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Abstract

Background: Attention to culture and its impact on health care can improve the quality of care given, add to our
understanding of health care among culturally diverse populations, and encourage a more holistic approach to
health care within general care. Connection to culture is important to Aboriginal peoples, and integrating
Aboriginal culture into general care in residential aged care facilities may contribute to improving care delivery and
outcomes for residents. The literature to date revealed a lack of understanding of the capacity of residential aged
care and the health practices of carers in relation to providing cultural care for Aboriginal people. This study aimed
to explore how cultural care needs are maintained for Aboriginal residents from their own and their carers’
perspectives.

Methods: Applying an Aboriginal centered research method, an Interpretive Descriptive Approach was used as a
theoretical framework to explore data in this study. Semi structured audio-recorded interviews were conducted. An
additional file provides a complete description of the interview questions used as a guide for the study [see
Additional file 1]. Three Residential Aged Care Centres, in South Australia were used i.e., two rural from centres and
one urban metropolitan centre. Seven Aboriginal residents and 19 carers participated in interviews. Data was
transcribed and an interpretive analysis was employed to code the transcribed data for themes and sub-themes.
The study was guided by an Aboriginal community advisory group with an aim to work under the principle of
reciprocity; giving back to the communities, participants and those where the research results may have been
relevant.

Results: Three themes emerged from the views of the residents and carers: (i) lack of resources and funding; (ii)
care practice; and (iii) marginalisation of Aboriginal culture within aged care facilities.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that carers and residents believe cultural inclusion in general care practices may
enrich Aboriginal residents’ daily life, health and well-being in residential aged care facilities. This study may provide
carers, aged care centre managers and policy makers with information on the need of resources, funding,
organised care plan and management, and cultural competency of carers to be considered to improve Aboriginal
aged care protocols for integrating cultural care into practice.
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Background
Components of culture have been shown to be integral
to the care and well-being of people living in residential
aged care [1–3] Cultural care includes issues of history,
geography and ethnicity are all important aspects when
caring for older people [4]. Cultural care addresses and
responds to the needs of an individual experiencing ill
health and depression, often because of disconnected-
ness from place, land, kinship, and spirit or soul [5, 6]. A
positive relationship is evident between the cultural care
and health and well-being status of an individual [5, 7].
However, cultural care is often absent or neglected in
residential aged care centres in Australia [5, 8]. Smith
[5] noted a lack of training and competency of carers
about both spiritual and cultural care in Australia. Al-
though some researchers have reported on the cultural
care needs of older people [5, 9–11], little is known
about how these needs of Aboriginal residents’ are main-
tained in aged care centres.
About 15% of Aboriginal Australians are aged 50 years

and over (generally classified as old age for Aboriginal
Australians) and less than 1% of people living in aged
care centres are identified as Aboriginal [12]. In aged
care centres, most Aboriginal people live with chronic
diseases, mental health conditions and debilitating co-
morbidities [13, 14]. Social and economic exclusion over
generations has had extensive and debilitating impacts
on Aboriginal health [15, 16]. The health status of Abo-
riginal people reflects the consequences of history, but
healthcare interactions of these people with carers usu-
ally begin with an exclusion of an adequate historical
background that is important to Aboriginal people [17–
19]. This exclusion is exacerbated by an absence of cul-
tural care in the general health care provision at aged
care centres. Most Aboriginal people have a strong con-
nection with their family and community members and
specific traditional areas of land and rituals [8]. A suc-
cessful healthcare practice and a culturally safe health-
care interaction requires acknowledgement and
acceptance of culture for Aboriginal people by carers
[20]. In this study the term carers is used to encompass
direct care staff, such as registered nursed, enrolled
nurses and carers who provide direct care for residents
in residential aged care facilities.
Residential aged care centres in Australia aim to pro-

vide responsive and flexible services to Aboriginal people
in a way that respects cultural identity and promotes in-
dependence, choices and dignity. The new Single Aged
Care Quality Framework – Quality Standards that re-
place the Australian Government’s accreditation stan-
dards [21], highlights care recipient lifestyle and that
‘Identity, culture and diversity’ are all respected (2018
p.16). This standard is further elaborated to request ‘Re-
specting a person’s identity, culture and diversity also

means: …providing care that is reflective of, and respon-
sive to, their culture…’(2018 p. 16).
Despite these standards, there are problems that Abori-

ginal people face in accessing cultural care at aged care
centres, which are yet to be featured in the literature and
in the policies [22, 23]. This study contributes to the lit-
erature by providing an insight on the factors and issues
that impact on the integration of cultural care into general
care for Aboriginal residents.
The average age of Aboriginal people in residential aged

care at 30 June 2017 was 73 years, compared with 85 years
for non-Aboriginal people [41]. There are approximately 2,
672 operational residential care facilities across Australia.
Of these, less than 1% (24 facilities) had 50% or more of
their clients identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Is-
lander Australians [41]. In general, Aboriginal people access
care through various aged care programs. However, some
aged care service providers specialise in the provision of
culturally appropriate and flexible models of care targeted
at older Aboriginal Australians. All residential aged care fa-
cilities participating in this study fit under this umbrella.

Methods
The exploratory research design included an interpretive
descriptive approach developed by Sally Thorne [24]. This
approach is a non-categorical description, drawing on prin-
ciples based in nursing epistemological stance, used as a
methodology to illustrate the practical and contextualised
realities of human health and healthcare needs and prac-
tices [24]. Thorne, Kirkham and MacDonald-Emes (1997)
considered formal research and interpretation as a founda-
tional fore-structure to a new qualitative inquiry. They
stated that a qualitative framework needs to be constructed
based on intensive interviews with articulated research par-
ticipants and critical analysis of the findings in terms of
existing knowledge [25]. Given the practice focus of this
study, interpretive descriptive approach was found ideal
because it would investigate the relationships between the
healthcare practices of carers and the capacity of aged care
centres [26]. This interpretive description allowed the re-
searcher to frame research questions and prompts and
better maintains disciplinary logic and methodological in-
tegrity. Following this interpretive descriptive approach,
therefore, semi-structured interviews were conducted and
data were analysed thematically for this study. An add-
itional file provides a complete description of the inter-
view questions used as a guide for the study [see
Additional file 1].

Research settings and participants
Following community conversations and consultation
with the Aboriginal Elders Council of South Australia
around appropriate aged care venues, three rural and re-
mote sites, and two urban metropolitan sites in South
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Australia were chosen. Three of them were willing to
participate; two rural centres and one urban metropol-
itan centre.
The total residents numbered approximately 140

residents, of which around 80 were of Aboriginal des-
cent. Because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in Australia face multiple health and social
disadvantage, they are more likely to develop serious
medical conditions earlier in life and have a lower life
expectancy than their non-Aboriginal counterparts
[41]. In recognition of this demographic, aged care
services encompass Aboriginal people aged 50 years
and above. The Home Care Packages Program Data
Report 2nd Quarter 2017–18 outlines that Aboriginal
women in aged care are older than and outnumber
Aboriginal men. This outcome appears as Aboriginal
women in Australia have a longer life expectancy
than Aboriginal men, and so are more likely to need
aged care and support.
. Overall, the researchers approached those aged care

facilities where residents consisted of Aboriginal people;
two facilities had 100% Aboriginal residents, and one fa-
cility had approximately 10% of its residents of Aborigi-
nal origin. Two of those facilities had Aboriginal carers/
nurses on staff. The research question was to determine
for participants in this study, what were the components
of cultural care. The results of this study indicated what
aspects of culture were important.
Inclusion criteria were residents who (i) identified as

Aboriginal; (ii) lived in residential aged care centres; (iii)
were able to communicate in English; and (iv) able to
provide informed consent. Carers were included if they
(i) had experience in providing care to Aboriginal resi-
dents; and (ii) were able to communicate in English.
Following ethical approval, the first 26 participants

who indicated a willingness to participate and fit the cri-
teria were included in the study. Their ages were not
sought but it was accepted that residing in an aged care
facility meant they would have been over 50 years of age.
The ethnicity of all participants was Aboriginal, and all
had resided in the facility for long term care. Overall
there were two men and five woman residents, and eight
male and 11 female carers. The carers in this facility
reflected the demographic of aged care in Australia, and
many direct care staff in residential aged care facilities
are from culturally and linguistically diverse back-
grounds. It is estimated that overall 32% of staff in Aus-
tralian residential aged care facilities were born overseas
and 26% were born in a non-English speaking country
[42]. Participants who agreed to be interviewed were
assessed at the time of interview that they were able to
give informed consent, that their consent was of a vol-
untary capacity, and that they spoke English sufficiently
to undertake an interview.

This research was grounded in an Aboriginal centred
research approach using the three principles of (1) en-
hancement, empowerment and enablement of people;
(2) integration and interconnectedness; and (3) control
of research, autonomy and self-determination concep-
tualised by Durie in a Māori context [39]. With a similar
history of colonisation and current struggle for social
justice, cultural reclamation and the development of In-
digenous knowledges, these research principles are
equally applicable in an Australian Aboriginal context
[40]. The principles were used to inform research pro-
cesses and practice throughout the research. For ex-
ample during recruitment this meant allowing space and
time for establishing trust and relationships to occur be-
tween the lead author, who is Indigenous, and partici-
pants. It also meant respect during face to face contact
with participants and the encouragement of every par-
ticipant to question any aspects of the research topic or
processes. These measures were instigated to support
Aboriginal control of the research and accountability by
the researchers, which aligned with the third principle
above.
Overall the study was guided by an Aboriginal com-

munity advisory group ensuring that the projects’
decision-making processes were directed by awareness
and understanding of Aboriginal peoples’ perspectives.
It was a priority for this project to focus on how to
share the benefits and outcomes of the project with
the community - including those who participate in
the project and others in the community who may
have been affected by the research. Further consider-
ation was given as to how to give back to Aboriginal
populations that were central to the research. For the
researchers giving back meant that the project mem-
bers re-visited all sites and communities to share the
knowledge generated by this study. The project aimed
to be inclusive of Aboriginal perspectives and ensured
to incorporate Aboriginal voices as true participants
in the project plan.

Ethical issues
Following ethics approval from the University Ethics
Committee and the Aboriginal Health Research Ethics
Committee, residents identifying as Aboriginal and
carers were approached through contacting managers of
each aged care centre. An information sheet was then
forwarded to participants along with a consent form.
Participants were free to contact the researchers if they
wished to be interviewed and were informed that if they
chose to withdraw there would be no adverse effects on
their care provision, either immediately or in the future.
They were also notified that pseudonyms would be used
throughout the study to uphold anonymity.
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Data collection
After obtaining consent from seven residents and 19
carers, audio-recorded semi-structured face-to-face in-
terviews were conducted. The interviews occurred in the
aged care centres and the length of the interviews
ranged from 15 to 45 min.
A semi-structured interview schedule was used to col-

lect data. All interviews began with open ended ques-
tions to guide discussion and to allow for the principle
of authority and empowered participants by encouraging
them to share holistic perspectives of their experiences
without being judged. Questions were then followed by
prompts for each question. Participants were invited to
direct discussion and no conversational points were dis-
couraged or diminished by the researchers. The inter-
views were conducted by the first and third author and
covered topics including standards from Government
that direct aged care, experiences of care, persons in-
volved in cultural care, role of carers and support from
organisation in meeting cultural care needs.

Data analysis
In consideration of Thorne’s (2016) view of interpretive
analysis of qualitative research, an electronic thematic
analysis of both sets of data was conducted. Initially, the
audiotapes were transcribed verbatim, and the tran-
scripts were converted to a Microsoft word document
subsequently imported into NVivo 11, a qualitative data
management software, to facilitate data analysis. Data
were analysed following the thematic analysis scheme of
cognitive processing – comprehension, synthesise, theor-
ise and re-contextualisation of the data [24]. This ana-
lysis of data included four steps: (1) reading and re-
reading the transcripts to enhance familiarisation with
data and start coding after getting initial insights of
codes through automatic code search tools of Nvivo
such as auto code wizard, query wizard, word frequency
and text search; (2) categorising the codes into sub-
themes and themes; (3) defining the themes and sub-
themes reflecting on the theory; and (4) review the
themes based on the context and extracting the sub-
themes and themes. This interpretive analysis of the data
provided contextual themes of the findings.

Results
Three major themes and a range of sub-themes emerged
from the seven Aboriginal residents’ and 19 carers’ inter-
views, which ranged from 15 to 45 min in length. All
themes are discussed in the following sections and are:
(i) lack of resources and funding; (ii) care practice; and
(iii) marginalisation of Aboriginal culture. Each of the
themes will be presented with the excerpts that repre-
sent the voice of both participant groups of this
research.

Lack of resources and funding
Respondents described the capacity of the aged care centres
in relation to the availability of staff, resources and funding.
While the number of staff and lack of resources available
were identified as factors in views of both Aboriginal resi-
dents and carers, the carers indicated that availability of
funding is related to the quality of care provision.

Staffing challenges
This research confirmed what families and patient advo-
cates have vocalised for a long time; that residential aged
care facilities are not adequately staffed. Residents’ and
carers’ views in the study were that aged care centres are
understaffed, particularly around staff that have adequate
cultural training. The understaffing described by the Abo-
riginal residents and carers related to employee turnover
and lack of staff, especially Aboriginal staff members, or
staff with specialised knowledge around Aboriginal health
and cultures. While one Aboriginal resident defined the
employee turnover as the biggest problem, another resi-
dent highlighted the low number of Aboriginal staff at the
centre taking care of cultural needs:

They’re not bad but the biggest trouble is with any
nursing facility you have a turnover of staff… (male,
resident)

There is no one (i.e., Aboriginal carer) at the moment
… (male, resident)

Similarly, a shortage of staff in care centres was de-
scribed by most of the carers. Two carers stated in the
following excerpts that the shortage of carers had a
negative impact on service delivery:

… [Place] area only has 1 palliative care nurse. This
means that rarely does she/he have time to come for
[place] terminal clients. The result was that clients
who were very sick and at the end of their journey had
to be transported to the local hospital for final care.
(male, carer)

… the care staff, no, there’s no Aboriginal care staff
here which is a shame. … As I said there’s not one.
Maybe six, seven years ago there used to be two carers
here, Indigenous carers, but since then I haven’t seen
one at all and again I don’t know why when they’re
looking into hiring new carers because we’re getting
lots through, why they can’t think oh there’s an
Aboriginal carer … (female, carer)

It was conveyed that the perspectives around lack of
adequate staffing was not only about numbers, but also
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about having sufficient staff with positive and supportive
attitudes to Aboriginal culture.

A lack of logistic support
Out of 26 nine participants spoke about the availability
of resources directly impacting on care in the centres.
Most carers were of the perception that there were not
enough Aboriginal cultural resources, and that if there
had been access to more, then this access would improve
the quality of care for Aboriginal residents. The lack of
resources was described in relation to; inadequate num-
ber of toilets; difficulty in accessing toilets for people in
wheelchairs; small room sizes; no schedule for activities
or minimal activities offered to residents; distant smok-
ing spaces; problems accessing reflection and relaxation
rooms; lack of access to television and relevant Aborigi-
nal television channels such as NITV; lack of table and
chairs in outdoor areas around the fire pit; and lack of
access to electric wheelchairs. One resident told of diffi-
culties in accessing the toilet and the outdoor smoking
area in the following excerpt:

I used to go there but then I just stopped because…well
the one toilet they’ve got there is not handy for people
in wheelchairs. When I go to the toilet I have to lean
on something … You’ve got your own little room and
you’re not in a, where I was last time we were all
indoors and it’s like they had a big … where everyone
goes in and when people wanted to smoke they go
outside or out the back. (male, resident)

Another resident suggested that access to an electric
wheelchair would be helpful in moving around more
easily and that this might help her feel more connected
to other Aboriginal residents:

They should give me an electric wheelchair, if they
gave me one I’d be happy. An electric wheelchair not
one that I’ve got to push around. (female, resident)

Ensuring mobility and accessible facilities such as spe-
cialty rooms may contribute to improving residents’ care
experiences within the facilities. A carer commented on
the lack of access to facilities:

… today I had a query from one of the residents that
they found it (i.e. relaxation room) locked… (female,
carer)

Thus, both residents and carers were of the view that
inadequate logistical support negatively impacted on
Aboriginal residents’ connection to culture, and receiv-
ing quality care inclusive of cultural care in the aged care

facilities were by some seen as compromised and not
optimal.

Funding
The carers identified a relationship between financial
capacity and focus on the Aboriginal culture in care cen-
tres. Five carers connected the financial situation of the
centres to the lack of integration and celebration of Abo-
riginal cultural events. Though one care centre was
identified by a carer as fully funded, four carers indicated
a need for further funding to improve the cultural care
for the residents, as one carer stated in the following
excerpt:

It would be absolutely corker if we did get either
funding or something where we could be a bit more
specific on [Aboriginal] culture, not just for the big
festivals, but funding to allow [Aboriginal] activities
on actual day to day activities and what they
[Aboriginal residents] might need … (female, carer)

Another carer criticised the role of the government’s
commitment and their lack of allocation in State and
National budgets for contributing funding towards im-
provement of living condition for Aboriginal people in
Australia:

If you want to improve something that means you
have to be financially able to support [progress]. It
seems to me the government is a little bit behind …
they miss twenty years ago to invest some money to
give them [Aboriginal peoples] education and [if they
had sprung into action twenty years ago then today
would] probably have less Aboriginal [peoples] who is
today on social security, pensions and that sort of stuff,
they could be employed and live normal life like
everybody else. (male, carer)

This statement suggests that carers emphasised the
importance of action by State and National decision
makers, in particular around funding contributing to
bringing back Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal cultural
activities within aged care centres. This might in turn in-
crease the number of Aboriginal residents and improve
their health and well-being. The current capacity of resi-
dential care was therefore questioned by the Aboriginal
residents and carers in relation to the number of staff
practicing within a culturally safe framework, logistic
support and available funding to improve cultural foci at
today’s aged care centres in South Australia. At present,
a perception of lack of funding and lack of integration of
cultural care into general care lingers. These experiences
were found to contribute to scattered care practices in
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the views of the residents and carers in the present
study.

Care practice
This theme represented the status of care practice
around aspects such as knowledge of care standards, ac-
cess to care plans, care management and practice of task
oriented care. An absence of all-encompassing care prac-
tices were evident in the views of the carers and Aborigi-
nal residents, and this made carers and facilities unable
to fulfil the current Single Aged Care Quality Framework
– Quality Standard guidelines that highlight identity,
culture and diversity around providing cultural care for
the residents.

Knowledge about the quality standards of care
Most of the residents did not provide answers or said they
did not know about the government directions that fo-
cused on the integration of cultural care into general care.
Similarly, a majority of the carers confirmed that they did
not have sufficient knowledge about the standards of care;
they were unsure of what they consist of, implementation
of the standards, as well as residents’ rights. Overall, the
unfamiliarity with the standards may result in inability to
provide holistic care by not enacting the government stan-
dards and framework providing cultural care for the resi-
dents. The following excerpts were some of the answers
when the respondents were asked about their knowledge
of the government standards of care framework:

No, I don’t know. (female, resident)

No idea, I’m not the right person to be talking to I
don’t think. I can’t give you any information. I don’t
know the answers. (male, carer)

Whatever the Standard is we abide to it. … Whatever
their customs called, whatever, and it doesn’t matter if
they are Indigenous we provide here for all cultures.
(male, carer)

However, one resident and some carers demonstrated
their knowledge on rights to care by stating that the
aged care centre maintained the care standards:

Yep because if I want anything I tell the nurses and
the nurses they know, and I even say to my doctors
and they said no it’ll be alright … (male, resident)

We are following the Standards and we are trying to
help how much we can and they [Aboriginal residents]
feel safe and they feel comfortable. (male, carer)

The lack of knowledge and/or understanding of the
government standards made the residents unable to seek
appropriate care, and this lack may also disadvantage
them from receiving the cultural care they are entitled,
in accordance with the standards framework.

Care planning
In describing the current care practice, six carers dis-
cussed the use of care plans in providing care to Abori-
ginal residents. Two carers who worked in a
multicultural setting stated that components of care
plans such as life style, likes and dislikes, personal needs,
social history, cultural and spiritual beliefs, and things to
do, are important to include when interacting with and
providing care to residents. For example, the following
excerpts by two carers revealed the nature of care plans
they work with on a daily basis:

We have a care plan so once they do the social history
we prepare a care plan for spiritual and cultural
[care] and every resident’s got [a plan]. … That’s why
we have the care plans and we get a social history of
every client and their cultural and spiritual history
from every client. (female, carer)

Whenever a new resident comes in we will do a data
collection and that’s to know about a person’s history,
their lifestyle, what they like, what they don’t like,
what kind of activities they would attend and most
importantly is their cultural needs and spiritual needs.
… I said we have care plans too right, every resident
has their own care plans and they would be put in a
folder and placed into every [residents’] houses …
(male, carer)

Another carer discussed the way care plans guide
members of staff to make sure the care is provided ac-
cording to the needs of residents:

Whenever I attend that sort of thing I can refer [to]
their care plan first, the care plan tell me everything
[about] what they need, what they don’t need, they
like, they dislike, everything. Whenever I’m not sure I
just check the care plan and I can follow the things
what is written in the care plan about their needs and
the care they need. (male, carer)

However, one carer who worked in an aged care centre
exclusively for Aboriginal people expressed her frustra-
tion about the lack of information of the residents in the
care plan. She went on to explain that care plans first
and foremost are made by the nursing staff and often
only made available to the nursing staff. However she
stated that she wished care plans were also made
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available to carers, as often in this particular aged care
setting, the carers were the staff members with most dir-
ect contact with residents. Carers thus provided the dir-
ect day to day care, whilst nurses had a more managerial
role involved only in the most complex care situations
including therapeutic regimes involving medications:

I think we should know more about a resident before
they rock up than what we do because I come to work
today and there might be a new resident I know
nothing about. I’d like to be able to walk in the door
and have… say this is a new resident, here’s his or her
file, have a browse through and then go from there.
(male, carer)

Another layer of complexity to include culture in care
planning was the reluctance to open up or share cultural
information. It was found, in particular in situations
where non-Aboriginal nurses or carers were involved,
that some Aboriginal residents did not want to answer
questions related to their culture. One resident described
his lack of interest in sharing information about his cul-
ture as a result of being tired of repeating information to
different people, and because he wanted to avoid having
to always explain the different meanings of Aboriginal
culture in the society to someone who had no know-
ledge of Aboriginal culture.

It’s very hard for me to explain because there’s a lot of
meanings out there, and the sacred sites there’s a lot of
meanings, there’s a lot of them. (male, resident)

While the use and regular review of care plans were
evident in a multicultural aged care setting, the compo-
nents of care plans in Aboriginal aged care centres did
not adequately cover or incorporate cultural care as
expressed by carers participating in this study and illus-
trated by the resident’s quote above. The lack of culture
care plans caused difficulties for carers to consider and
include aspects of spiritual and cultural care for
residents.

Care management
Leadership and communication emerged as two important
aspects of care practice in the views of eleven carers. Six
carers expressed their satisfaction with the working environ-
ment and the leadership relating to care management. In
the following excerpt, one carer praised the role of manager-
ial leadership in integrating the Aboriginal culture in care:

Our boss is very open, has a very open mind about
multi-culture so he always makes sure when we organ-
ise our activities will make sure all cultures will be in-
cluded. (male, carer)

Contrary to this aspect however, was one carer who
highlighted that management in their work setting
showed an overall lack of understanding about Aborigi-
nal culture due to their cultural differences:

I couldn’t tell you if the management understood the
[Aboriginal] culture because obviously the
management is from a different culture themselves,
pretty much all of them. And I think that that would
be part of the reason… is that they barely, probably
barely know Australian culture let alone the
Indigenous side of it so yeah it’s probably
management. … As I said I think the main reasons for
that is because the management don’t know what to
put into place for them. (female, carer)

From participants’ views, cultural diversity within the
management may have caused a misrecognition of Abo-
riginal culture, which was also described by the carers as
a result of a lack of communication among staff. As pre-
viously stated in some settings care plans were created
and used by nurses only and not incorporated into
carers work. Handovers only included nurses, not carers,
in some settings. The views of one carer clarified this
lack of communication and how it impacted on the cap-
acity to provide care:

We don’t have handovers no more, only the nurses. …
but we don’t know whether there’s a new resident or
who’s here, who’s not, who’s out, who can’t come back
in, we don’t get told nothing. I start work at 3 o’clock, I
know nothing. I walk in that room, there’s a new bloke
in there, I said who are you, like no-one’s told me he’s
here, no background knowledge, no nothing. (male,
carer)

Thus, the cultural differences of leadership and a lack
of communication among nurses and carers created an
isolation of cultural care for some residents in aged care
centres. This cultural diversity of leadership also tran-
spired into training and information sessions for staff
and carers, ultimately manifested in care practices.

Task oriented care practice
According to staff experiences, care practice was fre-
quently related to accommodation, supply of food, and
help with showering and general care. This focus on
tasks was also conveyed by residents. Two carers em-
phasized the importance of practical care provided to
the residents in the following excerpts:

They come to us and we do nothing basically, we just
allow them for the first time in their life…they’ve got a
room to themselves, it’s cool in the summer, it’s warm
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in the winter and they have clean bed clothes every
day, they get clean clothes every day, they’ve never
experienced this in their life. They get six lots of food a
day; breakfast, morning tea, lunch, afternoon tea,
evening meal and supper. Supper is delivered to their
room. (male, carer)

I think a lot of them if they weren’t here they’d be
sitting under a tree somewhere. They get looked after.
They get six meals a day and we look after them.
(male, carer)

One resident described her life as routine with not
much connection to Aboriginal cultural activities to im-
merse oneself in on a daily basis:

Get up, have breakfast and come down to the
computer, that’s all, same thing day in, day out. And
when they say tea time we all go in there for tea and
that’s it, same thing day after day, not much. (female,
resident)

This general task focused care practice was a barrier
to integration of cultural care into the general care for
Aboriginal residents. The care practice was also un-
organised because of staff and residents’ lack of know-
ledge of the government care standards. The cultural
care needs of Aboriginal residents were largely ignored
due to lack of information about the residents in the
care plans and poor communication processes between
leadership and among the carers. Task oriented care
practice was prevalent in care centres and resulted in
lack of provision of holistic care. Furthermore, cultural
unawareness amongst staff contributed to a lack of un-
derstanding of the needs of Aboriginal residents.

Marginalisation of aboriginal culture
The findings revealed a number of issues relating to
marginalisation of Aboriginal culture in residential care.
These issues included institutional marginalisation, cul-
tural competency of carers and scope of training.

Institutional marginalisation
An institutional marginalisation related to a sense that
there was not enough emphasis on Aboriginal culture,
Aboriginal cultural activities, Aboriginal artefacts or di-
versity of Aboriginal staff or staff knowledge of diverse
Aboriginal cultures in the residential aged care facilities.
Two residents expressed their frustration because of a
lack of celebration of Aboriginal ceremonies in the at-
mosphere of multiculturalism and not putting up the
Aboriginal flag regularly.

See even here we have a NAIDOC week which is
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander week
and they put on a show for us here … That’s the only
thing I can think of is NAIDOC week we have … I
mean you’ve got Chinese, you’ve got a Japanese woman
next door, there’s Yugoslavs, you name it, a lot of
Croatians so I don’t think they’d be silly if they started
looking after one body, one nation … (male, resident)

They should put up the Aboriginal flag more though, I
see the Australian flag, I don’t see, like if I’ve got an
Australian flag there I want an Aboriginal flag but I
can’t get one… so I said pull down them flags, I want
an Aboriginal one. More showing the Aboriginal flag
around this place you know what I mean. (male,
resident)

One carer confirmed this loss of Aboriginal culture in
aged care centres:

… but like I said that cultural perspective has been
lost in our organisation, that’s the part I find difficult.
How do we get it back into our facility I don’t have the
answers to that. … It’s a bit lost, it’s like a
disconnection to the Aboriginal community on the
outside, we need to bring it in here to help us
understand more and to provide better service for our
residents. … We are a nursing home for Aboriginal
elders with no culture [in here]. (male, carer)

In multicultural settings, the emphasis on multicultur-
alism resulted in a perception that Aboriginal culture
was of lesser value, not prioritised sufficiently, and not
given enough focus. Multiculturalism may be seen to di-
lute the importance of showcasing and immersing Abo-
riginal culture into daily activities and celebrations in
aged care. However also in aged care centres with only
Aboriginal residents there were experiences of Aborigi-
nal culture being perceived as invisible. This invisibility
was related to management and leadership and whether
they were seen to be in touch with, connected to, and
respectful of Aboriginal culture. If Aboriginal culture
was not seen as a priority by leadership, then that belief
could possibly lead to encouragement for staff and carers
to ignore the cultural care needs of the Aboriginal
residents.

Cultural competency among carers
According to some carers, cultural competency of staff
members, or lack thereof, was often related to language
difficulties, lack of knowledge of Aboriginal Australia,
but also related to previous professional and personal
experiences with Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal residents
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highlighted that carers with different languages and
backgrounds from overseas were more difficult to make
a connection. They stated that some carers had difficul-
ties with speaking English. This language barrier was de-
scribed as a reason for lack of interaction between the
carers and the residents. Similarly some carers added to
the complexity by explaining that when carers spoke
English poorly (i.e. English was their second language)
and Aboriginal residents spoke only in their Aboriginal
languages this language divide impacted on the quality
of care given and received. This excerpt is exemplified in
the following comment from a carer:

… because of her English barrier she can’t
communicate, maybe she has a pain and I don’t know
what is in the chart for medication she has on daily
basis. (male, carer)

This language difficulty impacted on the residents’
interaction with carers leading to a lack of access to
needed care. Some carers also shared from their previ-
ous experiences relating interactions with Aboriginal pa-
tients or their families. These experiences were
described as witnessing disruptive or aggressive behav-
iours by residents or family members. Such experiences
may have influenced carers’ perceptions of Aboriginal
people as a whole, as negative or challenging experiences
and may have contributed to enforcing stereotypes
around drug addictions, aggression or Aboriginal peo-
ples. Education around conflict management and also a
reflexive approach to dealing with assumptions, as well
as training in how personal worldviews and experiences
may impact on our ability to provide culturally safe care
is important. The experience the carer had in dealing
Aboriginal people influenced their care practice as two
carers stated in the following excerpts:

I experience something when family members come
here drunk and asking for too much and sometimes
they’re not nice. All of those things, lots of different
[Aboriginal] people come, under drugs and under
alcohol, I think some of them even experience homeless
and they come here and spend time making troubles,
not big but some issues we have. (Isaac, carer)

Yeah when you haven’t seen it [aggressive behaviour]
before… like yeah to see it yeah but you learn to deal
with it. It’s kind of scary but I suppose these things just
happen in aged care, anywhere pretty much. (female,
carer)

The perception that carers lack cultural awareness was
described by a resident from the perspective that the
carers do not prioritise or immerse themselves in

Aboriginal residents’ culture due to their personal ambi-
tion in relation to career prospects and moving on to
other jobs quickly.

… you don’t get a lot of cultural awareness because the
nurses, which is only natural, they want to move onto
a higher position or they want to move to do
something else in the medical field or whether it’s
nursing. (male, resident)

It was found that language barriers and a lack of cul-
tural knowledge of carers influenced their caring ap-
proach to the Aboriginal residents.

Lack of scope of education
Most of the carers discussed training and information
sessions as an essential part in providing care for the
residents. While nine carers highlighted their active par-
ticipation in training and information sessions, four dis-
agreed that there were sufficient training available and
two carers were unsure about the scope of training in
the centres. In reply to the question of education pro-
vided for staff in the aged care facilities, one carer clearly
stated in the following excerpt that there was not
enough training and information about Aboriginal cul-
ture available:

No, not me personally and if anyone says that they do
[get offered training] I’ll be surprised. (male, carer)

Another carer explained that the nature and compo-
nents of training were varied and based on choice of the
carers rather than focused on the residents’ Aboriginal
culture:

We get sent emails about training and then we
individually choose to go to whatever training we wish
to go to. And like I said the staff will be getting trained
in the Aboriginal culture this year as well so we’ll be a
part of that. I think it’s facilitated in what we want,
how much of it we want to do and what we want to
do. (male, carer)

Lack of appropriate education available resulted in a
limited understanding and capacity of the carers in inte-
grating cultural care when they provided general care. In
relation to the marginalisation of Aboriginal culture,
there were three issues that emerged in the views of the
carers and residents such as institutional marginalisa-
tion, a lack of cultural competency among carers and lit-
tle support from organisations for staff education. These
issues resulted in a less than optimum care for the
residents.
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The theme of marginalisation of Aboriginal culture
was related to how, as a result of care received and little
Aboriginal context in the aged care centers, residents ex-
perienced isolation from other Aboriginal people and
communities, and expressed that they felt disconnected
from their culture. While institutional marginalisation
was evident in settings of multiculturalism, the lack of
cultural competency together with a limited scope of
cultural training available for carers, contributed to an
exclusion of cultural care from general care.
In summary, the views of participants provided three

themes that were: a lack of resources and funding of
residential care, challenges around care practices and
lack of integration of Aboriginal culture into care. The
lack of Aboriginal staff, logistic support and scarce fund-
ing in residential care impacted on the ability to plan
care inclusive of Aboriginal culture. The lack of know-
ledge around government standards of care, inadequate
information in the care plans or limited access to care
plans, lack of leadership in regard to promoting Aborigi-
nal culture and communication among carers, and a
focus on general tasks in providing care, all resulted in a
sense that inclusion of Aboriginal culture was not an im-
portant part of care practice. The role of carers and or-
ganisations in relation to integration of Aboriginal
culture into general care was also defined as exclusion-
ary in terms of lack of institutional policies, as there
were no signs of organisational guidelines supporting in-
tegration of Aboriginal culture into general care practice.
Along with carers needing training around cultural
awareness and this training not being readily available,
this lack contributed to a sense of absence of cultural
care. These factors and issues in combination prevented
integration of cultural care into general care for Aborigi-
nal residents.

Discussion
The findings of the study showed how older Aboriginal
residents’ cultural care needs required more attention in
some residential care facilities in South Australia. There
was a strong connection of Aboriginal people with their
culture identified in the literature [27, 28]. The findings
provided an insight into how physical and social envir-
onment of care centres were of vital importance to ac-
commodate cultural care needs of the residents. The
meaning of care to Aboriginal residents was shaped by
the physical and social environment of the residential
care centres which was composed of the availability of
resources and funding for care and care practice by
carers. Marginalisation of Aboriginal culture also had an
influence on the residents’ access to cultural care. There
was a number of limitations in the physical environment
of aged care centres according to the views of the partic-
ipants of this study, including understaffing, a lack of

logistics, and scarcity of funding. In Australia, residential
aged care centres experience a general shortage of carers
and logistics [29, 30]. In this study, the inadequacy in
the number of carers was related to employee turnover
and a lack of recruitment of Aboriginal staff. Goh et al.
(2017) noted that the shortage of Aboriginal carers was
the biggest problem in meeting the needs of culturally
appropriate care and this finding is consistent with the
study’s finding.
In contrast to the literature that suggest there is a lack

of aged care specific resources in rural areas of Australia
[28, 31], the residents and carers in this study stated that
a lack of logistics in both urban metropolitan and rural
care centres such as small room sizes, toilets, distant
smoking spaces, relaxation rooms, television and access
to Aboriginal channels and programs, table and chairs.
According to the views of carers, a lack of funding was
found to create a challenge for the Aboriginal residents
in terms of accessing healthcare and the integration of
culture into aged care. This claim is consistent with the
findings of other studies that investigated the enhance-
ment of residential aged care’ [31, 32]. The lack of fund-
ing, can be assumed as the main reason of a shortage of
carers and a lack of logistic support, which play a key
role in the relegation of cultural care for Aboriginal
residents.
Care management varied between facilities in this

study in terms of knowledge about government care
standards, care plans, care management and focus of the
carers. The findings indicated that both Aboriginal resi-
dents and carers were not aware of the care standards
accredited by the government, this outcome particularly
impacted on the areas of the standards outlining iden-
tity, culture and diversity [32]. In essence, little or no
knowledge of the care standards resulted in less oppor-
tunities for Aboriginal residents to voice their concerns
around their cultural care needs and this finding is con-
sistent with other studies that explored Aboriginal peo-
ple’s healthcare seeking behaviours [33, 34]. When carers
were not informed about the standards this information
lack impacted on their provision of culturally appropri-
ate care to Aboriginal residents.
In the current context of residential aged care, the

findings highlighted issues with care plans around the
creation and usage of the plans. The present study also
found that the nursing care plans did not contain infor-
mation about culture of Aboriginal residents or how to
incorporate culture into care, and this outcome is similar
to this study’s finding [34]. Interestingly this study show
a cultural diversity of care managers and lack of commu-
nication among carers that resulted in difficulties for
leadership to provide integrated care practices and man-
agement of routine care. Similar to previous studies, this
study also found that the focus of carers was on general
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tasks (e.g. showers and food) rather than the consider-
ation of specific cultural care [31, 35]. Whilst the know-
ledge of carers and residents about government
standards of care has an influence in seeking and provid-
ing cultural care, the care plans lack of inclusion of cul-
ture directly led to inadequate cultural care for
Aboriginal residents.
According to the views of residents and carers, the

Aboriginal culture had been relegated to the margins in
some aged care centres in different ways: an institutional
invisibility in regards to Aboriginal culture and rituals,
lack of cultural awareness and ability to practice and
care within a culturally safe framework, and lack of
training available for carers. The marginalisation of Abo-
riginal culture is closely related with lack of funding ra-
ther than willingness of the management in aged care
centres [2]. However, lack of cultural competency
amongst carers was identified as a factor in not provid-
ing complete care for Aboriginal residents in this study
and in other studies [14, 36].
Adebayo, Durey and Slack-Smith (2017) note how a

cultural and linguistic diversity among carers in Western
Australia contributed to the absence of culture in gen-
eral care [37]. One great risk when a cultural divide is an
abyss with no bridge on where to meet in the middle, is
breakdown in communication. The current study found
that carers had experienced that Aboriginal residents
had not talked to them, not shared about their Aborigi-
nal cultural background. This breakdown in communi-
cation coupled with carers’ lack of knowledge around
Aboriginal cultures, contributed to a focus on task ori-
ented care void of cultural inclusion. The fact that some
residents chose not to share or talk about their culture
with some carers is a sensitive issue, but central to cul-
tural safety. Building trust to foster a relationship was
crucial to establishing a partnership between carer and
resident. If the residents did not trust the carers to open
up conversations, this lack again would lead to a lesser
opportunity to provide cultural care. Work needs to be
done around how to equip and improve the relationship
building between carers and residents, to equip carers
who work with Aboriginal patients how to build this
trust. With fluctuating staff or understaffing it is difficult
to ensure this building of relationships and trust occur-
ring. Training around how to incorporate cultural care
is needed [38]. Davy et al. (2017) suggests care models
for Aboriginal residents should be developed by uphold-
ing Aboriginal people’s identities in connection to spir-
ituality and culture that could build residents’ self-
esteem and a feeling of self-worth. But for this outcome
to occur, the transactions between residents and carers
needs to work based on trust.
Overall the findings of this study are likely to be per-

tinent to older people residing in aged care, regardless of

their ethnicity. However as there has been little guidance
in the area of cultural and spiritual care for Aboriginal
people from Governments, this study may be useful to
policy makers and systems managers. Findings may well
be useful in other countries with Aboriginal older popu-
lations, particularly countries with similar history and
context of colonisation to Australia.
Attention to culture and its impact on health care can

improve the quality of care given, add to our under-
standing of health care among culturally diverse popula-
tions, and encourage a more holistic approach to health
care within general care. Connection to culture is im-
portant to Aboriginal peoples, and integrating Aboriginal
culture into general care in residential aged care facilities
may contribute to improving care delivery and outcomes
for residents.
Given the evidence that cultural care is essential to en-

hance quality of general care for Aboriginal residents, it
is critical for the carers to ensure that cultural care is
more consistently evident in service. The findings have
several recommendations for general care services in-
cluding the importance of establishing Aboriginal resi-
dents’ cultural care needs and expectations (Table 1).
This study has some limitations: seven residents and

19 carers in South Australia participated in this study
and it may not reflect the views of Aboriginal people in
other places in Australia. Aboriginal Australia consists
of many and varied communities, in rural, remote and
urban settings, and as such have different cultural tradi-
tions and beliefs. Residents were underrepresented in
the participant group, which may be due to age and co-
morbidities of the older Aboriginal population. This re-
search did not address the problems in providing cul-
tural care in terms of the centres’ size, location and type
of ownership. These limitations may challenge the trans-
ferability of the findings, however, interviews with carers
from diverse cultural backgrounds and Aboriginal resi-
dents at different times and days in different facilities
during the interview-period ensured a variety of experi-
ences and perceptions were captured. More studies are
warranted to address the influence of an absence of cul-
tural care in general care on Aboriginal residents’ health
and well-being. Further whether findings of this study
would be similar to other studies that investigates Abori-
ginal people living in residential aged care centres in
other regions of Australia.

Conclusion
The factors and issues relating to the integration of cul-
tural care into general care were generated from data
provided by Aboriginal residents and carers of aged care
centers in South Australia. This research provides an
insight at organisational and carers’ capacity levels, in-
cluding a lack of resources and funding, a lack of
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knowledge around care standards, care plans void of cul-
tural care components, management with diverse focus
of care, Aboriginal culture in residential care relegated
to the margins, lack of cultural awareness of careers and
little scope of training and professional development
around Aboriginal culture. These findings provide policy
makers and residential aged care center managers with
information on how to develop general care protocols to
accommodate Aboriginal residents’ culture into care
practice, and also informs carers about the needs of cul-
tural competency. However, further research is needed
to explore whether the cultural needs of Aboriginal resi-
dents are distinctive to South Australia or are common
to the Aboriginal residents living in other regions
Australia.
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