1995; Altman 2001; Foley 555 

2003, 2008; Anderson and Giberson 2004; Peredo et al. 2004; Wutunee 2004; Cornell 2005; 556 

Peredo and Chrisman 2006; Nikolakis 2008; Trosper et al. 2008; Kayseas 2009; Hindle and 557 

Moroz 2010; Bargh 2012; Giovannini 2012; Pengelly and Davidson-Hunt 2012; Missens et 558 

al. 2014; Ratten and Dana 2015), and this research more specifically, this assumption is often 559 

false.  560 

 561 
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This research opens space to discuss alternative approaches to measuring Indigenous 562 

enterprise success that provide more realistic assessments by acknowledging and respecting 563 

cultural and contextual difference. It must be acknowledged that Indigenous entrepreneurs 564 

desire unique outcomes from their participation in the market-based economy. In turn, 565 

evaluations of the performance of Indigenous entrepreneurs must start broad, embrace 566 

Indigenous worldviews, consider context, be adaptive to changed circumstances and/or 567 

aspirations, see non-financial goals as legitimate and important, use shared definitions of 568 

success, and provide entrepreneurs and development agents (government, NGOs, corporates, 569 

etc.) with the training, tools and resources to not only plan properly, but evaluate and 570 

communicate their own success. Likewise, programmes to encourage and support Indigenous 571 

entrepreneurs in remote parts of Australia must work within the local and social contexts, and 572 

with local enterprise leaders, to empower communities to identify appropriate opportunities 573 

and participate in the market economy on their own terms (Dana 2015; Ratten and Dana 574 

2015). 575 

 576 

In this regard much can be learned from the emergence and consolidation of the Indigenous 577 

land and sea management sector in Australia over the past 20 years (Altman et al. 2007; 578 

Sithole et al. 2008a, 2008b; Zander and Garnett 2011; Hill et al. 2013). Government 579 

programmes such as the Australian Government’s Indigenous Protected Areas (IPA) 580 

programme (Szabo and Smyth 2003; Smyth 2011a, 2011b; Hill et al. 2011), NGO-driven 581 

Healthy Country Planning (Moorcroft et al. 2012) and more independent Country-based 582 

Planning (Smyth 2011a) models have emerged as useful tools for both planning and 583 

evaluation of Indigenous land and sea management. Their accommodation of the local has 584 

ensured their relevance and efficacy in achieving locally, nationally and internationally 585 

important outcomes and has enhanced the resilience of both the communities involved and 586 
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the land and sea management activities themselves. For these programmes, understanding 587 

and embracing local Indigenous rationalities for land and sea management has led to their 588 

success (Muller 2008; Lane et al. 2009; Howitt 2010; Hill et al. 2011; Smyth 2011a, 2011b; 589 

Ens et al. 2012; Hoffman et al. 2012; Zurba et al. 2012; Hill et al. 2013; Missens et al. 2014). 590 

 591 

However, many questions still remain unanswered by the current literature on Indigenous 592 

entrepreneurship in Australia, such as: 593 

 What is the nature of the ‘propitious niche’? 594 

 Do Indigenous people agree with Weber’s theories regarding economic participation 595 

or is there a need for an Indigenous critique? 596 

 What does an appropriate return on investment look like for Indigenous people living 597 

in a remote Australian context? 598 

 How does Indigenous society and culture regulate market-based economic activity? 599 

 Are Indigenous people and their communities equipped with appropriate and rigorous 600 

tools to evaluate their performance and demonstrate accountability to investors and 601 

partner organisations? 602 

 603 

Conclusion 604 

 605 

Understanding Indigenous rationalities and the values, beliefs and aspirations which underlie 606 

them, focusing on broad notions of success which emphasise a mix of economic, cultural, 607 

social, political and environmental prerogatives could help policy makers create a supportive 608 

political and economic environment for entrepreneurial growth (Foley 2003; 2006; Story 609 

2002; Henrekson and Roine 2006; Nikolakis 2008; Henrekson and Stenkula 2009; Dana 610 

2013; Rigby and Ramlogan 2013; Missens et al. 2014; Dana 2015; Ratten and Dana 2015). 611 
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To achieve this, Indigenous peoples’ voices must be heard in debates about entrepreneurship 612 

and economic participation and respected on equal footing with the “…Western-educated 613 

white men at the forefront of… entrepreneurship research” (Foley 2012, p.60). 614 

 615 
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 1017 

Participant 

no. 

Description Age Interest in IWBEs Location 

P1 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P2 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P3 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P4 Indigenous male 30-40 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P5 Indigenous male 30-40 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P6 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P7 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P8 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Maningrida 

P9 Non-indigenous 

male 

30-40 Current manager of wildlife harvesting 

enterprise 

Maningrida 

P10 Non-indigenous 

male 

50-60 Former CEO of Aboriginal corporation 

that harvests wildlife commercially 

Darwin 

P11 Non-indigenous 

male 

40-50 Former manager of wildlife harvesting 

enterprise 

Darwin 

P12 Non-indigenous 

male 

60-70 Long-term buyer of wildlife produce from 

an Indigenous wildlife harvesting 

enterprise and wildlife harvesting expert 

Darwin 

P13 Indigenous male 40-50 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P14 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P15 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P16 Indigenous male 20-30 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P17 Indigenous male 30-40 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P18 Non-indigenous 

male 

20-30 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P19 Non-indigenous 

male 

20-30 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P20 Indigenous female 30-40 Wildlife harvester Bulman 

P21 Non-indigenous 

male 

40-50 Current manager of wildlife harvesting 

enterprise 

Bulman 

P22 Indigenous male 30-40 Ranger Bulman 

P23 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P24 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P25 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P26 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P27 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P28 Indigenous male 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P29 Indigenous male  20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P30 Indigenous female 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P31 Indigenous female 20-30 Ranger Bulman 

P32 Non-indigenous 

male 

20-30 Ranger Coordinator Bulman 

P33 Indigenous male 50-60 Wildlife harvester Dampier 

Peninsula 

P34 Indigenous female 50-60 Wildlife harvester Dampier 

Peninsula 

P35 Indigenous female 40-50 Wildlife harvester Broome 

P36 Indigenous female 50-60 Wildlife harvester Broome 

P37 Indigenous male 30-40 Wildlife harvester Lombadina 

P38 Indigenous male 50-60 Wildlife harvester Broome 

P39 Indigenous female 40-50 Wildlife harvester Lombadina 

P40 Indigenous female 30-40 Wildlife harvester Darwin 

P41 Indigenous female 20-30 Wildlife harvester Darwin 

P42 Indigenous female 20-30 Wildlife harvester Darwin 

P43 Indigenous male 50-60 Extension officer working with wildlife Broome 
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harvesters 

P44 Non-indigenous 

male 

40-50 Extension officer working with wildlife 

harvesters 

Broome 

P45 Non-indigenous 

male 

50-60 Extension officer working with wildlife 

harvesters 

Broome 

P46 Non-indigenous 

female 

40-50 Enterprise development officer Broome 

P47 Non-indigenous 

male 

40-50 Training provider for wildlife harvesters Broome 

P48 Non-indigenous 

male 

50-60 Buyer of wildlife produce Broome 

P49 Non-indigenous 

male 

50-60 Buyer of wildlife produce  Broome 

P50 Non-indigenous 

male 

40-50 Training provider and enterprise facilitator 

for wildlife harvesters 

Darwin 
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Table 1. Formal, dominant culture-based institutional support for Indigenous Wildlife-based Enterprises 1022 
in Australia. 1023 
 1024 
Institution Relevant Policy 

United Nations Permanent Forum 

on Indigenous Issues 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Australian Federal Government Indigenous Economic Development Strategy 2011-2018 

Closing the Gap  

Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory 

Northern Territory Government Strategy for Conservation through the Sustainable Use of Wildlife in the 

Northern Territory 1997 

Indigenous Economic Development Strategy 2009-2012 

NT Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan 2005 

Aboriginal Peak Organisation NT Creating and Supporting Sustainable Livelihoods 

Western Australian Government Aboriginal Economic Participation Strategy 2012-2016 

 1025 

 1026 

 1027 

  1028 
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 1029 

Table 2. Comparison of the characteristics of the case study Indigenous Wildlife-based Enterprises for 1030 

which definitions of success were assessed. 1031 

 

Terminalia 

ferdinandiana 

Industry 

Gulin Gulin Buffalo 

Co. (Buffalo 

mustering) 

Djelk Wildlife 

Enterprise (Crocodile 

egg harvest) 

Activity Wild-harvest of fruit Buffalo mustering Crocodile egg 

harvesting and hatching 

Species Terminalia 

ferdinandiana 

(Gubinge, billy-goat 

plum, Kakadu plum) 

Bulabus bulabis (Asian 

swamp buffalo) 

Crocodylus porosus 

(Saltwater crocodile) 

Commodity type Fruit Live animal Live animal 

Habitat Type Predominantly sandy 

coastal soils 

Tropical savanna 

grasslands; floodplains 

Estuaries; rivers; 

swamps; billabongs 

Native/invasive Native Invasive Native 

Market/s Nutraceuticals; 

cosmetics; perfume; 

food and beverages  

Live export (meat) – 

South-East Asia 

Crocodile farms 

Scale Industry (multiple 

entrepreneurs) 

Enterprise Enterprise 

Geography West Kimberley; 

Darwin 

South-Central Arnhem 

Land 

North-Central Arnhem 

Land 

Languages Yawuru; Jukin; 

Ngumbarl; Jabirr 

Jabirr; Nyul Nyul; 

Bardi; Larrakia 

Rembarrnga; 

Ngalkbon; Nalakan; 

Kriol 

Burrara; Nakara; 

Njebanna; Kunbarlang; 

Gunnartpa; Gurrgoni; 

Kuninjku; Kune; 

Dalabon; Rembarrnga 

 1032 

 1033 

  1034 
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 1035 

Table 3. Reported benefits from Indigenous Wildlife-based Enterprises and the success factors to which 1036 
they are related. 1037 
Reported Benefits Domain 

Individual income through employment Financial 

Royalty payments to Traditional Owners Financial 

Growth in the local economy Financial  

Employment (as a social benefit) Social 

Pride and purpose Culture, Social, Wellbeing 

Removal from stressful and potentially harmful situations Social, Wellbeing 

Pleasure and enjoyment Cultural, Social, Wellbeing 

Improved diet Wellbeing 

Exercise Wellbeing society 

Knowledge and skill development Cultural, Social culture, society  

The ability to reside on country for longer Cultural, Social 

Enhanced capacity for cultural/ceremonial activities on country Cultural, Wellbeing 

Increased ability to engage in land management activities Cultural, Financial, Social  

 1038 
 1039 

 1040 

 1041 

  1042 
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Figure 1: Location of sites in northern Australia where Indigenous Wildlife-based Enterprises were being 1043 
conducted. 1044 
  1045 

 1046 

 1047 


