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This paper presents findings from a three-year, longitudinal qualitative study exploring the 
experiences of Indigenous early career researchers (ECRs) in Australian universities. It investigates the 
systemic challenges they face and the strategies they employ to build meaningful academic careers 
within a sector shaped by settler colonialism and racialised structures. Using complexity theory (CT) 
as a framework, the study highlights how Indigenous ECRs navigate and influence institutional 
systems, often acting as agents of reform. Participants demonstrate resilience and leadership, 
advocating for Indigenous equity, curriculum reform and cultural sovereignty. The concept of 
Indigenous futurity—imagining and enacting futures grounded in Indigenous values—is central to 
their efforts. Despite persistent barriers, these scholars are reshaping the academic landscape, 
challenging White futurity and laying foundations for transformative change in higher education.  
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Introduction 

For early career researchers (ECRs), the race of winning opportunities to develop a successful and 
meaningful academic career in the higher education sector is a highly contested one. The competition is 
often driven by a culture of impact and brimming with trade-offs that compromise their career narratives 
(Wróblewska et al., 2023). For Australian Indigenous1 ECRs, success can be further confounded by the 
very nature of the landscape itself, as the terrain of the Australian higher education sector is a carefully 
manicured Whitescape founded on stolen land (Thunig & Jones, 2020), notorious for its hierarchical 
governance structure (Povey et al., 2022b), grounded in epistemological racism (Bodkin-Andrews & 
Carlson, 2016) and racial ignorance, and increasingly imbued with a competitiveness driven by neoliberal 
and market capital investment approaches to education (Anderson et al., 2020). As such, the terrain is 
replete with carefully placed rocky ground that overtly and covertly discriminates against Indigenous 
success (Locke et al., 2021; Povey et al., 2022a).  

 
1 The term “Indigenous” refers to people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent who identify as such and are recognised as Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander within their community. We acknowledge the term “Indigenous” is a colonial term and, as such, represents the 
imposition of language associated with the ongoing impacts of settler colonialism. 
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In this paper, we look to the participants in our study for their experiences of and insights into the inner 
working of the sector and ask a most important question about what factors enable Indigenous ECRs to 
create a successful, meaningful pathway in the competitive and racialised White academy.  

To address the question, we mobilise a nuanced consideration of this future. Baldwin understands the 
future to be “an imagined time that is yet to come” (2012, p. 172), while Tuck and Gaztambide-Fernández 
explain this imagined time in terms of futurity, referring to the ways in which “the future is rendered 
knowable through specific practices (i.e., calculation, imagination and performance), and, in turn, 
intervenes upon the present” (2013, p. 173). In other words, futurities are “ways that groups imagine and 
produce knowledge about futures” (Goodyear-Kaopua, 2019, p. 86). Tuhiwai Smith et al. (2019) remind 
us that futurity is informed by anticipatory logics, bringing together the present and, by default, the past 
and the future. As Cole (2024) notes, futurity symbiotically connects what we are doing now with our 
vision for the future. Importantly, Goodyear-Kaopua argues, “Settler futurity requires containment, 
removal and eradication of autochthonous people” (2019, p. 86). While settler futurity forecloses 
Indigenous sovereignty of land, culture, language and education, Indigenous futurity seeks to dispel 
settler colonialism and settler epistemologies. We propose the tension between settler and Indigenous 
futurity is played out in universities and that this relationship is complex, particularly in relation to 
Indigenous academics who have recently completed their formal doctoral accreditation and whose 
academic careers are influenced and shaped by numerous historical, geographical and contextual factors 
that impede or enable change in the sector. 

Our study shows that a fulcrum for change may very well sit with these Indigenous ECRs, many of whom 
will become senior leaders and academics committed to leading reform that promotes Indigenous equity 
and sovereignty, Indigenising curriculum, and supporting Indigenous students (Locke et al., 2021), 
thereby enabling Indigenous futurity in the sector. 

Literature review 

Reports specific to improving Indigenous outcomes in universities, such as the On Stony Ground report 
(Moreton-Robinson et al., 2011), described an adversarial higher education environment in which 
Indigenous students and academics struggled to flourish, and where universities resisted responsibility 
for the pursuit of equity. The Behrendt Report (Behrendt et al., 2012) similarly called for sector-wide 
accountability and the building of academic pipelines for Indigenous students, postgraduates and ECRs. 
Universities Australia (2017) initiated Indigenous strategies for Australian higher education, announcing 
a commitment to advancing Indigenous engagement in the sector, and advocated for the appointment of 
Indigenous academics into leadership roles. Universities Australia’s Indigenous Strategy 2020–25 report 
(Universities Australia, 2022) called for the advancement of Indigenous peoples in and through 
universities, identifying Universities Australia and universities themselves as playing a key role in 
advocacy for equity and parity. This report also called for accountability through monitoring and 
reporting mechanisms, and for an unequivocable stance against racism.  

Yet, despite calls for reform to better support Indigenous presence in universities, a comprehensive body 
of research shows that claims of diversity and affirmative action in the sector have not been enacted, and 
the sector stubbornly continues to perpetuate unfair outcomes; the work of Ahmed (2006) on the rhetoric 
of diversity still resonates today. Even considering recent increases in the number of Indigenous PhD 
completions in Australian universities, from 36 in 2011 to 52 in 2021 (Universities Australia, 2023), a 
disparity remains in the representation and retention of Indigenous Australians in research training. In 
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2021, Indigenous students comprised 1.49% of all domestic postgraduate coursework completions and 
1.3% of all domestic postgraduate research award completions (Universities Australia, 2023). Similarly, 
although the number of Indigenous academic staff has doubled between 2005 and 2020, both academic 
and non-academic staff comprise just 1.3% of Australian university staff, substantially below the 
working-age population parity figure of 3.1%. Notably, Indigenous academic staff were employed in 
lower proportions at the levels of senior lecturer and above, compared to non-Indigenous staff 
(Universities Australia, 2022). 

The findings of two Australian recent studies, Walan Mayini: Indigenous Leadership in Higher 
Education and Indigenous Early Career Researchers, attest to the slow gyrations of systemic change. The 
Walan Mayini findings shine a spotlight on critical areas and the sector’s responsibility to support an 
Indigenous presence, especially in leadership roles; to encourage long-term career development (Coates 
et al., 2022); to draw on the broad range of Indigenous leaders’ skills, knowledges and purviews; and to 
ensure Indigenous leaders become integral architects in institutional design (Trudgett et al., 2021). These 
findings were replicated in the international component of this study, indicating that Indigenous 
academics and leaders are doing the hard work of enacting reform in the immediate everyday, and for 
the future (Povey et al., 2024). The Indigenous Early Career Researchers project found that, while 
Indigenous ECRs are looking to positively shape a productive future for themselves, their communities 
and for educational sovereignty (Locke et al., 2021), they face challenges of discrimination (Locke et al., 
2021; Povey et al., 2022), ambiguous ECR roles that are heavily weighted towards teaching at the cost of 
developing research profiles, and professional isolation. It is fair to say that, although some progress has 
been made, the sector appears to remain steadfast in its resolve to cling to its colonial heritage of White 
epistemological elitism (Elias et al., 2021).  

When speaking back to the imagining and enactment of White futurities, as well as the institutional 
structures built to sustain White futurity, stability becomes an overriding value. Baldwin (2012) 
underscores the importance of challenging how the future is invoked in racist social imaginaries that 
privilege Whiteness, White identity and White power constructs, thereby unsettling this stability. For 
Indigenous ECRs in Australian universities, the question, as Ahmed has noted, is how to move forward 
from “here” (2021, p. 151). Shahjahan and Edwards (2022) argue that Whiteness produces and shuts 
down Indigenous aspirations, but, as Indigenous ECRs inhabit the increasingly contested space of settler 
and Indigenous futurities, their skills, aspirations and visions of the future are located at a fulcrum for 
change that challenges settler futurities. 

Methodology and method 

Theoretical framework 

In this paper, we posit the Australian higher education sector can be described as one that is characterised 
by White futurity, enabled by slow gyrations of reform in pursuit of equity and parity in Indigenous 
higher education. We also contend the sector is contested by Indigenous ECRs looking to assume their 
rightful place as current and future leaders of learning, and to centre Indigenous sovereignty as well as 
Indigenous ways of being, knowing and doing (Locke et al., 2021). Within this context, an adaptive and 
inclusive theoretical framework is called for to better understand the tensions, hurdles and successes 
Indigenous ECRs encounter in their academic progression.  
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Complexity theory (CT) is the theoretical framework underpinning this paper. Its application is inspired 
by international and national research using CT to investigate the integration of Indigenous knowledges, 
the study into Alaskan Native education by Barnhardt and Kawagley (1998) being most notable. 
Currently, CT is also gaining traction in Australia in the fields of Indigenous education on curriculum 
reconciliation (Kennedy et al., 2019); policies on First Nations boarding schools (Guenther et al., 2020); 
attendance, retention and successes for Indigenous students in Australian remote education systems (Bat 
& Guenther, 2013); Indigenous data analysis for research (Yunkaporta & Moodie, 2021); achieving 
improvements in Indigenous health and education in western New South Wales (Jarvie & Stewart, 2011); 
and managing complex challenges in complex social and cultural contexts (Stronger Smarter Institute, 
2017).  

CT can be defined as a theory of change, evolution and adaptation; it involves the study of complex 
systems whose numerous interactive components act together making their sum greater than their parts 
(Morrison, 2006). It breaks with straightforward cause-and-effect models that rely on linear predictability 
and carry a reductionist approach to understanding phenomena. These models are replaced with 
organic, non-linear and holistic approaches, in which relations within interconnected networks are the 
order of the day (Begun et al., 2003; Snyder, 2013). The appeal of CT lies in its ability to explore the way 
new properties emerge from the elements of a system, and also from the interactions of these elements. 
By using CT to analyse this complex adaptive system, we can shine a light on Indigenous ECRs’ various 
interactions with higher education, see how they themselves are influenced by the system and, most 
importantly, understand how they are manipulating the system in various ways to enable reform in the 
sector. 

As a theoretical framework, CT offers many opportunities to understand the nuances of our findings and 
to generate a culturally rich discussion on ethical and sustainable reform to the Whitespace of the 
Australian higher education sector. By resisting simple, linear, prototypical solutions, CT counters 
tendencies to homogenise Indigenous peoples and stands in opposition to deficit representations of 
Indigeneity. Because CT concerns itself with the whole, its components and the relationships of each part 
to the whole (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 1998), the paradigm is consistent with complex adaptive systems 
of Indigenous worldviews that reflect Indigenous ways of valuing, being, knowing and doing (Cajete, 
1999; Lythberg et al., 2021; K. Martin, 2008; Yunkaporta & Moodie, 2021).  

Research design and analysis 

This study, underpinned by the notion of emancipatory Indigenist research, is founded on the three 
principles of resistance as an emancipatory imperative (self-determination), political integrity in 
Indigenous research (research led by or authorised by Indigenous peoples) and privileging Indigenous 
voices (informed by Indigenous peoples) (Rigney, 1999). These Indigenist research methodologies 
reference a research paradigm that respects and honours Indigenous epistemologies, ontology and 
axiology. Throughout this paper, Indigenous voices and scholarship are deliberately centred as an 
agential response to the historical dominance of Eurocentric ideologies in academic discourse (Kovach, 
2009). Indigenous voices are further centred as three authors of this paper are Indigenous Australian 
academics: authors two and three hold senior leadership roles in an Australian university and the fourth 
author holds a senior lecturer role. The first author is a non-Indigenous ally who completed her doctoral 
research under the supervision of authors two and three and currently works in research in the field of 
Indigenous ECRs’ professional development. 
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A total of 30 Indigenous ECRs participated in Stage One interviews (held in 2020) and 28 of these people 
participated in Stage Two (held in 2021) and Stage Three (held in 2022) interviews. In 2021, two 
participants were unable to participate due to personal health reasons, and, because this paper is a 
longitudinal analysis of data, we have not included data from these participants in this paper. The 
demographic distribution of the participants is diverse. The participants represent at least 35 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Nations, employed in 21 universities across Australia at the time of writing, 
and working across a range of faculties (Locke et al., 2021). The original Indigenous ECR cohort were 
sourced from institutions across Australia, which included 12 Indigenous ECRs located in New South 
Wales, 10 in Queensland, and two each in Victoria, Western Australia, South Australia and the Northern 
Territory.  

Though all are classified as being an ECR, the participants are of different ages, in different stages of their 
career development, at different academic levels and in different roles—a situation not uncommon for 
Indigenous academics. At the commencement of the project in 2020, there was an equal number of first 
year ECRs across three different age brackets represented in the study sample, being 30–39, 40–49 and 
50–59 years old. As further examples of demographic diversity, 73% of the total number of participants 
have been employed in higher education for more than six years, and, at the time of writing, 28% are in 
senior roles of associate professor, director or an executive position (Povey et al., 2022a). Fourteen were 
first-year ECRs and seven were in their second year. Thus, 70% of participants were within the first two 
years of the five-year ECR phase. Interestingly, 13 were employed in the higher education sector between 
11 and 13 years, nine for 6 to 8 years and eight from 1 to 5 years. However, 17 were employed at academic 
Level B with only 10 at academic Level C (Locke et al., 2024). The significance of this diversity became an 
important part of our findings. 

Data analysis 

Interviews were conducted over a three-year period, with the first round commencing in 2020. The 
longitudinal approach was employed to enable rich and meaningful responses that would facilitate the 
mapping of changes and developments in the participants’ perspectives and experiences. We ensured 
interviews were conducted with respect for protocols of ethical research, as previous colonial 
relationships persist within institutional centres such as research spaces, which leaves a vestige of 
mistrust among Indigenous peoples. All participants were de-identified by choosing a pseudonym and 
were assured of their anonymity in all publications. De-identification supports the moral imperative of 
the study “to do no harm” by protecting participants’ privacy and intellectual property rights (Povey & 
Trudgett, 2019).  

The initial phase of data analysis involved the first author systematically coding each participant’s 
interview responses across all three rounds of data collection. This coding focused on identifying 
recurring challenges, which were categorised under the broad heading of “problems/issues”. In the 
secondary phase, these issues were grouped into thematic categories, such as workload distribution, 
Indigenous leadership and promotion pathways. This thematic coding enabled the research team to track 
the resolution status of each concern over time, providing insight into both persistent and evolving 
challenges. To enrich the analysis, demographic data for each participant was visually mapped using 
sidebars. This included variables such as interview round, age, years of experience in the higher 
education sector and duration as an early career researcher. The integration of demographic and thematic 
data allowed for a nuanced understanding of how individual contexts shaped participants’ experiences 
and responses to systemic barriers. 
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Findings 

How Indigenous ECRs are building Indigenous futurity 

Findings from our study indicate that a complex web of factors influence and shape Indigenous ECRs’ 
prospects of building a meaningful academic career; these factors are many and varied, ranging from 
institutional purview to individual agency. Therefore, the following section is a distillation of the data, 
homing in on the tensions that arise within the teaching–promotion dynamic Indigenous ECRs 
encounter, growing Indigenous faculty through leadership and planning for succession. Finally, four 
participants outline how they are standing firm, speaking back and being heard. 

The push-me–pull-you of teaching 

Data collected by Universities Australia (2020) shows an increase in teaching-only roles for Indigenous 
academics, from 5.6% in 2005 to 14.1% in 2018. Across the 28 Indigenous ECR participants in the study, 
nine different workload allocations were recorded, demonstrating significant inconsistencies in the 
research, teaching and service/community expectations for this Indigenous ECR cohort. It is worth 
noting that five participants have teaching loads of 50% or more (Locke et al., 2021). This data is most 
significant because, of the 28 participants, 15 (54%) identified teaching as problematical. Within this 
cohort, eight of the 15 participants (53%) were able to partially remediate their concerns, while seven of 
the 15 of the participants (47%) identified teaching as an ongoing and unresolved issue. That is to say, 
25% of participants in the study identified teaching as fraught with challenges, a perspective reflected in 
national and international research (Harris et al., 2017; Locke et al., 2021; G. Martin et al., 2017; Stanley, 
2006; Thunig & Jones, 2020). The 47% of participants who identified their teaching roles as problematical 
were unable to find any resolve over the three years of the study, despite spanning a variety of contexts, 
differential years of experience in the sector, seniority, age at commencement of ECR journey and gender. 
Reasons cited for dissatisfaction include precarity and homogenisation in faculty-led Indigenous Studies 
courses (James), racist feedback from students (Eva), onerous weight carried by Indigenous ECRs 
teaching emotionally triggering content (Susan), being pigeon-holed into Indigenous-content-only 
courses (Eva and Lee), and heavy Indigenous-led teaching loads attributed to lack of parity in the sector 
(Julie) (see also Povey et al., 2022). Furthermore, “high levels of teaching/support rarely count in terms 
of promotion and also divert time from the sort of achievements that will count—like publications”, 
which was a concern raised by Jessie, William, Lee and Patricia. The above data highlights the complexity 
of Indigenous ECRs’ experiences in the sector, with Indigenous ECRs identifying the various 
impediments to developing a satisfying and meaningful academic career. Participants explain how they 
are being negatively positioned by work allowances as well as a hostile work environment, and make 
transparent a number of differing factors contributing to this inequity. 

William pleads for sense to prevail. As a mature-age academic in their second year as an ECR, William 
advocates for self-determination in the workplace, through control over his purview: 

The [research] work—it has been identified as nationally significant, and yet they want me to teach 
a [expletive] first-year course. I mean, in the end, I know it’s important, but there’s people who 
could do that work, but there’s few who can do the work that I’m doing. So, why not let me just do 
the work. 

Three years in, and one year later, William considers the impact of decisions about his career trajectory 
that are based on the university’s budget and measurable outcomes:  
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There’s not much fat left in the budget, so they’ve got to make—they are going to have to make a 
political and, yeah, economic decision, I guess, about the value of the work and whether they see a 
value accruing over time that outweighs me teaching. 

It is worth noting that six participants who were dissatisfied with their teaching allocation had extensive 
experience in the sector prior to completing a PhD (from five to 22 years), and yet their continuing 
employment involved the continuation of predominantly teaching roles. Susan suggested that a primary 
reason for undertaking a PhD was to be able to move beyond their two decades of teaching and progress 
into research, the likelihood suggested by the term “early career research”.  

Nevertheless, among the 18 participants who identified teaching roles as challenging in their first year 
as an ECR, six were then able to move from the front of the room into research positions by winning 
research grants, or through promotion to positions where they felt they could best achieve their goals to 
support Indigenous-based and Indigenous-led research. It is certainly understandable that an ECR might 
hope to continue to move into a funded research role, especially given the position title. It is also certainly 
understandable that ECRs might look to promotion as a means to effect change and/or seek independent 
grant funding so as to engage in research, mostly drawn from or related to the focus of their PhD. One 
example of this is seen in Eli’s responses. Through promotion after nine years in the sector, Eli was able 
to realign their position to mostly research “so as to make most of academic service and leadership” and 
then progress to a research-only role in the following year. In the first round of interviews, Eli declared 
an ambition to become a faculty dean; in the second round of interviews, Eli was more aware of the 
bureaucratic entanglements and “aware of the bullshit”; by the third year of interviews, Eli declared they 
wanted “Indigenous Studies in all faculties”, a goal perceived to be more achievable from the position of 
dean. Similarly, in the second round, Leila looked for promotion “to get in there and call shots” and to 
challenge deficit perceptions, aiming to develop “networking and skill-building amongst other 
Indigenous scholars and across campuses”. For Marie, their promotion meant an enhanced ability “to 
advocate for Indigenous academic progress” and to enable visibility of Indigenous ECRs’ unseen work. 
To this end, in the second round of interviews, Marie felt “well supported in this by systems and people” 
and, in the following year, vouched for the support of an “amazing team”. These responses suggest that 
some participants are able, over time and in their particular institution, to exert themselves as self-
referential actors, who can manipulate certain aspects of their work environment, changing the landscape 
of their purview and influencing the shape of their relationships with the sector. As CT suggests, over 
time, new properties may emerge from the elements of a system, and the participants cited here have 
been able to manipulate the system in various ways to enable reform in the sector. 

Nevertheless, Mica offered the following against entrapment in the hierarchical sector, offering advice 
gained from experience: 

Go slowly and you can be ambitious but make sure you’ve got the credibility and the knowledge 
to progress through the academic ranks. What I see a lot of our mob do is go from finishing their 
PhD to two years later, they’re a professor. I think that’s unfair on the person and it’s actually just 
meeting an institutional need to, on paper, have more Indigenous professors to get more money. 
That’s basically what it boils down to. They’re using our bodies and our intellect and our 
connections to get more money essentially. 

This statement speaks against virtue signalling within the sector. It calls for the sector to adhere to 
Indigenous principles of resistance as an emancipatory imperative (Rigney, 1999) and also calls for 
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Indigenous academics in all institutions to develop a self-determining presence that affords respect for 
their Indigeneity, and without exploitation.  

Growing leadership and Indigenous faculty 

The impact of strong and empowered Indigenous leadership in the sector was confirmed by the 
Indigenous ECRs in our study. It is significant that participants commented that the issue of sufficient 
numbers of Indigenous leaders in sustainable roles does not lay with the leaders themselves, but that the 
problem sits outside the university and therefore needs macro reform. Jessie advocated for similar macro 
level reform after “seeing the workload of those who want to get ahead” and calling for support from 
“unions, Universities Australia—support top, bottom and on all sides”. In the first round of interviews, 
Henry, who had been in the sector for 22 years and was in their second year as an ECR, considers “the 
core business of universities to be Indigenous support”, but described the type of support they had 
experienced as an ECR as being “neither systemic or institutional”. In the third round, Patricia shared a 
poignant observation when noticing the attrition of Indigenous ECRs by attributing this high turn-over 
to a lack of institutional support. 

Nevertheless, some participants’ experiences with Indigenous leadership were positive, albeit at times a 
long time coming. Patricia commented that, with an Indigenous senior leader and associated strategies 
in place, they felt “safe and supported”. Similarly, in the third round, after 12 years in the sector and 
having completed their internship as an ECR, William finally felt supported by the strong leadership of 
an Indigenous associate dean. 

Our participants viewed growing and supporting Indigenous faculty, specifically through the strategic 
implementation of ECR development plans, as an essential prerequisite for the development and 
sustenance of a meaningful academic career. In our study, 29% of participants who had extensive 
experience in the sector prioritised a call for embedded Indigenous ECR plans. Mica argues that current 
Indigenous ECR development plans remain ad hoc, and Patricia describes these plans as being 
disingenuous and often characterised by “lip service”. As an alternative, Skywalker posits, “university-
wide plans that don’t isolate or confine [typecast]” Indigenous ECRs are needed across the higher 
education sector. Hannah suggests these need to be “context driven” and tailored to suit the needs of the 
ECRs themselves.  

Nevertheless, Areau reiterates across the three interviews that such recommendations all exist within the 
context of “not enough Indigenous academics”. As shown in the Walan Mayini study, lack of parity 
undermines attempts to strengthen and influence Indigenous presence in the sector (Povey et al., 2024), 
thereby constraining both real and visionary development of Indigenous futurity. Brayboy (2015) 
proffers futurity-based succession planning as a remedial strategy that holds land and leadership safe 
for the future. Succession planning, as explained by Kimberley in the first round of interviews, can be 
best achieved by “look[ing] for opportunities” and, as in the example given by Sasha, seeking out those 
who yield power and who will advocate for Indigenous ECRs’ advancement. Taking a different tack, 
William recommends building an Indigenous ECR community across institutions to enable collaboration 
among trusted colleagues. In a similar vein, in the third round of interviews, Areau drew on their 22 
years of experience in the sector, recognising that the “colonising machine needs a collective response”, 
and advocated for the creation of an Indigenous ECR “collective legacy, through research, writing and 
policy work”. While this response might be seen as “invisible work”, Areau proposes this to be an 
effective strategy to achieve futurity. 
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Participants’ responses can be characterised as calls for Indigenous futurity, specifically naming 
sufficient numbers of Indigenous leaders in sustainable roles to support Indigenous ECRs, strategic 
implementation of ECR development plans, and improved parity and succession planning as strategies 
that will support and not undermine their development of meaningful academic careers. Most important 
is the concept of context-driven reform, which comes with the recognition that each context is unique 
and shaped by its past and present circumstances. Despite their differing experiences, contexts and time 
spent in the sector, these Indigenous ECRs share a commitment to building sovereignty through 
Indigenous leadership and the development of parity in the sector, thereby influencing the texture of 
institutions and increasing their own agency. 

Standing firm, speaking back, being heard 

Four participants, from differing academic levels, number of years as an ECR, age and gender, offered 
the following personalised advice on how to overcome the challenges embedded in augmenting 
Indigenous futurity in the Whitescaped terrain of the higher education sector. 

Mica advises Indigenous ECRs to seek support from Indigenous colleagues as opposed to non-
Indigenous leaders, arguing the head of school may very well have a different worldview and values 
system. In a nutshell, Mica advises Indigenous ECRs to “circumvent and go around barriers”. Knowing 
how to navigate and influence at the right time is also deemed strategically important by Hannah, who 
stated in the first round of interviews, “Just do it”. By the second year of the study, they had understood 
the requisite to “focus on academic trajectory” and to “develop an implementation plan”. Strategically, 
they moved to a more central location, a tactical ploy to “become more visible”. In the early stages of 
their ECR career development, Patricia realised they needed a “strong supervisor mentor, like [I] had as 
a PhD candidate”. However, by the third year, Patricia had changed their approach when the 
organisational unit relinquished any support, and went on to “find [my] own way and as a self-
advocate”, a strategy they found to be expedient and successful.  

Sasha outlined a further level of complexity to the obstacles Indigenous ECRs encounter when seeking 
promotion, identifying not having ready access to the hidden White cultural knowledge needed for 
promotion and grants as being problematic. In the first year as an ECR, Sasha realised:  

I really keenly would like a mentor, I’d like someone who’s been at the university a long time so 
that understands how things work here. I need a white person and a woman to tell me how to 
negotiate these spaces. 

Sasha then shared a few of their secrets for success. In their first year, they learnt to mitigate against racist 
deficit assumptions—a significant burden, whereby the participant speaks about having “to mitigate” as 
if it is reasonable. 

I feel an overwhelming sense that it’s my job to represent all Aboriginal people. If I don’t do my 
best job and if I turn up late to a meeting, they’re going to assume all Aboriginal people turn up 
late. If I get sick, all Aboriginal people are sick. If my office is messy then all Aboriginal people are 
messy. 

Further to this, Sasha said: 

Yeah. I try to mitigate the things that they throw against me. It doesn’t seem to stop it, but I try to 
mitigate it, I try to be on the forefront. I always make sure my marks are the first ones in. 
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In the second year of interviews, Sasha declared: 

My finger is in all your pies, and if I’m going to do the work, I’m going to make sure it’s visible, 
and I’m going to make sure my colleagues’ works are visible. 

And in the third year, Sasha advocates for sovereignty:  

I think it’s about people feeling—for black fellas, like being Indigenous people, it’s about showing 
that they belong. You do own your space. This is your space. Don’t let anyone ever tell you this 
isn’t your space … They weren’t created for anyone other than white men. However, university 
spaces are on Indigenous land. We’re entitled to that space as anyone else … and while we keep 
holding that mandate that university spaces aren’t our spaces we’re actually empowering the 
colonial project. 

In response to contextual constraints and often borne from frustration, the above four ECRs have shared 
their personal journeys. These narratives articulate purposeful strategic actions and are told with strong 
voices and a distinctive presence. These narratives make transparent the uniqueness of their experiences 
and the navigational complexity of the Indigenous ECR path. The narratives also reflect the dynamic 
relationships between actors and their environment in changing each other (Battram, 1999). Here it is not 
only the Indigenous ECRs who are empowering themselves, the institution itself is resultantly 
repositioned to accommodate their evolving presence in the sector. 

Discussion 

How to move forward from here 

In this paper, we have sought answers to the question about what factors enable Indigenous ECRs to 
create successful, meaningful pathways in a competitive and racialised sector. Over a three-year period, 
we interviewed 28 Indigenous ECRs with different number of years’ experience in the sector and time 
spent as an ECR, and of different ages and genders, and who were working in different faculties and in 
a variety of rural and city-based institutions across Australia. The resultant matrix is rich in diversity and 
complexity, defying neat categorisation and the homogenisation of Indigenous ECRs and their 
experiences. The following discussion highlights the risks of linear and binary thinking in response to 
the complex political, social and historical issues ensconced in colonisation of Indigenous peoples’ 
country, language, culture and education.  

By returning to our theoretical paradigm of CT, we are able to discern emergent (and encouraging) 
patterns within this diverse and complex matrix. The response to our question is propitious, as research 
suggests trying to isolate and measure the salience of any specific property alters the whole complex web 
of connections among the constituent factors, as well as the influence of that factor. Mason (2008) argues 
that new properties and behaviours emerge not only from the elements that constitute a system, but from 
the myriad connections among them. A significant finding of our study is that, across the diverse cohort 
and in a significant number of institutions, the participants have described change to the landscape of 
their institutions—be it in the dynamic of teaching–promotion relationships, growing Indigenous faculty 
through leadership and succession planning, or individualised response to specific contextual 
constraints—thereby giving voice to an emergent push for change across the matrix of an Indigenous 
ECR presence in the sector. 
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A significant additional factor is that complex change is componential, differentially impacting and 
contextually dependent (Pocklington & Wallace, 2014). In order to effect change for themselves, for 
peers/colleagues, and for future students and academics, our participants variously reported 
individualised responses to their contexts, such as diversifying their assigned teaching, gaining 
promotion, strategising to mitigate against racist assumptions, ensuring visibility and transparency, 
gaining ready access to the hidden White cultural knowledge, knowing how to navigate and influence 
at the right time, seeking support from Indigenous colleagues, effecting self-advocation, speaking up to 
be heard, and pursuing context-driven leadership. As is evidenced in our study, we recognise the 
behaviours of participants are shaped by imposed external forces, and, simultaneously, we recognise that 
the participants have positioned themselves as being self-referential actors who shape their own 
behaviours, a tenant of CT espoused by Teisman et al. (2009). Most notable is that Indigenous ECRs in 
all their diverse demographics and across a range of contexts have successfully challenged the racist 
structures across the sector, confirming the significance of contextually contingent responses. 

Conclusion 

This study has illuminated the multifaceted and context-dependent factors that shape Indigenous ECRs’ 
ability to forge meaningful academic careers within the Australian higher education sector. Through 
longitudinal engagement with 28 Indigenous ECRs across diverse institutions, disciplines and career 
stages, we have uncovered a complex matrix of challenges and strategies that defy simplistic 
categorisation. Using complexity theory as our analytical lens, we observed that Indigenous ECRs are 
not passive recipients of institutional conditions, but active agents of change. Their responses—ranging 
from strategic navigation of teaching and promotion pathways to building Indigenous leadership and 
advocating for systemic reform—demonstrate adaptive, contextually grounded approaches to resisting 
the constraints of White futurity and advancing Indigenous sovereignty. The findings underscore that 
meaningful progress requires more than individual resilience; it demands structural transformation. 
Supportive Indigenous leadership, genuine institutional accountability and context-driven development 
plans are critical enablers of Indigenous futurity. Participants in this study are not merely surviving 
within the academy; they are reimagining it. Their visions challenge the colonial foundations of higher 
education and offer pathways toward ethical, inclusive and sustainable futures. Ultimately, this research 
affirms that Indigenous ECRs are reshaping the academic landscape. Their work resists the foreclosure 
of Indigenous futures and asserts a rightful presence in university spaces—spaces that exist on 
Indigenous land and that must reflect Indigenous values. The sector must now respond with integrity, 
ensuring that Indigenous futurity is not only imagined but enacted. 
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