
Article

Facilitating Empowerment and
Self-Determination Through Participatory
Action Research: Findings From the
National Empowerment Project

Pat Dudgeon1, Clair Scrine2, Adele Cox1, and Roz Walker2

Abstract
The National Empowerment Project (NEP) is an innovative Aboriginal-led community-based project. Since 2012, it has been
working with communities in 11 sites across Australia to develop a culturally appropriate health promotion and primary pre-
vention intervention strategy to reduce the high rates of psychological distress and suicide among Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples. The NEP is built around the use of localized participatory action research (PAR) processes to support com-
munities to identify key factors negatively impacting on their lives as well as strategies for promoting well-being and building
resilience. This article details the application of the PAR approach by the NEP Aboriginal community-based researchers. It
provides some unique insights into how PAR facilitated communities to have a voice and the ways in which it supported important
change processes at both an individual and a community level.
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What is already known?

� Participatory action research is an equitable and effec-

tive method for engaging Indigenous people and com-

munities in research processes.

� Participatory action research is considered an important

and appropriate way in which Indigenous people can

engage in knowledge production that is culturally valid

and meaningful to their lives.

What this paper adds?

� Engaging in participatory research around the factors

contributing to Indigenous people’s poor social and emo-

tional well-being is itself an end through which Indigen-

ous people can be empowered and feel a sense of control

over the conditions that adversely affect their lives.

� Although not straightforward, the process of engaging

over 20 Aboriginal coresearchers in the design, delivery,

and analysis of research with their communities highlights

how important change processes are facilitated by partici-

patory action-oriented and community-led research under-

pinned by principles of aboriginal self-determination.

Introduction

This article explores how an Aboriginal-led national project

implemented participatory action research (PAR) processes

together with Indigenous research methods and principles to

respond to high levels of dysfunction and disengagement in

participating communities. In so doing, it highlights the com-

plexities and challenges associated with facilitating social

change processes using a PAR approach.

PAR is an approach or orientation to knowledge that is

designed to provide a community with control over the

research processes and outcomes. This methodology has its

origins in community development with minority and
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disadvantaged groups. It combines research, education, and

action and entails the mobilization of people and an enhanced

awareness of their abilities and resources (Hall, 1981). PAR

prioritizes researchers and participants forming partnerships to

identify issues of local importance, determine ways to under-

stand these issues, and strategies for taking action (Lykes &

Mallona, 2008). One of the defining features of PAR is the

highly collaborative nature of this approach. PAR has been

identified as a research methodology and approach that facil-

itates the genuine participation of research participants in the

knowledge acquisition, translation, and dissemination process

(Kendall, Sunderland, Barnett, Nalder, & Matthews, 2011). For

this reason, PAR is recognized as an empowering alternative to

positivist research methodologies that reflect more traditional

power relations where the research process and outcomes are

driven by the “expert outsider” (Braun, Browne, Ka’Opua,

Kim, & Mokuau, 2014; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003). In con-

trast, researchers adopting a PAR approach prioritize relation-

ally acquired knowledge and the role of “insiders” by

privileging participant’s experiences, knowledge, and contribu-

tions (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2012). Implemented well, a

PAR approach balances power differentials within the research

process by ensuring the views and experiences of all partici-

pants are recognized and valued (Boyes-Watson & Pranis,

2012; Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007).

PAR processes are widely recognized as an effective way

for engaging marginalized groups, including many Indigen-

ous peoples and communities (Cochran et al., 2008; Tsey,

Patterson, Whiteside, Baird, & Baird, 2002). PAR approaches

can facilitate genuine engagement, equity, equality, and better

outcomes from research for the participants when they prior-

itize participants’ roles in social change processes, including a

range of policy and program sectors (Dudgeon, Kelly, &

Walker, 2010). Indigenous scholars in Canada, New Zealand,

and Australia have led the way in identifying some of the

inherent issues with traditional research and research meth-

odologies, arguing that too often these continue colonialist

processes of determining and owning knowledge about Indi-

genous peoples (Nakata, 2007; Smith, 1999). These concerns

have highlighted how most research processes are informed

by dominant Western scientific paradigms that serve to under-

value Indigenous peoples, their knowledge, and ways of

knowing. Many Indigenous academics assert the importance

of challenging dominant discourses and reclaiming Indigen-

ous knowledges and knowledge acquisition processes as an

intrinsic aspect of self-determination and cultural revitaliza-

tion (Alfred, 2009; Alfred & Corntassel, 2005). For this rea-

son, PAR provides an important and appropriate way for

Indigenous peoples to engage in knowledge production that

is culturally valid and meaningful to their lives (Braun et al.,

2014). It also prioritizes the benefits that community gain

from the research that is aligned with Indigenous concepts

of reciprocity and is further evidence of its appropriateness.

While it remains an evolving field, PAR is increasingly uti-

lized in Indigenous contexts in preference to other conven-

tional research practices.

The National Empowerment Project (NEP)

The NEP (the project) is an Indigenous community

designed, managed, and led program aimed at promoting

social and emotional well-being and reducing community

distress and suicide in aboriginal communities. In its first

stage, the project involved 11 Aboriginal communities

across Australia and supported 22 community-based

researchers (community coresearchers) to work closely with

their communities to identify the key issues they perceived

as negatively impacting on the health and well-being of

individuals, families, and communities and identify solutions

to address these challenges.

A primary goal of the project is to empower communities to

exert greater control over their social and emotional well-being

in their everyday lives and as such, to reduce psychological

distress, suicidal, and high-risk behaviors. Empowerment and

community participation are considered major strategies used

worldwide to increase self-esteem, social cohesion, and inter-

action at the family and community levels. They are strategies

increasingly applied to support community capacity to address

key social determinants and, in Australia, the barriers prevent-

ing many Indigenous people from achieving their potential

(Tsey et al., 2010).

The project’s application of PAR is based on an in-depth

understanding of community consultation findings and a pilot

program undertaken across three communities in the Kimber-

ley, Western Australia, in 2010–2011 (Dudgeon et al., 2012).

This preliminary research highlighted the importance of

aboriginal people identifying issues within their communities

and the strategies for restoring well-being and nurturing their

young people. It also demonstrated that participation in

research can itself be an end through which people are

empowered as they develop their skills, knowledge, and con-

fidence to improve and gain control over the conditions that

affect their lives.

The goal of the subsequent national project was to continue

to utilize localized PAR processes, informed by Indigenous

research principles, to enable communities to collectively

identify:

i. factors that impact negatively on the social and emo-

tional well-being of individuals, families, and the com-

munity itself (risk factors) and

ii. strategies that could work to strengthen the cultural,

social, and emotional well-being of individuals, fami-

lies, and the community (protective factors).

This article firstly details the project team and community

coresearchers’ implementation of a PAR approach—all the

processes established and utilized to achieve the project’s

aims and outcomes. Insights and experiences gained from

this research project are then discussed to highlight a range

of benefits and challenges arising from working within a

PAR methodology to address complex issues in Indigenous

community contexts.
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Method

Data Collection

This article is based on the authors’ observations, communica-

tions with project staff (including formal group discussions and

informal individual conversations), and recorded interviews

with the project’s community coresearchers, analysis of 11

community site reports (each site report was over 60 pages in

length), and the findings of a project evaluation conducted over

2 years. The evaluation included information gathered from

interviews and consultations with project staff and relevant

stakeholders, observations made during participation at train-

ing workshops and the project’s National Advisory Committee

(NAC) meetings. Interviews with project staff and community

coresearchers were conducted both face-to-face and by tele-

phone and lasted up to 45 min.

Two authors have been intimately involved with the con-

ception, design, and delivery of the project. The other two

authors conducted an evaluation of key aspects of the project.

All the authors maintained project notes that have contributed

to reflections on the project activities and outcomes. These

notes and subsequent critically reflexive processes contributed

to the methodological and interpretive rigor of the analysis

underpinning the article’s findings (Silverman, 2013).

Ethics. Ethics approval for the project was granted by the

Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of

Western Australia and the Western Australian Aboriginal

Health Ethics Committee.

Findings

The following section firstly details the different aspects to

implementing PAR processes in the project and then outlines

the outcomes of that implementation.

Implementing PAR processes

Engaging and training community coresearchers. In each of the 11

project sites, formal relationships were established between the

university-based project team and local Aboriginal community

partner organizations. The aim of this process was to formally

embed the project within local community controlled structures

and ensure activities and outcomes were relevant and owned by

each respective community. Each local partner organization

was involved in identifying, and/or recruiting, suitable local

community people to be trained as the project’s researchers,

referred to as community coresearchers. Two community cor-

esearchers were appointed at each site with a preference for one

male and one female consultant in recognition of gender equity

and cultural norms. Twenty-two community coresearchers

were recruited for the project, although not all sites identified

coresearchers of each gender—in some sites, two female or two

male coresearchers were appointed.

There were a number of criteria for selecting community

coresearchers:

(1) demonstrated ability and willingness to enact the val-

ues and principles of the NEP;

(2) accepted and regarded member of the community;

(3) demonstrated knowledge of the local community and

demonstrated networking ability;

(4) broad understanding of conducting research and ability

to be further trained to conduct research interviews,

workshops, and focus groups;

(5) excellent communication skills to lead and facilitate

local consultation workshops; and

(6) ability to work within a set time frame.

A set of deliverables was developed for the community

coresearchers to complete. These included:

(1) development of project principles,

(2) attending a 5-day training workshop in Perth with the

NEP team,

(3) conducting local community consultations to identify

social and emotional well-being issues at the local

community level and identify ways to reduce commu-

nity distress and suicide,

(4) preparing and undertaking local community work-

shops and interviews with community members

(approximately 40 each site),

(5) collating and analyzing responses and feedback from

the community workshops and interviews (with the

support of the project team),

(6) developing written reports on the community consulta-

tion processes and outcomes arising (with the support

of the project team), and

(7) assisting with the development of training modules

and resources for a local community-based empower-

ment program.

Members of the project team developed and delivered the

5-day training program to the community coresearchers. The

training included basic project management, PAR processes,

culturally safe and responsive research methods such as

“yarning,” research ethics, qualitative data collection, and the-

matic analysis and critical reflection of their own practice and

processes. The community coresearchers also participated in

focus group and interview role-plays to learn more about the

research methodology. They were also provided with a

research kit developed specifically to assist them to undertake

community consultations, which included basic instructions,

project information, and consent forms to use with participants.

Given the nature of the topics they were covering with com-

munity groups and the complex and potentially difficult experi-

ences that people were sharing, community coresearchers

completed training in first aid and received a Mental Health

First Aid certificate.

Development of the project’s principles. At the commencement

of the project, the community coresearchers were asked to

workshop their expectations, training needs, and community

aspirations and to devise a set of core principles for the

Dudgeon et al. 3



implementation of the project. These principles were designed

to guide the way the project team worked with individuals,

families, and communities as follows:

Human rights and social justice involves the recognition

and attainment of Indigenous human rights and social

justice; the right for participants to be treated as equals,

to have cultural differences recognized and respected,

to have a voice, and to be heard as part of ongoing

healing process.

Community ownership requires that research is owned

and guided by the community to be sustainable,

strength-based and to build capacity around local cul-

tures; involves acknowledging community values,

beliefs, and perspectives; promotes leadership for

communities to control their own lives and shares

learnings with all those involved; and endures until the

community is empowered and have tools to develop

their own programs.

Community capacity building involves an ongoing cycle

of developing, training, supporting, and engaging

community members as partners and providing feed-

back, mentoring, and support for communities when

collecting information.

Resilience focused recognizes and nurtures Indigenous

individual and community strengths, creativity, endur-

ance, and knowledges and develops understandings

and skills that will strengthen the leadership of

communities.

Empowerment and partnership involves developing

and negotiating genuine, respectful partnerships

with local community organizations, stakeholders,

and other providers who support and enhance the

existing local programs and establishing relation-

ships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

peoples who are respectful, genuine, supportive, and

include advocacy.

Respect for local knowledge includes local ways of being

and doing; community knowledges including local

culture, stories, customs, language, and land; and

awareness of the differences within and between

communities, ensuring that local knowledges of

communities are respected and heard toward the self-

determination of our communities (Cox et al., 2014).

Importantly, these principles strongly align with PAR prin-

ciples and processes which recognize and respect the identity,

knowledge, and experiences of the community and build on the

strengths and resources; facilitate a collaborative, equitable

partnership in research through an empowering and power-

sharing process that address social inequalities; facilitate

colearning and capacity building among partners; attain a bal-

ance between data generation and intervention; focus on the

local relevance of policy and programs and generate perspec-

tives that attend to multiple determinants of health; involve a

cyclical and iterative process; involve all partners in the

dissemination of results; and commit to sustainability (Braun

et al., 2014; Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998).

Deliver community consultations. The community consultations

were designed to provide individuals with the opportunity to

discuss aboriginal holistic conceptions of health and well-

being, as well as space to reflect on their own lives and sense

of well-being, and on what they needed to make themselves

strong (as individuals, families, and communities). Consulta-

tions were conducted by the community coresearchers in their

respective communities and included interviews (where indi-

viduals could convey personal stories and life experiences) and

focus groups, where collective attitudes and experience could

be gathered. Both processes were guided by a set of 12 discus-

sion prompts that helped participants to explore their under-

standings of cultural, social, and emotional well-being,

empowerment, leadership, and healing. These prompts

included:

� the challenges faced by individuals, families, and the

community overall;

� what programs and services were currently available;

� what was needed to make individuals, families, and the

community stronger;

� what additional services and programs were needed in

their community to achieve the above; and

� how such services and programs should be designed and

delivered.

In each of the sites, approximately 40 participants were

invited by information flyers and word of mouth to participate

in a structured community consultation process led by the local

community coresearchers.

Production of community reports. The key discussion points and

outcomes from each community consultation process were

recorded and then subsequently analyzed by the community

coresearchers and the project team. This involved examining

the data and discussing the emergent themes. Triangulation

between members of the project team and the community cor-

esearchers provided an opportunity to examine different per-

spectives. The findings and analysis of the issues and solutions

were collated and written up, printed, and presented back to

each community in a dedicated site report in keeping with the

key steps in PAR. Each report was around 60 pages in length

and contained detailed analysis and synthesis of approximately

40 community participants and about 8 key stakeholders in

each community.

The community reports are an important aspect of the proj-

ect’s PAR process and provided a means of reciprocating and

disseminating research findings back to the community and

stakeholders. The reports were a mechanism for the community

coresearchers to reengage community participants, and other

community members and relevant stakeholders including the

partner organizations, facilitating a range of important discus-

sions regarding how to act on the findings to initiate change.

Different communities focused on different priorities. An
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example of this was the decision in one of the sites to focus on

youth activities to address issues related to substance misuse,

while another community chose to focus on family issues.

Throughout the research process, the project team and commu-

nity coresearchers reassured communities that information in

their site reports belonged to their community who were

encouraged to “own” them.

Project support and capacity building. The role of the project team

and the local partner organizations was decisive in ensuring the

community coresearchers felt supported and were able to

achieve outcomes. The project team developed a number of

strategies to address the, at times, high level of need from the

community coresearchers for the ongoing support and mentor-

ing. Initially, this involved regular communication and contact,

assistance with data analysis and compiling of the site reports,

and conducting a 2-day social and emotional well-being work-

shop at each community to strengthen the resolve and ability of

coresearchers and community participants to deal with the

ongoing challenges. However, based on the feedback from

community coresearchers, it became increasingly evident

that there needed to be much more to ensure their enthusiasm

was sustained. The next phase of the project involved the

development and implementation of additional support, train-

ing, advocacy, and research strategy. This extended to on-site

one-on-one and group workshops, as well as ongoing mentor-

ing via phone and e-mails, including how to deal with sensitive

personal and community issues.

An important part of the project’s strategy was to develop a

team mentality between the community coresearchers. Crucial

to this was bringing them all together in Perth on a regular basis

for workshops and training sessions and ensuring they felt a

part of a unique team. All the community coresearchers work in

difficult circumstances within communities that experience

high levels of trauma and distress and thus the debriefs and

support provided was critical to their sustained commitment.

The project team also facilitated a “learning community” or

collaborative network of community coresearchers through

developing a dedicated website depicting images of the “NEP

team” and on an online forum to create discussions posts, share

experiences, and seek feedback and suggestions. Other strate-

gies included appointing local Indigenous facilitators and enga-

ging local partner organizations with strong Indigenous

affiliations as comanagers of the research process. This is a

crucial point—community-controlled organizations are often

the “heart” of community—part of the project’s success resides

in using their links to improve “buy in,” driven by organiza-

tions and community researchers to build local community

capacity and empowerment and strengthen their well-being.

The project’s National Advisory Committee (NAC) was

another key factor in the successful support provided and the

delivery of the project at each of the community sites. The

NAC comprises prominent Indigenous experts in mental

health, suicide prevention, and social and emotional well-

being across health and policy sectors and was formed to pro-

vide guidance on research methods and implementation. The

NAC reviewed and discussed each of the site reports, providing

their expert input and advice. Their role was also to ensure that

all of the Indigenous communities maintained an empowered

and equal position in the research activities, analysis, and

outcomes.

Outcomes of the PAR processes

Completed consultations. By 2015, some 457 participants have

been involved in the consultation processes. Led by the com-

munity coresearchers, community representatives (project par-

ticipants) came together to identify the issues in their own lives

as well as in their families and community. These focus groups

and interviews were designed to identify the issues confronting

individuals, families, and communities and explore solutions to

address these issues. Participants were also asked to consider

what needed to be included in any community-based programs.

The consultations also involved asking participants to explore

their strengths and identify ways they could exercise greater

control over their social and emotional well-being. Across all

sites, communities identified a similar set of responses to the

issues they identified and a similar set of strategies. Although

the communities are very different in size, location, history,

and levels of remoteness, they all identified problems with

youth; family disharmony, feuding, and violence; substance

abuse; mental health issues; racism; and a lack of education,

employment, housing, transport, and services, as impacting

negatively on their well-being. Ways to address these concerns

included strengthening connections to family, community,

country, spirit and spirituality, body, mind, and emotions. Par-

ticipants also said they wanted to be involved in designing and

delivering any subsequent programs for their communities and

to be part of ensuring that this occurs.

Facilitating local solutions. An underlying principle of empower-

ment approaches is that only solutions driven from within a

vulnerable, disadvantaged community will ultimately be suc-

cessful in reducing community-based risk conditions (Tsey

et al., 2007). A key aspect critical for the success of the project

implementation and outcomes was ensuring that each local

community drove its own processes of identifying and taking

ownership of any problems and vulnerabilities and seeking

solutions from within. The community reports provided the

community with a snapshot of the key issues identified by

workshop participants in the consultations and a blueprint for

moving forward and enacting local change. At least 40 hard

copies of the community reports were sent to each of the proj-

ect sites for dissemination and full pdf copies were made avail-

able on the project’s website and sent to the Australian

Department of Health.

The reports provided each community with the opportunity

to establish priorities for action at a local level, creating indi-

vidual and community empowerment, as well as evidence to

support their advocacy activities and to inform broader social

and emotional well-being and suicide prevention policy initia-

tives and other policy and programs. Some community
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coresearchers claimed that service providers in their commu-

nities are “missing the mark” in funding allocation and pro-

gram design. They believed that given the reports reflected real

community involvement in their formation, they could assist

communities to engage agencies to address issues and, partic-

ularly, to ensure service providers address what community

wants and need. The community coresearchers recognized the

site reports reflected a preferred process whereby community

members were taking responsibility for what they said needed

to change in their lives and their community. Production and

dissemination of the NEP site reports demonstrated to each of

the communities that their voices had been heard and enabled

outcomes such as increased level of individual and community

empowerment from the PAR process to be seen immediately at

the community level in each of the sites. This was central to the

integrity of the project.

Outcome. Reflecting on the conduct of the research with their

communities, the community coresearchers identified that the

PAR approach and the culturally relevant yarning format used

to conduct focus group discussions and individual interviews

(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010) allowed the participants the free-

dom to discuss a range of issues and experiences, many of

which were deeply personal. The community coresearchers

observed that for some participants, these workshops provided

a rare opportunity for individual self-reflection and for partici-

pants to consider their own issues as opposed to always prior-

itizing the needs of others in their family or community. The

questions also helped participants to recognize the intercon-

nectedness of their lives and issues and their relationships to

their family and community.

In reflecting on their experiences, the community core-

searchers identified other factors as key considerations for an

effective PAR process within Aboriginal community contexts.

These included negotiating the various cultural dynamics,

including acknowledging community-level tensions and divi-

sions, and creating a space where people feel safe to fully and

openly participate. Timing of the consultations was also impor-

tant, as was the selection of venues and the way the material

and research topics were presented. Local autonomy was

assisted by acknowledging that these factors varied at each site

according to what best suited the particular community and

reflecting these differences in local delivery. In their feedback

on the research consultation processes, many of the community

participants reported that having local Aboriginal facilitators

(our people) was an important feature that contributed to the

high quality and integrity the information collected and con-

firmed that the “researchers” were perceived as being able to

relate to the discussions and to the participants. Many acknowl-

edged the benefits of using PAR and the sense of empowerment

and self-efficacy in knowing that the community findings were

being acted on (Cox et al., 2014).

Feedback received during the project’s evaluation described

the positive reception community coresearchers received when

they took the site reports back to their organizations and com-

munities and the pride and recognition they themselves felt in

what they had achieved. One community consultant described

how their community “felt deadly seeing the reports” and

regarded the process of completing the reports as

“empowerment in action.”

Project support. The role of the project team was critical to the

community coresearchers and was an important aspect for the

achievement of effective PAR processes. The ongoing training

was an important component—contributing to capacity build-

ing and local knowledge transference. The integration of the

principles into the project facilitated genuine ownership of the

project and sense of self-efficacy. The support and time out

provided through debriefing sessions in Perth all contributed

to the sustainability of the community coresearchers and the

project.

Information obtained from observations and interviews with

community coresearchers on the six separate occasions they

came together over the 2 years confirmed the significant ben-

efits of taking time out from the community and their work to

debrief, share their stories, and support each other, not only

regarding their experiences using PAR processes but also in

their roles as community workers on the frontline. This

“coming together” created a synergy and energy and shared

understanding and sense of belonging to a community of

“coresearchers.”

Creating community ownership. All of the community coresearch-

ers described very positive experiences from all aspects of the

project. This started with developing the project principles,

attending the training, and then facilitating workshops and dis-

cussions at a local level as well as reporting and sharing the

findings with the wider project team and then feeding back to

local groups involved in the workshops and to key local stake-

holders and program and service providers. They reported on

all of this as very beneficial with many describing it as

“affirming,” “inspiring,” and “beyond their imagining” to be

able to work like this with their communities, share their

experiences with other Aboriginal people, and provide support

to their communities through the site reports.

The application of PAR processes by local community cor-

esearchers allowed for an extensive amount of information and

insights obtained locally to be shared nationally and to identify

the types and extent of change communities both want and

need. This process was positive for those involved, as it con-

firmed the similarities in issues and solutions across diverse

communities. One-to-one interviews conducted with the com-

munity coresearchers highlighted the positive experiences

associated with their participation.

I have been inspired by the many fantastic strong Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander people who have been and those who still are

involved. The Project has reminded me that my contribution, along

with others is welcomed, supported and valued . . . Personally the

project has reinforced my strong belief in the value of community

input and control. It has strengthened me as a person. (CC 1)
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The program has helped me to make positive changes in my life,

has brought my family closer together. (CC 2)

The important things about being involved with NEP pro-

fessionally and personally is being proactive in the commu-

nity, being involved in culture, in family, friends, work

mates. (CC 4)

Being part of the NEP FAMILY is also healing for me. (CC 7)

It’s given me skills to educate the wider community and enabled

me to showcase what issues affect ATSI peoples and how organi-

sations and government bodies can support what we are trying to

do for our people. (CC 3)

The project created opportunities for the empowerment of

the community researchers themselves, as they led the research

processes and worked with their communities to directly con-

front challenges and collectively identify new strategies and

mechanisms for change.

I was able to gain confidence in my ability to become a leader for

my community. (CC 2)

Meeting co-researchers and consultants from across Australia

has been rewarding. I have also learnt a considerable amount

that personally and positively empowers me and my family.

(CC 5)

Discussion

The following section explores some of benefits and chal-

lenges associated with the project’s implementation of PAR

processes and provides some broader analysis of implement-

ing PAR in complex Indigenous contexts and research

projects.

Benefits and Enablers

Facilitating community participation. The 11 communities

involved in the project were an integral part of the research

process and outcomes and were actively engaged as partners

with the project team. Building the capacity of the nominated

community coresearchers from each of the communities to

conduct the consultations and data analysis represents a best

practice example of community-based research with Aborigi-

nal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and exemplifies the stan-

dards and goals of the Australian National Health and Medical

Research Council ethical guidelines for working in Indigenous

contexts. These guidelines require evidence of genuine nego-

tiation with, and participation of, Indigenous people through all

phases of a research project (i.e., conceptualization, analysis,

development, data collection, reporting, and dissemination) to

ensure aboriginal input and control National Health and Med-

ical Research Council (NHMRC, 2007). Moreover, these

guidelines require researchers to demonstrate how they have

upheld the six values generated by Australian Indigenous com-

munities in developing the NHMRC guidelines: spirit and

integrity, reciprocity, respect, equality, survival and protection,

and responsibility through all phases of the research process.

The project allowed for a context-specific approach—a

crucial element in the conduct of appropriate Indigenous

research. While sharing common features in terms of pro-

cess and broad outcomes (identifying and addressing com-

munity challenges), the diversity among communities was

able to be acknowledged through the voices and concerns

expressed by participants that then enabled each community

to prioritize their own responses. The diversity and com-

monalities within and between communities were accommo-

dated, avoiding the pitfalls of a “one-size-fits-all” approach

to understanding issues and their solutions within aboriginal

communities.

Generating feelings of control. The project is an exemplar of the

way that PAR research can privilege the views of communities

and enable Indigenous people to recognize that they are best

placed to identify factors impacting on their social and emo-

tional well-being and the necessary actions to benefit their

communities. The research process empowered individuals

by enhancing their ability to exert greater control over their

lives—an important outcome in and of itself. The way the

project enacted PAR processes, appointing community core-

searchers to work with their own community to identify and

address local priority issues, also facilitated the acquisition of

better data than may otherwise have been obtained, thus poten-

tially leading to better outcomes.

The primary focus is that a program has been developed from

information given by community members. It is being delivered

by and for Aboriginal community members. (CC 5)

Though there are other great programs which provide a

range of services for our mob nationally—I feel (through

working on NEP) that the NEP program has a greater success

factor because it is community developed owned and deliv-

ered and it empower our people to be leaders in their own

communities/this being one of the major ingredients to suc-

cessful outcomes. (CC 7)

The project team’s application of PAR as culturally respon-

sive was predicated on the belief that self-determination and

empowerment are effective strategies for improving the ability

of individuals to take action and the capacity of communities to

influence factors impacting on their lives. Empowerment is

recognized both as an outcome in itself and as an intermediate

step to being able to deliver improved health and well-being

outcomes (Wallerstein & Duran, 2006). Ensuring the commu-

nity drives the process is a significant factor in achieving sus-

tainable community outcomes. Key approaches within the

project reflect the fact that successful empowering interven-

tions cannot simply be transferred or “standardized” across

diverse populations but must be created within or adapted to

local contexts by community members themselves (Lord &

Hutchison, 2009).

Facilitating engagement. The project generated a high level of

community participation across the diverse sites and assisted in

embedding ownership and action for change within the
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communities. The local partner organizations involved at each

of the project sites were welcoming of the project and its pro-

cesses. As one CEO remarked:

When I talked with (project team member) about the national

empowerment project I thought that sounds exactly what we need,

we want to go through a rigorous research process to provide

evidence at our local level. We are involved in two other national

projects and this one in particular is great because while it has a

national impact it is responsive to the community at a local level.

(Walker & Scrine, 2014)

PAR was intentionally utilized because of its potential to

enhance the efficacy of empowerment, healing, and leader-

ship within Aboriginal communities. Feedback from partici-

pants in the community consultations highlighted that the

employment of our people was important, as they could per-

sonally relate to the content. The “coming together” of people

and their “willingness to share openly and honestly” were also

seen as strengths of the consultations. Participants also

reported feelings that they were able to contribute to resolving

community issues.

Engaging in PAR processes has included developing com-

munity capacity to participate as coresearchers in developing,

implementing, disseminating, and translating the research to

enact changes at local community, state, and national levels.

This empowered the community coresearchers and provided

them with important tools with which to facilitate a sense of

generating action and momentum in their communities. Ulti-

mately, the project confirms that through an Aboriginal-led

PAR process, individuals, families, and communities can

become empowered to identify their own sources of strength

and resilience as well as what people need to support and

enhance their strengths and address risk factors.

The application of PAR in this project has created a space

where genuine community and stakeholder engagement could

occur. This is reflected in the respectful partnerships between

the project team with local communities and organizations at

each project site and the selection and capacity building of

local community coresearchers. A key outcome is the effective

engagement process and shared research journey between com-

munity coresearchers, socially disadvantaged and vulnerable

communities, and the project team.

Privileging aboriginal knowledges and experience. Production of

the site reports demonstrated genuine commitment to articu-

lating and honouring aboriginal people’s experiences

through the creation of a tangible product for use by the

community that privileged Aboriginal experience and knowl-

edges. Development of the site reports and their dissemina-

tion back to community has played a critical role in

validating the views and insights provided by the community

participants. This represented the voices of community con-

stituting the research outcomes and, as such, being taken

seriously. The site reports also provide direct access to the

lived experiences and perspectives of Aboriginal people and

represent a significant body of knowledge about aboriginal

people’s health and social and emotional well-being and the

constraints many encounter. Importantly, they also present a

positive, strengths-based discourse on Indigenous social and

emotional well-being. As one participant noted on what was

required to help their community:

We need to come together to work with each other in the commu-

nity to create programs, etc. to keep our community alive and we

need to act as ONE. (Duffin et al., 2013)

The importance of culture and the focus on cultural renewal as

a profound source of strength and healing to individuals, fam-

ilies, and the community was the predominant theme to emerge

across all the sites. As one participant remarked:

Knowing cultural ways builds pride in self so people become

empowered to go forward to achieve. (Hams, Murray, Butorac,

Cox, & Swift, 2013)

This strengths-based discourse is markedly different to the

deficit approach that has historically underpinned discussion

around aboriginal people’s well-being and what is required to

enact change. As such, these reports are an important means

of positively embedding knowledge acquisition about change

within communities, so they can actively drive the process in

positive ways.

In a broad sense then, the research outcomes outlined a

practical and flexible approach for responding to the cultural

stresses and the social determinants that challenge many Abori-

ginal communities. The site reports make an important contri-

bution to the evidence based regarding both the research

approach to empower and support communities and the content

of community-based programs aimed at improving Indigenous

mental health and well-being. They are an important and prac-

tical tool for use by communities, government agencies,

researchers, and service providers.

The evaluation report notes that one of the project’s

strengths is:

incorporating Aboriginal knowledges and concepts regarding men-

tal health, health and wellbeing and acknowledging the pivotal role

of family and culture in developing and implementing programs

that facilitate community transformation and empowerment.

(Walker & Scrine, 2014)

Challenges and Barriers

Use of community coresearchers. The project team encountered a

number of issues in implementing PAR approaches in the var-

ious sites that required ongoing consideration and resources to

ensure the community coresearchers achieved their objectives.

Recruiting local community members with little or no research

experience to carryout intensive PAR processes, ensure the

maximum engagement of community participants, and compile

the wealth of material for the site reports, inevitably presented
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some challenges. Along with the initial training provided, the

project team were required to ensure the community core-

searchers had access to ongoing support and mentoring through

regular contact in person, via phone and e-mail and through the

dedicated project portal. This required the project team to

source adequate resources to be able to meet the needs of the

community coresearchers.

There were also many challenges associated with engaging

in PAR experienced by the community coresearchers. It proved

challenging to complete large consultative and research pro-

cesses in addition to the requirements of their paid employ-

ment as well as other family and community demands. These

included the time pressures and workloads involved, everyday

real-life difficulties experienced specifically by members of

marginalized groups including unstable living arrangements,

lack of transport, and financial obligations to large family

networks. They also faced pressures associated with meeting

high expectations of the research from their communities, and

dealing with the painful issues that arose during the consulta-

tions that at times echoed their own lived experiences. There

were also challenges in trying to balance ongoing participa-

tion in the project and other commitments including the

demands of paid employment. Some community coresearch-

ers were expected to maintain their ongoing work commit-

ments full time and either incorporate the project work within

this or find time outside their work hours. Some identified

ways to do this more effectively than others.

A debrief workshop in Perth was held to provide some

time away from the pressures of the project as well as seek

to address many of the personal and research issues arising

for the community coresearchers. This workshop, which

included sessions on self-care, saw some community core-

searchers identifying that they felt “rushed” to gather parti-

cipants and complete the consultations and workshop. It was

also acknowledged that they became sidetracked and con-

sumed with their normal tasks and jobs and that they needed

to better manage their own schedules in order to complete

their project commitments.

Community engagement. Appointing local aboriginal facilitators

and engaging local partner organizations with strong Aborigi-

nal affiliations as comanagers were key aspects to trust in the

research project and community engagement. That said, the

community coresearchers faced challenges associated with

implementing strategies to maximize community participation.

In particular, they had to identify ways to increase the partic-

ipation of men and young people in the community consulta-

tions. The community coresearchers were able to utilize their

networks to approach people and encourage their participation.

For some participants, an interview or family-based focus

group was offered. Alternative settings, such as the local river,

were also utilized, as was the provision of childcare to enable

parents to attend.

There were also some mixed views in some project sites as

to how people were selected to be included in the consultation

process, whether the participants involved are representative of

different families, and whether the consultations had been ade-

quately promoted in the town. These issues were addressed as

they arose and in some instances community coresearchers

were unable to appease everyone and in others were able to

address concerns. Community coresearchers were quick to also

reassure community about the benefits of participating in the

consultations and their commitment to reciprocity in terms of

producing the community reports.

Maintaining the enthusiasm and morale of the community

coresearchers was a decisive factor in achieving the project’s

outcomes and the overwhelmingly positive impact the PAR

process had on the community coresearchers as seen in their

commitment, personal growth, and learning experiences. One

NAC member described the role of the community coresearch-

ers as evidence of the impact that can come from “catalytic

leadership,” and the project’s PAR processes as “genuine

empowerment from the ground up, putting tools into people’s

hands where they can support and change their own

community”.

Support of partners organizations. Understandably, many of the

community coresearchers indicated the need for a higher level

of support, mentoring, and communication to complete tasks

and maintain momentum. The local partner organizations

involved in the project were required to ensure the community

coresearchers were provided with the time, resources, and

capacity to properly undertake the research project. The sup-

port of the partner organizations was a determining factor in the

effectiveness of the community coresearchers and the ongoing

progress of the project, especially using the site reports as an

advocacy tool. In some sites, support provided by other local

Aboriginal organizations in the community also created local

partnerships on the ground, which in turn created greater sup-

port and acknowledgment of the work by local community

members because of this partnership and collaboration.

Some of the community coresearchers expressed concerns

that the partner organization did not understand the demands of

the PAR processes and the requirements on their time. The

community coresearchers requested that the project team

ensure the level of support they could reasonably expect from

the partner organization be embedded through a memorandum

of understanding or service agreements to ensure greater

accountability and commitment.

Insufficient support from some partner organizations also

resulted in an increased demand for support and mentoring

from the project team to ensure the community coresearchers

competed their required tasks and responsibilities. Again, this

meant the project team needed to identify sufficient resources

to provide additional support to those community coresearchers

where this was not being provided by the partner organizations.

Concluding Comments

Pursuing community-led solutions and promoting self-

determination are often proposed as appropriate responses to

the entrenched and multifaceted challenges faced by
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Too often

however, a gap exists between the well-meaning rhetoric of

“community ownership” and “self-determination” and the

practical application of these ideas and ideals (Kendall et al.,

2011). The NEP’s research processes show that PAR can play

an important role in achieving real outcomes that promote and

achieve a sense of being self-determining, individually and

collectively. Actively engaging the community is inherently

empowering for Indigenous people through enhancing their

capability and capacity to take charge of their lives and

strengthen their communities.

This project highlights the importance of Indigenous people

leading the direction, development, implementation, and

accountability of community-based PAR strategies to improve

outcomes in their communities. A critical factor in the success

and effectiveness of the PAR processes is the support, training,

and ongoing mentoring and capacity building provided to

community-based researchers who are deeply embedded in the

processes and the outcomes and yet face many challenges.

The knowledge gathered during the participatory commu-

nity consultations represents Indigenous people defining their

own experiences, needs, and ways of representing themselves.

This article has demonstrated that the project is an exemplar of

what can be achieved using a PAR approach with Indigenous

communities. While not without its challenges and complex-

ities, the NEP has implemented PAR processes to support

important change processes for community coresearchers and

the communities involved. This project gives a voice to com-

munities in identifying the factors impacting on their social and

emotional well-being and supporting them to see themselves as

agents of social change.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: The

National Empowerment Project was funded by the Australian Gov-

ernment Department of Health and Ageing.

References

Alfred, T. (2009). Colonialism and state dependency. Journal de la
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