
I think a common experience for young people as they become more and more aware of how 
the world works is a questioning of norms and grey-area corporate acts: why have certain 
actions and inactions been allowed without repercussion? What about the people that 
affected?  
 
This questioning is often met with condescending affirmation of the status quo, implying the 
questioning is naïve in the first place. It is easy to see how this breeds a paradigm of not 
asking questions, adapting to a counter-productive workplace culture, glossing over issues 
and sometimes an attitude of cynicism. In attempting to fight this seemingly insistent 
bureaucracy and passivity, as a young person, it can be hard to know where to begin.  
 
It was with these questions in my mind that on 25 August I had the pleasure of attending the 
2020 Australian Dialogue on Business and Human Rights held by the UN Global Compact 
virtual conference. The recurring themes throughout the conference of being brave, 
challenging unconscious bias, and asking uncomfortable questions reiterated that young 
people should not be staying silent when these issues come up.  
 
During the conference, I had the privilege of listening to extremely sharp minds who are all 
change agents in varying professional capacities and industries. The clarity with which 
current issues were identified and discussed was refreshing, and their championing of 
pragmatic solutions restored a new dose of excitement and hope within me. Hearing the 7 
different panels of guest speakers work, expertise and influence, their passion to accelerate 
change, and their different angles to tackling a particular issue was exciting and reassuring.  
 
I was reassured when the dialogue started off with a reminder that it is important to act 
with ambition and to set strong goals and targets.  
 
Throughout the rest of the conference, despite their professional differences, several 
common themes emerged through the speakers, in relation to what is required to 
effectively create change in various areas. These were Bravery and Having Courageous 
Conversations Proximity to People: Mobilising Voices of Workers and Stakeholders, Truth 
Telling and Challenging Old Methods and Moving Boundaries, which are discussed below.  
 
Bravery and Having Courageous Conversations:  
 
Throughout the speakers, it was clear that companies are increasingly being expected to be 
accountable for their workplace cultures and it is everyone’s responsibility to uphold a 
renewal of social license. It is also clear that policies are needed and should be updated 
regularly, but these policies are meaningless unless they are embraced and imbibed into the 
culture of an organisation, through the challenging of norms and stereotypes. It is also 
clearly crucial that speaking out is not met with retribution and is instead met with 
accountability and action.  
 
Proximity to People: Mobilising Voices of Workers and Stakeholders 
 
The speakers clearly showed, that in the process of remedying grievances, genuinely 
attempting to change workplace cultures and creating an inclusive environment, it is 



essential not to assume what people need and, instead, to ask what they need. Seeking 
feedback and consulting with stakeholders and workers is necessary to accurately identify 
what is needed and address the gap.  
 
For example, Catherine McNair (Head of Diversity and Inclusion, QBE Insurance) discussed 
how, at QBE, it was found that taking a break to care for children and then returning to work 
in a part time capacity were two main reasons that there were lower representations of 
women in managerial/executive roles. As a result, QBE moved away from focusing its 
support - on the flexibility and childcare front - to women only and also shifted the language 
used for carers and parents. It achieved this through the implementation 5 new policies 
designed to support flexibility of parental care between both parents. Prior to these 
changes, 85% of male QBE employees reported wanting to have a significant parental role in 
their children’s lives. QBE’s dynamic response in challenging the ingrained workplace 
culture, shifting norms and introducing the policies are just one example of identifying a gap 
through canvassing those affected.  Ultimately, this led to 300% more men taking parental 
leave at QBE.  
 
Allyn Shaw (President and Chief Technology Officer, Recycle Track Systems) also made the 
crucial point that we are all inherently biased, but becoming accountable for it means you 
can change it, and this involves asking for feedback from your employees and stakeholders. 
It is important to consult both internally and externally.  
 
Truth Telling  
 
Being accurate and telling the truth was also a recurring theme throughout the dialogue 
over the day. Following processes of consultation and asking rather than assuming also 
involves the mobilisation and inclusion of traditionally marginalised voices. This was 
particularly relevant to the discussion on Indigenous issues.  
 
On a broader level, despite it being well known that remediation and reconciliation are only 
made possible with legitimate accountability, a forthright, genuine and accurate account of 
the truth in order to identify points of remedy and address the real issues, are still not 
commonly offered without pressure. There is concern that companies that have openly 
backed the Black Lives Matter movement have only made performative efforts and have not 
followed up with action or advocacy within their own sphere of influence. A comment that 
stuck with me from Allyn Shaw was that there was a difference between allyship and 
advocacy. “In the moments that matter, you must advocate”. Doing this effectively comes 
back to truth telling, calling out poor behaviour as well as asking people about their 
experiences.  
 
The blowing up of Juukan Gorge was also discussed. This event has highlighted the urgent 
need for reflection and mending of damaged rapport, trust and relationship with the Puutu 
Kunti Kurrama and Pinikura People. The panellists made it clear that punishing board 
members through bonus reductions is not viewed as a true effort to address the issue. Cath 
Brokenborough (Executive Lead, First Nations Engagement, Lendlease)  and Karen Mundine, 
(CEO, Reconciliation Australia) agreed that effective and appropriate remediation first 
requires frank admission of the truth, followed by demonstration of the valuing of 



Indigenous rights, legality and social license to operate, through consultation and mobilising 
First Nation voices.   
 
Challenging Old Methods and Moving Boundaries 
 
It was reassuring to hear from John Morrison (Chief Executive, Institute for Human Rights 
and Business) that vulnerability and empathy are no longer dirty words in the board room. I 
was personally glad to hear that this outdated proposition that a robust business case is 
needed to justify discussion of human rights or climate issues is fading. Carol Schwartz (Non-
Executive Director, Reserve Bank of Australia) commented that the more more strongly a 
business serves its purpose and its community, the stronger it is generally. The consensus 
was that the business case for championing Environmental, Social and Corporate 
Governance is now clearer than ever. 
 
The systems and culture we function, and do business, within are created and perpetuated 
by the people and workers making everyday decisions. Especially this year, COVID has 
challenged our everyday in a way that has shown us it is within our power to rapidly 
respond, adapt and change to reframe our systems. Companies must take initiative and not 
wait for regulatory response.  
 
Having courageous conversations, challenging current social norms and paradigms in the 
workplace, seeking feedback and centring the voices of those most impacted, as well as 
ensuring truth and accountability, are key to enabling progress.  
 
And to conclude with a reflection of a comment from the conference that really resonated 
with me: On pursuing truth and accountability, Allyn Shaw quoted Maya Angelou, “Do the 
best you can until you know better, when you know better, do better”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


