
Abstract (submitted):

The Looking Forward, Moving Forward and Building Bridges projects both focus on the provision of mainstream 
services to support Aboriginal mental health and wellbeing. The projects bring together local Aboriginal 
(Nyoongar Elders) with service leaders, and in the case of Building Bridges, also with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people. These engagements are based on the Minditj Kaart-Moorditj Kaart (‘sick head to good 
head’) Framework that aims to promote organisational change by privileging an Aboriginal worldview. 
Principles of relationship, reciprocity, inclusiveness, flexibility, and importantly, trust, create a working together 
space with Elders as cultural guides to ensure service leaders and their organisations can develop ways to 
better respond to the needs of Aboriginal families. In 2014, the Framework was co-designed with members of 
the Aboriginal (Nyoongar) community in suburban Perth and supported by a group of Elders. Since then, 
service leaders and Elders have worked together to develop better ways to respond to the needs of Aboriginal 
families, investigating and reviewing their strategies and actions related to workforce, governance and their 
cultural security overall.
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‘Looking Forward’:

Learning from the Elders

‘Looking Forward, Moving Forward’ aims

& preliminary findings

‘Building Bridges’ aims & preliminary findings

Today…





Project aims…

How can mental health and drug and alcohol 

services be more accessible and responsive to meet 

the needs of Aboriginal families?

Two key questions:

1. Services: Why aren’t Aboriginal people accessing mental 

health and drug and alcohol services in a timely 

manner?

2. Community: Are these services ’safe’ for them to access 

as Aboriginal people?



Key Findings: Looking Forward Project

• Deep mistrust of mainstream 

service providers

• Services did not feel ‘safe’ for 

Nyoongar (Aboriginal) people

• Services lack knowledge 

about Nyoongar 

(Aboriginal) culture

Aunty Viv and Uncle Mort Hansen, Christmas 

Tree Well giving a Welcome to Country to 

service staff at an On Country Day, 2014



Elders are key
The Elders work directly with the individual Service Partners as Cultural 

Consultants. The project would not exist without the Elders – they are the key 

to its success. The Elders:

• act as cultural educators by assisting staff to develop a greater 

understanding and awareness of a Nyoongar worldview and the generational 

impact of colonisation; 

• assist to build staff capacity and cultural awareness to allow staff to work 

confidently and competently with Nyoongar families; 

• establish steps to increase service effectiveness to work with the 

community through generating ideas and addressing community needs; and 

• assist in the engagement of new Aboriginal staff & clients and 

retaining current staff & clients. 



Journey with the Elders…

Elders participating in the inaugural Lindsay Culbong Cup, 

Family and Community Day, Mental Health Week,
Champion Centre, Armadale 2014  

“The first principle of governance is to share power 

with the Elders – if you don’t do that, it’s just lip service” 
(CEO, 2018)



Storying with the Elders…

Aunty Louise and Aunty Joanna in a working together 

meeting with service managers and staff, Subiaco 2014.

“[learning with the Elders] is a circular

process, not linear. Coming back to the 

same place in different ways is part of 

that understanding” (CEO, 2018)

“there’s something about that process [of 

yarning] that makes the penny drop for 

me” (CEO, 2018)



Minditj Kaart-Moorditj Kaart1: Framework for systemic 
change in service delivery

ACCESS

3. Design and implement a 

translation plan to 

maximize the take-up of 

the Framework across the 

social services sectors.

4. Assess the economic 

implications of 

implementing the 

Framework.

How are services 

RESPONDING to 

Nyoongar clients?

RESPONSIVE

1. Implement, measure 

and validate the 

Framework in service 

agencies.

2. Measure the collective

impact of the Framework 
across service agencies

How are Nyoongar

clients ACCESSING 

services?



“In meetings I’ve had with the Elders, I 

always have to mentally prepare…

I allow 30 minutes before and 30 minutes 

after, just to transition those two worlds.”

(Executive Manager, 2018)



Aunty Oriel Green & Uncle Charlie Kickett

– Elders –



Aligning Worldviews on Cultural Security 

Key learnings from our work…

The Elders are key

Trust is critical

Relationships, relationships, relationships!

Understand your own worldview

“the issue for me in 

the experience of 

talking to the Elders is 

cut through, and talk 

real, and be human, 

and have a personal 

relationship”

(CEO, 2018)



Aboriginal Elders and young people working 

with youth mental health services towards

culturally secure service delivery

Aboriginal Elders & young people, youth 
mental health services, policy makers

Building 
Bridges



Take home points

Services

• Culturally Safe Governance 

• Dealing with Complexity 

• Aligning Worldviews on Cultural Security 

Elders

• Open Lines of Communication 

• Action Orientated 

• Importance of Elders 
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Minditj Kaart-Moorditj Kaart1: Framework for 
systemic change in service delivery

1. ‘Sick Head to Good Head’.


