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Cultural warning: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are respectfully 
advised that this report contains images and names of people who have since 
passed away. We respectfully acknowledge and remember those people from 
the community who have passed away. 
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The featured artwork was 
created by the talented 
artist Kamsani Bin Salleh for 
the Looking Forward 
Moving Forward project. 
Kamsani is descended 
from the Nyoongar 
Ballardong people in the 
south west region of 
Western Australia, and the 
Banuba, Yawuru and 
Nimunburr peoples of the 
Kimberley



Map of Nyoongar country (Source: Whadjuk Trail Network)

Whadjuk

The Looking Forward Moving Forward project was based in the Perth 
metropolitan area of Western Australia, on Whadjuk Nyoongar Boodja 
(Country). Whadjuk is one of fourteen clans or family groups that are 
spread across the south-west area of Western Australia and make up the 
Nyoongar Nation. 
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“Unfortunately we 
can’t stay here 
forever, we need to 
pass on our 
knowledge”  
Elder, 2022
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We dedicate this final project report to the all Elders 

who have taken on this journey with us, on behalf of 

the Aboriginal community.

It is a great honour to acknowledge the presence 

and work of the Elders who have been involved in the 

project, some for almost ten years. 

Sadly, over the course of the project there have been 

several Elders who have worked with us who have 

passed. Their contribution and energy, both 

individually and collectively, to the project cannot be 

understated and will not be forgotten. Their wisdom, 

humour and tireless commitment to their community is 

both commendable and enduring. 

Each of the Elder’s contributions are unique and 

special. Their combined energy and focus to improve 

the lives of Aboriginal people is exceptional and 

inspirational. Retirement is not part of their 

vocabulary. 

They have been our guides and teachers on this 

amazing journey and have patiently and expertly 

dedication
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taught us to trust in our work, being relational through 

the direction of debakarn, debakarn, debakarn 

(steady, steady, steady). Being debakarn is remaining 

calm, steady and focused and being confident in 

uncertain and difficult situations. 

The Elders have become both our refuge and 

companions. The Elders are family. We are forever 

grateful and in their debt for their friendship, 

compassion and guidance. 

We hope that through our ongoing work, we emulate 

the Elders’ passion and dedication, and sustain their 

vision to create a more just and inclusive society for the 

children of today and the generations to come.
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Elders
Uncle Charlie Kickett
Aunty Helen Kickett
Aunty Oriel Green
Aunty Moya Newman
Aunty Millie Penny
Aunty Charmaine Pell
Aunty Doris (Dot) Getta
Uncle Percy Hansen
Aunty Joanna Corbett
Aunty Liz Hayden
Uncle Jim Hayden
Aunty Irene McNamara
Uncle Albert McNamara
Uncle Fred Penny
Aunty Sandra Wilkes
Uncle Peter Wilkes
Aunty Cheryl Phillips
Aunty Carmel Culbong
Aunty Vivienne Hansen
Uncle Mort Hansen
Vale Aunty Margaret Culbong
Vale Aunty Theresa Walley
Vale Aunty Louise Hansen
Vale Aunty Shirley Thorne
Vale Aunty Janet Hayden



9



10

From the Elders…

Looking Forward project is, is great because it's, it's 
connecting people, there's Elders out there, who've got 
these ideas and this information that you can listen to 
you know, and you know that there's people out there 
that care about what's happening to, to Aboriginal people

If we don't make a difference now, we're never 
going to make a difference. So it's very important 
that Elders speak up, speak their minds, tell them 
the truth

I tell them now, when I'm talking to this mob, it’s the 
journey even though it's our journey, they've gotta start 
walking with us, and learning the process of how things 
work. it's all not just one-sided, anymore, it's a two-way 
thing. It's a journey they gotta travel through with us



Project Aims and Significance
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The Looking Forward Moving Forward project wanted to know how 
effective and impactful it was to have Elders work directly with 
service providers. The way Elders and service providers work together 
is shaped by the Minditj Kaart–Moorditj Kaart Framework for Systems 
Change.

1. How does the Minditj Kaart–Moorditj Kaart Framework help build 
connections and relationships between Aboriginal clients, their 
families, and mental health and drug and alcohol service 
providers? 

2. How does putting the Framework into practice improve health 
outcomes for Aboriginal clients and their families?

3. Is the Framework suitable for use in other Aboriginal communities 
and locations in WA?

4. How will the research ensure the Framework is culturally 
appropriate for other Aboriginal communities and locations?

The project’s significance will be the change created in partner 
organisations that then change the services throughout WA. This will 
change: 

1. key performance indicators for all organisations funded by 
the Mental Health Commission

2. professional development and training approaches
3. measures of accreditation
4. governance and policy structures
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Cultural copyright statement

The knowledge in this work embodies traditional knowledge of the Nyoongar people. It was 
created with the consent of Elders of the Nyoongar community. All rights reserved. Dealing with 
any part of this knowledge for any purpose that has not been authorised by the Elders or their 
representative may breach customary laws and also the Australian Commonwealth Copyright 
Act 1968 and amendments. The traditional knowledge, traditional cultural expression rights and 
communal moral rights remain with the Nyoongar people. Use and reference is allowed for the 
purposes of research or study provided that full and proper attribution is given to the author or 
authors, and those who hold and are custodians of the traditional knowledge. For further 
enquiries about permission to use this information contact Dr Michael Wright.

The Minditj Kaart Moorditj Kaart Framework for Systems Change was co-
designed by Aboriginal Elders. The Framework includes the debakarn 
koorliny wangkiny (steady walking and talking) conditions for 
engagement, the four principles of relationship-building, and the Burdiya
to Burdiya first principle of working together. Acknowledging an Aboriginal 
worldview is critical to ensuring effective organisational change, by 
working together with those who will benefit the most from the change.

14

Minditj Kaart Moorditj Kaart Framework for Systems Change



Research Translation
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A key outcome of the project is the Allawah! Burdiyas! Elders’ 
Community Conference held in May 2022 at Point Walter, Perth 
WA. The conference was co-designed by an Elders Working 
Group. Fifty percent of attendees were from the Perth Aboriginal 
community and surrounding communities, as well as interstate 
guests from Melbourne and Alice Springs, all of whom the Elders 
had invited. The remainder were CEOs and executives from key 
government and mainstream services.

Day One: Elders shared their stories to the Community about how 
they have changed the way organisations work with Aboriginal 
people. 

Day Two: Elders led Aboriginal community member representatives 
in A Call to Action, stating the priorities that mainstream services 
and government must address so that Aboriginal people feel 
respected and culturally safe when attending services to support 
their health and wellbeing.

A  C a l l  t o  A c t i o n  E l d e r s ’  C o m m u n i t y  
C o n f e r e n c e

Aboriginal-led translation

The project has been designed around translation so that 
outcomes can be implemented as soon as possible within the 
partner organisations. This has enabled the research to develop in 
a way that is responsive to the learnings and priorities of the Elder 
co-researchers and the community in line with an Aboriginal 
Participatory Action Research approach.



. 
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Your personal courage and strength is a testament to you and your 
people. You’ve been going through this journey for a very long 
time. I hope to walk beside you on this journey and to do what I 
can on the part of the government of Western Australia to help 
you as you continue on that journey, for all the people who have 
come before you and all the people you have the strength and 
pride to carry with you

Invited government representative, 
Elders Conference, 2022

It starts with the truth and I think learning and remembering the 
truth.

Invited government representative, 
Elders Conference, 2022

17



An effective plan must be resourced and sustained long-
term, with dedicated funding allocation.

The Call to Action Statement was presented to government and non-
government leaders in a fireside message stick ceremony on the final day 
of the Conference. There are ten action statements.

1. There is a need for policy and guidelines to be developed to ensure an 
Aboriginal voice is included, heard and acted on. Being led and held by 
the Elders will ensure an enduring commitment to cultural practice and 
security is embedded in service design and implementation.

2. Government and services must be accountable for their commitment 
to cultural security.

**Their actions should clearly demonstrate how they value the 
knowledge, expertise and leadership of Elders, Burdiya to Burdiya (Boss to 
Boss).**

3. To demonstrate such commitment, the Elders expect a written response 
from Government and Service Managers that invites their engagement, 
within the coming six months, to work with them in ways that 
acknowledge their expertise, knowledge, and leadership.

4. An expectation that such commitment would ensure:

a. The recruitment of Aboriginal people to Executive positions and 
on agency Boards,
b. More secure and long-term employment for Aboriginal staff, 
including ongoing professional support and development, 
resources and funding,
c. An Aboriginal role in related staff recruitment and selection, and
d. Clear plan to decolonise ways of working with First Nations 
Australians.

A call to action: Commitment

18
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A call to action: Commitment

5. Government and non-Government sectors need to reach out and accept 
the knowledge and expertise of the Elders. It may include coordinating and 
funding an annual Elders conference, establishing, supporting and 
resourcing Elder Circles, and directing employees to actively build 
relationships and engage regularly (minimum 3 monthly) with Elders. 

6. Proactive engagement with Elders means listening to and acting on 
Elders’ advice. Engagement and action, Burdiya to Burdiya (Boss to Boss), is 
both necessary and expected and must be utilised by senior staff. Working 
Burdiya to Burdiya sends a clear message of respectful engagement and 
commitment to other employees.

7. A critical starting point for an empowered Aboriginal Voice is for 
Government and non-Government services to accept and support the 
Uluru Statement. The Elders state that this demands an approach that is 
relational and reciprocal, a two-way learning.

8. The Elders involved in the Looking Forward Project have focused on the 
Mental Health and Drug and Alcohol sectors. However, other sectors can 
greatly benefit from the learnings and findings from project. Critically, 
ensuring access to Trauma Informed Care is essential in addressing the 
impact of Colonisation experienced by Aboriginal people.

9. Effective action means working with current Elders, and also initiating 
succession planning to support and develop the next generation of Elders. It 
is critical to find ways and resources to bring Elders and youth together.

10. Knowledge gained through direct lived experience is immensely 
invaluable. The individual and combined knowledge of the Elders’ lived 
experience is impressive. Elders expect that their knowledge and the 
knowledge and experiences of the community must form a critical part of 
the basis of action that is relevant to Aboriginal people. Their knowledge 
and expertise should be listened to, heard and acted on.

The Statement is available to download on the project website at 
www.debakarn.com. 

http://www.debakarn.com/
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Signatories to the Call to Action Statement presented at the 
Allawah! Burdiyas! Elders’ Community Conference, May 2022.



Influence of the elders on 
mainstream leadership

“Burdiya to Burdiya”
The data shows that the influence of the Elders on 
senior leaders across the partner organisations is 
transformative. Working Burdiya to Burdiya (Boss to 
Boss) is the first principle of working together. 

The combined benefits of mainstream leadership 
and Aboriginal leadership require:

Consistent, long-term relationships 
Being teachable
Showing humility and openness
Applying new learning in leadership practice to 
develop new ways of working

“They were willing to learn and 
they were open-minded and 
they respected our input …”

Elder co-researcher, 2020

21

First principle… 



One service liaised with Elders
to confirm appointment of new CEO:

“…they said, we won’t make any 
decisions until the Elders get to meet with 

the new CEO…

We did the same as what Looking Forward 
did, got everyone sitting down and 

everybody talking about themselves.”

- Elder co-researcher, 2020

Manager realising
Elders come with a different type of 

authority:
“…the authority and the respect and 
the wisdom you can sense, and so 

that is different from the white 
culture in terms of … because 

authority is sometimes too often 
given or too often by a title or a 

position.”
- Executive Manager, 2020

Respect
Status

22
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Shared governance

S t a t e m e n t  o f  I n t e n t
A Statement of Intent was co-designed in the 
first year of the project as part of the project 
governance. It affirmed the partners’ five-
year commitment to working together to 
build meaningful relationships to improve the 
health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people 
living in Western Australia. 

WORKING TOGETHER OBJECTIVES 
Working together strategies impact on three levels: 

1. Shared learning and mutual support between 
partner organisations; 
2. Shared experiential learning that will be 
integrated across each organisation; 
3. Using their collective expertise and authority to 
translate the findings of the project to the broader 
sector. 

One service has used the 
statement as the basis for 
developing a memorandum of 
Understanding with a local 

Aboriginal-run organisation. The 
Elders were involved in 

drafting the MoU.

T r a n s l a t i o n
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Developing a shared intention

T h e m a t i c  S u b - g r o u p s

Three themed sub-groups were established in the 
second year of the project. Partner organisation 
senior executives attended these working group 
meetings with representation across all three 
groups. The meetings were co-chaired with 
Elders.

The aim of these groups was to develop a shared 
intention across all the partners and in concert 
with the Elder co-researchers to confirm the 
priorities of the research in the eyes of the 
Aboriginal community. The three groups were:

1. Governance
2. Workforce
3. Cultural Security

The sub-groups co-designed a poster of service 
strategies and actions to be available to all 
organisations seeking to work in more culturally 
safe ways.

T r a n s l a t i o n
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Working together through 
co-design

Co - d e s i g n i n g  s e r v i c e  
e v a l u a t i o n  m e a s u r e s

1. Makuru: draft evidence statements based on the 
three themes (i.e. what will we measure?)

2. Djilba: review of current service experience and 
satisfaction surveys for “fit”

3. Kambarang: revising draft survey (i.e. plain language)
4. Focus Group finalised the client/worker/family survey

How well are our people performing in the eyes of those 
who have a stake in their performance?

Service Executive, co-design workshop, 2019

The sub-group themes of governance, workforce 
and cultural security formed the foundation for the 
co-design phase. 

The co-design workshop series resulted in the 
development of a client/worker/family service 
experience survey to support the interviews with 
Elders and service staff.

The workshops included Aboriginal health workers, 
senior managers, CEOs and executive staff from the 
partner organisations, and were led by the Elders, 
and the Aboriginal project investigators.

Co - d e s i g n  w o r k s h o p s



Investigator Professor Alex Brown (left) with Aunty Helen 
and Uncle Charlie Kickett, co-design workshop #1

Investigator Mr Glenn Pearson (left) with Dr Elizabeth 
Newhnam and Dr Jennie Gray, co-design workshop #1



“We have to encounter each other as persons and stories.  
And how we do that is varied.  …but you just have to 
somehow keep it alive.”

Co-design workshop participant, 2019

Investigator Professor Pat Dudgeon (centre) with Gail White, 
Brittany Pollard and Jill Rundle, co-design workshop #1

28
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2 3
s e r v i c e  
s t a f f  

i n t e r v i e w s  
1 6

E l d e r s ’  
i n t e r v i e w s

2 7 0
s e c t o r  
s u r v e y  

r e s p o n s e s

6 3
s e r v i c e  

e x p e r i e n c e  
s u r v e y  

r e s p o n s e s

1 0 0 +
C o m m u n i t y  
m e m b e r s  
e n g a g e d

“For us mob, our KPIs are to sit 
down and talk and listen”

“It’s part of a bigger story 
about how do we fundamentally 
leave it [the organisation] 
better than we found it”



Organisational change

e v a l u a t i o n  o u t c o m e s
The service evaluation was made up of semi-structured 
interviews with service staff and Elders and survey data from 
the sector, partner organisations, and the Aboriginal 
community. The following findings relate to the three themes 
of governance, workforce and cultural security.

• Client/Worker/Family Service Experience Survey trial (2020-
2021)

• Completed 19 orientation sessions with 5 service partners 
(4 actively collected data)

• ~50 clients + 15 workers submitted survey responses and these 
were analysed (5 family surveys were submitted)

• Community and Sector Survey Analysis (2018 and 2020)

• Qualitative Analysis – semi-structured interviews (2017, 2019, 
2020)

• 39 interviews coded/analysed (23 staff + 16 Elders)

• Key themes about Elders’ influence on mainstream leadership 
and workforce support

“It’s not just ‘tinkering’, it’s fundamental at its essence, it’s 
challenging. It’s big people’s work and it hurts and that’s okay, 
because that’s what change brings”

Co-design workshop participant, 2019

30
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I don’t see governance as a 
technocratic process. I think it’s 

immersed in the values and the culture 
of the organization as well, and it 

does provide the authorizing 
environment, the leadership. I think it 
has a flow-on effect throughout the 

organization. 
Board Chairperson, 2019

During the interviews, Board members, CEOs, Executives and 
Elders shared their views on what governance meant to 
them. Governance

• is values-driven,
• underpins the culture of an organisation,
• is an authorising mechanism charged with leadership and 

stewardship,
• a shared power between service leaders and Elders,
• means having knowledge about the community you 

serve enough to make wise decisions, and
• is ethically principled: creating relationships, working 

together, sustaining commitment and securing trust.

G o v e r n a n c e
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One [strategic goal] is usefulness and connection to the Aboriginal people. So, 
we have an obligation to become more effective for the communities across 
the state we serve. CEO, 2019

We take our work to work and 
then we leave it at five and go 
home. … The more you peel it 
out and begin to get [Aboriginal 
peoples’] experience, the more 
raw it becomes and then you 

realize you actually need to have 
the raw conversation for people 
to get real about governance. 

CEO, 2019

S e r v i c e  e x a m p l e s

Some examples of the changes organisations have made with 
their governance include:

Ensuring there is at least one dedicated position on their Board 
for Aboriginal people.

Creating an executive position for an Aboriginal person that 
ensures the organisation sustains a high level of cultural 
security for its staff as well as its clients.

Employing an Elder in an executive position.

Reshaping their organisational 
structure, including increased 
opportunities for career pathways 
and advancement for Aboriginal 
staff.

Increased partnerships with 
Aboriginal controlled services across 
the state.

Supporting Elders with ongoing 
contracts as part of a central 
budget.
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…we’ll employ Aboriginal 
people because we have 
had a resonating message 

from the Elders 
everywhere we’ve gone –
if you want a relationship, 
you have to employ us. 

CEO, 2019

Wo r k f o r c e

The interviews revealed that workforce support and 
development was critical if organisations wanted to respond 
in culturally safe ways. Views about workforce included 
valuing the whole person and what they bring to the 
workplace…

“Aboriginal culture actually adds value to you as a people and to us as an 
organization, and we’re celebrating and valuing what Aboriginal people 
bring” (CEO, 2019)

…the need for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff to interact 
together…

“99 percent [of the journey] has been actually having Aboriginal staff and 
Elders in the building that they can interact with over a long period of 
time” (CEO, 2019)

…and strong leadership to 
ensure an ethic of inclusion 
across the organisation.



“How about we pour more money and more resources into Aboriginal 
staff and creating an environment where they are supported, where 
they are valued, where they are respected and where we actually 
celebrate Aboriginal culture.” CEO, 2019

34

“Try and include everybody. See, some things you do, they say, “oh 
you can’t please everybody all the time” but you’ve got to work at it. 
That’s what I say. You’ve got to work at pleasing everybody all the 
time and if you can do that, this is the way to do it.” Elder, 2019

S e r v i c e  e x a m p l e s

An example of new ways of working for service staff can be 
found in one organisation who set up a new regional service. Staff 
were encouraged to “roam” in order to be visible in the 
community and to get to know local people. On opening the 
service site, community members were already familiar with the 
staff and engaged more readily with the service. 

Another example is an organisation who tendered for a regional 
service and travelled to the region to meet with local community 
members as part of their tender writing process. They travelled to 
the region with the Elders they worked with in order to be 
introduced to the local Elders. The CEO attended these 
community engagements over two days including a community 
dinner and informal meetings with Elders and community 
members. 

The organisation was successful in its tender in the region.



C u l t u r a l  S e c u r i t y

In 2021, a Service Experience Survey was trialled by four of 
the partner organisations. The results tell a positive story about 
the relationships between service workers and Aboriginal 
clients.

• Almost 80 percent of clients surveyed were aware that 
Elders worked with the service and could describe the 
work undertaken by Elders.

• Results showed a very strong relationship between the 
worker understanding that Aboriginal worldviews impact 
on how the client sees the world and the client feeling 
like they have gained a lot from working together.

• Results showed a very strong relationship between the 
worker making the client feel safe and the client feeling 
like they have gained a lot from working together.

35

The interviews with Elders and service staff told us that cultural 
security requires courage… 

“it does take courage to kind of enter into these conversations 
and this space” (Executive manager, 2018). 

It takes critical reflection and opportunities for staff to be 
reflective and the right kind of leadership to keep it going. It 
means continual learning… 

“you can always say things better and do things better, …
you’ve just got to trust that everyone’s heart is in the right 
place. … but we still journey together, don’t we?” (Executive 
manager, 2018).

Organisations must be consistent and committed to ongoing 
professional development and capacity building for 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff at all levels of an 
organisation and ensure that Elders be involved in any 
organisational planning that involves Aboriginal content.
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Capacity building of all staff is needed to better understand:
The value of Community leadership…“they should work with 
[Elders] more …to make that connection into the community” (Elder, 
2019);
Aboriginal history and colonisation…“combination of the different 
activities… we are seeing more of an understanding and empathy, coupled 
with the training, so people are getting a better understanding, both 
formally and experientially” (CEO, 2019);
Privilege… “a lot of it’s education with the staff, being sensitive, 
treating people with graciousness and humility, [for example] using it as a 
learning opportunity but being uncompromising on …racist behaviour” and 
being critically reflective… “anybody who gets cultural education is 
going back into a wadjella [white person] organization where their previous 
view is reinforced, not the new view” (CEO, 2019);
The importance of relationships… “one of the fundamental 
relationships to respect is Elders, but as time has gone on, it’s also been 
our internal and external Aboriginal consultants” (Service executive, 
2019) and staying connected… “you’ve got to change the setting. 
You’ve got to be in their place and with their experience and be open to 
it” (CEO, 2019); and,
The importance of developing and maintaining trust… “in order 
for the office to have connection, trust or be trusted, the first thing we 
needed to do was just be visible” (Executive manager, 2019).

Nothing can be sustained in practice without sufficient 
resourcing to ensure ongoing development of your workforce.

Wo r k f o r c e  c a p a c i t y  b u i l d i n g
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Relational Transactional
Diverse ways of knowing, being 
and doing

Contractual and ‘objective’ (in 
order to be robust and rigorous)

Ethical values mean being 
accountable to (and for) the 
Community

Ethical standards and risk 
management

All voices count (co-design) Exchange for payment

Everyone is invested and 
benefits

Clinical/little emotional 
investment

Process-oriented and often 
longitudinal

Outcomes focused
(ignores the impact of process 
on participants)

Sovereign data rights Who owns the data?

W o r k i n g  r e l a t i o n a l l y

Services have recognised the importance of relationships. Relationships 
are essential when working with Aboriginal people and people with lived 
experience. Service staff usually work transactionally and clinically which 
can alienate the person seeking support. Engaging in a relational way is 
a core feature of Aboriginal ways of being, knowing and doing. It means 
slowing down and dedicating time and space to listen and create 
genuine connections. Working relationally allows people to feel heard 
and included. It is more likely that people will trust one another when 
they get to know each other. Valuing Aboriginal relational ways of 
working, for all people, is a healing approach in itself for it is attentive to 
the whole person. It is much more likely to create positive and lasting 
changes for Aboriginal people’s health and wellbeing, especially when 
they are partners in their own healing and recovery. 
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Partner Organisations Perth Locations

Location of partner organisation sites across the 
Greater Perth region.
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Partner Organisations State Locations

Location of partner organisations regional and 
remote sites in Western Australia.
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Implementation activities are underway and impact is 
already evident in other sectors such as legal services, child 
protection and the university sector. 

Sector development activities are set to commence in 2023 
and would include co-design activities with Elders and 
Aboriginal health workers to development career pathways 
and greater cultural safety in workplaces. For example, the 
WA Network of Alcohol and other Drug Agencies (the peak 
body for the drug and alcohol sector) has developed an 
Aboriginal Sector Leadership Reference Group which 
includes two Elders to ensure strategic development and 
implementation of sector wide initiatives that encourage 
and support Aboriginal workers. 



The Elders have galvanised mainstream leaders and have 
influenced organisational change at the very heart of mainstream 
structures and systems. The transformation of mainstream leaders 
has been irrevocable.

“See us as your cultural carpenters; we’ll shape you for this work. 
By the end, you won’t know yourselves!” (Elder 2017)
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