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Participation of Indigenous children and young
people to improve health and wellbeing

determinant of children and young people’s

health." Both the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) (Article 18)
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article
12) enshrine participation as an inalienable right.””
Despite this, the exclusion and non-participation of
Indigenous children, adolescents and young people
persists.4

P articipation is widely recognised as a

Indigenous children and young people experience
worse health outcomes than their non-Indigenous
peers and are starkly over-represented in the contact
with youth justice and in out-of-home care.”” We
propose this is in part due to their exclusion and non-
participation — both as children and as Indigenous
people.””” These children and young people’s stories
are often told for them, if at all.* “It didn’t matter what
I screamed at (Child Protection Services), they wanted
to tell my story for me, decide for me, know what was
best for me. That’s easier than listening, isn't it?”, said
one Indigenous young person in contact with the
youth justice system.(’

Indigenous young people are less likely to access
primary health services despite having more health
needs than non-Indigenous counterparts.® Most
children and young people in the youth justice system
have severe neurodevelopmental disorders — nearly
all previously undiagnosed and untreated.” Current
mainstream health and youth services are failing

to provide culturally safe rudimentary services

and meet Indigenous children and young people’s
unique needs.””*'” They have not been designed
with meaningful participation of Indigenous people,
let alone children and young people.””® There is an
urgency for meaningful participation of Indigenous
children and young people in reform.*”” There is an
urgency for decision makers to listen and act.*>”*

Best-practice mechanisms like the case study
provided in this article, the Victorian based youth-
led, Indigenous-led Koorie Youth Council, which
centres self-determination, can ensure that Indigenous
children and young people are empowered." This
article is part of the 2024 MJA supplement for the
Future Healthy Countdown 2030, which examines
how participating affects the health and wellbeing of
children, young people and future generations. Society
must not only uphold Indigenous children and young
people’s rights, but also value their strengths and the
expertise they hold about their own lives.*””%!

Participation is a spectrum

Participation is not a binary, it exists on a spectrum
indicating the degree of agency afforded to individuals
or groups to relationally determine outcomes.'”"” The
degree of agency is the extent to which individuals can
exercise freedom to determine their own outcomes,
intersecting with the extent others exert power (and

control) over them.* Arnstein’s ladder describes
participation as ranging from manipulation to degrees
of tokenism, through to citizen control or, in the
language of UNDRIP, self-determination (Box 1).>'* In
1992, Hart adapted Arnstein’s ladder of participation
recognising adults as the relational power-holders
over children and young people."” Developmentally,
participation also allows children and young people
the opportunity to practise agency, assess relational
power dynamics, and invite others to participate in
mutual causes.'*"

Participation is a determinant of Indigenous
concepts of health

Indigenous concepts of health describe more than the
physical status of an individual; they are collectivist
and inclusive of “the social, emotional, and cultural
wellbeing of the whole community”.'*"” Health

exists not as a moment in time, but is a whole-of-life
view." Indigenous concepts of health are intrinsically
relational and include not just anthropocentric
relationships to family, kin and community, but to
history, Country, lands, spirituality and culture.” "
Children and young people do not exist in isolation,
but as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model describes,
are influenced by the context around them (Box 2).20
Participation, or children and young people’s
relational agency across the ecological system, is a key
determinant of Indigenous health.””

Although Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system

model provides a valuable conceptual framework

for considering relational agency, it should also be
acknowledged that it was developed with ontological
and epistemological foundations insufficient to
capture Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing.
This is an unfortunate commonality among many
mainstream youth social and health frameworks.'**"**
They are often not cross-culturally developed or tested,
not fit for Indigenous contexts, and can inflict harm
regardless of intent.”?? In light of this, Maori academic
Tuhiwai Smith challenges academics and clinicians

to decolonise methodologies.”” An Indigenous

critique of Bronfenbrenner’s model includes that

it is anthropocentric rather than chronocentric or
ecocentric, and that it is focused on the individual
rather than the collective.”

Fundamental concepts of childhood, and so age and
developmentally appropriate participation, vary across
different Indigenous cultures and often differ from
Western norms.** Supporting children and young
people’s participation and responsibility for kin,
culture and lands is a value across many Indigenous
cultures.'® Participation in community and cultural
practices promotes Indigenous children and young
people’s positive sense of identity and culture and

is also a determinant of Indigenous health."””>* It is
important to tailor participation strategies to meet
the unique needs, development, cultural norms,
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Source: Arnstein S. A ladder of citizen participation. JAm Plann Assoc1969; 35: 216-224, with permission from publisher Taylor and Francis Ltd
(www.tandfonline.com).” &

obligations and preferences of individual children and
young people.*

Koorie Youth Council: introduction to the case
study

by nine young people, all Indigenous bar one. An all-
Indigenous board also provides strong cultural and
governance support.

Five requisites for meaningful participation

This article presents a case study of Koorie Youth
Council (KYC) as an exemplary mechanism of young
people’s participation that centres self-determination.
It is both youth-led and Indigenous-led. KYC is the
only organisation of its kind in Australia.” It is the
dedicated representative organisation for Indigenous
young people living in Victoria towards the vision of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people
collectively creating (their) future.

KYC was initially established in 2003 by the then
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission

as the Victorian Indigenous Youth Advisory

Council.”” KYC receives most of its funding through a
combination of government grants and partnerships,
currently operating under the auspices of the Victorian
Aboriginal Legal Service. KYC currently consists of an
executive of 15 Indigenous young people and is staffed

We propose five requisites for meaningful
participation. Both (i) visibility and (ii) inclusion

are pre-requisites of participation; that is, being
considered and in the room, in the first place.28
Further, meaningful participation requires (iii) an
acknowledgement of power dynamics (structural and
relational); (iv) free, prior and informed consent; and
(v) typically a shift of power.>'"?%*

In the case of children and young people, it is
important to recognise the complexities of free, prior
and informed consent. Carers (kin in the case of

kinship care, and non-kin in many cases of out-of-home

care) and, in some cases, the state act as a delegated
authority that provides consent on behalf of children

and young people."*"” Free, prior and informed consent,

a key principle in UNDRIP, ensures that participation
is a choice free from coercion — the freedom to choose
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2 Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model of the child
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not to participate.”***’ Many Indigenous people would
rather not participate than be restricted to tokenism.
The spectrum of participation provides a salient
example that the “how” for Indigenous people is as, if
not more, important as the “what”.

Koorie Youth Council: Wayipunga participation
framework

Wayipunga, meaning “supporting young people”

in the Dja Dja Wurrung language, is a framework
designed for workers, organisations and governments
to facilitate culturally safe participation of Indigenous
young people in decision-making processes” (Box 3).
The resource was developed by KYC in response

to the historical exclusion and non-participation of
Indigenous young people across services. It was
informed by a series of Indigenous-led, youth-led
workshops across Victoria to understand the needs,
barriers and enablers of Indigenous young people’s
meaningful participation.

Wayipunga is structured around three sections: values,
knowledge, and actions.” Values lay the foundational
principles on how to respect Indigenous young
people.* Knowledge provides the necessary insights
for understanding their unique experiences and
needs.* Actions offers practical strategies to enhance
meaningful youth participation and contribution.* All
three sections are interrelated and inform each other.
Wayipunga challenges relational and structural power

dynamics and reimagines accepted norms, centring
Indigenous young people as experts on their own lives.

Participation based on need

Across youth and health services there has been
increasing demand for participation by diverse
cohorts, following recognition of failures for these
populations.” Many sectors have strived for population
parity in Indigenous participation, but this neglects
the disproportionate need for access to appropriate
youth and health services. Indigenous children and
young people have a higher likelihood of health
burdens, including many diseases (such as trachoma,
chronic suppurative otitis media and hearing loss,

and rheumatic heart disease), developmental delay,
death by suicide, and mental illness, as well as being
over-represented in at-risk environments of out-of-
home care and youth justice.”**"! This intersects

with unique needs that require culturally informed
support.”>”® The result is high demand for culturally
safe clinicians, youth workers, and services.””® It is
critical to acknowledge these indicators do not signal

a problem with Indigenous children and young
people, but rather stem from root historical and socio-
economic determinants of health and entrenched
racism in colonial services and systems.”*'"*
Participation of intended users, particularly those with
the greatest need and most barriers to access, should be
prioritised in service design and reform.>”*
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Koorie Youth Council: convening power to define
unique needs

KYC’s social media accounts encouraged Indigenous
young people to engage in physical distancing and

The Koorie Youth Summit, organised by KYC, is an
annual event created for and by Indigenous young
people.”” The summit is a vibrant environment for
young people to connect, discuss significant issues,
celebrate culture, and learn from one another. The
summit emphasises cultural pride, strength and
resilience, while also ensuring inclusivity and
accessibility to those from regional and rural areas.
These summits are also opportunities to define

the unique needs of Indigenous young people, by
Indigenous young people.

Koorie Youth Council: trusted peer services to
support unique needs

get vaccinated against COVID-19 by appealing to
Indigenous concepts of health, values and worldviews.

Racism contributes to poor health outcomes.”

Indigenous young people’s high use of social media
amplifies the experiences of racism.” The failed 2023
Australian national referendum on enshrining an
Indigenous Voice to Parliament in the constitution
saw an increase in racism experienced by Indigenous
Australians.”

A large proportion of the Indigenous population

are children and young people; the median age of
Indigenous people in Victoria is 24 years, compared
with 38 years for non-Indigenous Australians.”’ With
the voting age being 18 years, a large proportion of

The power shift and meaningful participation
between government and the Indigenous community-
controlled sector was instrumental in the much lower
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) morbidity and
mortality experienced by Indigenous Australians than
expected (lower than non-Indigenous Australians).”*
Youth-led services have a unique understanding of use
and trends of language and current technology that
can be harnessed for social mobilisation and health
promotion.”* KYC demonstrated leadership during
this time with increased frequency of its peer-to-peer
virtual yarning circles (on Instagram) in response to
the Victorian Indigenous community’s expressed need.

Indigenous Australians were disenfranchised during
the 2023 Voice to Parliament referendum. They were
not able to meaningfully participate in determining
the outcome that most affects them, their families
and communities. Although Australia permits young
people aged 16 years to drive and be employed (and
pay taxes), they have not been permitted meaningful
participation in democratic elections.*’ The First
Peoples” Assembly of Victoria has lowered the voting
age to 16 years, mainstream Australia is yet to follow
suit.*?

During this tumultuous period, KYC continued
yarning circles to support wellbeing. It is established
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that lack of cultural safety is a barrier for Indigenous
young people accessing primary health and support
services.” Through social media, KYC encouraged
young people to seek help from within the Indigenous
community and/or culturally safe health and support
services (such as Aboriginal Medical Services or crisis
support phoneline 13-YARN).

Seven red flags of performative
non-participation

Although tokenistic participation (informing,
consultation, placation) does little to consider and
redistribute power, non-participation actively
maintains the power imbalance."” Non-participation
allows power holders to rubber-stamp or tick a
checkbox in a process, often with an intent to educate
participants rather than listen to them.'? Frequently,
even tokenistic participation is, in fact, performative
non-participation resembling instead manipulation or
coercion.

The proposed seven red flags of performative non-
participation are that participation (i) is led by a non-
minority group (non-Indigenous); (ii) is retrospective
rather than prospective; (iii) is characterised by

false urgency, without regard for the time it takes to
build genuine relationships and trust; (iv) resembles
informing rather than making space for dialogue;

(v) is not representative of heterogeneity of minority
(Indigenous) perspectives, prioritising or cherry-
picking the privileged, politically aligned, or least
disruptive individuals; (vi) misses those with
community-recognised cultural authority; and/or (vii)
where the priorities and outcomes are near or pre-
determined regardless.

Seven amber flags of tokenistic participation

Tokenism is common across organisations and not
limited to the participation of Indigenous people.
Arnstein’s ladder posits informing, consultation and
placation as forms of tokenistic participation as it
maintains that, without accountability mechanisms,
the power holders only heed the advice the powerful
deem desirable and disregard what is less desirable.””
The proposed amber flags can indicate tokenistic
participation. Amber flags require interrogation

and often repair to move towards meaningful
participation.

The proposed seven amber flags of tokenistic
participation are: (i) use of buzzwords; (ii) employing
a single person of the minority group; (iii) lacking

an authorising environment (authority, resources or
support); (iv) not valuing labour; (v) commodifying
community connections and cultural knowledge; (vi)
lacking culturally safe critical allies; and (vii) lacking
mentorship, career progression and/or development.

Moving towards meaningful participation: amber
to green

To improve the health and wellbeing of Indigenous
children and young people, services, organisations
and governments need to support the meaningful

participation of Indigenous employees. All clinicians,
researchers, leaders and decision makers can shift

the amber flags of tokenistic participation towards
meaningful participation in conjunction with the
Wayipunga framework, considering the following seven
items.

Interrogate language use

” o

Use of buzzwords, such as “co-design”, “place-based”
and “participatory research”, can elicit caution among
minority groups and Indigenous people. While

the intent of these concepts is to shift power, the
language has been frequently co-opted to rebrand
lower levels of participation.” For example, co-design
requires genuine partnership implying equal power;
however, efforts labelled “co-design” often fall short
in redistributing any power.* It can also be used as a
convenient mechanism by power holders to take credit
for when things go right and shift blame when things
go wrong. Similarly, place-based and participatory
research have a wide range of interpretations
depending on the stakeholder. These principles

and their original intent (of shifting power towards
community) should not be abandoned, but rather when
the terms are used, continuous critical review between
principles and practice is required.**

Recruit and retain power in numbers

Organisations may, with good intent, seek to diversify
or establish meaningful participation of minority
groups. However, these individuals are often
pejoratively “the lonely only” — the only minority
member within an organisation.”” Although the intent
may be to increase the cross-cultural capacity of the
organisation, these employees typically have informal
authority as an expert, but outsized organisational
expectations often fall outside of their official, and
often junior, role. Supporting and attracting cohorts
creates solidarity in a shared experience, promotes
change through political blocs, and acknowledges the
heterogeneity of Indigenous perspectives, experiences
and communities.”

Create authorising environments

Indigenous employees or participants commonly have
not been equipped with an authorising environment
(formal authority, resources, and/or support) to
implement the organisation-wide capacity uplift that
is demanded from them.” This often undermines
their own and the organisation’s success."”
Governance structures can help create accountability
mechanisms for meaningful participatiorﬁ18 This can
be through ensuring that advisory and ethics boards
are empowered with decision-making capacity and
ability to dissent.*® There should be zero tolerance
for racism and harassment with well developed and
adhered-to workplace complaint policies. Improving
overarching organisational diversity and leadership
including at the hierarchical apex (organisational
board members and executive), increases the
likelihood of creating adaptive environments that are
required for uplifting organisational cross-cultural
capacity.47



Value labour

Indigenous people are frequently expected to provide
unpaid work, despite their subject matter expertise
being recognised as crucial for improving organisation
and government services."* Like any expert,

their time and contributions should be valued and
remuneration normalised.”’

Avoid commodifying community relationships
and/or cultural knowledge

There is often expectation and/or coercion of
Indigenous employees to engage in tokenistic
participation, to answer but not ask questions, using
their own cultural knowledge and community
networks for the organisation rather than community’s
benefit. This commodification of relationships and
cultural knowledge, the expectation to educate and
connect their non-Indigenous colleagues, including
hierarchical superiors, can induce added strain to
employment.”’ This phenomenon is often termed
“cultural load”; however, there is growing usage of
“colonial load” instead, which reframes the source

of the strain as not Indigenous cultures, but rather
colonial foundations of non-Indigenous-led services,
organisations, government and systems.” Cultural
safety is a journey not a destination.”’ To reduce
racism and inappropriate requests for education

and connections, it is strongly recommended all
organisations enshrine cultural safety training for all
non-Indigenous staff as an ongoing commitment.”"

Provide culturally safe critical allyship

Shifting mainstream recognition regarding the value
of lived experience, and the outsized health needs of
Indigenous children and young people, has driven
increased demand for participation of Indigenous
people.” This is a double-edged sword: with increasing
demand also comes increased burden.” Despite
increased demand in services, Indigenous people
cannot be everywhere, all at once; they represent a
small percentage of the Australian population, and
carry social and cultural obligations that require time
and attention.* Strong extra- and intra-organisational
allies are required to progress work. Allyship is

an often uncomfortable process of learning and
unlearning. Critical allyship moves beyond intent and
the interpersonal level to impact and the structural
level.” Critical allies hold a delicate tension between
creating space and amplifying minority voices when
able, while also thoughtfully lending their authority
(own voice where it may be better heard or resources
where needed), in the ultimate goal of structural
change, without personal gain.”*>

Support mentorship, career progression and
leadership development

Supporting and providing resources for mentorship,
career progression, and leadership development
throughout the lifespan is optimal practice, especially
for Indigenous young people.* Indigenous young
people take on informal and formal leadership roles
earlier and more frequently than their non-Indigenous
counterparts, due to social, cultural and community

obligations and increased demand.*” Concepts

of leadership can feel conflicting for Indigenous
leaders who walk in two worlds — colonial notions
of leadership typically value the individual and
top-down hierarchical models, whereas Indigenous
concepts value collective, grassroots and consensus
models.” Young Indigenous leaders should be
supported to value and find power in this tension, to
successfully walk in both worlds.

Koorie Youth Council: grassroots research and
advocacy to improve health

The 2018 Ngaga-dji report, meaning “hear me” from
Woiwurrung language of the Wurundjeri people,

is an example of grassroots research and advocacy.
Through group yarning circles and qualitative
individual interviews, KYC amplified the voice for
one of the most excluded and unheard populations in
Australia. Ngaga-dji collects and shares the stories of
Indigenous children and young people in contact with
the youth justice system, in their own voices."" The
report is a collective call to action to decision makers,
the government, and the wider public to commit

to reform and systemic change, and addresses root
causes of Indigenous children and young people’s
over-representation within the justice sys’cem‘11 The
three grounding principles for reform include self-
determination, youth participation, and culture, family,
Elders and communities."'

One of the recommendations of the report to support
children to become happy and healthy adults was to
raise the age of the state supporting young people
when leaving out-of-home-care from 18 to 21 years.
Victoria was the first state to enact this change due
to collective advocacy from many communities
and organisations including KYC.”” Many other
recommendations from the Ngaga-dji report have yet to
be implemented.

11

Conclusion

Indigenous-led initiatives and organisations support
self-determination, are trusted by communities,

and are attuned to Indigenous concepts of health,
values and worldviews.”®” Youth-led initiatives and
organisations are well placed to define children and
young people’s needs and design creative, strength-
based solutions.” KYC is a best-practice example of
youth-led, Indigenous-led participation that centres
self-determination to improve health. Given the health
needs of Indigenous children and young people, there
is a strong case for funding, scaling and/or replicating
youth-led, Indigenous-led models such as KYC in other
regions.

Shifting from performative non-participation and
tokenism towards meaningful participation is an
essential part of creating more culturally safe services
to improve the health of Indigenous children and
young people. This involves redistributing power,
shared decision making, and genuine partnership
based on respect.””*"**° It is the work of all decision
makers, clinicians, researchers and leaders to ensure
Indigenous children and young people are heard and
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at decision-making tables to help create their own
healthy futures.
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