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Abstract

Issue Addressed: Australian Indigenous youth are at high risk of developing mental

health problems. Historical determinants and socioeconomic disadvantage continue

to impact their social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) and sense of identity. Previous

literature suggests connecting to culture significantly impacts SEWB in Indigenous

youth. Given the diversity of Indigenous culture, collaboration and consultation with

specific cultural groups is required to develop appropriate and relevant psychological

treatments for SEWB. The Warrior Within Program was developed to improve SEWB

in Indigenous youth by assisting them to better understand their identity through

participation in group-based cultural activities. This research aimed to understand

Central Queensland Indigenous Development staff perspectives around (1) the pro-

cess of developing the program and (2) how group-based cultural activities contrib-

uted to staff perceived improvements in SEWB of program participants.

Methods: In this qualitative study, semi-structured individual interviews of

60–90 min were conducted with four Warrior Within Program staff of Central

Queensland Indigenous Development. Transcripts were thematically analysed and

the subthemes identified were categorised into main themes.

Results: The process of developing the Warrior Within Program, cultural and Indige-

nous identity, reconnecting and knowledge emerged as the four main themes.

Conclusions: This study makes a unique and important contribution to the Australian

Indigenous literature regarding the role and nature of culture in group-based pro-

grams and the importance of collaborating with Indigenous groups to increase our

understanding of their usefulness and efficacy. This study also helps to bridge the
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gap between Indigenous ways of knowing in program development and non-

Indigenous methods of evaluation.

So What? Acknowledging Australian Indigenous methods and ways of knowing are

essential to the development and delivery of culturally appropriate group problems

for addressing the psychological needs of this population. The methods used in this

study could be used by others seeking to legitimise cultural ways of knowing.

K E YWORD S

Australian Indigenous, culture, identity, social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) reconnecting

1 | INTRODUCTION

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are the First Nation's

people of Australia and have lived in Australia for approximately

120 000 years. Before colonisation, the Australian Indigenous popula-

tion was estimated to have 260 language groups and 500 local dia-

lects. Since British settlers first arrived in 1788, Australian Indigenous

people have experienced dispossession of land, massacres of entire

communities, introduced diseases and oppressive legislation, forced

removal of their children, racism and discrimination. An ongoing deval-

uation of their culture continues to negatively impact their kinship

ties, connection to Country, identity, SEWB and health outcomes.1

Australian Indigenous young people experience higher rates of mental

health problems than their non-Indigenous counterparts and there is

an urgent need for research, development and delivery of clinical

interventions for this population.2,3

It has been suggested that SEWB for Australian Indigenous people

is an interaction between the concept of self and the ways in which they

experience and express their connection to family and kinship, commu-

nity, culture, Country, body, mind and emotions, spirituality and ances-

tors.4,5 Understanding SEWB through this holistic lens is essential for

clinicians working with Australian Indigenous people in mental health

settings. However, the resources and time needed to collaborate with

Indigenous community organisations is a barrier to developing evidence-

based clinical interventions.2 It has been suggested that western clinical

interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy may be applied

effectively with Indigenous people however, such therapeutic methods

alone may be insufficient to provide a holistic approach to SEWB.6,7 Fur-

thermore, Australian Indigenous culture is diverse and varies between

localities leading to complications with generalising evidence-based

interventions across cultural groups.8

Given the diversity of Indigenous culture, there is a need for men-

tal health clinicians to acquire specific knowledge, skills and attitudes

to understand and work appropriately with Indigenous clients of vari-

ous nations.8

To address the problem, local Indigenous community organisa-

tions develop and deliver their own culturally appropriate SEWB and

empowerment group programs. These programs privilege local owner-

ship and knowledge and their content varies between cultural groups

and localities.9 Consultation between mental health clinicians and

specific Indigenous communities has increased awareness of Indige-

nous perspectives on healing which is broadly viewed as a process of

reconnecting with culture, family and community and spiritual under-

standing of self, identity and belonging.10,11 Local programs typically

refer to the use of individual and group cultural activities for this pur-

pose which includes traditional rituals and ceremonies, language of

their Nation, dance, music, art, storytelling and talking circles.5,9,12 The

reason for including specific cultural activities in local programs and

how they improve SEWB is largely unknown. Australian Indigenous

people report that connecting with culture, family, community and

spirituality improves SEWB. There is a clear need to better understand

Australian Indigenous methodologies and ways of knowing.

2 | RECONNECTING WITH THE WARRIOR
WITHIN

The Warrior Within, as a standalone program, was created in 2018

by Central Queensland Indigenous Development13 as a way for Aus-

tralian Indigenous youth to connect with their culture during a school

holiday period. Program participants were identified as disengaged by

Central Queensland Indigenous Development staff working in safety,

family and student liaison roles within the community. Through group

cultural activities and sport, the program aimed to improve SEWB in

participants by focusing on increasing resilience, self-confidence, cul-

tural knowledge and leadership skills. Program activities were led by

local Indigenous role models and traditional owners and included:

boomerang throwing; playing the didgeridoo (for males); making of

the coolamans (for females); painting boomerangs, didgeridoos and

coolamans; fishing; and touch football. Subsequent iterations of the

Warrior Within Program were not run due to difficulties demonstrat-

ing its efficacy using non-Indigenous methods of evaluation and lack

of ongoing Government funding. The Warrior Within Program has yet

to be empirically studied.

This exploratory qualitative study draws attention to Indigenous

decision-making and the ways in which group cultural activities are

operationalised for improving SEWB within programs such as the

Warrior Within Program. Obtaining first-hand Indigenous perspec-

tives will help to inform future research investigating how local pro-

grams are constructed to increase SEWB in disengaged youth.
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3 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

Between November 2018 and February 2019, the researchers met with

staff of the group-based program on separate occasions in order to bet-

ter understand the needs of the organisation and how the research

could benefit their team. The researchers learned about the history of

Darumbal country and its people, discussed historical determinants and

contemporary experiences of SEWB problems for Indigenous youth and

participated in cultural activities guided by a Central Queensland Indige-

nous Development youth worker. Over this period, a semi-structured

interview was developed utilising cultural awareness and the types of

cognitive probes suggested by Klein et al. for eliciting expert knowledge

about the reason for program content inclusion.14

A semi-structured interview format was utilised for flexibility and

to gather specific information through conversation, similar to research

topic yarning. Yarning, the sharing of information and stories in

Australian Indigenous culture, has been found to be a culturally appro-

priate, safe and transferable form of communicating with Indigenous

people.15 Australian Indigenous people are the best source of knowl-

edge regarding their experience of SEWB problems and ways of solving

them.16 The semi-structured and conversational format of interviews

was therefore used because it privileges Indigenous perspectives of

healing, demonstrates respect for collaboration in research with Indige-

nous people and acknowledges the cultural differences between the

non-Indigenous researchers and Indigenous participants.

Of the six Central Queensland Indigenous Development staff con-

tributors to the Warrior Within Program (who all identified as Australian

Indigenous), two members of senior management and two youth

workers participated in a face-to-face interview lasting 60–90 min in

duration. Two other youth workers involved in the program declined to

participate for unknown reasons. The interviews were recorded with

permission and conducted at a neutral off-site location so participation

could remain anonymous to other staff members.

Ethical approval to conduct this study was obtained from the

CQUniversity Human Research Ethics Committee (No. 2019-005).

4 | ANALYSES

In keeping with the authors' position and aims of this research, an

inductive six-phase thematic analysis of the audio-recorded inter-

views was conducted.17 Responses were given initial codes that

reflected latent features of the data. The initial codes were then

reviewed by each of the researchers separately for consensus, accu-

racy and fidelity. Sub-themes were formed by grouping initial codes

into common themes. Extracts from initial codes were then com-

pared within each sub-theme and across the data set to ensure that

sub-themes were grounded in the data. Sub-themes were further

refined and defined to identify main themes that accurately reflect

their respective meaning within the overall data set and in relation

to each other. No discrepancies were detected between the

researchers in the inclusion of sub-themes into the main themes. A

statement of the results was provided to Central Queensland

Indigenous Development staff. No comments regarding interpreta-

tion were received.

5 | RESULTS

Four main themes identified across the data set were: (1) the pro-

cesses of developing the Warrior Within Program; (2) cultural and

Indigenous identity; (3) knowledge and (4) reconnecting with culture,

community and identity. The main themes and their respective sub-

themes are depicted in Figure 1. Staff perspectives of the contribution

of cultural activities and the decision-making process that informed

the Warrior Within Program are described thereafter.

5.1 | Theme 1: The process of development

Staff identified six sub-themes that they considered to be relevant to

the process of developing the Warrior Within Program.

Identifying needs (engaging and culturally meaningful). Staff

were concerned that without the structure of school during the holi-

days, Indigenous youth already linked to Central Queensland Indige-

nous Development services were more likely to engage in risky

behaviour. Although there were no explicit expectations made by

Warrior Within Program staff, the collective aim was to provide posi-

tive connections to culture through a fun, engaging and educational

program with local Indigenous role models. This involved collaborating

with local cultural experts and leaders to provide a meaningful and

culturally appropriate program.

‘I seen it as an opportunity for kids to stay connected to

culture and do those cultural activities that they may not

have in their lives already. And introduced them to

Elders and community role models that they can look up

to as well. It was just sort of giving them an alternative

to possibly getting in trouble around doing nothing at

home over the holidays. So that's why we developed it.’
(Pt_2)

Meeting needs (through cultural activities). Staff recognised the

need to understand the purpose and relevance of the selected activi-

ties that they used intuitively to reduce distress.

‘…, even if it meant that that person was having a good old

cry because they were unhappy, or even if they got frus-

trated or angry, but to realise that's okay. We were doing

some bark drawings, how about we use that, that might be

oneway that you can bring down your emotions’.
(Pt_1)

Participants coming together in group activities also served as a

mechanism for sharing knowledge and helping others connect with

culture. Staff recognised that the lived experiences of participants
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could be used to impart this diverse knowledge and therefore meet

the greater need of connecting youth with culture.

‘I know we had, um, the young boy… he was just so,

um, in and out of some of those groups, so worked up

that we actually said, alright, let's bring it back, let's

actually, so we actually put him in another group and

made him a leader and then he was able to teach a

dance. So we were able to, to utilise him to actually,

actually lead some of that cultural activity cos he actu-

ally had a strong connection to culture’.
(Pt_1)

Staff factors (expertise and collaboration). Yarning between staff

and stakeholders provided different levels of cultural knowledge. This

was considered important as conversation and collaboration are fun-

damental to Indigenous ways of knowing.

‘Because we all came from different paths, walks of

life, and knowing our culture. I wasn't brought up

around my culture. So, to me, belonging and that sense

of belonging was strong. We had other members of

our team that had such a rich understanding of their

culture and where they're from. They brought a whole

different type of perspective. I think that helped to sort

of cover all of our bases’.
(Pt_2)

‘We all sort just came together for one vision and one

goal and think we pulled it off really well’.
(Pt_3)

The staff also inadvertently brought along their own lived, often

traumatic experiences, of being Indigenous.

‘… I found with the staff I was working with, because

of the environment they were working with, it trig-

gered a lot of their own traumas… But a lot of the

times they haven't dealt with it’.
(Pt_1)

Implementation. Initially, the group format for activities was uti-

lised for ease of delivery and efficient use of funds and time.

‘I think it was more for us, like, easier for service deliv-

ery… but made sure to pay Darumbal Enterprises

because, like, you know, that's their trade… and we

wouldn't have been able to afford it, to do it for each

individual child in a one on one context. Or, it, we just

wouldn't have the time…’.
(Pt_4)

However, staff perceived the implementation of the program as a

coming together of multiple elements including management, Elders

and youth.

F IGURE 1 Main themes and sub-themes of the contribution of cultural activities and the decision-making process that informed the Warrior
Within Program.
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‘Um, but if you sort a wanna [pause] like pack that sort of

platform even more it [pause] developing it is like manage-

ment, then it comes down to us to you know, um, deliver

it. And then to deliver it, needs the help of the elders. But,

we need the clients there too because that's why we're

doing it. So, they're almost like our audience but, yeah’.
(Pt_3)

The perceived benefits of group activities led by Elders were peer

support and a positive learning environment.

‘…they [the youth] were together but rarely talking to

each other. It's like they were in each other's space and

they were focusing on whatever they were doing, they

were listening to the elders speak and they were

responding to that. So, it was sort of like, that comfort of

being that, the same group of people, not on your own

with an elder [laughs] that would be a bit um frantic for

some. But, um, sort of sitting together around, you know,

in a circle and they were doing their own thing and just

listening… So, they were still learning, um, but it was sort

of a different environment again, even though it was a

group’.
(Pt_2)

Outcomes (through conversations). The benefits of delivering

cultural activities to disengaged youth exceeded staff expectations.

Staff spoke about observing increased social skills and engagement in

activities with a desire to know more about culture. For example,

learning in culturally appropriate ways (e.g., group-based gender-

specific activities) assisted the youth to feel comfortable while having

important conversations about what it means to be Indigenous.

‘And they'd all tell jokes, they'd all, like this is how I

would weave and they'd put the music on, they'd all

sing music together, they'd all ask for what music they

wanted to be played and what not. And that's what I

think, like that's how I noticed a difference anyway.

Was just the general communication of just talking

about anything’.
(Pt_4)

‘You know, it's, it's not something for them to be

ashamed of. Um, and having healthy conversations,

you know, in a safe environment. Um, and that they

can have that conversation where everyone can hear.

They don't have to be ashamed of… yeah and then

sharing it and then just really proud of it’.
(Pt_3)

‘If they're painting they could have some really hard con-

versations with you or just be comfortable. Because, it's

like the focus is on the painting and something that

they're doing and that shame factor, that I'm looking at

you or I'm judging you sort of falls away’.
(Pt_2)

Staff also observed that program participants strengthened bonds

and made friendships with their peers through engagement in group

activities. The connections that were built during the group activities

extended beyond the Warrior Within Program.

‘We did girls sessions. And so like they'd go to the gym

together and they'd just do activities together, just as

part of Ngudyu Yadaba [Youth Program]. They inter-

acted a lot better. Like they spoke to each other better,

and like, I think it was that context of sitting around,

you know, building that identity together, talking, like

what would happen back in, in the day…’.
(Pt_4)

Evaluation (rationale and desired content). Although staff

observed improvements in the youth, they identified the need for

more research, structure, collaboration between cultural therapy and

non-Indigenous psychological methods, and tailoring the program

towards a specific age group. On reflection, staff also wanted more

collaboration with psychologists, opportunities to increase traditional

cultural knowledge and application for contemporary society.

‘I've got the cultural therapy, I've got the mainstream

way of doing it, and I need to know how do they work

together and how I evidence that. I know it's making a

difference but how do I evidence it?’.
(Pt_1)

5.2 | Theme 2: Indigenous and cultural identity

Cultural identity (stereotypes and shame). Before developing the pro-

gram, staff identified that many youth held and were aware of nega-

tive perceptions of Indigenous culture.

‘… you know the expectation of me, maybe, that I'm

not going to achieve, I'm not going to attend, that

I'm actually going to get into trouble. So, if that's the

expectation because of my skin colour, then maybe

that's the way I need to act. So, I'm normal’.
(Pt_1)

For some of the youth, being Indigenous meant living up to

stereotypes.

‘If you said, okay, look what's an Aboriginal? Most of

them would probably just go, doin' what we want,

being on the riverbank…’.
(Pt_4)
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Staff suggested that this may also lead youth to distance them-

selves from an Indigenous identity.

‘…they were following another culture… the American

culture…they relate to something like the music… the

clothes that helps them identify’.
(Pt_3)

However, staff perceived that coming together was a way of

restoring traditional group connections which are an essential element

of Indigenous identity.

‘… because that's our culture… We're family bonded,

we're, we're, we're strong with family. When we move,

we move the whole tribe. When that season changed,

we gather up all our family, we move again… I think

so. Because we don't like to be without family. We don't.

That's our culture. Um, even in the grieving process, fam-

ily together. We'll move for months, for sorry business’.
(Pt_3)

Indigenous identity (pride in culture). Staff noticed that many

Indigenous youth in the area struggled with knowing who they were

and this was considered a barrier to getting along well with others at

school and the local community.

‘Um [sigh] if you don't have a good sense of yourself,

and you don't understand who you are, then it's really

hard for you to take that step beyond that and, um,

and share yourself with other people, in a team envi-

ronment, so a school environment’.
(Pt_1)

‘… I don't want to say that they had no identity,

because they are a person, but they had no sense of

identity, they had no sense of who I am…’.
(Pt_4)

Staff thought that if youth could have a positive experience with

their culture this may lead to increased pride in culture and build self-

esteem.

‘So, the aim is really around, if we could get young

Indigenous kids to have a really good sense of who

they are and to be proud of the culture, rather than

embarrassed of the culture’.
(Pt_1)

‘If you do something well you get praised. It's sort of

all the good things that our culture does have involved,

you know, that group, that community focus that we

have as well’.
(Pt_2)

‘And that's why we went with the culture, to build that

identity and give them that self-esteem… but the aim

was to give a sense of identity and a sense of purpose

with the cultural side of things’.
(Pt_4)

Indigenous identity (learning about identity in activities). To

address the negative perceptions of culture, the staff included activi-

ties that would provide positive cultural experiences to help heal and

increase sense of pride and belonging.

‘So [participant name] had not mentioned his dad's

name at all, since his dad passed away… but his dad

was a really good digeridoo player. And once he

learned how to play digeridoo he was really good at

it. And once he learned to play digeridoo he started

talking about his dad. So it gave him a sense of healing.

He could connect his identity to the digeridoo’.
(Pt_4)

‘… if they were new to it, you know, that's why we had

some of the activities that we sort of like had the abil-

ity to teach them a lot of things for that long-term sort

of self-worth and you know, knowing who you are

without overwhelming them…’.
(Pt_2)

5.3 | Theme 3: Knowledge

Acquiring knowledge (culture). Staff wanted the youth to learn about

respect for themselves and others through culture and sharing it with

peers. To increase active participation, group activities needed to be

educational and fun. Staff identified that traditional owners, as posi-

tive role models, were better placed than themselves to impart cul-

tural knowledge.

‘But through those activities, I find that they learn that

patience for one another and that respect for one

another and what better place to learn that with, peo-

ple that are very similar to you’.
(Pt_2)

‘That was the ultimate aim… how would a positive

Aboriginal role model act in a community setting, instead

of the negative stereotypes that they see all the time’.
(Pt_4)

Learning (cultural activities with elders). For staff, group program

activities were a way of teaching life skills and traditional ways of knowing.

‘… like an Elder sitting there, the men's business in the

circle saying, “when you sit here, I'm the Elder, you listen,
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this is what we did, sat here, I'm the tribe Elder, you listen

to me” … So, maybe that's them teaching the boys that

when you go to school, you sit in that seat, all your job is

to do is to listen to that teacher. Look at that teacher,

like, it's your Elder and you listen and you learn’.
(Pt_3)

‘The assumption is if you're Indigenous you know how

to throw a boomerang… And the majority of those kids

have never thrown a boomerang in their life… So we

get in a local Elder who tells a few yarns, shows them

different types of boomerangs, and they throw them.

So then, you know, now we're Indigenous and we

know how to throw a boomerang’.
(Pt_1)

Learning outcomes (staff and youth). Although staff experienced

difficulty articulating the benefits of cultural knowledge, they noted

the importance of learning about their culture and creating a sustain-

able program.

‘A lot of it you couldn't put into words. Words are

meaningless in terms of what we seen there’.
(Pt_4)

‘I did the coolaman where we actually cut the bark

from the tree. For myself growing up with not my cul-

ture I just felt that really strong sense of, this is what I

would have been doing, for my family’.
(Pt_3)

‘What we were doing was actually trying to really build

a sustainable program, we were building mentors’.
(Pt_1)

Staff observed that hands-on activities increased participation

and led to some youth teaching and leading others in cultural ways of

knowing.

‘Yeah, he became a leader… around culture, around

cultural stuff, cos his dad was, um, a very strong, um,

Indigenous man in community, but had [died]… he was

one who was also, had never been taught the didge,

so, even though his dad was a great didge player, so,

by us teaching him the didge and him learning that, he

was then teaching his brother…’.
(Pt_1)

5.4 | Theme 4: Reconnecting

Re-engaging (through cultural activities). Staff wanted to be able to

provide youth with a different and positive experience of being

Indigenous. It was thought that group cultural activities could be used

to assist them to better engage with others and in an educational

environment. That is, learning to reconnect together could help them

learn how to engage in other ways.

‘I seen it as an opportunity for kids to stay connected

to culture and do those cultural activities that they

may not have in their lives already’.
(Pt_2)

‘Well definitely, youth, ah, coming together in one

common goal. And the reason why they're all coming

together, is because they're Indigenous youth, young

boys young girls, um, and giving them maybe some

experiences that they might not have had before’.
(Pt_3)

‘Um, I think this time around, it was like how can we

give them something that they can go home with and

do it and practice it and do it and do it and you know

like cos times have changed [laughs], you can't really

go outside and throw a boomerang around the neigh-

bourhood, you might hurt someone's dog… I think

that, for me I chose those activities because of that,

because you could do ‘em so frequently and it wasn't

expensive, you know all you needed was a reel line

and hook and you could go fishing in the closest river

or area’.
(Pt_2)

Connections (culture). When developing the Warrior Within Pro-

gram, staff wanted to ensure that culture was accessible to all partici-

pants regardless of Country of origin and level of cultural knowledge.

This also included helping participants to establish connections to

culture.

‘It's about giving them the opportunity to connect to

their culture even if they don't know their specific cul-

ture. That's why it was really important for us to have

Darumbal Enterprises on board. We were following

traditional laws’.
(Pt_4)

‘A lot of our guys don't know their mob… but we'll still

talk about what is a totem. You can then create your

own totem until you can find out. Or we know some-

one that knows your family, maybe we can track down

what your totem is’.
(Pt_1)

Connections (to self and others). Facilitating a connection to cul-

ture was also about wanting to offer the youth, who often had com-

plex needs, an emotionally and physically safe environment. Staff
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lived experience, the group context and cultural ways of knowing

were all considered essential to this process.

‘But now, they've got that sense of belonging. They

don't have to say or feel that way when they're getting

outed at school. You know, that they're not alone.

They've got a whole tribe, they've got a whole culture

behind them’.
(Pt_3)

‘… the cultural ways, was to be in a group, in a community

as a collective. Not on your own, isolated. The kids will

come together and you'll have those leaders in the group

that sort of help everyone else come out of their shell’.
(Pt_2)

‘… a lot of the case managed girls our case goals were

connected back to culture. And it was just about giving

them the self-confidence, self-esteem, you know, this

is not so much this is who you are but them deciding

this is who I am’.
(Pt_4)

‘… and, I'm thinking that I've got heaps of kids that

probably are already seeing a psychologist, that aren't

having any results. Then my question will be, well what

can I be doing differently and where's the expertise in

my team. My expertise in my team really is their con-

nection to their culture’.
(Pt_1)

Reconnecting with identity (through learning). Staff observed

individual improvements in participants through the process of learn-

ing about cultural identity and engaging in group activities.

‘I had one of my clients, when we're fishing go “my

dad used to take me fishing” and that was the first

time I had ever heard him talk about his father… was

when we were fishing in a group’.
(Pt_2)

‘I had one girl who wouldn't speak because I don't

think she was confident in her speaking and by the end

of it she was yelling. The differences like that were

good… So, although the Warrior Within is a great thing

to do over the holidays a lot of the girls kept doing

physical activity and learning about their health’.
(Pt_2)

Ultimately, being part of a group, such as the Warrior Within Pro-

gram, is more than a connection to others. As noted above, for

Australian Indigenous people, it is also intrinsically connected to

their SEWB.

‘Teaching or handing down that information in a family

group, all the roles were all important for this family to

be able to survive and function. You know, what it's

like to have family, look after family, provide for family.

At the end of the day, when they've gone hunting,

when the women have gathered, they come back as a

group, and they live, they love, they learn, and they

flourish’.
(Pt_3)

6 | DISCUSSION

By drawing on observations in their respective roles within Central

Queensland Indigenous Development and lived experiences with cul-

ture, developers and facilitators of the Warrior Within Program identi-

fied a need to provide Indigenous youth with an opportunity to learn

about their culture, connect with other Indigenous people, their cul-

ture and identity. This required Australian Indigenous methods of

knowing how to meet psychological needs. The process of providing

Indigenous youth with this opportunity involved collaboration with

other staff, local Indigenous role models, traditional owners and

Elders. Staff observed positive changes in program participants'

SEWB; in some cases, the benefits were unexpected and difficult to

articulate. The bonds formed during group activities transcended the

Warrior Within Program and into the school and broader community.

Warrior Within Program staff reported that the strong ties the youth

built with each other contributed to their sense of self and cultural

identity. Although reflecting on the process of developing the Warrior

Within Program, staff noted the need to provide evidence for the effi-

cacy of their methods and ways of knowing. They viewed this as

essential to establishing a sustainable program providing more oppor-

tunities for Australian Indigenous youth to access their culture and

improve SEWB.

Staff noted that before the Warrior Within Program many partici-

pants had little to no knowledge of their mob, Country and culture. They

observed that many were disconnected from school and community and

were aware of the negative perceptions of Australian Indigenous people

which impacted their self-esteem, sense of belonging and identity. This

is consistent with the well-documented effects of colonisation and social

disadvantage that can impact the Indigenous concept of self that con-

tributes to the SEWB of Indigenous people.1,4 Staff highlighted that the

Warrior Within Program led to observed improvements in confidence,

pride in culture, sense of belonging and emotional expression as evi-

denced by increased participation in cultural activities and school, talking

about family and sharing cultural knowledge with others. This finding

provides support for previous research which emphasises the critical role

of strong kinship ties and networks and to Indigenous sense of belong-

ing and identity.18,19 When young people feel connected and accepted

by others in a safe environment, they can begin to establish a secure

self-identity.20 From a Warrior Within Program staff perspective, partici-

pants were able to connect cultural activities to a positive Indigenous

identity and increased pride in what it means to be Indigenous. Cultural

HODGKINSON ET AL. 791

 22011617, 2024, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/hpja.805 by N

ational H
ealth A

nd M
edical R

esearch C
ouncil, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/07/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



activities were also perceived as healing by staff in that they provided

youth with a connection and increased sense of belonging to others, the

community and culture. It is worth noting that increased connection

between youth and staff facilitated the sharing of personal stories.

These stories, in themselves, were often traumatic. Warrior Within Pro-

gram staff reported that these stories were confronting and at times

emotionally overwhelming which resulted in unintended consequences

(e.g., extended leave). Therefore, a part of the process for developing

and delivering Australian Indigenous programs is not only considering

the psychological needs of participants but also the facilitators.

The findings of this study also draw attention to the lack of research

addressing clinical interventions for Australian Indigenous youth living

on Darumbal Country and the difficulties of finding an evidence base for

group-based cultural therapy. Staff valued their methods however,

found them difficult to describe and identified a need to collaborate with

psychologists to evidence and legitimise the cultural methods they used.

This is consistent with previous research findings that suggest there is a

need to collaborate with Indigenous community organisations and spe-

cific cultural groups to develop and implement culturally appropriate and

evidence-based interventions.2,3,8

In this study, the decision-making process for the Warrior Within

Program emphasised meeting the needs of disengaged Australian Indige-

nous youth living on Darumbal Country and was based on lived experi-

ence and the cultural expertise of staff. Previous attempts to identify the

common elements of healing, empowerment and SEWB programs have

yielded little consensus in this regard.10,21,22 The findings of this study

have identified themes considered to be important by staff to the devel-

opment of a group-based cultural program that aims to improve SEWB

within the Darumbal context. Although the findings of this study also

highlight the idiosyncratic nature of SEWB programs, they provide evi-

dence for legitimising Australian Indigenous ways of knowing. A model

of care that acknowledges and utilises Australian Indigenous methods

would be most appropriate to address the psychological needs of this

population. Future research could focus on integrating Australian Indige-

nous and non-Indigenous ways of knowing to ensure the continuity of

these much-needed programs. The methods used in this research could

also be used by others seeking to legitimise cultural ways of knowing in

addressing the psychological needs of Australian Indigenous people.

7 | LIMITATIONS

It is worth noting that the findings of this study reflect only the per-

spectives of Central Queensland Indigenous Development staff

involved in developing and delivering the Warrior Within Program.

However, local role models, traditional owners and Elders also made

decisions about program content and were key contributors to the

delivery of activities. Therefore, interviewing these contributors may

have yielded more specific information about the reason for inclusion,

contribution and meaning of cultural activities. In addition, a more

comprehensive exploration would include the perspectives of pro-

gram participants. This would also have helped to identify specific

benefits of cultural activities. Nonetheless, Central Queensland Indig-

enous Development staff led the development process and facilitated

the delivery of the program and the findings make a unique and

important contribution to the Australian Indigenous literature around

the use of cultural therapies for improving SEWB in Indigenous youth.

8 | IMPLICATIONS FOR CLINICAL
PRACTICE

The importance of collaboration with Australian Indigenous organisa-

tions and cultural expertise of Australian Indigenous people was evi-

dent throughout the consultation and research process of this study.

For the researchers, this required learning about historical determi-

nants and how they contribute to contemporary experiences of

SEWB problems for Australian Indigenous youth. Within the context

of this study and in line with previous research findings,23,24 psycholo-

gists working in areas where they are likely to encounter Australian

Indigenous people need to establish partnerships with Australian

Indigenous organisations and seek appropriate supervision to improve

cultural competence. Understanding the cultural realities and

acknowledging Australian Indigenous methods of addressing psycho-

logical needs is essential to working with this population.
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