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The Diversity & Inclusion-VLA Workshop Report was prepared By Zione Walker-Nthenda of Change Architects, 
a facilitation and program design firm specialising in social change programs and workshops for organisations 
and impacted communities.

Contact 
+61 (0) 448 669 100 or facilitator@changearchitects.com.au 
www.changearchitects.com.au

We acknowledge the staff, meeting attendees and organisational stakeholders who contributed their knowl-
edge, expertise and time towards this report. For further information about the diversity & inclusion workshop 
contact Head of People & Culture, Victoria Legal Aid. The contact details are on the last page.

This document is intended to be accessible to the broad range of people from the organisation that will access 
it. The visual snapshot of the road map is designed to aid conversations with the broad range of stakeholders 
across various parts of the organisation.
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INTRODUCTION

The report does not analyse the organisational 
needs of Victoria Legal Aid with respect to diversity 
and inclusion rather it documents the workshop to 
provide a guiding resource in determining VLA’s next 
steps.

Background

The demographic population of Australia has 
changed significantly over it’s history. In Victoria, 
almost half of the population were either born 
overseas or have at least one parent born overseas. 
A number of  organisations, particularly public ser-
vice providers are working to understand how this 
more recent change can be harnessed to enhance 
service delivery, organisational impact and output 
as well as societal impacts.

Victoria Legal Aid

Victoria Legal Aid is the largest state legal service 
provider in Victoria. They provide a range of 
legal services to some of the most marginalised 
people across the entire state in areas such as 
family law, criminal law and civil law, amongst 
other areas. In addition, Victoria legal Aid 
provide community legal education and policy 
research and submissions to inform the devel-
opment of robust legal policy. In 2016-2017, 
Victoria Legal Aid assisted 90,649 clients.

Change Architects

Change Architects are strategic facilitators that 
design social projects, policies and programs 
that support individuals, groups, communities 
and organisations to collaboratively navigate 
and create social change.

Change Architects assist organisations and 
public service providers to collaborate with 
community to work through challenging and 
complex social problems to reach a shared un-
derstanding of the issues and map out solutions 
that have buy-in, legitimacy and impact.

Brief

Change Architects was engaged to support inter-
ested staff at Victoria Legal Aid to work through 
some of the diversity challenges and opportunities 
in a three hour workshop. Due to the nature of the 
conversations that emerged, two separate debrief-
ing sessions were organised with staff. The debrief-
ing sessions were organised for senior staff and 
staff impacted through lived experience.

While the brief was to explore diversity and inclu-
sion more broadly, the workshop ended up focusing 
on cultural diversity as the key area to explore.

Workshop Aims

The aims of the workshop were to:

• Provide a space for staff to discuss diversity and 
inclusion initiatives at Victoria Legal Aid

• Identify areas of inactivity and therefore strategic 
focus

• Identify a range of activities that can be 
prioritiesed by the Senior Executive Team (SET) in 
consultation with a consultative committee made 
up of staff with lived experience

• Design a road map for staff and SET to adapt, 
prioritise and implement.
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WORKSHOP

WHO

Self nominated staff participants

Staff self-nominated from the ‘diversity is 
good’ group on the VLA Yammer platform. 

The range of participants in attendance were 
people with lived experience or professional 

experience in access, equity, diversity, 
inclusion and people & culture.

WHY

Rationale

Victoria Legal Aid (VLA) prides itself on 
being a values based organisation dedicated 

to providing legal  services to people most 
marginalised by systemic disadvantage. The 

staff reflected that the organisation was falling 
short of it’s values and goals to create an 

inclusive workplace culture

HOW

Workshop Context

To develope a shared understanding about the 
societal context around marginalisation, to 

identify what’s working and what’s not working 
with the organisational response to diversity 

through an informal staff audit process and to 
develop a road map for a possible action plan. 

WHAT

Road Map

To prepare a brief report on the discussions, 
needs, recommendations by staff and a road 
map that creates a snapshot action plan to be 

adapted by staff as required. The aim being 
to respectfully place the experiences and 

expertise of staff with lived experience at the 
centre of the development and implementation 

of future plans.
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DIVERSITY & INCLUSION AT VICTORIA 
LEGAL AID

It was acknowledged that VLA has progressed a range of diversity and inclusion activities with varying levels 
of organisational acculturation. It was also acknowledged the some of the most visible work is in relation to 
gender and in more recent times initiatives have commenced in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander 
communities.

Staff conducted an informal audit of the range of diversity and inclusion initiatives at VLA by identifying effec-
tive activities and areas of inactivity and invisibility across the organisation. Below is a record of staff’s notes 
and observations as well as a record of VLA Diversity and Inclusion initiatives provided by People & Culture.

INITIATIVES

Reconciliation Action Plan

Strategy  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Strategy

Program  Aboriginal Clerkship Program and Aboriginal Graduate Program

Capability building  Cultural Awareness Training

Visibility and Respect  Celebrations, cultural leave and designated senior role

Staff Observations

VLA demonstrates:

• an openness to doing things better and reflecting
• an openness to cultural change and imbibing a sense of pride that was not tokenistic
• creation of honest and open spaces to have diversity and inclusion conversations in some teams
• a level of discourse that is more advanced than some other organisations.
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Gender

Visibility and Respect Celebrations and 50% of Senior Executive Team (SET) are female, 
parental leave toolkit

Monitoring and Reporting Annual gender audit

Strategy Gender Equality Strategy Advisory Group with direct access to 
Managing Director (MD)

Disability and Mental Health

Strategy Disability Action Plan-update due, Psychological well being strategy in 
development

Stakeholder Engagement Consumer Leadership focus in Independent Mental Health Advocacy 
Team (IMHA)

Visibility IMHA, Public appearances

Support EAP service

Staff Observations

At VLA:

• the issue has highly visible executive level sponsorship
• grassroots action is taken on some issues
• this issue is seen as inspiring a tremendous amount of goodwill across the organisation
• there is an openness to change and do better by the Managing Director

Staff Observations

At VLA:

• there is no meaningful engagement, implementation, sponsor, mechanism or structure to support the 
action plan

• there is no consultation with external communities or internal staff
• this area needs organisational leadership, Managing Director support as well as time and resources
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Cultural Diversity

Stakeholder Engagement; service delivery  Multi-lingual legal help service – 23 languages

Stakeholder Engagement; workforce  Diversity is Good Yammer platform

Staff Observations

At VLA:

Organisational culture

• this area needs mindsets to shift to acknowledge the importance cultural diversity plays in the health 
of the organisation, not to just to service delivery

• diversity and inclusion should be embedded throughout the organisation and should be seen as core 
business rather than a nice to have addition

• there needs to be an acknowledgement that the organisation is in a learning/exploration phase and a 
contact person needs to be designated for the consultative committee and to maintain the momentum 
from the workshop

• to ensure continuity and sustainability, the initiatives cannot be ad-hoc and leadership dependent
• there should be a focus on long term culture change rather than short term training workshops; with 

opportunities to have deeper more confronting conversations about diversity
• strategic decisions should be informed by diverse viewpoints

Staff experience

• staff experiences must be acknowledged and centred when developing cultural diversity and inclusion 
plans

• care must be taken to ensure the burden/responsibility for change is not placed on the shoulders of 
people with lived experience to ensure workplace safety

• there should be awareness of privilege and it’s impacts on staff including the erasing of staff’s lived 
experience which affects people’s ability to bring their full selves to work; there’s an inaccurate 
assumption that clients can be diverse while staff are neutral

Resourcing and targets

• resources; human and financial, should be dedicated to developing and implementing a robust cultural 
diversity plan that is meaningful, impactful and challenges entrenched discrimination 

• actions and activities should operate from a strengths based model rather than deficit model of 
‘saviours helping victims’.

• affirmative action and targets should be set to increase staff representation from culturally diverse 
backgrounds particularly in visible senior leadership roles
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Sexuality and Gender diversity

Visibility and Respect Celebration of IDAHOBIT, Participation in Pride Marches, Midsummer 
stall, all gender bathrooms, staff rights to self identify, public stand 
and celebration of marriage equality

Stakeholder Engagement; 
workforce & community

Staff representation and leadership in the equality law team

Capability building Pride in Diversity membership with resultant training

Support Support to impacted staff during marriage equality survey

The Road Map

The road map was based on focus areas identified by the staff and activities seen as most important within 
each focus area were identified. The road map is on the following page which can be adapted in consultation 
with staff to suit staff and organisational needs. The road map is a useful tool to socialise the ideas embedded, 
and encourage further discussions that co-create the workplace everyone wants.

Reflections

The end of the workshop and the debriefings have created opportunities for reflections and feedback 
which I have summarised as follows:

The experience within the organisation mirrors the experiences of staff in the wider community. Staff 
expected better from a values based organisation like VLA.

This work is difficult work and the organisation should resist the temptation to intellectualise the chal-
lenges and rush to solutions. This is an opportunity for the organisation to sit with the discomfort and 
learn to navigate complex social contexts from an emotional place.

This is an opportunity for Victoria Legal Aid to recognise and harness the real and full contexts and 
experience of the staff by valuing their experience, giving it room to breathe and exist in the organisation 
and letting those contexts inform and enrich the work of the organisation.

As an outside observer, there was infinite wisdom amongst staff that needed to be listened to and con-
sciously responded to.
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Figure 1. Road Map

DIVERSITY & INCLUSION ROAD MAP
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training for

human 
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volunteer 
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CONCLUSION

The workshop was an opportunity for staff to co-
create a road map and have a preliminary discussion 
about the requirements for implementation. It 
was recognised that implementation would be 
determined by the Senior Executive Team in 
consultation with a mechanism like the consultative 
committee and other relevant staff from people 
and culture and other relevant areas within the 
organisation.

Areas of most concern

Staff agreed that the area of most concern was 
staffing, representation and visibility. People and 
culture had the highest level of focus at the work- 
shop. 

Recruitment

Staff were most interested in the entire recruitment 
cycle from attraction, recruitment, re- tention, men-
toring and progression and identifying unconscious 
bias and its impacts inherent in each aspect of the 
staffing cycle. 

It was noted that there were a limited number of 
people from visible minority backgrounds in senior 
leadership roles in spite of the organisation’s talent 
pool and the Victorian demographic. 

It was recommended that VLA:

1. have recruitment staff trained in unconscious 
bias and educated about the experiences and 
needs of culturally diverse talent to improve diverse 
recruitment. 

2. modify the requirements for the key selection 
criteria to better reflect and align with the organi-
sation’s values and take into account meaningful 
volunteering pathways and personal attributes. It 
was believed that the focus on technical skills was 
overemphasised and out of balance. 

3. ensure organisational safety where staff could 
bring their full selves to work rather than compart-
mentalise their identity as a personal safety mea-

sure and buffer from prejudice and micro-aggres-
sions at work. 

Governance & Coordination

While it was agreed that the burden and respon-
sibility of organisational change was to be borne 
by the whole organisation, it was also recognised 
that staff with lived experience had a role to play 
in informing the development of the plan and any 
resulting activities and initiatives. There is consider-
able tension in appropriately managing the balance 
of these two concerns; staff agency and responsi-
bility. It was agreed that staff who felt able could 
self select to participate in whatever capacity they 
chose. Safe debriefing spaces for people with lived 
experience would also support staff and mitigate 
against over-burdening.

Leadership

It was critical for staff to have sustained leader-
ship buy-in and sponsorship to give the issue high 
visibility and credibility to further entrench the work 
as everybody’s business, everyday. The balance 
to be struck here is consulting people with lived 
experience through a consultative committee or 
other mechanism or structure that has public lead-
ership and staff endorsement.  Accountability and 
reporting responsibilities between the consultative 
committee and leadership is a crucial element to 
building and enhancing trust. 

Workforce capability

It was critical for staff to see long term and mean-
ingful training and culture change programs that 
are beyond awareness raising programs.  Staff 
wanted spaces to have difficult conversations that 
would shift mindsets and encourage empathy, 
understanding and evolution.  In this regard the 
communities of practice could act as a resource 
hub and platform for events with panel discussions, 
external facilitators and other formats as suggest-
ed by staff. 

Visibility

Some easy yet meaningful wins recommended by 
staff included, art and signage on walls throughout 



Diversity & Inclusion-VLA Workshop Report 2018

12

the organisation. It is traditionally a useful way to 
expose staff to minority cultures, create spaces 
where people (staff and clients) from various back-
grounds feel seen, included and acknowledged. 

The staff overall felt the workshop was a good first 
step which only scratched the surface.   Staff col-
lectively agreed that additional work needed to be 
done for staff to feel that progress was going to be 
made and change would be fully acculturated. 

Additional suggestions 

Social Procurement

VLA can additionally go further and include a social 
procurement strategy where the organisation 
commits to engage service providers from margin-
alised communities. There are a range of catering 
and hospitality service providers, office manage-
ment and stationery suppliers, printing and graphic 
designers and range of other services that demon-
strates to VLA’s values and commitment to staff 
and the broader community.

Recommendations

The next steps for the organisation can be deter-
mined by the Senior Executive Team (SET) with the 
aim of developing a 3 year year action plan with 
short, mid and long term goals prioritised in consul-
tation with staff.

The sequencing of these events can be:

1. Leadership launch/announcement acknowledg-
ing the critical importance of this work

2. Developing an overarching diversity & inclusion 
framework

3. People and culture creating a draft terms of ref-
erence to appoint the consultative committee

4. Developing a cultural & diversity plan in consulta-
tion with the consultative committee

5. Developing a resource hub through the com-
munities of practice to ensure ongoing capability 
development

6. Consolidating the governance and coordination 
mechanism and measures.

7. Delegating responsibilities to relevant staff to 
implement the planned activities.

VLA is a recognised values based organisation that 
traditionally attracts people who have social justice 
as a core personal value. The development and 
implementation of this road map is a fundamental 
way for VLA to keep demonstrating it’s value to its 
clients, staff and all it’s stakeholders in a way that 
meaningfully engages them.
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WORKSHOP 
ATTENDEES

We acknowledge the attendees and participants 
who supported the development of this report 
through the open sharing of their experience and 
expertise, ideas and their time.

1  Leanne Sinclair

2  Kamna Muddagouni

3  Sepi Nasseri

4  Sharika Jeyakumar

5  Carman Parsons

6  Kira Lee

7  Meena Singh

8  Sohlia Zanjani

9  Martha Arkalis

10  Alma Mistry

11  Tut Tut

12  Kerri-Anne Whap

13  Jon Cina

14  Mel Schleiger

15  Anita Kousari

16  Lesley Ward

17  Rowan McRae

18  Sarah Winch

19  Georgie Dwyer

20  Abigail Sullivan

21  Julia Munster

Non-attendees; introductory remarks and 
support by:

22  Bevan Warner (Managing Director) and 
Peter Noble and Cameron Hume
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VICTORIA LEGAL AID CONTACT

Georgie Dwyer

Head of People and Culture, Corporate Affairs

Victoria Legal Aid

570 Bourke Street, Melbourne Victoria 3000

Direct: 0438 613 344 | E-mail: Georgie.Dwyer@vla.vic.gov.au


