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Introduction
Career counselling in Australia continues to be shaped predominantly by Western, individualist frameworks (Gleeson & Irving, 2013). For Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and Pacific Islander peoples, however, career decision-making is embedded in relational, familial, and community contexts that existing counsellor preparation programs do not always address (Lowe & Tassone, 2001; Nakata, 2007). This pilot study responds to a documented gap in Australian career counselling education by centring Indigenous community leader knowledge in understanding what culturally responsive practitioner preparation should look like. The research was conducted by a non-Indigenous lecturer whose motivation was to better equip her own career development students to work effectively and respectfully with Indigenous young people and their communities.


Objectives
The study sought to explore the perspectives of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and Pacific Islander community leaders on the cultural knowledge and relational competencies required by career development practitioners working with Indigenous young people and their communities.
Theoretical Basis
The study draws on Archer's (2007) reflexivity framework, specifically the Triple D process of Discern, Deliberate, and Decide, as a meta-theoretical tool for examining how practitioners might navigate between Western career paradigms and Indigenous knowledge systems. Nakata's (2007) concept of the cultural interface provides a complementary lens, positioning the space between knowledge systems not as a problem to be resolved, but as a dynamic site requiring ongoing reflexive engagement.
Methodology
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six Indigenous community leaders - three men and three women - each representing Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and Pacific Islander communities. Participants were identified through purposive sampling on the basis of their expertise and standing within their communities, and interviews were conducted in accordance with cultural protocols and institutional ethics approval. Researcher reflexivity was applied throughout the study, consistent with its theoretical framework. These leader perspectives are situated within a broader study that also included focus groups with career development practitioners and a survey of postgraduate career counselling students, providing triangulated context for the findings reported here. Data were analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2021) reflexive thematic analysis.
Results
Preliminary analysis reveals two interconnected themes. The first concerns the relational conditions necessary for effective career practice. Participants identified that career development practitioners are frequently unknown to Indigenous students and families, functioning as outsiders rather than trusted relationships. Meaningful practice, they emphasised, requires practitioners to become genuinely embedded in community contexts over time. The second theme concerns the orientation of career decision-making. Participants emphasised the central role of family and community in how Indigenous young people understand and navigate career decisions, while also expressing a genuine desire for young people to access individual opportunities and pathways. These two orientations were held together rather than in opposition, reflecting a more complex picture than dominant Western career frameworks typically accommodate.
Conclusions
These findings suggest that culturally responsive career counsellor education must move beyond content add-ons to address the relational and epistemological foundations of practice. Archer's (2007) reflexivity framework offers a structured yet flexible tool for supporting practitioners to discern cultural context, deliberate across knowledge systems, and make informed professional decisions. In particular, findings suggest that rather than assuming a career conversation is either individually or collectively oriented, practitioners may need to explicitly invite this conversation  perhaps by creating space early in the process for young people and their families to arrive at a shared understanding together. This study contributes to an emerging body of work calling for the decolonisation of career counsellor education in Australia and internationally.
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