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The known: The disproportionate numbers of Aboriginal people
who come into contact with the justice system or die by suicide
are major public health problems and the focus of Closing the Gap
targets.

The new: A culturally informed program co-developed with
Aboriginal people improved the social and emotional wellbeing of
Aboriginal women preparing to leave prison in Perth, and reduced
their psychological distress.

The implications: Our findings have implications for prison reform,
may have economic and social justice benefits, and could contribute
to improved clinical practice and health care for Aboriginal people
in justice system facilities. Improving their social and emotional
wellbeing could help reduce the number of Aboriginal people in
Australian prisons by reducing recidivism.

)

strengths and resilience and have the longest continuing

cultures in the world, with more than 65000 years of
history. However, colonisation and government policies have
contributed to ongoing systemic discrimination. As a result
of colonial oppression, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people today experience disadvantages across health, housing,
education, and employment,’ and are over-represented in
criminal justice sys’cems.2

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have great

The landmark Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody’ led to 339 recommendations, many concerning the
disproportionate number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in prison. A subsequent inquiry” recommended that the
“unique systemic and background factors” be considered when
sentencing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander offenders
(recommendation 6-1). More than 30 years since the Royal
Commission, the disproportionate number of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people in the justice system remains a
national concern and a priority in the National Agreement
on Closing the Gap." However, closing the gap in justice
outcomes will fail without fundamental change, including the
prioritisation of Aboriginal-led and culturally informed healing
programs.”’

Western Australia has the highest Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander imprisonment rates: 3598 per 100000 adults (national
rate: 2269 per 100000 adults).® Further, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander women comprise one of the fastest growing
groups in the Australian prison system;’ in the ten years to 2021,
78% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander female prisoners

, Carolyn Mascall“®, Gillian King (Noongar)®, Jemma R Collova?,

Abstract

Objective: To assess the effectiveness of the Cultural, Social and
Emotional Wellbeing Program for reducing psychological distress
and enhancing the social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal
women preparing for release from prison.

Study design: Mixed methods; qualitative study (adapted reflexive
thematic analysis of stories of most significant change) and
assessment of psychological distress.

Setting, participants: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women
at the Boronia Pre-release Centre for Women, Perth, Western
Australia, May and July 2021.

Intervention: Cultural, Social and Emotional Wellbeing Program
(two days per week for six weeks). The Program involves
presentations, workshops, activities, group discussions, and self-
reflections designed to enhance social and emotional wellbeing.

Main outcome measures: Themes and subthemes identified
from reflexive thematic analysis of participants’ stories of most
significant change; change in mean psychological distress, as
assessed with the 5-item Kessler Scale (K-5) before and after the
Program.

Results: Fourteen of 16 invited women completed the Program; ten
participated in its evaluation. They reported improved social and
emotional wellbeing, reflected as enhanced connections to culture,
family, and community. Mean psychological distress was lower after
the Program (mean K-5 score, 11.3; 95% confidence interval [Cl],
9.0-13.6) than before the Program (9.0; 95% Cl, 6.5-11.5; P= 0.047).

Conclusion: The women who participated in the Program reported

personal growth, including acceptance of self and acceptance and

pride in culture, reflecting enhanced social and emotional wellbeing

through connections to culture and kinship. Our preliminary

findings suggest that the Program could improve the resilience

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander in contact with the justice
kystem.

had prior imprisonments, compared with 30% of other female
prisoners.® The high incarceration and recidivism rates can be
attributed to a range of disadvantages and oppression arising
from colonisation, including historical, political, and social
factors. Culturally informed in-prison rehabilitation programs
that strengthen the wellbeing and promote the healing of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are needed.

The Cultural, Social and Emotional Wellbeing Programg
was co-developed with a cultural framework by Aboriginal
psychologists and community co-researchers. It is based on
the Social and Emotional Wellbeing model,"” which departs
from the medicalised Western model of wellbeing. The Social
and Emotional Wellbeing model is a strengths-based and
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holistic health framework developed by and for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. It reflects the dynamic and
complex relationships between the self, the seven domains
of wellbeing, and historical, political, cultural, and social
determinants of health, as experienced by Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. Wellbeing for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people is inextricably linked with connections
to the seven interrelated and overlapping domains of the Social
and Emotional Wellbeing model (Box 1); disharmony in these
relations is a risk for wellbeing.

The Program has been delivered in three urban communities in
Western Australia and two rural communities in Queensland.
After participating in the Program, community members
reported reduced psychological distress, improved relationships
with families and communities, strengthened social support
networks, and enhanced self-confidence and resilience.!’ Other
positive outcomes included strengthening and celebrating
Aboriginal culture, learning parenting and communication
skills, and feeling empowered.11 Despite such success, the
Program has not been used or evaluated in the justice system.

The Program is the first Aboriginal-led, in-prison program
in Western Australia that specifically aims to enhance social
and emotional wellbeing and promote healing in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people. We are aware of only two
Aboriginal-led in-prison programs in Western Australia that
have been evaluated; they target alcohol and substance misuse,
and work training, and have reported reduced recidivism rates.””

The aim of this study was to evaluate the impacts of the Program
in the prison system, and to ascertain whether the positive
effects reported by community members'" are also reported by
Aboriginal women who complete the Program during the pre-
release period. It was expected that participating in the Program

1 The social and emotional wellbeing model that forms the
basis of the Cultural, Social and Emotional Wellbeing Program
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people*
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would reduce psychological distress and enhance the social and
emotional wellbeing of pre-release Aboriginal women.

Methods

We adopted an Aboriginal Participatory Action Research (APAR)
methodology.” The APAR is a strengths-based and culturally
appropriate approach that privileges participation by the relevant
community, based on their collective experience and social history.
The authorship team consisted of senior Aboriginal researchers
(first and last authors) and early to mid-career Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal researchers under the guidance of the first and
last authors, working within Aboriginal-led organisations. We
acknowledge and pay respect to the traditional custodians of
Noongar Boodja. We pay respects to Elders past and present, and
acknowledge the strengths and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. This research is guided by the national
statement on ethical research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples' and the Consolidated Criteria (CONSIDER)
for reporting of health research involving Indigenous Peoples
(Supporting Information).”®

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women at the Boronia
Pre-Release Centre for Women, Perth, were invited (through
promotional flyers and atan information session) to participate in
the Program (two days per week for six weeks), and to evaluate it at
the end of the Program. This is an interactive program involving
presentations, workshops, activities, group discussions and
self-reflections. It is designed to enhance social and emotional
wellbeing, resilience and strengthen relationships, and reduce
levels of psychological distress and suicide. The content of the
Program is based on three main modules: the Self, Family and
Community. The first delivery of the Program in a justice system
facility during May — July 2021 was initiated by Aboriginal
women from the Langford Aboriginal Association in response to
the needs of the community. Evaluation of the delivery, including
data analyses and interpretation, was led and governed by the
first author, who led the National Empowerment Project from
which the Program was developed. A community reference
group convened by the Langford Aboriginal Association met
regularly before, during and after Program delivery. This project
privileged the voices of Aboriginal co-researchers; for example,
the views of Aboriginal co-researchers were prioritised during
data coding, and a strengths-based analysis was adopted.

Measures

The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K-5)7 was used to
assess participants’ psychological distress at the first and last
Program sessions. The K-5 has been validated with Aboriginal
communities and is a culturally modified assessment tool."” Tt
consists of five items that measure the frequency of psychological
distress during the preceding four weeks on a 5-point Likert scale
(from 1 = none of the time to 5 = all of the time). A total score of
5-11 was deemed to indicate a moderate level, 12-25 a high level
of psychological distress. We conducted a paired sample ¢ test
and correlation of pre- and post-Program K-5 scores.

The “stories of most significant change” technique'’ was used
to assess the outcomes of the Program from the individual
perspective. On completion of the Program, participants wrote
the most significant change they had experienced during the
Program, explained why it was significant, and provided a title
for their story. This measure privileges the voices and world
views of participants.



We undertook an adapted reflexive thematic analysis of the
stories of most significant change to examine the success
factors and mechanisms of change of the Program (Supporting
Information). Reflexive thematic analysis is inductive; themes
are extracted from the qualitative data by coders,”’ precluding
determination of themes beforehand. Two independent thematic
analyses were conducted by four coders working in pairs to
ensure rigour during the reflexive thematic analysis. One pair of
non-Aboriginal coders, researchers in the Centre of Best Practice
in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Suicide Prevention, were
supervised by the Aboriginal centre director. The other pair of
coders, an Aboriginal facilitator and a Program administrative
support staff member, were present during Program delivery at
the Boronia Centre. The final thematic map was developed by
consensus among the four coders.

Positionality

Pat Dudgeon AM is from the Bardi people and is the director
of the Centre of Best Practice in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Suicide Prevention at the University of Western
Australia. Her research focus is Indigenous social and
emotional wellbeing and suicide prevention. She is also the lead
chief investigator of a national research project, Transforming
Indigenous Mental Health and Wellbeing, that aims to develop
approaches to Indigenous mental health services that promote
cultural values and strengths as well as empowering users. She
is a board member of Gayaa Dhuwi (Proud Spirit) Australia,
a prominent contributor to the Australian Indigenous
Psychologists Association, and a member of Advisory Group to
the National Office of Suicide Prevention. She was also the co-
chair of the National Ministerial Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Advisory Group,
where significant policies have been developed to improve the
mental health and wellbeing of Indigenous Australians.

Ee Pin Chang has Chinese heritage and moved to Whadjuk
Country to pursue studies in psychology. Her research focuses
on enhancing social and emotional wellbeing of justice-involved
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Joan Chan has Chinese heritage and moved to Whadjuk Country
ten years ago. She works to identify best practice Indigenous
suicide prevention programs and services.

Carolyn Mascall has connections to Yinggardu Country and
lives on Wadjuk Boodjar where she works to further cultural,
social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples.

Gillian King is from Noongar/Gurindji people and facilitates
the Cultural, Social and Emotional Wellbeing Program in the
Boronia Centre, with Langford Aboriginal Association, to
empower Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Jemma Collova has Italian heritage, was born on Whadjuk
Country, and currently lives on Miriwoong Country. She is
continuing to decolonise her worldview and research approach.

Angela Ryder AM is a proud Wilman/Goreng Noongar woman,
a mother and grandmother. Her research focus is Aboriginal
cultural, social, and emotional wellbeing.

Ethics approval

The study was approved by the Western Australian Aboriginal
Health Ethics Committee (HREC875), the University of Western
Australia Human Research Ethics Committee (RA/4/1/5299),

and the Western Australian Department of Justice Research
Application and Advisory Committee (ID474). Participants
provided informed consent to the evaluation stage of the project
after reading the participant information form by signing a
participant consent form.

Results

Fourteen of the 16 Aboriginal women at the Boronia Centre
agreed to participate and completed the Program, ten of whom
completed the evaluation (mean age, 37.2 years; standard
deviation [SD], 7.8 years). Mean psychological distress after the
Program (K-5 score: 9.0 [SD, 3.5]; 95% confidence interval [CI],
6.5-11.5) was lower than before the Program (11.3 [SD, 3.3]; 95%
CI, 9.0-13.6; P = 0.047). The effect size was medium (Cohen
d = 0.59), but the correlation of pre- and post-Program K-5 scores
was not statistically significant (r = 0.35, P = 0.33).

Four overarching themes, with ten sub-themes, emerged from
thematic analysis of the stories of most significant change
(Box 2; Box 3). “History” (two sub-themes: overcoming
difficulties; resilience to move forward) reflects the courage to
acknowledge the difficulties participants experienced. Both sub-
themes were consistent with the findings of the earlier program
evaluation workshops. Acknowledging one’s history and past
promotes healing and recovery,“ and underlies the strengths
and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
throughout history.

The theme “self” (three sub-themes: acceptance of self; looking
forward to a positive future; self-empowerment) corresponds
to “self” as reported in the Program community evaluation
workshops.!!  Despite traumatic and challenging pasts,
participants described renewed hope for the future, feeling
empowered by participation in the Program. They expressed
a desire to educate themselves. In turn, they experienced
confidence in seeing positive change, and excitement associated
with “a new chapter of my life”. Endorsed by all participants,
this theme was the strongest to emerge; eight participants
endorsed at least two of the three sub-themes. This suggests
that the Program was effective in empowering the women and
enhancing their self-determination, contributing to reduced
psychological distress by enhancing their self-esteem and
cultural identity. This sense of empowerment led participants to
experience a desire to reconnect with families, communities, and
culture, reflecting an innate motivation and desire for cultural
continuity.21

The theme “culture” (two sub-themes: acceptance and pride
in culture; understanding the importance of culture) reflects
the importance of connection to culture, an outcome of the
National Empowerment Project from which the Program was
developed.'® Participants expressed acceptance of and pride in
culture and Aboriginality. Culture is also a recurring theme in
other investigations of the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples.”’”""*** The concept of
cultural continuity has been defined as the maintenance of
cultural identity through mechanisms by which members of
its community maintain cultural practices.” For Indigenous
peoples, cultural continuity can protect against uncertainty
by grounding individuals in an identity associated with long
standing, meaningful cultural practices and rich histories that
provide guidelines for navigating the world.” Strengthening
cultural identity protects against psychological distress, reduces
the risk of suicide, and promotes social and emotional wellbeing

/
)
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2 Thematic map of the stories of most significant change
provided by the ten women who participated in the
evaluation of their experience of the Cultural, Social and
Emotional Wellbeing Program at the Boronia Pre-Release
Centre for Women in Perth*

* The size of each pie chart slice represents the number of women who endorsed the
theme or sub-theme @

across all Indigenous groups and ages.”"”® Connection to culture
is therefore an effective, strengths-based approach to promoting
social and emotional wellbeing, reduces psychological distress
in Indigenous peoples, particularly those directly affected
by colonisation and forcibly removed from their homes,”
disrupting connection to family and community.

The theme “family and community” (three sub-themes: a
sense of family and kinship; build others up; protect others)
corresponds to two domains of the Social and Emotional
Wellbeing model of health framework (family and community),
reflecting the collectivist perspective of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples.' Having been empowered, participants
became aware of their roles in the family and community (eg,
as parents) and wanted to fulfil these roles by sharing cultural
knowledge, teaching life lessons, and protecting their children.
Connections to family and community underpin social and
emotional wellbeing in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
culture."" A strong healthy connection to family and community
fosters a greater sense of self and resilience, contributing to
improvements in other determinants of health, including
education, employment, and community safety, as highlighted
in the implementation plan of the National Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Health Plan 2013-2023.%

Discussion

We evaluated the effects of the Cultural, Social and Emotional
Wellbeing Program for Aboriginal women at the Boronia Pre-
Release Centre for Women in Perth. The stories offered by the
women indicated that participating in the Program was associated
with positive, empowering changes in their perceptions of history,
culture, family and community, and themselves, consistent with

the findings of an evaluation of the Program delivered in the
community." These changes were accompanied by a reduction in
the mean level of self-reported psychological distress.

Our findings provide preliminary evidence of the effectiveness
of the Program for empowering Aboriginal women preparing
to re-enter the community from prison, with practical
implications. First, our findings provide important insights
into a high priority problem and two targets of the National
Agreement on Closing the Gap: the disproportionate number of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who have contact
with the criminal justice system, and the need to improve the
social and emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people to reduce the risk of suicide. Specifically, the
stories revealed that the women were deprived of truth-telling
as a powerful healing tool. Our findings highlight the power
of programs that facilitate truth-telling in culturally safe
spaces while strengthening wellbeing. Truth-telling should
also be undertaken in other settings (eg, in schools) to reduce
the risk of contact with the justice system. Our findings also
indicate that incarceration disrupts social and emotional
wellbeing connections, including connections with family and
community, and with Country. Programs that aim to restore
these connections can be preventive and restorative justice
approaches by strengthening the resilience of the women.
However, it is important to consider how Closing the Gap targets
can be reached after the outcome of the Voice referendum, as
Australians see the undoing of promising reform made.

Second, our findings provide preliminary evidence about the
potential of the Program to respond to several recommendations
of the Pathways to Justice Report.” Specifically, the Program is
trauma-informed and strives for cultural appropriateness; as it
was “developed with and delivered by Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander women”, it could reduce recidivism in this group
(recommendation 11-1). The Program could be offered as a pre- or
post-release program to facilitate the reintegration of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people into their communities
(recommendation 9-1), and as a parole condition, instead of
short sentences, to increase the number of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander prisoners released on parole (recommendation
9-2). Further research is needed to assess the effectiveness of
the Program for facilitating the reintegration of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, before and after their release
from prison, and for reducing recidivism in the longer term
by reducing psychological distress, enhancing social and
emotional wellbeing, and responding to the social and cultural
determinants of health. Our findings highlight the importance of
culturally informed programs developed for and by Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people, adopting best practice principles
that acknowledge the Aboriginal ways of knowing, being, and
doing.**

Limitations

Our small sample size, and the fact that women at Boronia Centre
may not be representative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in mainstream prisons, means that our findings may
not be generalisable to other justice facilities; our study should
be replicated with a larger number of participants. Further, the
reduction in mean psychological distress should be interpreted
with caution. The K-5 is time-sensitive and may be influenced
by recent life events (negative or positive). Future studies could
evaluate whether such reductions are sustained beyond the end of
the Program. Finally, evaluations of the effectiveness of programs
and services with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people



3 Representative quotes from the stories of most significant change provided by the ten women who participated in the evaluation of
their experience of the Cultural, Social and Emotional Wellbeing Program at the Boronia Pre-Release Centre for Women in Perth

Illustrative quotes

Theme/sub-theme
History
Overcoming difficulties o
determination, pride.
Resilience to move forward .
determination, pride.
Self
Acceptance of self o
Looking forward to a positive future o
Self-empowerment o
and others in the future.
Culture
Acceptance and pride in culture o
confidence in myself.
Understanding the importance of culture o
Family and community
A sense of family and kinship o
Build others up o
daughter.
Protect others .
daughter.

| struggle through 21years of DV. A considerable amount too much lateral violence. | am a survivor
and the Program has inspired me not to give up. | can rise to have an amazing lifestyle with resilience,

| struggle through 21years of DV. A considerable amount too much lateral violence. | am a survivor
and the Program has inspired me not to give up. | can rise to have an amazing lifestyle with resilience,

e Strengthening our future and forgetting our past that has hurt us.
* Learning alot about everyday living as an Indigenous Aboriginal woman.

I'm my own story and it made me who | am today.
Now there a new chapter of my life and | can’t wait to start.

| came to the class not knowing how to stand up for myself let my partner bully me telling how to live my
life and talking about this class it showed me how to speak up and be strong not for only me but for my
children and how to stand on my two feet.

e |learnt how to speak up and gained confidence with myself.

e My story is how NEP has reminded me how important | am. NEP has helped me overcome self doubt.

e Doing this program has inspired me to educate myself with Aboriginal history. | have since been to the
library to get 2 books on Aboriginal history and will continue to read books on our past to educate myself

To be proud of our culture and being an Aboriginal woman and to stand up and to be proud and to have

Learning a lot about everyday living as an Indigenous Aboriginal woman.

The most positive changes | have noticed within the group is how well we all came together and helped
each other learn it has inspired me to gain more knowledge and pass it down to my daughter.

It has helped me see what is most important to me in life and that is knowledge | can pass down to my

| came to the class not knowing how to stand up for myself let my partner bully me telling how to live my
life and talking about this class it showed me how to speak up and be strong not for only me but for my
children and how to stand on my two feet.

* It has helped me see what is most important to me in life and that is knowledge | can pass down to my

would benefit from broadening the outcomes assessed and going
beyond evidence-deficit narratives by embedding culturally
appropriate assessment tools and methodologies."”

Conclusion

We report the first evaluation of the Cultural, Social and
Emotional Wellbeing Program delivered in a justice system
facility. The preliminary evidence suggests that it is effective for
enhancing protective factors that promote social and emotional
wellbeing and reduce psychological distress in Aboriginal
women in contact with the justice system. Our findings have
implications for prisons reform, could have economic and social
justice benefits, and provide insights into effective health care
policy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who
come in contact with the justice system.
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