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A B S T R A C T   

Background: There is a disproportionate representation of Aboriginal children in the Australian 
Out of Home Care system. An important strategy to ensure Aboriginal children experience trauma 
informed care that is culturally situated is to have access to Aboriginal practitioners. The expe-
riences of Aboriginal practitioners working in Aboriginal Out of Home Care have not been 
explored thoroughly. 
Participants and setting: This community led research was undertaken on Dharawal Country on the 
South Coast of the Illawarra region, Australia with an Out of Home Care program managed by an 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation. The study included Aboriginal (n = 50) and non- 
Aboriginal (n = 3) participants connected through employment or community membership to the 
organisation. 
Objective: We aimed to explore the wellbeing needs of Aboriginal practitioners working with 
Aboriginal children in Aboriginal Out of Home Care. 
Methods: This co-designed qualitative research project used yarning sessions (individual and 
group), co-analysis with co-researchers, document analysis and reflexive writing. 
Findings: Aboriginal practitioners are required to bring their cultural expertise to their work and 
with this, there is an expectation of cultural leadership and the fulfilling of cultural re-
sponsibilities. These elements bring with them emotional labour that must be acknowledged and 
accounted for in working in the Out of Home Care sector. 
Conclusion: The findings point to the importance of establishing an organisational social and 
emotional wellbeing framework in recognition of Aboriginal practitioner’s specific needs, cen-
tring cultural participation as a key wellbeing and trauma informed strategy.   
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Implications  

• Walking in two worlds is both a strength and an asset for Aboriginal practitioners and requires emotional labour that is not well 
recognised within the Aboriginal Out of Home Care (OOHC) sector.  

• Aboriginal OOHC programs should ensure all Aboriginal staff can participate in cultural practices.  
• Establishing a trauma-informed Social and Emotional Wellbeing (SEWB) framework in Aboriginal OOHC programs ‘cocooned in 

culture’ should be prioritised. 

The child protection systems within which Aboriginal, Out of Home Care (OOHC) are situated is often understood through a deficit 
lens generating deficit discourse (Tuck, 2009). This approach has meant continued failure to adopt decolonising practices, and in turn 
reinforces racist and oppressive approaches to working alongside Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Bennett, 2019). In this 
study the term Aboriginal is used at the request of research participants. 

There is complexity in the OOHC space for the recognition and deliberate acknowledgement of Aboriginal identity and its value in 
supporting Aboriginal children to learn about their own identity and heal. Aboriginal practitioners in Aboriginal OOHC share stories of 
cultural pride and reclamation of their cultural heritage. This sharing takes effort and intention and is generally not acknowledged 
within workplaces. Alongside this strength of culture are the stories of sorry business, loss of connection to Country and identity. The 
consequences of working within a colonised and deficit-focused environment are reduced cultural participation and SEWB of the 
Aboriginal practitioners. 

This paper aims to acknowledge this complexity recognising the inherent value of affording time for cultural connection for 
Aboriginal practitioners. 

Part of a larger research project exploring the development and implementation of culturally-situated trauma-informed practice 
(CSTIP) in an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation (ACCO) Out of Home Care Program (OOHC) this article presents the 
findings of what hinders and supports the social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) of Aboriginal practitioners. There is limited formal 
exploration of the importance of SEWB in the context of CSTIP for Aboriginal practitioners in the doing of Aboriginal OOHC. The 
following literature review provides context attending to the broader understanding of what is currently occurring within the OOHC 
sector for Aboriginal children, families and practitioners. A focus on the SEWB needs of Aboriginal practitioners is then explored as 
they strive to maintain culture and create a trauma-informed environment for Aboriginal children. Therefore, this paper addresses the 
following research question. What hinders and supports the SEWB of Aboriginal OOHC practitioners in the provision of CSTIP in an 
OOHC context? 

1. Aboriginal families and OOHC 

Structural issues increase the likelihood that an Aboriginal family will encounter child protection services. These issues include 
ongoing impacts of colonisation, historical and collective trauma, racism, loss of connection to culture and cultural practices, loss of 
family and community connection and socioeconomic disadvantage (Gatwiri et al., 2021). The history of colonisation and subsequent 
experiences of cultural dislocation and loss, disconnection of family and kin ties, poor educational experiences, ongoing psychosocial 
difficulties and lifelong poverty have resulted in large numbers of Aboriginal children being removed from their parents and placed in 
OOHC (Atkinson, 2013). 

Australia’s history of colonisation has its foundations in attempted cultural genocide with few Aboriginal people unaffected by past 
government policy decisions (Bennett, 2019). The author further states, government policies and practices were enacted to actively 
eradicate all evidence of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing. Assimilation policies were sanctioned with the belief that 
removing ‘half-caste’ (a derogatory term based on ideas of eugenics Robinson & Paten, 2008) or fair skinned Aboriginal children and 
placing them with white families would assist them to readily integrate into society with the intention of losing their Aboriginal 
identity (Bennett, 2019). The subsequent result of assimilation policies has been identified as the Stolen Generations. Survivors have 
struggled with experiences of loss, the repercussions of which are a continuing experience of grief through losing family, connection to 
culture, spirituality, language practices and land (Bamblett et al., 2010). Many of the Aboriginal children currently in the care system 
are children or grandchildren of the Stolen Generations, highlighting the impact of historical trauma and past policies on contemporary 
child protection outcomes (Bamblett & Lewis, 2007). 

After invasion, Bennett (2019) there was an intentional destruction of social and political infrastructures that held Indigenous 
societies together. The author argues specific tactics were applied to strip away identity such as: removing Indigenous people from 
their land, fracturing and outlawing their traditional cultural practices, separating communities, removing children, and deprivation of 
key community roles such as Elders and Knowledge Holders. Indigenous history has been disregarded by the general Australian 
population and is a critical element in making sense of the current difficulties in the Aboriginal child protection system (Davis, 2019). 

The contemporary effects of colonisation are seen by the large numbers of Indigenous people worldwide experiencing poor social 
and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) (Dudgeon & Bray, 2018). There are ongoing ‘legacies of risk’ (Gone, 2013. p. 301). These legacies 
have resulted in greater numbers of Indigenous people entering the justice system, experiencing reduced life expectancy, academic 
achievement, high levels of poverty, chronic health concerns, homelessness and mental health difficulties (Atkinson et al., 2010). She 
concludes the results of colonial policies are seen in the harmful effects such as reduced intergenerational ability to pass on cultural 
practices and knowledge to Aboriginal children. 
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2. Culturally-situated trauma-informed practice 

The use of trauma-informed practice (TIP) has been identified by Atkinson (2013) as an approach for improving health, wellbeing 
and educational outcomes for Aboriginal children in OOHC and those being restored to the families. The author further claims 
knowledge of trauma increases understanding of the impact on individuals, families and communities and reduces the possibility of 
retraumatisation. Facilitating CSTIP with Aboriginal children is challenging, however, it can be achieved if consideration is given to 
ensuring cultural practices are embedded within the approach (Gatwiri et al., 2021). 

There remains a gap in addressing what is needed to respond in culturally attuned ways within the wider child-serving systems for 
Aboriginal practitioners. TIP must incorporate an ecological approach encompassing the Aboriginal child’s caregiving system and 
should be embedded within a cultural framework (Cullen et al., 2021). For these reasons the following section turns to reviewing 
literature that explores the development of a CSTIP approach in an ACCO. 

3. The role of adults in culturally-situated trauma informed practice 

Key to Aboriginal OOHC programs functioning effectively are Aboriginal practitioners and carers. These stakeholders create the 
conditions of possibility for of a child-focused, trauma-informed programs. For Aboriginal children the inclusion of Aboriginal 
practitioners increases the probability of the program being culturally attuned to their needs (Lonne et al., 2013). Aboriginal carers or 
carers with cultural understanding also increase the likelihood of Aboriginal children learning about culture and feeling strong in their 
identity (Raman et al., 2017). 

3.1. Practitioners 

Practitioners in OOHC work on the frontline of child protection in complex and often fraught circumstances that require specialist 
skills and the capacity to respond to competing demands (Department of Auditor-General, 2018). Working in child protection can be 
emotionally difficult with practitioners often exposed to multiple stressors throughout their workday (Collings et al., 2021). Stressors 
include: unpredictable working hours; exposure to distressing stories and high expectations from the workplace and can result in 
reduced wellbeing (Department of Auditor-General, 2018). Further risks to wellbeing for practitioners include; a paucity of mental 
health support for staff, increasingly stressful work environments, high staff turnover and unreasonable workload demands. For these 
reasons child protection agencies often experience substantial staff turnover and difficulties in staff recruitment. Recruitment and 
retention challenges impact workplace culture and increase pressure on the remaining workforce (Lewig & McLean, 2016). High staff 
turnover has implications for relationship building among peers, children and their families and has poor consequences for effective 
casework (Collings et al., 2021). Caseworker turnover has also been linked to placement instability (Carnochan et al., 2013). 

Effective casework for Aboriginal children and their carers includes access to Aboriginal practitioners (Lonne et al., 2013). In 
Australia, there is a need to increase the Aboriginal child protection workforce by 30 % to account for the significant proportion of 
Aboriginal children in care (Lonne et al., 2013). Aboriginal practitioners provide knowledge, skills and world views that are a strength 
in engaging with Aboriginal families (Oates, 2020). Aboriginal families believe it is crucial they are provided the opportunity to work 
with Aboriginal practitioners from Aboriginal organizations (Aboriginal Child, Family and Community Care State Secretary, 2020). 
For these reasons Aboriginal practitioners are an integral asset in the child protection sector. To attract and retain Aboriginal prac-
titioners there is a need for increased resources and support (Lonne et al., 2013). 

To date there is little formal exploration of the experiences and needs of Aboriginal practitioners in the context of Aboriginal OOHC. 
This paper aims to address this gap by exploring Aboriginal practitioners social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) needs when working 
in Aboriginal OOHC. 

4. Method 

This research was located on Dharawal Country situated between the land and sea on the east and mountains on the west on the 
South Coast of NSW. The research was conducted in collaboration with the Illawarra Aboriginal Corporation. Illawarra Aboriginal 
Corporation (IAC) is the only Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation (ACCO) funded service provider for Aboriginal children 
in OOHC in the Illawarra. The authors of this paper comprise five Aboriginal men and women and three non-Indigenous women. 
Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling and snowballing method (Creswell, 2013). The inclusion criteria included all 
members of the IAC encompassing: the members of the board; the Aboriginal Advisory group; staff and kinship and foster carers of 
Myimbarr permanency support. Carers were required to have a child currently in their care being case managed by Myimbarr Per-
manency Support. 

The research employed an Indigenous Participatory Action Research (IPAR) methodology, collaboratively researching with 
practitioners, carers and Aboriginal Advisory group members. An Aboriginal Advisory Group was established and maintained 
throughout the research providing cultural advice and leadership over the project. Indigenous standpoint theory is the theoretical 
frame used for this paper, holding ‘Indigenous knowledges’ at the centre (Tuhiwai Smith, 2013). 

Multiple, interpretive data gathering methods were used including: 
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• Transcripts of yarns conducted with IAC practitioners, board members and community (n = 46) and carers (n = 7). Following 
Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010), five types of yarning were used including; social, collaborative, research, crossing-cultural and 
therapeutic yarns, conducted face to face.  

• Ethnographic field notes of observations of IAC meetings and everyday work interactions were employed to explore the interactions 
between participants (Creswell, 2013).  

• Artifact and document collection supported the understanding of the complexity of the Aboriginal OOHC sector and translation of 
data into visual images. 

Data analysis was completed using the six-phase approach to reflexive thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2019). All yarning sessions 
were recorded, transcribed verbatim and de-identified to ensure anonymity (Liamputtong, 2013). The transcripts were then read to 
explore themes as ‘reflecting a pattern of shared meaning, organised around a core concept or idea’ (Braun et al., 2019). Taking a 
deductive approach, the research question was the basis upon which themes were drawn from the data. Codes were generated from the 
data by using a systematic approach. The codes were then examined to identify patterns across the dataset. Through this process, 
central organising concepts were created, establishing themes to answer the research question (Braun et al., 2019). Following the 
initial stages of analysis, the themes were shared with the co-researchers (practitioners, carers and the Aboriginal Advisory group) in 
yarning co-analysis sessions. These sessions provided clarification and further sense making. The themes were then refined and named 
for final analysis and writing up. To ensure fidelity and credibility to the data analysis direct participant quotes are incorporated. As per 
ethical requirements for Indigenous research, ethics approval was granted by the Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council 
(Approval no. 1491/19). 

5. Findings 

The data analysis identified five dominant themes: 
1) Cultural responsibility and emotional labour; 
2) Complexities of working in this space - boundary setting; 
3) Community expectations; 
4) Going back on Country; a well mob; 
6) The emotional toll. 
The findings are organised under these dominant interrelated themes and were agreed upon by the co-researchers. The themes 

demonstrate the enablers and restraints to Aboriginal practitioners’ wellbeing when working in an ACCO providing CSTIP. The themes 
must be read within and through each other as they are understood as the entangled experiences of knowing, being and doing of 
Aboriginal people within this research. 

6. Cultural responsibility and emotional labour 

Cultural responsibilities and the emotional labour they entail was a dominant theme evident in the data. Navigating the boundary 
crossing between two worlds was found to be both a strength and a challenge. The two worlds are the ‘Blak’ (Deacon in Perkins & 
Williamson, 1994) world of an Aboriginal person and the colonial settler world. The term ‘Blak’ was coined by Destiny Deacon in 1990 
as an act of reclaiming the word black to mean specifically First Nations people of Australia. Aboriginal participants shared what keeps 
them strong as they navigate working and walking between the two worlds. Aboriginal people in Myimbarr hold multiple roles in their 
work and personal lives. These roles include their substantive position as a worker or carer and the reciprocal obligations held within 
family and community. Many participants shared stories of personal struggle at the same time as managing the workload expectations 
within the program. 

Aboriginal OOHC practitioners, Kin and foster carers are required to centre cultural knowledge and practices. They are also ex-
pected to share these knowings, beings and doings in many environments, including the IAC, the community, external agencies 
(government and non-government) and with the children. There is no boundary between personal and work life for an Aboriginal 
person as described by some participants: “There is no nine to five” (Indigenous practitioner, Peter). There is an expectation an 
Aboriginal person will hold the roles of practitioner and Aboriginal community member twenty-four hours a day, seven days per week: 
“We keep community and family in mind all the time” (Aboriginal practitioner group yarning session (PYG). 

7. Complexities of working in this space - boundary setting 

Navigating the landscape of acceptance and carrying out cultural responsibilities can lead to the community feeling betrayed by the 
Aboriginal practitioner, specifically when working in a OOHC role. Melinda, a practitioner explains: 

The boundaries for example … it’s just murky, everything is murky … when I met with Roger he was saying it was a difficult 
place to be Aboriginal and work in your own community because of those difficult conversations … it’s seen as you’re working 
for the government or close to the government and as he said you’re a coconut, you’ve betrayed our trust. 

The “murky” Melinda describes highlights the complexities for Aboriginal staff when working in an organisation supporting 
Aboriginal children who have been removed from their caregivers. The entangled nature of working in an Aboriginal OOHC program 
and complying with the obligations of the state is complex and oftentimes problematic. Hosting difficult conversations with carers and 
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family members is complicated. Communication of this type requires a level of resilience and strength from Aboriginal practitioners to 
be able to hold the distress of the community whilst also maintaining the safety of Aboriginal children. If community perceives a 
wrongdoing, the practitioner may be considered a betrayer to community, implying the practitioner is following the way of the 
coloniser. This perception can have negative implications for the SEWB of the practitioner. 

On the other hand, below we see a representative quote explaining the challenges of identity within community: 

I know I shouldn’t say it but I will, when you’ve got staff that say they’re Kooris … but they don’t mix with the community or 
mix with the Koori community, or they don’t know where they come from or they don’t, they’re not family orientated, how can 
they be working in a Blak organisation? (Aboriginal practitioner, Marjory). 

When an Aboriginal person aims to set boundaries around home and work, it can be perceived as a lack of willingness to participate 
in what makes up Aboriginal life. All Aboriginal participants shared they were proud of their Aboriginal identity, yet at times, were 
exhausted by the responsibility this identity carried. If an Aboriginal person isn’t willing to participate in community beyond the nine 
to five, some participants thought this meant the person shouldn’t work for an Aboriginal organisation. Participants’ views that 
Aboriginal people must be willing to participate in community was identified as important for identity and connection. 

The implications of being known in community as it relates to the SEWB for Aboriginal people were considered through a 
researcher reflection: 

If an Aboriginal person is working in this area [OOHC] but is not accepted or is not afforded time to carry out the cultural 
expectations of connecting to build relationships with the local community then it impacts on a sense of cultural safety. It struck 
me as I was considering the ideas of cultural responsibilities and emotional labour and the silencing of this process … it is about 
having greater understanding of the challenges this additional load carries with it (Researcher reflection). 

Holding multiple cultural responsibilities was raised regularly throughout the yarning sessions and was associated with both 
resilience and challenge. The multiple roles held by Aboriginal practitioners in Aboriginal OOHC identified SEWB was important. It is 
argued that the intersectional influences (ongoing colonial impacts, racism, lack of cultural safety, lack of recognition of cultural 
practices and their value) make it difficult to manage and work within oppressive systems and this takes its toll on Aboriginal 
practitioners. 

8. Community expectations 

Aboriginal practitioners shared constraints that created challenges in connecting with community adding to the emotional labour 
of their roles. Vicky said they have: “No time to connect to community but an expectation to be ‘known’ within community”. This 
comment reflects another common challenge, “Feeling like they may not follow protocol due to ‘not knowing’ what the protocol is for 
this Country” (Aboriginal PGY). Practitioners stated to fulfil their roles they needed time allocated to cultural reciprocity. Cultural 
connection was difficult at times because participants were sometimes unsure about who to connect with in community. On occasion 
this was the result of community conflict: “Elders and community members relationships where there is high conflict making it difficult 
to do cultural linking for the children” (Aboriginal PGY). While cultural responsibilities were important to participants, they recog-
nised there were sometimes challenges in meeting those commitments and this had detrimental consequences for both their work and 
their SEWB. 

9. Going back on country - a well mob 

All Aboriginal participants believed it was important to acknowledge and address their own SEWB when working in Aboriginal 
OOHC and identified several ways wellbeing is adversely affected as well as strategies that may be supportive. A key practice asso-
ciated with enabling a ‘well mob’ was ‘going back on Country’ (Aboriginal PYG). All Aboriginal participants spoke of the historical 
colonial experiences they or their family members lived with and connected this legacy to some of the difficulties they currently face in 
their work. 

A need to return to Country was frequently identified by participants as essential for SEWB: “Going back on Country helps me feel 
more connected” (Aboriginal PGY). Participants were strengthened when they had connections to Country. Another participant shared 
her desire to return to Country: “Really wanting to reconnect with my Country and not being able to [due to COVID 19]” (Aboriginal 
practitioner email correspondence). The cultural responsibility of going back on Country was often silenced throughout the practi-
tioner’s workday and affected their wellbeing. Going back on Country was imperative for Aboriginal practitioners working at IAC, 
particularly those who are not from Dharawal Country, and is considered a practice that contributes to SEWB and enacting CSTIP. 

10. The emotional toll 

Most participants found working with Aboriginal children in OOHC upsetting and difficult work. An Aboriginal practitioner 
explained that the work they do is emotionally challenging: “Sad – this relates to the emotional toll the work takes on the staff” 
(Aboriginal PYG). Participants often did not have an outlet for expressing their feelings about the work and its impact on their 
wellbeing. 

Several participants found coping with personal challenges and work commitments difficult. The following comment by Jane is 
representative: 
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Fig. 1. Walking in Two Worlds.  
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I have a lot of personal family issues happening that I don’t talk about, so it feels like everything goes well for a bit, then BOOM! 
Here’s something else to spark your anxiety and stress levels … I feel like I’m struggling to manage my day at present 
(Aboriginal practitioner email correspondence). 

Managing family issues can affect wellbeing to the point that it increases anxiety and dealing with this can be difficult in the 
workplace. Many participants experienced multiple adversities increasing their difficulty in managing work and personal re-
sponsibilities: “I am finding it very difficult to concentrate and complete tasks on time” (Practitioner email correspondence). These 
adversities sometimes resulted in reduced work performance. 

11. Discussion 

The discussion is presented in two sections: two world walking; and fostering sustainability- SEWB for Aboriginal practitioners. 
Together they answer the question- what hinders and supports the SEWB of Aboriginal OOHC practitioners in the provision of CSTIP in 
an OOHC context? Although these sections are presented separately, they are inherently interrelated. 

11.1. Two world walking 

This study finds there is interlinking complexity and competing expectations for Aboriginal people working in OOHC. Two world 
walking, in the context of this paper, is the complex, entangled, and situated position Aboriginal people are in. The two worlds are the 
Aboriginal world with cultural connections, obligations, and responsibilities to community and Country, and the dominant western 
world where there is a requirement to comply with legislation, policy and practice. There is a ‘false binary’ between Aboriginal staff 
and community (Bulloch et al., 2019, p. 18). The concept of boundaried workplaces where a practitioner completes their day at 5 p.m., 
did not occur for Aboriginal participants in this research. For Aboriginal practitioners, managing the emotional, cultural, psychological 
and spiritual load of care work whilst also holding community responsibilities within their personal lives is inseparable (Fredericks, 
2007). The practitioners are the community and are expected to be part of community to fulfil their roles. Connecting to Elders, 
community, learning about culture (if off Country), and teaching children and non-Indigenous carers are twenty-four hours a day, 
seven days per week expectations. For these reasons Aboriginal identified positions in OOHC require much more of the Aboriginal 
person than a non-Indigenous person. 

The cultural responsibilities expected of Aboriginal practitioners in OOHC are inextricably linked to the emotional labour required 
to exercise these obligations (Deroy & Schütze, 2019). Aboriginal practitioners are expected to be members of their local communities 
and the communities they work in, for this reason they are often required to be immersed in local cultural practices. Throughout the 
yarning sessions it was evident that for Aboriginal participants there is an appreciation and honouring of cultural responsibilities. 

These responsibilities kept participants strong in culture and accountable to community (Dudgeon & Walker, 2015). Whilst this 
assists Aboriginal practitioners to provide cultural care and knowledge to carers, non-Indigenous practitioners, and children, these 
practices also increase emotional labour (Roche et al., 2013). At the same time this ‘system’ of expectation lies underneath the work, 
invisibilised and therefore unaccounted for by funding and governance bodies in the context of Aboriginal OOHC. 

The personal and collective cultural responsibilities an Aboriginal person is required to hold when working in community cannot be 
ignored (Deroy & Schütze, 2019). Aboriginal practitioners sit at an important intersection between the community, the agency, and 
government agencies. Considering emotional labour through an intersectional frame may assist with understanding what is happening 
for Aboriginal people as they work in Aboriginal OOHC. They are required to understand, manage, and maintain cultural expertise in 
all areas whilst also dealing with their own life intricacies which are themselves often impacted by previous and current government 
policies. 

Emotional labour is often not recognised as work that contributes to the economy. The multiple demands result in high workloads 
and can lead to excessive staff turnover (Roche et al., 2013). These structural drivers are often ignored in terms of government re-
quirements, particularly regarding resourcing Aboriginal OOHC programs in ways that account for the additional responsibilities. 
These responsibilities and the emotional toil required to fulfil them cannot be compared with those of colonial settler agencies and 
generalist workers. 

Suzanne Trueman, a proud Yuin woman with family connections to the South Coast of NSW and a member of the Aboriginal 
Advisory Group, translated the findings of ‘walking in two worlds’ into a painting. The intention was to provide an Aboriginal 
interpretation of the participants’ stories to represent the sharing of the experience of walking in two worlds. Trueman (2021) explains 
the painting ‘comes from my heart’ (Fig. 1). 

Trueman describes the painting: 
The painting depicts Dharawal Country with the two mountains Mt Keira and Mt Kembla which are significant to the Illawarra where our 

song and story lines began. The circle in the middle represents Myimbarr which is located between the mountains and the sea. There are 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal coming together sitting around a circle. The footprints represent the workers and the children coming to 
Myimbarr from many different Aboriginal Nations with their own perspective on culture. Culture is within you; you have lived it learning from 
the day you are born about how and why things are. Being taught in subtle ways to have a strong cultural base by our Aboriginal mothers, fathers 
and grandparents who learnt from the Elders before them. For our children in OOHC it’s important they also learn about culture to keep their 
spirit strong. The painting is intentionally black and white representing both black and white cultures and the dual role “walking and working in 
two worlds” to reflect Aboriginal workers cultural responsibilities and obligations as well as the responsibilities and formal requirements of 
working with the children in OOHC and the Department of Communities and Justice. 
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Mountains and trees represent knowledge, strength and wisdom. The leaves depicted in the painting are part of the trees and they are 
continually renewing themselves with the many challenges they face from wind, rain, drought and fire through the changing of seasons. In the 
painting each leaf represents the many challenges workers are faced with working in an OOHC situation such as cultural values, cultural beliefs 
and cultural practices, working in an ACCO, country, personal identity, mob, family, community, totems, expression of culture in the workplace, 
political pressure, systemic racism, stolen generations, structural oppression, stories of colonial trauma, history of colonisation, transgenera-
tional trauma, building connections to this country, sorry business, collective trauma and interlinking complexity of working in this space. Their 
challenges are not static they are continually evolving. Working in this space can be unbalanced, sharing the history and current experience of 
Aboriginal People is important. It represents the concepts of having a ‘double job’ holding the roles and responsibilities of being an Aboriginal 
person whilst also complying with the requirements of the colonial world. Often the culture comes secondary to all the things the worker has to do 
with mandatory reporting, note recording, it overlooks everything and that is the hierarchy. Workers don’t get paid for yarning about culture 
which is an important component when working with Aboriginal children to promote a strong cultural identity. Workers can’t be told what to do 
in a cultural sense as it is ways of knowing, being and doing. Cultural ways of coming together bringing food and yarning about challenges and 
finding solutions should be considered as work as this requires workers to use their cultural knowledge and skills as part of their roles. Our 
Aboriginal workers have to juggle all of these elements. This image is to empower Aboriginal people working in this space and recognise their 
commitment to our Aboriginal children who are our future. 

Connection to Country, kin and cultural practices are known to be protective and linked to improved health outcomes (Balla et al., 
2022). SEWB is made more possible for Aboriginal people when they are afforded opportunities to connect to Country, culture and mob 
(Balla et al., 2022). Given the responsibilities and demands on Aboriginal OOHC practitioners, alongside limited resourcing, this points 
to the need to ensure a comprehensive SEWB framework is established. The framework must incorporate acknowledgement of the 
additional workload required of Aboriginal practitioners in OOHC and provide increased support to them. Increased support must be 
provided through government funding bodies to ensure there are resources to enable Aboriginal practitioners’ cultural participation. 
Releasing Aboriginal practitioners to participate in cultural connections has significant implications for Aboriginal OOHC service 
delivery. Accordingly, the value of Aboriginal OOHC practitioners engaging in cultural practices and the positive flow-on effects for 
children in OOHC, their carers and community must be explicitly acknowledged in funding agreements. 

12. Fostering sustainability: social and emotional wellbeing for aboriginal practitioners 

This research found that for Aboriginal people working in Aboriginal OOHC walking in two worlds has implications for Aboriginal 
practitioners’ SEWB (Bessarab & Crawford, 2010). This finding demonstrates the importance of providing improved resourcing to 
OOHC programs within ACCO’s to ensure the collective sustainability of practitioners is foregrounded (Gee et al., 2014). 

Fig. 2. Here social and emotional wellbeing for aboriginal practitioners and carers.  
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Issues of ‘burnout’ and ‘vicarious trauma’ may be addressed through a focus on practices of collective sustainability (Reynolds, 
2014). Collective sustainability refers to ‘aliveness, a spirited presence, and a genuine connectedness with others’ (p. 149). Cultural 
safety, collaborative teamwork, strong leadership, supervision, peer support and professional development are all elements demon-
strated to improve practitioner SEWB and increase staff continuity (Deroy & Schütze, 2019). To resist burnout there is a need to be 
sustained in the work and this happens through relationships of trust, hope and offering ourselves as useful contributors with the 
people we work with (Reynolds, 2014). Connecting relationships for Aboriginal people supports and enhances SEWB (Gee et al., 2014). 
A strategy found to be affective as part of the IPAR process was regular reflexive yarns. These yarns were introduced as a specific 
practice and involved practitioners exploring their own needs in a culturally safe environment. They were also used to identify the 
cultural and practical needs of the children they were supporting. This practice became an important element in enhancing the SEWB 
of Aboriginal practitioners whilst also affording opportunities to increase cultural knowledge sharing. 

Working in the OOHC context requires much by the way of embodied psychological, social, spiritual and physical presence for any 
practitioner (Lonne et al., 2013). This research identifies that there is an urgent need to recognise and acknowledge Aboriginal staff as 
being deeply impacted by this work. For these reasons, a SEWB framework must be a key feature of an Aboriginal OOHC program. A 
framework needs to include all elements considered to be important to Aboriginal communities’ SEWB; ‘connection to Country, kin, 
family, community, land, spirit, spirituality, ancestry, body, mind and emotion’ (Dudgeon & Walker, 2015, p. 286). Further the 
framework should also include the physical, social, emotional, psychological, economic, political elements and consider Aboriginal 
people’s collective understandings and views. 

Aboriginal health views people holistically and is inclusive of the wellbeing of the whole community (Gee et al., 2014). Fig. 2 is a 
summary of the elements considered by the participants as essential in the development of a SEWB approach for Aboriginal practi-
tioners and carers in OOHC. There are four elements at the top of the figure comprising supervision and education needs of practi-
tioners and carers, cultural safety and belonging, increased Aboriginal representation in the form of artwork and other artifacts, and 
the reinforcement of cultural care of practitioners and carers. Each of these elements must be cocooned in culture. The diagram below 
applies Gee et al. (2014) SEWB definition. This definition recognises SEWB is holistic and includes interrelated domains of Country, 
spirit, community, cultural practices, the physical body and emotions. 

13. Conclusion and recommendations 

The provision of OOHC services to Aboriginal children through an Aboriginal organisation cannot be compared to generalist 
agencies or regulatory bodies. Aboriginal practitioners require a culturally safe workplace in a collaborative team offering regular 
supervision, good leadership, peer support, continuous training (Deroy & Schütze, 2019), and acknowledgement of and access to 
cultural practices (Gee et al., 2014). The practice of translating verbal representations into culturally appropriate images was found to 
be supportive of Aboriginal practitioners SEWB. As demonstrated within this paper Trueman’s (2021) painting represents the 
knowing, being and doing of Aboriginal practitioners’ and the ways they are emotionally impacted by the work they do. Importantly, 
the approach must be cocooned in culture and underpinned by trauma-informed practices. For practitioners’ SEWB and workforce 
sustainability, relationally-based reflexive yarning is required centring children, families, carers, and practitioner relationships (Carter 
et al., 2018). 

This paper argues a SEWB framework for an Aboriginal OOHC program must take an Indigenous standpoint and be cocooned 
within culture. Further, inclusion of the impacts of colonial influence, and the political, historical, and social factors that have shaped 
the SEWB of Aboriginal people must be acknowledged. It is important to consider the many nuanced elements of a SEWB framework, 
for this reason, the approach needs to be developed locally and situated within the specific agency it is aiming to support. 
Acknowledging and resourcing the findings of this research may assist in recognising the multiplicity and complexity in Aboriginal 
OOHC and work towards improving the SEWB of Aboriginal practitioners. Improving SEWB is likely to reduce turnover of practitioners 

Table 1 
Summary and implications of main findings here.  

Main findings Implications for practice and policy Implications for research 

Aboriginal children in OOHC need enhanced 
connections to culture to support the 
building of Aboriginal identity. 

Appropriate funding is needed to enable staff to provide 
cultural learning and connections for children. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of increased 
connections to culture on Aboriginal children’s 
wellbeing in OOHC. 

Valuing culture is a driving force to stay with 
the struggle. 

Program deliverables should state that all staff have time 
provisions for participation in cultural activities for 
example: going back on Country for Aboriginal staff. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of increasing Aboriginal 
staff access to cultural activities as part of their 
case work role. 

Aboriginal staff require SEWB support to 
work in OOHC. 

Immediate priority should focus on resourcing and 
establishing a situated SEWB framework ‘cocooned in 
culture’. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of improved SEWB on 
practice outcomes. 

Establishing and maintaining regular 
opportunities for reflexive yarning. 

Social, collaborative and therapeutic yarning for 
individuals and groups must be established as consistent 
practice to enhance SEWB and increase opportunities to 
share cultural knowledge and practices. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of providing 
opportunities for yarning as it relates to children, 
carers and practitioners needs. 

Translation of verbal representations into 
culturally appropriate images is a 
practice that is supportive of SEWB. 

Aboriginal imagery is utilised within ACCO workplaces as 
representations of SEWB. 

Investigate the translation of research findings 
into culturally-situated visual representations as a 
useful Indigenous research method  
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and increase continuity of practices within an Aboriginal OOHC setting (Table 1). 
Findings generated from this study are limited to the experiences of Aboriginal people connected to the IAC and their under-

standing of what hinders and supports the SEWB of Aboriginal OOHC practitioners in the provision of CSTIP in an OOHC context. 
However, the findings may be of interest to ACCO’s and Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organizations who hold re-
sponsibility for caring for Aboriginal children in OOHC. 
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