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Debakarn Koorliny Wangkiny: steady walking and talking
using first nations-led participatory action research
methodologies to build relationships
Michael Wright, Tiana Culbong , Michelle Webb, Amanda Sibosado, Tanya Jones,
Tilsa Guima Chinen and Margaret O’Connell

School of Allied Health, Faculty of Health Sciences, Curtin University, Perth, Western Australia

ABSTRACT
Aboriginal participatory action research (APAR) has an ethical focus
that corrects the imbalances of colonisation through participation
and shared decision-making to position people, place, and
intention at the centre of research. APAR supports researchers to
respond to the community’s local rhythms and culture. APAR
supports researchers to respond to the community’s local
rhythms and culture. First Nations scholars and their allies do this
in a way that decolonises mainstream approaches in research to
disrupt its cherished ideals and endeavours. How these
knowledges are co-created and translated is also critically
scrutinised. We are a team of intercultural researchers working
with community and mainstream health service providers to
improve service access, responsiveness, and Aboriginal client
outcomes. Our article begins with an overview of the APAR
literature and pays homage to the decolonising scholarship that
champions Aboriginal ways of knowing, being, and doing. We
present a research program where Aboriginal Elders, as cultural
guides, hold the research through storying and cultural
experiences that have deepened relationships between services
and the local Aboriginal community. We conclude with
implications of a community-led engagement framework
underpinned by a relational methodology that reflects the
nuances of knowledge translation through a co-creation of new
knowledge and knowledge exchange.
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Introduction: circling back to the beginning

See us as your cultural carpenters; we’ll help shape you for this work. By the end, you won’t
know yourselves! (Wright et al., 2016, p. 93)

Nyoongar Elder, Aunty M, spoke these words at a meeting between Elders and service
providers in 2014. They had come together to affirm their commitment to changing
the way mainstream mental health and drug and alcohol support services responded
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to the needs of Aboriginal families seeking support. This article pays homage to Elders
like Aunty M who have spent their lives and careers advocating for the rights of Abori-
ginal people to receive fair and equitable healthcare. We are indebted to the Elders who
have worked – and continue to work – with us and honour all those Elders who sadly
have passed during this ten-year journey of change.

The Looking Forward research program is a series of Aboriginal-led, participatory
action research (APAR) projects spanning a decade aimed at increasing access to and
the responsiveness of mainstream mental health and drug and alcohol support services
for Aboriginal families living in Western Australia (Wright et al., 2015, 2019, 2021).
Mainstream health systems rarely reflect values, knowledge systems, and care practices
that align with Aboriginal worldviews. A key outcome of the research is the development
and implementation of a culturally secure system to change the framework for service
delivery which enhances the skills of the health workforce. This is achieved by bringing
them together with Elders to learn more about Aboriginal culture and our ways of
working (Wright et al., 2015). Participants have demonstrated deep insight, maturity
and a genuine willingness to work together to address serious mental health concerns,
like suicide and self-harm, experienced in our community in Perth, Western Australia
(Wright, 2014; Wright et al., 2013, 2013).

Debakarn: slowing down to build confidence, capacity and competence as an
interdisciplinary research team

We are an interdisciplinary, intercultural research team led by a senior Nyoongar
researcher and guided by Elders and other members of the community. We have
different histories and origins that inform how we position ourselves in this work
(Wright & O’Connell, 2015). We learn together, being open and vulnerable to the pos-
sibilities that arise in working alongside community and service providers. Throughout
this article, we critically reflect on our way of working. For example, our lead researcher
reflected on his level of confidence, to position himself in the work:

The Elders have been my teachers, guides and inspiration. For me, I have always been a
confident person, but in the presence of the Elders I can be nervous and my confidence neb-
ulous. As an Aboriginal man, the Elders have ‘grown me up’ so I am now more confident
about my Aboriginality and as a father, brother and community member. The confidence
that has organically emerged is now more considered and a slower form of confidence;
Debakarn, Debakarn, Debakarn. (steady, steady, steady)

The Elders’ impact on all of us is evidenced in the way that we work and relate to each
other and to the services we engage with. Their support and validation guides and
informs the culturally safe and nuanced ways in which we approach our work. We are
guided by both our personal histories and experiences as well as by a shared intention
to privilege Aboriginal worldviews as central to our way of working with our community.
We bring our personal histories into the work, along with the histories of the Elders,
Aboriginal young people and service providers who partnered with us. How we relate
and connect to each other is central to our research. By positioning relationships at
the centre of organisational change and decolonising efforts, we have developed a
relational methodology for our work (Wright et al., 2016).
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We do this through our experiential learning, which is expressed through the devel-
opment of confidence, capacity and competence, all of which are central to understand-
ing and valuing relational aspects of systematic change. Central to this is the building of
respectful and sustainable relationships with Elders and others in the community. How
this is actualised in different contexts varies, as does the co-design process that follows.
However, common to all is the need to debakarn, debakarn and to prioritise the relation-
ships and connections with the Elders. For example, confidence has to be re-grown with
each new group as we work towards cultural competence and capacity. This is not an
external exercise; for each and every service or group we work with, we also learn and
grow in confidence and capacity.

Our writing, as with our research, is not conventional. Our journey with the Elders
and service partners has been deeply personal and experiential. Articulating the ‘how’
of our research methodology is challenging, for we are embedded and embodied in
the research process. It is a ‘lived’ process, interwoven through our praxis, and is cen-
trally relational. We tell our stories to illustrate the complexity of our research
approach using our reflective notes along with quotes from semi-structured interviews
with Elders and service providers participating in our research program. This Nyoon-
gar-led approach is held by meaningful dialogue; story-ed, embodied, immersive, and
framed by intercultural experiences that have ultimately deepened relationships
between mainstream service providers and the local Nyoongar community. The
implications of our methodological approach can reshape the way mainstream ser-
vices engage with and respond in a culturally secure manner to Aboriginal families
seeking support. It can also explore ways to translate the research findings through
the very relationships built along the way. That is, the process itself inherently influ-
ences the outcomes and the people who produce these outcomes. To this end we
explore the ways in which Indigenous knowledge translation is applied, as reflected
in the scholarly works of Smylie, Morton-Ninomiya and others (Jull et al., 2018;
Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020; Smylie et al., 2014). These works echo the co-
design and participatory nature of conducting health research in partnership with
Indigenous and First Nation communities to produce community-led outcomes.

Aboriginal participatory action research

The literature about APAR is shaped by decolonising efforts at the interface between First
Nations and western ways of knowing, being, and doing (Dudgeon et al., 2020; Henry &
Foley, 2018; Kovach, 2021; Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020; Morton Ninomiya & Pollock,
2017; Rigney, 2017; Smith, 2021). Research in Aboriginal communities starts with where
the community is at, working collaboratively with – and in response to – rhythms distinct
to the local context and prioritising people’s needs. Most often, success comes from
Aboriginal researchers who know their community, its history, culture, and protocols.
Relationships that are developed slowly over time ensure participation is meaningful,
purposeful and honest. Without personally meaningful relationships participants are
less inclined to get involved or sustain any engagement in research. Consequently, any
attempts in knowledge translation are also impacted, for it is through the participants
themselves that outcomes are co-created (Jull et al., 2018; Morton Ninomiya et al.,
2020; Morton Ninomiya & Pollock, 2017; Smylie et al., 2014). So too, relationships
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held in strong cultural hands, hearts, and minds make research endeavours authentic,
lived, and culturally safe. Developing and maintaining authentic collaborations is chal-
lenging in colonised contexts where historical, societal, and institutional power imbal-
ances have resulted in unequal distribution of research knowledge and its benefits
because of the politics of colonial control (Jull et al., 2018; Morton Ninomiya et al.,
2020; Smylie et al., 2014). If we are to counter this to develop new knowledge and
new ways of working for research impact, we must privilege Aboriginal and First
Nation worldviews.

Trust, in research in a First Nations context, can never be taken as a given and must be
established, deepened, and sustained through relationships (Culbong et al., 2022; Hansen
et al., 2020; Rudman et al., 2021; Sherriff et al., 2019; Snijder et al., 2020; Wright et al.,
2019). The relational approach takes time and needs to be held in a spirit of reciprocity
where cultural accountability is attended to continuously throughout the research.
Relationships build the trust and respect required to explore and hold the tensions
inherent in different worldviews. As an intercultural research team, these tensions are
layered and negotiated internally as much as they are with the community. We must
relate together if we are to relate meaningfully to our community and be able to
reflect on and effectively translate this experience with service providers, as one non-
Aboriginal team member reflected:

I continue to question my intentions and ways of working, which fuels my confidence in
working together with Aboriginal Elders, community members, and my colleagues. I
know that, even if I say or do something that is in some way, however inadvertently, detri-
mental to these relationships and our work together, the relationship can be mended and
maintained if my original intentions were genuine.

Not same, not different: APAR as everyday intercultural praxis

Decolonising research not only grounds PAR in Aboriginal epistemology and drives
everyday research practice through reflexivity and conscious (re)positioning. One team
member clearly articulated this:

My confidence has grown from realising and respecting the importance and power of col-
lective decision-making, and the time involved in this process. Drawing on this process gives
me confidence to know that the right solution to any issue will always be found.

The last two decades have seen revolutionary developments in decolonising research
methodologies from leading First Nations scholars worldwide (Battiste and Youngblood
2000; Datta, 2018; Dudgeon et al., 2020; Fals-Borda, 1987; Gegeo &Watson-Gegeo, 2001;
Keikelame & Swartz, 2019; Nakata, 1997; Sasakamoose et al., 2017; Seehawer, 2018;
Smith, 2021). If colonisation is fundamentally about the dispossession of our land and
culture, then decolonisation must involve reconnection to land and culture. Datta
(2018), for example, argued that non-Indigenous scholars need to not only understand
anti-racist theory (Kowal, 2011), but also practice social justice and be continually
reflexive to engage in immersive, intercultural learning to better understand the intercon-
nected relationships between culture and place, as ‘land-based learning’ (Cornell, 2015;
Ryder et al., 2020; Styres, 2011). Reflexive, embodied On Country experiences privilege
Aboriginal worldviews and our ways of working that result from trusting relationships,
bringing unlikely allies together.
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When participants work as co-researchers, they contribute to community-led actions
and the deconstruction and reconstruction of the research agenda and arguably the
research team. Decolonising research foregrounds First Nations voices and epistem-
ologies and it frames efforts pursued by (and in partnership with) First Nations
peoples in reclaiming power, our unique Indigeneity, and ways of working.

A relational research methodology provides the conditions for participants to have
confidence in their engagement and hold the tensions respectfully, with trust and
patience. The invitation here, is to consider that, it is not the relationships that create
the new knowledge; but how to engage and hold the relationships is the new knowledge,
as these thoughts from one non-Aboriginal team member illustrated:

I find myself in a constant state of learning and I approach the uncertainty from this per-
spective. Uncertainty opens up a vast field of possibilities to me and the uncertain is no
longer a paralysing fear; rather it becomes an opportunity to keep discovering what is
new around me and in myself. Learning allows me to connect, to recognise my own limit-
ations and gaps, and to continue without fear of failing.

From this comes a greater capacity to effectively translate knowledge into action. To
facilitate these relationships and generate the trust required to create momentum for
change in the delivery of services, we next consider the central role of shared storying,
On Country and cultural immersion activities and the co-design that form our relational
methodology. In the research context, the Elders engage directly with service leaders to
promote change through a methodology embedded in culture, history and the very act of
coming together to ‘break down the walls of ignorance’, as one Elder co-researcher
reminded us.

Research context: locating the work

Ngulla kaatidj nidja Nyoongar moort, keyen kaadak nidja Nyoongar boodja. We acknowledge
the Nyoongar people who are the traditional custodians of the land on which we live and work.

Most of the Aboriginal participants involved in the program of research between 2011
and 2022 identify as Nyoongar, living in the suburbs of Perth, Western Australia
(WA) (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). The first community forums held in 2011
set the parameters for the research, whereby Aboriginal participants preferred to identify
as Nyoongar, rather than being more broadly recognised as Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander. This is because the phrase did not convey their unique connection to their boodja
(Nyoongar word for Country). The Nyoongar Nation comprises thirteen clan groups
located across the lower southwest area ofWA, an area covering 200,000 square kilometres.
There is a single Nyoongar language with clan-based dialects. Nyoongar participants
wanted to be identified in the first instance as Nyoongar people. Complying with this
direction aligned with our intentions of working at a local level, as we maintain that
working with Aboriginal people should have a dual focus; ‘the first, is to incorporate
[local] Indigenous knowledge in the research process and second, to use research to miti-
gate the damaging effects of colonisation’ (Wright, 2011). This was especially so with the
lead researcher being a Nyoongar man with familial connections to the community.

Since the 1820s when the first settlements in Albany and the Swan River were estab-
lished on Nyoongar boodja, the impact of colonisation has shifted the standpoint of
Nyoongar law and customs. Since the beginning of these settlements, the standard

114 M. WRIGHT ET AL.



practice has been to broadcast the decline of Nyoongar law and culture to the point of
extinction (Haebich, 2000; Host & Owens, 2009; Tilbrook, 1983). These practices have
been grossly misleading, for they ignore the reality of a vibrant, robust and thriving
culture. Indeed, Nyoongar culture and people have not only survived the impacts of colo-
nisation but have prospered and adapted despite the pressures of modernity.

Debakarn Koorliny Wangkiny: a methodology for steadily walking and
talking together

Our research approach is framed by a respect for, and privileges, a Nyoongar worldview.
Elders are central to this approach as they are custodians of culture. The dominant world-
view through which western mechanisms, structures, and value systems are produced
and supported recedes to the background, foregrounding instead, Nyoongar knowledge,
practices, structures, and value systems, so that they can stand in their own right. Con-
sequently, the creation, exchange, and translation of new knowledges are influenced by
the local context, its history, and its culture (Jull et al., 2018; Morton Ninomiya et al.,
2020).

A key outcome of the research was the co-design of an engagement framework, entail-
ing a set of conditions through which Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people could come
together in a meaningful way (Wright et al., 2015, 2021). The framework, known as the
Debakarn Koorliny Wangkiny (Steady Walking and Talking) engagement framework,
sets out these conditions, which shape and hold the relationships between and with
Elders, community, researchers, and participants, for them to develop: (a) inclusivity;
(b) trustworthiness; (c) reciprocity; and (d) adaptability (Wright et al., 2016). Using
the Debakarn Koorliny Wangkiny framework has enabled services and Elders to come
together to work collaboratively in a meaningful and effective way to improve service
delivery for our people. The seven conditions that direct and support effective engage-
ment include: being motivated; being committed; being present; being teachable; staying
connected; respecting status; and continually weaving (Wright et al., 2021).

The Elders guide predominantly non-Aboriginal service providers to be mindful of
their motivations, to engage fully and grow in their commitment to the work and their
relationship as it has deepened over time. It has required non-Aboriginal participants
to be present and open to learning in a different way, held by the Elders. For the non-
Aboriginal participants, it has meant being teachable; that is, to stay open to all emerging
possibilities and let solutions arise naturally, unlearning and relearning and being pre-
pared to challenge their own worldview. This means non-Aboriginal participants must
respect the status of the Elders to fully commit to being open and willing learners. As
the learning and decolonising journey progressed, participants were often confronted
by doubts and questions, and were encouraged to stay connected, for it was the experience
where the realisations emerged and crystalised. They were reminded neither to give in to
the initial anxiety associated with challenging conventional ways of working, nor the
uncomfortable vulnerability that arises from revealing more of themselves and being
open to the unknown. As staff confidence grew, we witnessed people change through
a continual weaving of shared understanding and new knowledge. These are the con-
ditions required for authentic engagement; steadily growing; deepening; talking together;
and moving forward – debakarn, koorliny, wangkiny (see Figure 1).
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Our methodology has deepened over more than ten years, between 2010 and 2022,
through the conduct of a series of research projects as part of the Looking Forward
program of research (Wright, 2014; Wright et al., 2013, 2015, 2016, 2019, 2021;
Wright & O’Connell, 2015). Ethical approval was granted for these projects by the
Western Australian Aboriginal Health Ethics Committee (WAAHEC), the state-wide
entity responsible for overseeing research that has direct engagement and partici-
pation of, and benefits Aboriginal people (WAAHEC approvals HRE 262-11/09
(2009), HRE-762 (2017), HRE-772 (2017), HRE-955 (2019)). We engaged and inter-
viewed Aboriginal people to establish a baseline view of their experiences of mainstream
mental health services. We then engaged mainstream service providers as partners who
were committed to work with us and the local Aboriginal community. We conducted a
series of face-to-face community forums and face-to-face and online semi-structured
interviews with both stakeholder groups during the data collection phase to capture
early impressions of their experiences. Findings were corroborated by findings from
two surveys conducted as part of a larger service evaluation (Wright et al., 2021). As a
research team, we were guided by the Elders in our data collection and meaning
making through our analysis, upholding the key principle of working Burdiya to
Burdiya (the Nyoongar word for Boss). Through the lead researcher, we modelled our
approach to service providers and service managers, so that there was a clear understand-
ing of and commitment to working directly with the community at every stage of the
research.

Figure 1. Debakarn Koorliny Wangkiny Conditions for Engaging.
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A synthesis of our thematic analyses over the ten-year period revealed shared storying,
On Country immersion, and ‘working together’ co-design approaches to be central to
enacting a relational, decolonising methodology that frames the debakarn koorliny wang-
kiny approach.

Ngulla wangkiny, us talking: shared storying

Put your things away and let’s just have a yarn you know. Let’s have a yarn about things…
that’s what we were talking about, just yarn about our cultural ways and how we get things
going, how we work, how for them to work with us, you knowmakes us feel comfortable. (Elder
co-researcher, semi-structured interview, 2018).

Shared storying is a reciprocal exchange that, when experienced, always moves partici-
pants to learn what they need at the time they need. Shared storying is an intercultural
space and, as such, is always unsettling for non-Aboriginal participants as they are
required to move out of their comfort zone and into a different space that is unfamiliar
to them and where their usual rules of engagement do not apply. Non-Aboriginal people
hear the Elders share personal stories of the impact of colonisation on their families and
communities. Listening to the ongoing disadvantage and the mental health experiences
impacting their family and community is difficult and challenging – there is nowhere to
hide in these spaces. Conversely, hearing stories of strength, humour, and self-determi-
nation also challenges the stereotypes of us as victims, helpless or broken, needing to be
fixed. In the telling, people are seen as multidimensional, richer and fuller, and no longer
as stereotypes. As the relationships deepen through sharing, so does the recognition and
responsibility of all who share together to ensure reciprocity and ongoing commitment
for systemic change.

Shared storying is central to our ways of being and doing. It enables reciprocity and
inclusivity and is critical in understanding the depth and closeness of relationships
between people and Country. In practical terms, it also serves to connect people over
space and time to remember, place, and recall people and events (Wright et al., 2019).
‘Our story is not one story. There are shared stories around the invasion and colonisation
of our homelands. There are also different strands … within these strands are the stories
of our families, communities and nations’ (Fejo-King, 2015).

Primarily, our aim was for service providers to ‘hear’ more directly about Nyoongar
experiences, through Elders’ stories, unimpeded by the dominant paradigm - the sani-
tised and edited colonial story - that still shapes our modern way of life. Shared story-
ing is a powerful process that has enabled Elders and service providers to come
together in a safe space where they could better understand their shared histories
without judgement. What makes such spaces safe are the moments where people
feel seen and heard.

In one storying session, a young Aboriginal co-researcher shared a very personal story.
She was very nervous and anxious and when she told her story, she became very
emotional. An Elder in the session responded by going to her and supporting her with
a hug. Their embrace was more than just reassurance; it was giving validation to her
experience, enabling a deeper connection between the Elders and young people and
their shared histories and experiences. The Storying space is held by the Elders and in
doing so, they provide cultural security and safety for the participants.
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The connections that are fostered assist the process of seeing – and importantly,
feeling – a way forward, turning the ‘colonizer’s gaze’ inward (Fejo-King, 2015; Milroy
& Revell, 2013). Each person introduces themselves by telling a story about who they
are and what experiences shaped them into that person. Elders advise participants to
‘Only tell as much as you want’. There is no obligation to disclose more than a person
feels comfortable to share with colleagues and Elders. The aim is to get to know individ-
uals as people prior to developing an understanding of them as professionals in the sector
and what the organisation itself does. For many, the experience of shared storying has
been profound and transformative:

Our entire management team including our CEO, sat in a circle with the Elders for two years
and told stories and that put us in a position where we could even think up an idea that they
would accept (service executive staff member, semi-structured interview, 2017).

This state of connectedness through steady, consistent shared storying is a new experience
for service providers. Personal stories are not often encouraged or valued in professional
settings (although, ironically, clients are asked to reveal detailed and complex personal
histories to service providers who themselves remain an anomaly to their clients):

It’s a human need and I think this concept of expertise,… the human expertise of their own
story and we accompany people with our own expertise alongside their own expertise (service
executive staff member, semi-structured interview, 2017).

Service providers struggled initially in making sense of the stories the Elders told, taking
them at face value. Over time, service providers have realised the circularity of the Elders’
stories and found they could reciprocate as they told their own stories. It seems that
stories teach us how to sit, listen, and learn – and relate to one another. The Elders
remind us all: Debakarn, Debakarn Debakarn, steady, steady, steady, and this has
become the mantra for this work and taught us how to ‘be together’. The impact of
‘being together’ is reflected in the following quotes from semi-structured interviews
with service providers participating in the projects:

Often those first good conversations actually have the seeds of everything you want, just about
anyway, and everything after that is refinement (service executive staff member, semi-
structured interview, 2018).

being able to work alongside an Aboriginal colleague has been profoundly impacting – 99% [of
the journey] has been actually having Aboriginal staff and Elders in the building that they
[staff] can interact with over a long period of time (service executive staff member, semi-
structured interview, 2019).

you’ve got to change the setting. You’ve got to be in their place and with their experience and be
open to it (service provider, semi-structured interview, 2019).

Where engagement with the Elders is consistent and reflexive, service providers have
found that they can adapt their own ways of communicating and relating when in
their presence. This only happens when service providers have been prepared to let go
of control and trust the process, despite initial feelings of discomfort and uncertainty.
Dis- comfort and vulnerability are part of inviting participants to question their own
worldview and open the space for re-interpretations and understanding. The Elders
maintain the safety of the storying space, so that all participants can trust the process.
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Service providers are more open and present in their interactions with the Elders and
their heightened curiosity is evident from their respectful questioning and attentive lis-
tening. This learning has become the bedrock for their work together:

And Aunty’s just saying, ‘Well, I feel safe, I can cry here’, which kind of like is a relationship,
not a service. That’s a big challenge for us because we’re a service, you know. We take our work
to work and then we leave it at five and go home.… The more you peel it out and begin to get
their experience, the more raw it becomes and then you realise you actually need to have the
raw conversation (service executive staff member, semi-structured interview, 2018).

The act of sharing stories is a part of truth telling and must be driven by the goal of recog-
nising rights and working towards systematic change.

Nidja Boodja – here, On Country

As a research team, we have supported the Elders to take service providers to locations
of cultural and historical importance – and always with a story to tell. Through immer-
sive On Country activities, such as dance, art, preparing traditional foods, and walks
through the bush, participants had an opportunity to experience, firsthand, the deep
connection Nyoongar people have with Boodja (Country) and how crucial it is to
their identity. All of these experiences are held and shaped by the Elders who know
Country as deeply as they know themselves.

These activities were somatically potent, disrupting service providers’ typical ways of
working as they moved into a space that was mostly uncomfortable and unfamiliar. They
must place their trust in the Elders to hold them (Wright et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2019).
Some participants have settler origins, where others have migrant histories, as do
members of the research team. Each has a different On Country experience that
reflects or echoes elements of their own country of origin, as one team member
explained:

I have found a connection with the On Country experience as it resonates with my experi-
ence of living in Peru and with my biological family. The rules of reciprocity also apply in
Peruvian culture holding nature and humans together through the practices on the land.
During our project work, an Aboriginal On Country event can be a day out in a regional
town with an Elder giving us a guided visit of the local museum, and then sharing a bus
with us, and stopping at special sites and listening to the Stories told by an Elder. It can
also be camping On Country with Elders and family organising the entire event; where
we sleep, what we eat and the cultural activities that form the event. Feeding us with
damper and kangaroo stew, dancing on top of a significant landmark and yarning
around the fire until late at night.

Country is a space of enunciation, one that cannot be detached from Storying because
they are intertwined as a collective being. Country not only opens the meanings of the
collective memory, but also the collective spirit of all that is living, past and present.
Going On Country also recognises Aboriginal sovereignty and acknowledges the
stories of what has been taken away and of what continues to thrive and grow. On
Country is not just a cultural experience, but historical and political – one of resistance.
It is only after the On Country and the Shared Storying that it is possible to set the foun-
dations for working together. Non-Aboriginal people must first have an understanding of
relationships to Country and how our history was and continues to be written. We all
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have a commitment to show up with our true selves, honouring the learnings that have
been gifted to us by the Elders and community (Culbong et al., 2022; Wright et al., 2021).

Yakka Danjoo, working together, through co-design

The Elders were very clear at the outset that their involvement was conditional on them
working with the leadership in the organisations. The rationale was for the leadership to
recognise the Elders’ cultural leadership and demonstrate respect for their status by
meeting with them as equals. Respecting status has empowered both the Elders and
the organisation leaders to engage effectively thereby, legitimising Nyoongar culture.
Service leaders have come to realise that the Nyoongar Elders’ status is necessary and
critical to ensuring change is sustainable (Wright et al., 2021):

What I know to be true categorically based on my six years’ experience is nothing changes
[organisational] culture more powerfully than having Elders in the building talking to staff
(service executive staff member interview, semi-structured interview, 2018).

Throughout the projects the Elders have come together to share their experiences of
working with service providers and reinforced their collective wisdom and leadership,
Burdiyas together:

We’re all solid. We’ve all got something to contribute. We’ve got experience, we’ve got knowl-
edge, we’ve got expertise in our own right, expertise in our own area. We’re all Nyoongars and
that’s what’s going to get this thing going further. I really appreciate what’s happening (Elder
co-researcher, semi-structured focus group, 2015).

the big thing is who are the decision makers, can you make a decision based on the information
coming out from this group today or do you have to go back to your boss or do you have any
authority from the boss to make decisions (Elder co-researcher, semi-structured interview,
2018).

Service leaders enact their respect for the Elders by meeting with them on a regular and
consistent basis, Burdiya to Burdiya. These meetings have developed into productive co-
design workshops through which all stakeholders contribute to new ways of working and
forging new solutions to intractable challenges.

In understanding the nuances of research translation, there comes a clear expectation
to co-create new knowledge and to do something meaningful with it, offering skills trans-
fer and building capacity together (Culbong et al., 2022; Jull et al., 2018; Wright et al.,
2021). At every step in the co-design process, there are noticeable changes in participants’
behaviour. Their language is more inclusive and strengths-based, they are more confident
in what and how they share with Aboriginal people. They are less transactional and more
authentic and relational.

These factors were recently demonstrated by three co-researchers – an Elder, an
Aboriginal young person, and a mental health service manager – who presented together
at a state conference about mental health. They shared a clear intention about changing
the service to better engage with Aboriginal young people, demonstrating the respect and
warmth they had for each other. They supported one another as they presented their
views and experiences to conference delegates. That the co-researchers spoke so
readily about the relational approach; the Elders’ guidance; the storying that brought
them together to build trust; the On Country activities that deepened their learning
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together; and their heartfelt accounts of young people’s lived experiences; it was evident
that the research had a significant impact on them and thus the outcomes they co-created
as a result. They embodied and enacted the methodology. They ‘owned’ it. The research
team did not need to be a part of the presentation for the results spoke for themselves
through the co-researchers and their drive for community-led outcomes. Co-design
workshops follow cultural protocol, commencing with either an Acknowledgement of
Country, or, if there is a local Elder present, a Welcome to Country. Participants are
invited to reflect on the traditional Country where the meeting is being held and to
hear about the significance of the location. Given the Welcome or Acknowledgement
is about cultural protocol, it provides for and allows the group to move into the
working space by culturally – and literally – securing the participants in the location.
Some co- design experiences are highly impactful, reminding us of the ongoing impor-
tance of positioning culture, history, and truth-telling at the forefront of our work. One
Aboriginal team member recounts one co-design workshop that illustrates the power of
stories to share history, learning and truth-telling not as (re)traumatising, but as recog-
nition and healing. It shows the power of privileging Aboriginal voices to open a differ-
entspace for coming together and being seen and heard:

This workshop was held on the anniversary of the Australian 1967 Referendum and one day
after National Sorry Day. After the Acknowledgment of Country, we took an unplanned
moment to reflect on the significance of the Referendum. Without prompting or priming
the Aboriginal participants in the room began sharing their own stories or their family’s
stories about what it was like to not be seen as citizens in their own country. Elders
shared their personal stories about their decision to apply or not for citizenship rights.

The Elders explained that they were not allowed to associate with other Aboriginal people
who did not have their citizenship (which inevitably included family) or to speak their
language if their application was successful, and how some people chose to tear their citizen-
ship papers up when they struggled to adhere to the racist laws being imposed on them and
their family. The prohibited zones and curfews in the city were talked about. The ways in
which people navigated the system and resisted in their own ways were shared. Some of
the Aboriginal youth co-researchers had never heard these stories before. Elders usually
reserved or quiet spoke up strongly as they recounted their lived experiences.

For the non-Aboriginal people in the space, hearing this information first-hand, was both a
shock and surprise. Many had not known about the racist and exclusionary policies that
existed, and they certainly had not heard these stories recounted in such a direct fashion.
The Elders commanded the space and shared with passion, kindness, and in good faith
that their story would mean something to those present. They didn’t share because they
were required or asked to; they shared because they wanted to. The experience of being
seen and heard was personally powerful and validating for me. I recall sharing my own
experience and the impact on generations who came after these policies were lifted. The
knowledge gap in education as well as the generational knowledge gap for some Black
kids is clearly highlighted through my own lived experience.

While long, this quote captures the importance of understanding local history, the impact
on present generations of past government policies, and the opportunity to reconnect
with one’s own family history and the empowerment derived from truth-telling in a
shared space such as this. In combination with the Acknowledgement or Welcome to
Country protocol conducted at the beginning of each meeting, personal check-ins and
individual reflections have become standard agenda items. As non-Aboriginal
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participants become more confident and competent in this approach there is clear evi-
dence of their increased capacity. Service providers, at first, feel the pressures of their
work environment and are overwhelmed by this new approach, for to be truly in the
moment is challenging. In the beginning, interruptions were common; taking phone
calls, assumptions about sticking to an agenda, and continually looking at mobile
phones for messages, all of which impact on being fully present. Busyness and limited
time are also reasons given for not being present and staying connected. The Elders
would hold the space with a reminder to always slow down, go steady; debakarn,
debakarn.

Being well-informed and inter-connected helps to realise the value of priorities and
outcomes that are shared by many rather than determined by a select few. How a
person or group arrives at an outcome is just as important to Nyoongar people as achiev-
ing the outcome. A more meaningful and sustainable result is likely to be attained if the
process is inclusive and respectful of all points of view. This sends a powerful message to
researchers that, to be sure their research is impactful, they must embed knowledge trans-
lation firmly into the research design and co-design research priorities and outcomes
together with community members:

No, we’re not going to change their minds overnight. We can give them 1000 practices and
ways of working with our people; they’re not going to listen until they sit down at the table
and start listening and stepping into our worldview (Elder co-researcher, semi-structured
focus group, 2015).

Well, it’s a two-way learning like I said. We’re working with Wadjellas [white people] and
we’re working with Nyoongars. We’re working with all Aboriginal people around the place.
It’s the connection and the way you want to work it. Unless you’ve got that, you’re not
going to achieve things (Elder co-researcher, semi-structured interview, 2014).

Together with service providers, Elders and Aboriginal young people, we are rewriting
the narrative for future relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
Evidence of this shift is apparent, with the Elders and senior manager collaborating
Burdiya to Burdiya and presenting their working together at public forums as well as
to funding bodies.

Conclusions: debakarn koorliny wangkiny, steady, moving forward
together

In responding to the very real need for systemic change, services have been challenged to
forensically examine what is required to ensure Aboriginal people and their families are
involved in the decisions made about their own recovery and health care. As service pro-
viders have grown in confidence, there has been a noticeable shift in their competence
and we have witnessed first-hand the changes made through their continual weaving
of learning and deepening understanding in their relationship with Elders and Aboriginal
young people.

There are lessons to be learnt here for knowledge translation and impactful research.
Engaging with First Nations people in the ways described in this article demonstrates the
myriad opportunities to create systems and structures that respond to different world-
views for the benefit of those who are directly impacted. It may be said that relationships
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are personal, but when relationships are valued in our workplaces, societal structures and
systems as being fundamental to the human condition, then relationships carry our ways
of working forward to be authentic, meaningful and necessary in all facets of our lives.

In this article, we have outlined a relational Aboriginal participatory action research
methodology that incorporates the central guiding role of Elders, facilitates shared story-
ing, engages non-Indigenous and Indigenous people together in On Country and cultu-
rally immersive activities, and sets a space for co-design to occur. Service providers can
better understand the central role culture plays in the mental health and wellbeing of
First Nations people. Service leaders have come to highly value Elders’ cultural knowl-
edge and leadership, such that their organisations have irrevocably changed. These are
the conditions required to acknowledge First Nation ways of being and doing, incorpor-
ating different worldviews, valuing diversity and its creative possibilities.

To close, in the spirit of the relationship, we end with reflections about the Elders by a
team member, an emerging Nyoongar researcher. It is entirely fitting that the wisdom of
the Elders be left to resonate with the reader:

‘Debakarn, girl’, Aunty says in a hushed but gentle tone, a message meant only for me. Her
presence is soft but strong and unyielding. She scans the room with her hawk-eyed gaze
taking everything in, and when her eyes hover, I know she’s recognised a familiar face.
I’m moving too fast. She can see my mind ticking over a hundred miles a minute, and
I’m nervous. She reaches her hand out to mine, a quick squeeze is all it takes. A wave of
relief washes over me and the butterflies melt away.

She holds herself in a way that is unapologetic while simultaneously graceful. Behind that gentle
exterior lies thousands of years’ worth of wisdom and leadership. Though, just by looking at
her, you wouldn’t think she could command a room of that size. Floral, pastel prints cover
her tiny frame, grey hair layers her shoulders, where a small but intricate sunflower broach
sits perched against her purple pastel cardigan. She positions her walking stick out in front
of her, angled comfortably to host her hands, which smell of Deep Heat and Emu Oil.

The room bustles with chatter. Elders greet one another and catch up, the laughter is infec-
tious. I’ve heard so many people speak about what holds us together as a community, and
humour is rarely acknowledged, but when mob get together, you can hear the laughter from
around the corner. I’m not talking about that giggle in the back of your throat; I’m talking
about that bellyache, can’t breathe, tears running down your face laughter, that makes-you-
feel-good-to-be-alive-laughter, it’ll save your life.

As Elders continue to yarn with each other around the room, Aunty remains perfectly com-
fortable with her walking stick in hand and a cup of tea at her side, white with one sugar no
doubt. Elders approach Aunty one after the other, all reaching down to embrace her while
exchanging the latest news in their lives. She greets everyone with the same love and atten-
tiveness; she smiles and her face lights up. I can feel the warmth.

Everyone is seated and the discussion is pointed. A room full of Elders. I soak it in. Aunty
sighs and I can’t help but wonder if she’s tired of having the same conversations. I imagine
what it feels like to listen to the same song for the thousandth time or slammy head against a
brick wall a thousand times. She clears her throat and the room quietens in anticipation, an
image of a Nyoongar mafia pops into my mind and I audibly giggle. Aunty glances a look in
my direction – from experience, I know this look means I’m either in big trouble or really
big trouble and there’s no way to tell which until it’s happening.

Aunty addresses the Elders’ group. She is the Elder of Elders and holds seniority in the room.
In that moment she looks tired, and I wonder why she continues to come back, why they all
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do. All the Elders in the room have been fighting their entire lives, but they continue to show
up. ‘I keep doing this so my grandkids don’t have to grow up the same way I did, so they
don’t have to fight as hard as we did. I will continue to show up and continue to fight
until the day I die if it means future generations have a better chance’.

My heart pounds; she’s read my mind.
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