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Terms and definitions used in this report 
Aboriginal In this report ‘Aboriginal’ refers to both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

It is interchangeably with ‘Indigenous’ or ‘Indigenous Australians’ in this report.  
Koori men’s group Refers to the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
IKMSG members Registered members are those who participate in the programs offered by the 

IKMSG, including Board members. 
Support services Refers to the social and welfare services available to assist people with a broader 

range of health related and social needs. 
Koori Refers to Aboriginal people living in the south eastern part of Australia. 
Social determinants of 
health 

The conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age. These 
circumstances are shaped by the distribution of money, power and resources at 
global, national and local levels. The social determinants of health are mostly 
responsible for health inequities - the unfair and avoidable differences in health 
status seen within and between countries (World Health Organisation, 2017). 

Social and emotional 
wellbeing (SEWB) 

A  multidimensional concept of health that includes mental health, but which also 
encompasses domains of health and wellbeing such as connection to land or 
‘country’, culture, spirituality, ancestry, family and community (Gee et al., 2014). 

Stakeholder The term ‘stakeholders’ in this report, refers to people who were nominated by the 
IKMSG because they represented an organisation which was a part of their network. 
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Executive summary 
This report presents an in-depth case study of one Illawarra Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisation (ACCO), the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG). The research study 
examines the positive impact of the Group on the health and wellbeing of the Aboriginal men 
and families in the Illawarra region over the past decade. This report documents the 
establishment of the IKMSG and describes its programs, partnerships and community outreach. 
It identifies ten key elements underpinning the success of the IKMSG model and sustaining it 
over time.   
 

Aims 
The broad aim of the study is to explore how Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations 
(ACCOs) contribute to improving the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people.  The specific 
aims are to: 
 Identify the factors that facilitate the operation of the IKMSG;  
 Provide evidence of the effectiveness of its programs, networks and partnerships;  
 Examine its impact on the health and wellbeing of the local Aboriginal community; and 
 Ascertain how it is sustained over time. 

 

Methods 
The overarching framework for the study is an Indigenous research approach, which is 
underlined by the principles of self-determination, social justice and Indigenous protocols and 
world views (Rigney, 2006, Smith, 2006). The exploratory mixed methods case study was 
conducted over a 12 month period. Two groups of people participated in the research: 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal stakeholders, who were nominated by the IKMSG as being part 
of their organisational network; and IKMSG members.  
 
The key research questions were addressed through a review of current literature on the role 
of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations and the collection and analysis of the 
following data: 
 An online survey of stakeholders and social network analysis to investigate the 

connections of the IKMSG with other organisations within the region; 
 Face to face or phone interviews with stakeholders; and 
 Focus group discussions with members of the IKMSG (men enrolled in IKMSG 

programs). 
 
Members were asked to comment on importance of the IKSMG to the Aboriginal community 
and to describe their involvement in the key programs offered by the IKMSG, namely: Illawarra 
Aboriginal Men’s Health and Training Program (IAMPHAT); Brothers Against Domestic Violence 
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(BAD V); Men’s Group Arts, Crafts and Youth Mentoring Program (Friday Men’s Group) the 
Dad’s Family Support Program; and the previously run School Kids Indigenous Peer Program 
(SKIPP); as well as their knowledge and involvement in the IKSMG’s community outreach 
activities. 
 
Stakeholders were asked about their organisational relationship with the IKMSG, their 
knowledge of its community activities, programs and services, and the impact of the IKMSG on 
the group member’s families. They were also asked more broadly about the importance of 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations to Aboriginal community 
 

Findings 
A total of 38 people, which includes representation of 24 organisations, participated in the 
research. Twenty-one (21) Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people completed the stakeholder 
survey (n=18) and/or semi-structured interview (n=21), representing a total of 24 organisations 
or division of organisations, nominated by the IKMSG as main organisational partners. 
Seventeen (17) IKSMG members participated in one of three focus group discussions held on 
site at the IKMSG. 
 
Members’ experiences 
The focus group discussions provided insight into the experiences of the men enrolled in the 
various programs (referred to as members) offered by the IKMSG. Four major themes were 
explored: getting involved; transforming men’s lives; community impact; and collaboration. Our 
study revealed there are multiple ways in which the IKSMG impacts on the lives of the men and 
their families. This was achieved through: social interaction; social inclusion; a place to get help; 
acceptance and belonging; access to Elders and mentors; cultural knowledge; improved social 
and emotional wellbeing; self-esteem, confidence and cultural pride; regular health checks and 
physical exercise; linking to health services; and reconnecting to community.  Many members 
of the IKMSG regard the Group as family and many said they would not have survived without 
its support. Some focus group participants had suffered stress, depression, alcohol and/or drug 
dependency, and suicidal thoughts; they spoke of how their lives had been turned around since 
coming to the men’s group. They identified strong cultural mentorship and the opportunity to 
interact with other men in a culturally safe and supported environment as key reasons why 
they continued to be engaged.  
 
Stakeholder Survey  
The social network analysis, used to investigate the connections of the IKMSG and 
organisations, revealed that the IKMSG’s network encompasses a very broad range of agencies. 
The analysis found that Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) in the 
Illawarra region to be highly involved in all activities which are part of their network. They are 
also centrally located in the network as measured by degree, between-ness and closeness 
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centrality measures (Borgatti, 2005). The IKMSG is central in the provision of cultural activities 
within the network. Despite the high level of activity by ACCOs, there is little funding directed 
to these organisations compared to other non- government organisations within the network.  
 
Interviews 
The interviews with stakeholders provided further contextual information about the ways in 
which the IKMSG collaborates with their wide range of partner organisations in the Illawarra 
region. Stakeholder engagement ranged from involvement in NAIDOC, community barbeques 
and cultural events hosted by the IKMSG, through to working together on boards and 
committees, delivering programs, and referring clients to the men’s group. Stakeholder 
relationship are quite diverse; in some instances characterised by formal agreements, ongoing 
collaboration, cooperative or mutually supportive, while in other cases, relationships are more 
informal with intermittent interactions over time. The qualitative interviews provided an 
opportunity to further explore the characteristics and nature of these diverse relationships.  
External stakeholders identified that they observed many of the same positive impacts on 
IKMSG members and their families as identified by members themselves. There was 
widespread agreement amongst research participants that the IKMSG plays a vital role within 
the Illawarra Aboriginal community but their programs are often overlooked by government 
when allocating funding. 
 

Discussion 
Overall, the research identified that the IKMSG fills a unique role in holistic service provision 
and support for Aboriginal men and youth in the Illawarra region. The Group is highly 
networked within the Illawarra region through its strong well-established partnerships with a 
broad range of organisations providing services to the local Aboriginal community. The study 
participants expressed strong support for the Group. The Group is regarded by stakeholders as 
well placed to deliver programs and services to the underserved male Aboriginal population in 
the Illawarra region.  Its flagship programs address some of the most intractable problems 
facing Australian Aboriginal communities: prevention and management of chronic disease; 
family violence; support for culture, identity and resilience; and developing positive youth 
engagement. The strong consistent leadership from Aboriginal Elders and effective 
management are key factors in the success of the IKMSG over the past decade. The group has a 
powerful influence in promoting respect for Elders amongst both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people within the local Illawarra community. 
 
The IKMSG model 
The Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group has operated successfully for the past ten years. In 
the 2016-2017 reporting year a total of 2770 people attended the IKMSG and 21 local services 
regularly drew on its programs. Over the past decade the group has gone from strength to 
strength, and it is one of the most highly respected Aboriginal organisations in the region.  
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The Group is guided by a clearly articulated set of principles and values. It has strong leadership 
and has developed a governance structure which places a high value on respect, the role of 
Elders, and commitment to developing programs in response to community need. This report 
provides evidence for the multiple benefits of the strong presence of Aboriginal Elders as 
advisors, role models for young men and sources of cultural knowledge within the education 
system.  
 
The research identified ten key elements which underpin the IKMSG model: 

1. Leadership  
2. Key personnel  
3. Strong values based ethos  
4. Holistic approach to service delivery  
5. Culturally safe 
6. Effective responsive programs 
7. A unique pedagogy 
8. Highly connected 
9. A mechanism for reconnecting men to community 
10. Aboriginal Elders having a strong presence in education. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
In summary, the IKMSG plays a vital role in providing cultural support for Aboriginal people 
throughout the Illawarra. The research revealed the extensive stakeholder networks and 
partnerships of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations. The IKMSG offers a model of 
engagement which could benefit many other Aboriginal communities. Its programs address 
many of the social determinants of health, including education, justice and employment. 
However there are ongoing challenges; the IKMSG continues to be chronically underfunded 
through precarious, short term funding arrangements and dependence on volunteer labour and 
goodwill. Despite the strength and commitment of the organisations, the lack of funding from 
government and other funding agencies is an ongoing challenge that limits the capacity of 
IKMSG to provide much needed programs that address the considerable needs of its vulnerable 
client group. Like many effective Aboriginal led organisations, in recent years, decision makers 
have tended to ignore or overlook this source of cultural strength in favour of service delivery 
by mainstream (non-Aboriginal) organisations. This is a matter which needs urgent attention. 
The key Elders are a vitally important to the Group and are recognized and highly utilised by 
government and the NGO sector for their expert cultural knowledge and community contacts. 
However it is important to recognize the pressure which is being placed on these individuals 
many of whom are working in a voluntary capacity.  
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Recommendations 
Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Continue to implement its holistic programs and services in collaboration with its broad 

range of organisational partners in the Illawarra. 
 Continue to engage positively with a wide range of partner organisations and service 

providers. 
 Continue to reach out to a wide range of community members using strategies and 

communication methods, including online platforms. 
 Continue to build capacity within the IKMSG through strong cultural mentoring. 
 Expand the board by actively recruiting a strong and diverse group of men to provide 

advice and leadership. 
 Increase the visibility of the Group through strong advocacy across government and 

non-government organisations. 
 Explore funding opportunities through existing and new partnerships. 
 

The University of Wollongong 
 Build, strengthen and sustain an ongoing relationship between the University of 

Wollongong and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations within the Illawarra 
and South Coast region. 

 Develop strategies that result in mutually beneficial outcomes of the relationship 
between the University of Wollongong, the IKMSG and other Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Organisations in the region and beyond.  
 

Commonwealth, State and Local Government organisations 
 Recognise that the IKMSG successfully provides a unique range of culturally safe 

programs and services for Aboriginal men, families and the broader Aboriginal 
community in the Illawarra region. 

 Fund a full time coordinator position for the IKMSG to ensure the ongoing sustainability 
of culturally safe programs that support and connect the community. 

 Provide a fee for service mechanism by which the IKMSG can be recompensed for 
services and cultural expertise it provides to government and non-government agencies 
across the Illawarra region. 

 
Research funding organisations 
 Provide funding for research and evaluation activities that will help to build the 

evidence base around the contribution of local Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations.to the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people and communities. 
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1 Introduction 
The Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG) is a local Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organsation (ACCO) which has successfully operated for more than a decade in the Illawarra 
region of New South Wales, Australia. Led by respected Elders, the group has developed and 
implemented a range of innovative programs and partnerships that address the health and 
wellbeing needs of Aboriginal men, their families and the Illawarra Aboriginal community. 
 
In 2015 the University of Wollongong and the IKMSG formed a research collaboration, based on 
Indigenous research protocols, in order to document and further explore the important role of 
the IKMSG within the region. The overall purpose of our collaboration was to develop an 
Aboriginal community led research agenda for the Illawarra region which would support the 
sustainability of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations by building an evidence base 
around the contribution of these organisations to Aboriginal people within the region. 

1.1 Aims 
The aim of this research is to explore how Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations 
contribute to improving the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people through an in-depth case 
study of one organisation.  It focuses particularly on better understanding the networks, 
partnerships and relationships that enable these organisations to address Aboriginal 
community needs and reach out to the most vulnerable members of our community.  
 
This report addresses a number of key research questions: 
 What are the mechanisms which have enabled the formation of Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisations? 
 What role do these organisations play in the social, economic and cultural life of the 

community? 
 What is the impact of organisations on the health and wellbeing of the local Aboriginal 

community? 
 How do Aboriginal people connect with Aboriginal organisations? 
 How do Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations collaborate with service 

providers within the region? 
 What is the capacity of Aboriginal organisations to implement or support health and 

wellbeing interventions? 
 What is the significance of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations to the 

Aboriginal community? 
 
This report documents the establishment of the IKMSG, its programs and its extensive 
community work within the region. It explores how the IKMSG has sustained itself over time 
and examines the impact the group has had on the health and wellbeing of the Aboriginal men 
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and families that it supports. The research focuses particularly on exploring the networks and 
partnerships between the IKMSG and key organisations serving the Illawarra Aboriginal 
population. It identifies ten key elements which have sustained the IKMSG model over time. It 
identifies the factors that facilitate the operation of this successful Aboriginal Community-
Controlled Organisation and highlights some of the ongoing challenges it faces. 

1.2 Rationale 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations have been at the forefront of achieving social 
justice and improved health and other conditions for Indigenous people (Bartlett and Boffa, 
2005, Mazel, 2016). They contribute to social inclusion underlying the health and wellbeing of 
individuals by facilitating the connections between marginalised and mainstream Australians. 
They also provide innovative culturally based approaches to addressing Aboriginal community 
needs. But few of these ACCOs are documented or evaluated. Importantly, the complex 
relationships, networks, collaborations and partnerships or models within which they operate 
not well or widely understood and appreciated. Moreover, there has been little research on 
how Aboriginal leaders remain resilient in the face of complex social health and social justice 
challenges in climate of ongoing policy change and funding uncertainty. 
 
The study contributes to the limited evidence on how Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations emerge and sustain themselves over time, the mechanisms they use to engage 
with and support the needs of Aboriginal people and the importance of their partnerships and 
collaborative networks. There has been very limited research undertaken about the health and 
wellbeing needs of Aboriginal people in the Illawarra region (University of Wollongong 
Indigenous Multi-Disciplinary Health Research Coalition, 2015). 

1.3 Background to the research collaboration 
In December 2014 a group of researchers from various Faculties and disciplines from across the 
University of Wollongong came together with members of the Illawarra Aboriginal community 
to discuss the role of research in improving the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people in the 
Illawarra. A baseline profile of Aboriginal people in the Illawarra region identified the health, 
social and economic disadvantage and racism experienced by the Aboriginal community, but it 
also identified that the local community has many strengths, in particular a number of strong 
and resilient Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations which support the community 
(University of Wollongong Indigenous Multi-Disciplinary Health Research Coalition, 2015). 
 
A key outcome of the 2014 workshop was an agreement that a holistic focus on ‘caring for 
community’ would be a broad unifying theme for the future research relationship between the 
University and the Illawarra Aboriginal community. It is crucial that Aboriginal communities 
drive the research agenda to ensure that research is appropriate, beneficial and sustainable. 
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We wished to both draw from the strengths of the community and help build community 
capacity for research which benefits the local Aboriginal community. The workshop participants 
agreed to continue to work with UOW researchers around a collaborative, community led 
agenda for Aboriginal health and wellbeing in the region. A consensus formed around the need 
for a research project which would document the work done by the Illawarra Koori Men’s 
Support Group (IKMSG) and promote a better understanding of how resilient Aboriginal 
organisations like the men’s group have been sustained over time and the ways in which they 
continue to contribute to the health and wellbeing of individuals and the community. The 
research team subsequently developed a research partnership with the Illawarra Koori Men’s 
Support Group for the conduct of the current study.  
 
Over the past few years the project has developed three main foci: 
 
 Research centred on understanding the impact of Aboriginal organisations within 

regional context. This study of the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG) has 
involved our team in research activities collecting and analysing mixed methods data, in 
order to provide evidence of the effectiveness of programs, networks and partnerships. 

 Community engagement and capacity building. This has involved out team members 
working with the IKMSG Board and members on governance and strategy, including the 
development of a business/marketing plan. 

 Communication and messaging aimed at enhancing the capacity of the organisation to 
more effectively communicate with its client and the community; and increasing the 
impact of the research team through information technology and social media.  

 
The research was funded by the University of Wollongong’s (UOW) Global Challenge Program, 
under the theme of Transforming Lives and Regions. This program provided seed funding to 
UOW researchers who wished to undertake strategic research which could achieve 
transformational change. It aimed to improve the lives and futures of people in our own region 
and produce knowledge with potential impact on regions throughout the globe. A further small 
research grant was obtained from the National Indigenous Research and Knowledges Network 
(NIRAKN). 

1.4 Literature 
Within Australia, there are stark and unacceptable health inequalities between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Australians. Their complex underlying causes have been well documented 
(Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, 2005, Anderson et al., 2006, 
Australian Institute of health and Welfare, 2011, Carson et al., 2007, Marmot, 2011).   
 
Addressing the unacceptable gap in life expectancy and other indicators of inequality for 
Indigenous Australians has been a bi-partisan policy of successive Australian governments 
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under the ‘Closing the Gap’ strategy for most of the past decade (Australian Government, 2015, 
Council of Australian Governments, 2009, Steering Committee for the Review of Government 
Service Provision, 2014). Efforts to address health discrepancies between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians have focused largely on achieving a set of measureable social, economic 
and health gains which include many of the social determinants of health (Council of Australian 
Governments, 2009, Council of Australian Governments, 2009). The World Health Organisation 
defines the social determinants of health as, 
 

…the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age. These 
circumstances are shaped by the distribution of money, power and resources at 
global, national and local levels. The social determinants of health are mostly 
responsible for health inequities - the unfair and avoidable differences in health 
status seen within and between countries. 
(World Health Organisation, 2017) 

 
But to date, only moderate gains have been made to close the gap, despite government effort 
(Australian Government, 2015, Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 
Provision, 2015, The Close the Gap Campaign Steering Committee, 2015).   
 
Research has a fundamental role in addressing the Indigenous health inequality gap and in 
creating a more inclusive society. The complexity of the task of improving Indigenous health 
and wellbeing requires broader and more participatory research approaches. It requires 
research which provides insight into how sustainable change can be achieved. It is now widely 
recognized that research conducted with Indigenous people should be conducted in accordance 
with ethical principles (National Health and Medical Research Council, 2003), deliver tangible 
benefits to Indigenous people and involve Indigenous leadership, genuine community 
collaborations and equal partnerships with those most affected by health inequity and social 
exclusion (Dudgeon, 2010).  
 
This research examined the vital role of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations in the 
health and wellbeing of Indigenous Australians (McEwan et al., 2010). In particular we sought 
to produce new knowledge that will build an improved nuanced understanding of innovative 
approaches to addressing health and social inequalities. The research also addresses the broad 
social determinants of Indigenous health and draws inspiration from traditions within the social 
sciences which link research to action and participation (Coburn, 2003, Green et al., 1995, 
Wallerstein, 2010). The development of more appropriate and inclusive methodologies is 
fundamental to this approach; there is a growing body of literature within public health which 
attempts to address the power imbalance between researcher and participant (Cargo and 
Mercer, 2008, Glasgow and Emmons, 2007, Wallerstein, 2010), providing a theoretical platform 
for Indigenous and community led research (Denzin et al., 2008, Smith, 2006, Walter and 
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Moreton-Robinson, 2010). Knowledge production, in this research practice begins with the 
actual experiences and concerns of people and communities. It attempts to understand the 
various social and economic political forces that produce, shape, and limit those experiences 
with a view to changing them. 
 
The literature demonstrates that non-profit community organisations can play a vital role in 
bringing people together, mobilising collective action and developing the social capital that 
enables communities to function well (Putnam, 2000). Aboriginal community organisations 
have a long history of political and social activity. From the struggle for Aboriginal rights in 
Australia in the 1920s to the land rights and Aboriginal health movements of the 1960s and 
1980s, Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations have been at the forefront of achieving 
social justice and improved health and other conditions for Aboriginal people. These 
organisations have played a fundamental role in facilitating the engagement of the most 
marginalised and vulnerable sector of the community with mainstream society, contributing to 
social inclusion which underlies social health and wellbeing. 

1.5 Scope of the report 
This report presents the background and key findings of the case study research undertaken 
with the IKMSG. The report comprises six main sections, including this Introduction.  Section 
two provides an overview of the work and operations of the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support 
Group (IKMSG). Section three outlines the methods used for the research. The findings from 
the research are reported in two sections. Section four presents the findings from the 
stakeholder survey and interviews, while section five presents the findings from the focus 
group discussions with IKMSG members. Section six, the discussion section provides a detailed 
analysis of the implications of the research findings. The research conclusions and 
recommendations are provided in section seven. The report includes a list of references and 
series of appendices.   
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2 The Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 

2.1 Introduction 
The Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG) is a not for profit non-government 
organisation and is registered with the Australian Charities, Not-for profits Commission (ACNC). 
It was established in 2003 with the aims of providing culturally appropriate education programs 
and services to Aboriginal men and male youth living in the Illawarra, focusing on areas of 
concern which impacts on the physical, social, emotional and spiritual well-being of the whole 
community (Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2017). 
 
 
The stated mission of the IKMSG is to provide a culturally safe place to foster and support 
strong and proud Aboriginal men who can adapt and provide positive male leadership to others 
and promote a healthy lifestyle and strong culture to our youth, their families and the 
community (Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2017). 
 
The organisation is built on a philosophy of trust, support: 
 

Our organisation is based on building trust between each other and between 
members of our community.  We are committed to each other, to making our team 
work, to making a difference in the lives of men and boys in our community, 
focusing on health and wellbeing and being positive role models for future 
generations.  All member of our group are encouraged to support each other 
(Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2017).   

 
There are eight key principles upon which the group is based: 
 Trust and support 
 Respect 
 Pride in our cultural heritage 
 Drug and alcohol free 
 Diversity of the Aboriginal community 
 Respect for our traditions 
 Building relationships and cultural understanding 
 Our young people – our future  

2.2 History, structure and governance 
The IKMSG was established in 2003 when a group of Aboriginal men gathered in a small park on 
the outskirts of Wollongong to discuss health issues that affect the Aboriginal local community 
with men’s health at the forefront. This gathering went onto to be a regular event, meeting 
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every Friday and attracted Aboriginal men from all walks of life including professional men 
working in their chosen fields such as, health, corrective services, juvenile justice, community 
services and a number of Elders and unemployed Aboriginal men. In 2005 the group moved to 
its current location at Albion Park Rail, becoming incorporated and holding traditional arts, craft 
and health check days for members and men in the community every Friday. 
 
A number of key service providers in the Illawarra services who work with Aboriginal men in the 
areas of health, corrective services, juvenile justice, community services, played an important 
initial role in the establishment of the group and have remained important part of its ongoing 
network. Prior to the establishment of the IKMSG the only specific support for Aboriginal male 
health in the Illawarra was a program run by male Aboriginal health workers at the Illawarra 
Aboriginal Medical Service (IAMS). The IAMS provided support for the establishment of a 
separate men’s group by recommending that positions be established within the IKMSG and 
having one of their programs to be delivered by the IKMSG. The IAMS also supported the group 
to become incorporated so that the men’s group could receive their own funding as an 
organisation. Many Aboriginal men employed in liaison roles across various government 
departments, have engaged with the IKMSG, and it is not unusual for the individuals in such 
roles to continue to interact with the IKMSG even when they moved into employment with 
other organisations; this has enabled long term networks to be formed across diverse 
organisations. The group is directed by its members with a Board of Directors consisting of local 
Aboriginal men and respected Elders who have built credibility and history within the Illawarra 
community. The Board conducts regular monthly meetings, strategic planning, business plans 
and yearly audits. (Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2016)  

2.3 Staff 
The IKMSG receives funding through a variety of grants and other government and non-
government sources to run programs and for the overall coordination and management of the 
group. The IKMSG currently employs one Coordinator/Programs Manager and a Fathers Family 
Support Worker.  They are assisted by approximately 30 volunteers. 

2.4 Facilities and resources 
The IKMSG is physically located at its premises at 2 Wilga Close Albion Park. It is close to 
amenities and public transport and has its own transport and drivers, enabling participants to 
be picked up from Corrimal to Shellharbour. The buildings comprise one main building which 
includes a lobby with a centrally located formation notice board, a number of offices, a meeting 
room, storage facilities and a kitchen which is utilised frequently to provide lunches for 
program attendees and to cater for larger community events. The outdoor facilities consist of a 
large covered outdoor eating area, a large yard which is used for smoking ceremonies, 
programs and events, and a well maintained community vegetable garden. 
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2.5 The Illawarra Region 
The Illawarra region is a long coastal region located around 70 kilometres south of Sydney. It 
includes the Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Wollongong, Shellharbour and Kiama.  
At the most recent Census in 2016 there were 8,364 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
people in the Illawarra regions, constituting around 2.8 % of the total Illawarra population of 
292,494 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  
 
Indigenous communities are typically ‘young’ populations, and in the Illawarra in 2016, 34% of 
Aboriginal residents were under 15 years, compared with around 18% of non-Aboriginal 
residents. Persons aged 65 years and made up nearly 5% of the Aboriginal population 
compared with the 18% of elderly people in the non-Aboriginal population. The Aboriginal aged 
population is expected to continue to grow as a proportion of the total Indigenous population 
over time. The average age of Aboriginal people was 21 years of age compared with 40 years of 
age in the non-Indigenous population. (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  
 
Aboriginal people typically reside in areas of high social disadvantage with higher 
unemployment, lower incomes and where children and young people typically experience 
poorer educational and health outcomes and poorer access to services. This research presents 
an opportunity to make positive inroads into “Closing the Gap” in our region; inaction or 
complacency to address the social determinants of health that underpin the disadvantages 
faced by Aboriginal people poses as a significant societal risk for the Illawarra Aboriginal 
community, and indeed the wider community. This report documents how the Illawarra Koori 
Men’s Support Group is making inroads into “Closing the Gap” in the Illawarra region. 
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Map 1 Indigenous people within the Illawarra Region 

Source: ABS 2011 Census Data Statistics by Local Government Areas 
 

2.6 Community outreach 
The IKMSG differs fundamentally from the mainstream ‘men’s sheds’ (for example see the 
description listed in the Australian Men’s Sheds Association, https://mensshed.org/what-is-a-
mens-shed/ ). In addition to operating weekly programs at Albion Park, the IKMSG is an active 
participant in numerous community events across the Illawarra region. Prominent in the work 
of the IKMSG is the cultural role, a role which is particularly important to the group, to its 

Based on the 2011 
Census, the 
locations in which 
Aboriginal people 
within the Illawarra 
live are also areas 
where there are 
high levels of social 
disadvantage, high 
unemployment and 
lower incomes and 
poorer access to 
services. 
 

https://mensshed.org/what-is-a-mens-shed/
https://mensshed.org/what-is-a-mens-shed/
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members and to the community. Some of the numerous cultural, social and community 
activities undertaken by the IKSMG are listed below: 
 
 Welcome to Country 
 Smoking Ceremony 
 Provision of cultural advice  
 Provision and community information 
 Hosting of Cultural days 
 Remembrance of the Apology to the 

Stolen Generation 
 Guest speakers  
 Christmas lunches 
 Community BBQs  

 Community bowls days 
 Dads and Boori camp 
 Theatre outings 
 Hosting visits from other men’s groups 
 Attendance at NAIDOC and other 

community events 
 First point of contact for reconnection 

to community 
 Referral/reference point for clients and 

networks  

2.7 Programs 
This section provides a brief overview of the programs offered by the IKMSG at the Albion Park 
premises. These structured activities or programs are offered regularly throughout the week. A 
feature of all programs is that transport and a healthy lunch is provided to participants.  A 
Family Support Worker is available five days a week. 
 
Information from the Annual Reports over the past two years provides evidence for the high 
level of activity with clients being undertaken on a regular basis. 
 

Table 1  Number of contacts and services delivered 2015-2016 

Type of contact / service 2015-16 2016-17 
Total number of people attending IKMSG 2563 2770 
Health checks 975 827 
Contacts with men with a disability under 50 years of age 470 333 
Contacts with elders (over 50 years of age) 765 942 
Students attending our Friday mentoring program 276 255 
Number of services attending programs  21 
Total number of visits by service providers 307 356 
Participants undertaking Work and Development Orders  159 108 
Contacts with children under 8 years attending fathering programs  51 
Provision of meals 2489 Over 2500 
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2.7.1 Illawarra Aboriginal Men’s Health and Training Program (IAMPHAT) 
The IAMPHAT program covers all men’s health issues including the prevention and 
management of chronic disease, and social and emotional wellbeing.  It is delivered by the 
IKMSG on a weekly basis on Thursdays as an outreach program by Aboriginal Male Health 
Workers who are available for health observation and referral. The program has a strong focus 
on exercise, nutrition and healthy cooking. It has attracted an increasing number of participants 
over the past few years. In the most recent Annual reporting period, 827 health checks were 
carried out through the program (Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2016). 

2.7.2 Brothers Against Domestic Violence (BAD V) 
The Brothers Against Domestic Violence or BAD V program is delivered by the IKMSG on a 
weekly basis on Tuesdays. The program was established in 2007. It focuses on the prevention of 
violent behaviour and the impacts of these behaviours on the individual, family and 
community. BAD V is a holistic program that addresses the health and family concerns of 
Aboriginal male. It aims to create better emotional, spiritual and cultural wellbeing for men, 
their families and the community by empowering them to regain their dignity, determination, 
health and wellbeing. The project aims to: improve access to all community and government 
services; educate Aboriginal male youth; and give men a safe place to discuss their issues 
(Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2010). 
 
An internal report on the BAD V undertaken in 2010 found that the program was successfully 
addressing an important health and welfare need of the local community. The participants in 
this report spoke passionately about the way the BAD V Program had positively impacted and 
continues to impact on their lives and describes the resultant changes in the lives of 
participants, their families and the community. In the words of one service provider to the 
program cited in an internal report on the BAD V. program (Illawarra Koori Men's Support 
Group, 2010).  
 

…it’s a fellowship with other Aboriginal males that have similar issues, problems, 
whether they’ve been a victim or perpetrator or whatever.  Just that knowing that 
they’re not alone. That they don’t have to walk around with their heads bowed 
down, thinking that that they are garbage, that their outlook on themselves is not a 
very good one. This Program gives you a pat on the back, words of encouragement 
and look at the possibilities, that they are other avenues, and it just fuels them, it 
increases that process. (Illawarra Koori Men's Support Group, 2010) 

 
BAD V had strong support from Service Providers in establishing the Program and had both the 
desire and the skills to work collaboratively across Government departments and community to 
ensure its success. In addition to providing the client base for the Program, Service Providers 
are themselves active participants in the Program. Although the IKMSG places a high priority on 
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the BAD V program and despite the demonstrably high needs for a program targeting 
Aboriginal men and family violence in the Illawarra region, funding for the program has been 
difficult to obtain in recent years and the group struggles to support the program through its 
general funds. 

2.7.3 Men’s Group Arts, Crafts and Youth Mentoring Program (Friday Men’s Group) 
The Men’s Group Arts, Crafts and Youth Mentoring Program otherwise known as the ‘Friday 
Men’s Group’ caters for Aboriginal men and male youth. It covers traditional arts and crafts and 
also provides mentoring and positive role modelling for young men. In recent years both the 
number of participants and the number of schools serviced has increased. Over the past two 
years five high schools (Kanahooka High, Lake Illawarra High, Albion Park High, Dapto High, Oak 
Flats High) and four primary schools (Mt Warrigal Public School, Koonawarra Public School, Lake 
South Public School, Barrack Heights Public School) have participated in the program. 

2.7.4 The Dad’s Family Support Worker 
The Dad’s program is currently funded through the NSW Department of Family and Community 
Services, Aboriginal Child and Youth Family strategy (ACYFS) and is delivered by an Aboriginal 
Family Support worker who is accredited in Aboriginal Family Health and First Aid, and has 
completed courses through the Education Centre Against Domestic Violence (ECAV).The 
program incorporates the Boori Swim program, the Safe Booris Program, the Dads Parenting 
Program. The Boori Swim, water safety and bonding sessions promotes fathers as positive role 
models. It gives the children aged 2-6 years confidence in the water by teaching them how to 
swim, and also promotes bonding between the Boori and their father, grandfather, uncle or 
carer, who assisting with children in the pool. The program runs during school terms and caters 
for both working and non-working dads and families. The Safe Booris Program involves 
allocating safety kits to families. Kits include a range of home safety devices such as safety 
gates, door stoppers, power point covers.  The Dad’s Parenting Program includes all Aboriginal 
dads being invited to attend the parenting program which are run through the year alongside 
the IKMSG’s regular weekly programs, including the BAD V, the IAMPHAT and the Arts, Craft 
and Youth Mentoring programs. The Family Support Worker also organises events such as the 
Dads and Elders Cultural Camp, Culture cruises, and engages in local network meetings. 

2.7.5 School Kids Indigenous Peer Program (SKIPP)  
The School Kids Indigenous Peer Program (SKIPP) operated successfully over a number of years 
in schools from Kiama to Woonona but is not currently operating due to lack of fund. The Men’s 
group hopes to attract funding to continue with the program in the future. The program 
focuses on early intervention with boys aged 10 to 12 years who were disengaging from school. 
Attendees who could benefit from an opportunity to learn about culture and support their 
Aboriginal identity were selected in consultation with the Aboriginal Education Officer at the 
schools. The boys were invited to attend the Friday Men’s Group to do men’s business and 
learn about local culture, respect, health, hygiene and other topics. 
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2.8 Vision for the future 
The IKMSG has a clear vision for its future. Its aspirations stated in the 2015-2016 Annual 
Report focus around three important issues. The first of these is ‘being a place we can call our 
own’, to grow and to implement high quality, culturally positive programs which empower our 
men and male youth in our community to become leaders in society and positive role models to 
others in the community’. Secondly, the group aspire to ‘gaining acceptance from the 
community, government and non-government in order to attract funding to employ Aboriginal 
staff to coordinate and manage programs. The third part of the vision is to become an 
accredited service and to offer good quality, professional services to members, clients, 
government and community.  
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3 Methods 

3.1 Approach 
The overarching framework for the study was an Indigenous research approach, which is 
underlined by the principles of self-determination, social justice and Indigenous protocols and 
world views (Rigney, 2006, Sherwood, 2010, Smith, 2006). This approach includes Aboriginal 
leadership and partnerships, ethical practice which is responsive to the priorities of local 
communities and is methodologically rigorous (Henry et al., 2002). The researchers also drew 
inspiration from the Community Based Participatory Action Research (CBPR) framework 
(Wallerstein and Duran, 2010). This is an approach to research that attempts to equalize power 
relationships between academic and community research partners (Minkler and Wallerstein, 
2008); it acknowledges that community are the experts, they know what research questions 
should be asked and the appropriate protocols needed for the conduct of research. 
 
The study was conducted using an exploratory case study of one community controlled 
organisation in the Illawarra, the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG). The single case 
study design drew on mixed methods approach involving the collection of quantitative and 
qualitative data. 
 
The research design comprised the following core components: 

• A review of current literature on the role of Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations 

• Mixed methods data collection and analysis 
• Social Network Analysis (SNA) to investigate the connections of the IKMSG with other 

organisations. 
• Synthesis of data and the writing up of results and recommendations. 

3.2 Participants  
There were two groups of study participants: the first group, referred to as ‘IKMSG members’ in 
this report, included those who regularly attended IKMSG programs and members of the 
IKMSG Board. The second group, referred to as ‘stakeholders’ in this report were service 
providers from regional government and non-government organisations from across a broad 
range of sectors nominated by the IKMSG their organisational network. 

3.3 Processes 
As stated above, the study used a mixed methods approach to a single case study design to 
answer the key research questions regarding the factors that impact on Aboriginal community 
controlled organisations in addressing sustainability and resilience in the face of health 
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inequalities. Following Creswell (2003, p. 18) “a mixed method approach is one in which the 
researcher tends to base knowledge claims on pragmatic grounds, as it employs strategies of 
inquiry that involve collecting data either simultaneously or sequentially to best understand 
research problems”. A mixed method approach allows for both open and closed ended 
questions, along with continual observations. 
 
In addition to providing rich contextual information, the qualitative data from interviews and 
focus group discussions allowed us to identify the factors that facilitate the operation of this 
community controlled organisation, ascertain how it is sustained over time and examine its 
impact on the health and wellbeing of the local Aboriginal community.  

3.3.1 Data collection  
The data analysis of this project encompassed both a qualitative and quantitative mixed 
method approach. Qualitative and quantitative data were collected over a five month period 
from August to December 2016. The quantitative component was an online stakeholder survey 
of the IKMSG organisational network partners to measure the reach and effectiveness of the 
IKMSG’s organisational network. The qualitative component comprised the collection of 
program data, focus groups and interviews to explore participant perspectives on the key areas 
of inquiry. 

3.3.2 Program data 
The review of the grey literature included the following program documentation from the 
IKMSG: Annual Reports   2015/2016 and 2016/2017; an internal report on the BAD V program; 
Flyers and pamphlets; and the IKMSG website - https://www.facebook.com/IKMSG/. 

3.3.3 Survey  
The Survey Monkey survey, an online survey platform was used as a way of collecting data 
about the IKMSG partner organisations (or stakeholders) for a quantitative network analysis.  
The stakeholder survey was designed, tested and then conducted during August 2016. The 
research team invited 36 stakeholders representing 30 organisations with relationships with 
IKMSG to participate in the survey. Twenty one (21) responses representing twenty four 
organisations, were received. The survey was designed to confirm relationship and recent 
interactions, length of relationship and type of relations.  This was done by the followings three 
questions:  
 Who do you engage with in your network? 
 Is it a reciprocal or giving or receiving? 
 What type of relationship (as defined by advisory panel: Cultural, Meetings, Programs, 

Funding)? 

3.3.4 Semi structured interviews 
The research team invited the same stakeholder organisations who participated in the Survey 
to provide deeper insights into their relationships with IKMSG by participating in a semi-

https://www.facebook.com/IKMSG/
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structured interview of around 20-30 minutes duration. Interviewees were given the option of 
a face to face or phone interview and these were undertaken between June and October 2016. 
Interviewees were asked nine questions asked more details about involvement and 
understanding of the IKSMG. The questions can be found in the Data Analysis section. 

3.4 Analysis 

3.4.1 Social Network analysis 
Organisations are connected to one another in different ways. These connections form what is 
often called a network. Social Network Analysis investigates the social or professional makeup 
of a group of people and/or organisations and how the relationships function between these 
groups. The purpose of this research was to explore how social networks enable relationships 
between organisations. Social network analysis (SNA) is a method of mapping and analysing 
organisational networks and is therefore useful in determining the reach and effectiveness of 
the connections which exist between organisations within a network (Freeman, 2004). 
 
A social network analysis of the stakeholder survey data was undertaken in order to explore 
how an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation in the Illawarra is networked. The study 
design was modelled on a social network analysis ego-centric model. The Illawarra Koori Men’s 
Support Group nominated organisations within their network. Data collection was conducted 
through an online survey. Participants reported on their patterns of interaction with 
organisations nominated in the network. 
 
The design of the study was a social network analysis ego-centric model to investigate the 
network of the network defined by the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group. An ego-centric 
analysis looks at all relationships in a defined network of organisations (Hawe et al., 2004). The 
patterns of interaction were explored to explain the patterns of engagement between the 
network. This included where the concentration of power lies, in other words what are the 
main organisations in the network. 

Understanding Social Network Maps 
A main use of network maps in social network analysis is to identify the influential and/or 
important organisations in a network. The network maps in this study illustrate the 
relationships between organisations in the chosen network group  (Wasserman and 
Galaskiewicz, 1994).   
 
The main measures used in the study to explore the interactions between organisations are all 
related to centrality. Centrality tells us who and how important the organisation is in the 
network. The three centrality measures used to analyse the network are degree, between-ness 
and closeness (Borgatti, 2005). Between-ness, Degree and Closeness Centrality show that 
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certain organisations, within the Illawarra are important for measuring engagement in the 
network. 
 
Degree centrality measures the number of ties that an organisation (organisations) has with 
other organisations and is interpreted in terms of the immediate contact for engaging through 
the network or the relationships through the network (Borgatti, 2005). 
 
Between-ness centrality is a measure of how often a node (or organisation) intersects a path 
between two direct nodes (or organisations). The greater the between-ness centrality the more 
control that organisation has in passing and sharing information. This reflects the ‘bridging role’ 
the organisation has in engaging and the power over which they have in engaging within the 
network (Borgatti, 2005). 
  
Closeness centrality determines how closely linked an organisation in the network is to 
everyone else within the network and can be regarded as a measure of how long it will take to 
engage sequentially between organisations. The smaller the score the closer the organisation is 
to all other organisations in the network, thus illustrating how quickly an organisation can 
interact and communicate with others in the network (Borgatti, 2005). 

3.4.2 Statistical Analysis 
Ucinet 6TM and Netdraw 2.138TM were used to compute and analyse the data and network 
maps. 

3.4.3 Qualitative analysis 
All of the qualitative data collected was entered into NVivo Software (QSR International Pty Ltd, 
2012). A project was set up in the NVivo computer program and interview transcripts were 
imported into the program along with researcher notes and observations program data, 
documents and literature. The audio recorded interviews were transcribed professionally. 
Interview transcripts and tapes were securely stored on password protected storage space on 
the AHSRI server at the University of Wollongong.  
 
For the analysis of the semi-structured interviews the transcribed interviews were initially auto 
coded based on the direct question asked in the interview schedule. The semi-structured 
interviews were auto coded to systematically organise the answers to each interview question. 
The semi-structured interviews were also analysed thematically to provide a more grounded 
analysis of this data.  Based on an initial analysis of the answers to this question a framework 
was developed for ongoing coding. Two team members experienced in qualitative analysis and 
familiar with IKMSG analysed the NVIVO data and conducted the coding. The initial coding 
framework was around the following codes: Emergence; Current Operations; Community 
Context; Programs; Clients; Sustainability; Networks; Relationships; Values; Community Control; 
and Leadership. 
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3.5 Ethics and governance 

3.5.1 Ethics 
Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Wollongong’s Social Sciences Human 
Research Ethics Committee (HE15/403) and Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council of 
NSW (1121-15). The ethics applications included formal letters of support from the IKMSG. In 
preparing this report, to protect participant confidentiality we have not provided pseudonyms 
or age information for any quotes from the data.  
 
Indigenous Australians have been recognized by the National Health Medical Research Council 
(NHMRC) as a vulnerable group for research (National Health and Medical Research Council, 
2007, National Health and Medical Research Council, 2003). Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander populations have been the focus of numerous research studies and various studies 
have both failed to adequately consult and respect the rights of Australia’s Indigenous people. 
These past dissatisfactions include; a lack of feedback to the participants from research results, 
reduced and/or nil benefits from the research to the particular Indigenous group involved in 
the study. This is potentially damaging to the participants involved as it is their personal and 
intellectual knowledge which has be misused. In an attempt to protect themselves from further 
unethical practice, the NHMRC developed guidelines for ethical conduct in Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Health Research which state culturally appropriate principles and identify 
six core values to guide researchers undertaking health research, namely: respect, 
responsibility, equality reciprocity, survival and protection. Spirit and integrity is the 
overarching value bringing Indigenous culture together  
 
This research project applied these ethical considerations in the following ways:  
Reciprocity – To address reciprocity the research team worked with a project Steering 
Committee in the early stages of the of the research project to develop a dissemination plan. 
This was to ensure that the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group and the broader Reference 
Group were kept up-to-date of the progress of the research project and received feedback on 
the meaningful results of the research. 
 
Respect – The researchers acknowledge that all Aboriginal communities are unique and have 
their own individual set protocols. The specific protocols for the Illawarra region were 
respected and adhered to. The voice of local community is vital and any advice from 
community was strictly followed. The Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group gave ongoing 
support to the researcher from inception to the reporting of results. Study participants 
including interviewees and focus group participants were asked to give full, informed and 
voluntary consent. Participants were advised that they were free to decline the offer to 
participate and that their decision to do so will not affect their relationship with the University 
of Wollongong or the IKMSG. 
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Equality – The researchers acknowledged the wisdom, knowledge and experiences of 
Aboriginal people living in the Illawarra. All researchers agreed to follow protocols to ensure all 
stakeholders had an equal voice in the project’s governance and operations. In addition, it was 
agreed that any cultural knowledge obtained under this research project would be 
acknowledged in any research publication, communication and conference presentation.  
 
Responsibility – The researchers had a full understanding of the responsibilities in undertaking 
such an Indigenous community driven research project. The researchers who are collecting the 
data are trained in the elements of “informed consent”, including privacy and participant 
withdrawal. This ensures that the participants are provided with all necessary information 
within a safe environment. In addition, the participants are aware of the researcher’s 
responsibilities. 
 
Survival and Protection –The research project intended to capture and promote the 
importance Aboriginal organisations and Aboriginal leadership sustain themselves in the face of 
complex and challenging social health problems and ongoing policy change. 
 
Spirit and Integrity – The NHMRC and the AHMRC principles will be adhered to and the 
research undertaken in the spirit and integrity which benefits and does not create adverse 
situations to the individual, community and culture. All appropriate protocols were followed 
when establishing contact with Indigenous communities.  

3.5.2 Governance 
An Advisory Panel with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander membership along with the multi-
disciplinary research team from UOW has been established for the project and the evaluation 
approach has been developed in consultation with this group. Further Aboriginal community 
consultation for the study has taken place to date through the discussion at two Global 
Challenges workshops. The project has been formally approved by the Board of the IKMSG and 
a letter of support provided. 

3.6 Strengths and limitations of the study 
The strengths of this study that support the credibility of the findings and outcomes are due to 
the respectful approach that has been taken to ensure it has integrity as an Indigenous 
Community driven project. The importance of this cannot be underestimated. For example, it is 
due to this careful and exacting approach that the study has secured such highly successful data 
collection rates that enable us to confidently report on the work of IKMSG. The limitations of 
this study pertain to its focus on one ACCO in a regional area. However, there are key points 
from this study that could be useful for informing how for example, ACCOs are positively 
connected both with Aboriginal communities and to the non-Aboriginal led service sector.   
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4 Members’ experiences 
The findings of the study are reported in two sections. In this section we present the findings 
from the focus group discussions with IKMSG members. The term ‘members’ refers to the men 
who are involved in participating in the range of activities held by IKMSG; they include ordinary 
members and Board members. The focus group discussions provided insights into the way 
IKMSG members experience the group. The findings from the focus group discussions 
presented below are structured around four major themes: getting involved; transforming 
men’s lives; community impact; and collaboration. 

4.1.1 Participants in the Focus Group Discussions 
A total of 17 IKMSG members participated in one of three (3) focus group discussions. Each of 
the focus groups was approximately one hour in duration and all were held at the IKMSG 
premises in Albion Park. Table 8 below describes the characteristics of the focus group 
discussions. Demographic information about individual focus group participants was not 
collected. 
 

Table 2  Focus group participant characteristics 

Focus group participant  n=17 

Aboriginal  
Yes 17 
Gender  
Male 17 
Group  
Board member 4 
IAMPHAT program 6 
General member 7 

4.2 Getting Involved 
This section explores how men became involved in the program and why they continue coming 
back. It identifies the aspects of the program they regard as important, and describes in the 
men’s own words, the impact of the men’s group on the lives of men and their families. All of 
the quotations in this section are from the focus group participants. 
 
There are a number of ways in which men connected with the IKMSG. Word of mouth, through 
a family member or an existing member was very common. Some men were directly 
approached by Uncle Gee and others were referred by a health professional, notably a general 
practitioner from the local Aboriginal medical service. All of the men we spoke to saw that the 
men's group had a lot to offer, they enjoyed attending and many said that joining one group 
often led to joining another. 
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There were many reasons why participants continued coming to the men’s group, the principal 
ones being: opportunities for social interaction; a place to get help; acceptance and belonging; 
access to mentors; and access to cultural knowledge. 

Social interaction  
Having opportunities for social interaction and social activity was the most commonly 
mentioned as important to the focus group participants. Answers such as 'it stops me sitting at 
home being bored’, 'to get out of the house', and to 'get a chat away from your missus' reveal 
that many Aboriginal men do not have opportunities to associate with other people, 
particularly with other men, in the normal course of their daily lives. The social environment at 
the IKMSG gives them a chance just a chance to sit and talk and be themselves and this is highly 
valued.  
 

So, it just sort of gives me life skills, coping skills, yeah and it sort of keeps me 
occupied and not staying where I get into depressive thoughts and stuff so just sort 
of good to come over here and interact with another fellow.  
(Focus group participant) 

Getting help 
Participants further explained that they come to the men's group because it’s a place 'for men 
to turn to, to go and get help' and ‘it keeps everyone going'. There was a general agreement 
that the men's group fills a gap in the community because, there are no other places for men to 
get help, including help for loneliness and depression. This was expressed quite clearly in the 
following quote,  
 

Yeah.  Oh, blokes will be coming back here and they’re talking about it because 
they’re getting help, they’re getting support, they’re letting out their emotions, 
they’re getting trust with people. (Focus group participant) 
 
There's nothing there for men and I feel that sometimes that men have lost what 
their responsibilities were and all that in the community. (Focus group participant)  

 
It is very important to the men that everything said at the men's group is confidential. There is a 
code of conduct which ensures that any problems between individuals are not brought into the 
group. The intention is for the men's group to be a harmonious place where men can come, sit 
down and talk. 
 
Men also viewed the men's group as a place where they can get help for their physical health. 
The following quote illustrates the extent, to which men feel supported by the group, 
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Well my involvement is I come here for the company, tucker, and for health reasons 
as well.  Because everything is done here for you.  If you do get crook, they ring up 
straightaway and get you to a hospital or anything like that, so I've got a lot of faith 
in everyone at the Koori Men’s Group. (Focus group participant) 

 
Participants also spoke of the personal benefits of being able to help others. 

Acceptance and belonging 
Importantly, the men expressed a strong sense of belonging and likened the men's group to a 
family. They felt that all members were accepted, respected and that they were inclusive of all 
men, including older men and those with disabilities and that everyone had a role to play. The 
free bus which picks up and drops off members increases the accessibility of programs to those 
without private transport. Most importantly, however, was that the men's group is a safe and 
harmonious place where the Elders are approachable and people can be themselves. 

Access to mentors 
Having opportunities for learning, particularly intergenerational learning through mentorship 
was extremely important for men. Mentoring is important but as one participant explained, the 
men's group provides him with 'about 50 mentors' because of the knowledge which exists 
within the group, particularly from the leading Elders and from those men who have overcome 
problems in their lives.  

Cultural knowledge 
The men's group provides a unique place for the transmission of cultural knowledge, learning 
and spiritual strengthening. 
 

I reckon it’s the place for cultural learning, spiritual strengthening.  I don't know, like 
where you get to see my uncles, the Elders and that and be able to talk with them.  
So you can open up and yeah, you get a bit of their knowledge. 
(Focus group participant) 

 
Cultural camps are very important in this respect. Here men have a chance to be with and talk 
to other men, to learn new skills to pass on and share knowledge, and to witness the growth 
and change in the young men as they came through. The power of just sitting around and 
talking to Elders, and having the Elders express their approval and pride was quite evident in 
the men's responses. 
 

Me, personally, I contact Uncle Gee, tell him what we've done for the day, what 
we've done.  And I'm proud that he's proud that we're doing it.  I can ask any one of 
these guys if they'll come with me and do this and do that.  They’ll put their hand up 
and go, yeah, I'll come and that's what we're all about. (Focus group participant) 
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4.3 Transforming men's lives 
The focus groups identified five main ways in which the men's group has an impact on 
individual men's lives: survival; social and emotional wellbeing; self-esteem, confidence and 
pride; improving physical health; and impact on families. 

Survival  
The most dramatic impact, as expressed by numerous participants, is the impact of the men's 
group on men’s survival. Referring to issues such as stress, depression, alcohol and drug use, 
and suicidal ideation, numerous participants described how their lives had been turned around 
as a result of coming to the men's group. 
 

...we would have been dead there years ago, if we did come to these places.  I would 
have drank myself to death and like (name) didn't know how much of an alcoholic I 
was.  I'd go away, I'd stay away for two months or a month or something, two 
weeks and do my drink and be happy as Larry.  But today, when I feel like that, I 
come here and then I do a little walk around and then I don't go drinking.  (Focus 
group participant) 

 
I was suicidal when I first came here.  And it’s given me a chance to get my life back 
in line a little bit. (Focus group participant) 

 
Well I was stupid, I try to, only for the men’s group, because I was so down and out, 
the stress and that, only, you got me coming to the men’s group, and meeting with 
(name) and everyone down here.  Otherwise I would have been dead.  But this has 
really saved me. (Focus group participant) 

 
You have got something to look forward to all the time really, because I know if I 
wouldn't have come I could have been dead now anyway, because I was on the piss, 
so I'd either go to the club – that’s just so - so the club is what I was doing.  Then I 
found about out here and I come out and all my friends are out here and they can all  
and well, I've never looked back. (Focus group participant) 

Improved social and emotional wellbeing 
Most participants spoke of the positive impact on their social and emotional wellbeing as a 
result of the group. Having opportunities to talk frankly and openly to other men at the men’s 
group led to the formation of friendships. The drug free, alcohol free venue supported men 
who were trying to change alcohol and/or drug related behaviours. Men who have had similar 
problems and issues in their lives and had overcome these problems were strongly valued.  
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 … it helps people from going into depression. There's a lot of men come here that 
are bordering on depression, and they spend their time here, and it helps… And they 
find that others have been through it, and we've survived it, so they can. (Focus 
group participant) 

 
So, it just sort of gives me life skills, coping skills, yeah and it sort of keeps me 
occupied and not staying where I get into depressive thoughts and stuff so just sort 
of good to come over here and interact with another fellow. (Focus group 
participant) 

 
Additionally, there were positive effects on individual wellbeing as a result of seeing youth and 
other men doing well in their lives. The cultural camps provided opportunities for stress 
reduction by getting into the bush, fishing and relaxing.  

Self-esteem, confidence and pride 
Participants spoke frequently about how the men’s group had impacted on their own sense of 
self-esteem, confidence and pride. They expressed pride in being part of the men’s group, 
particularly when out in the community where they felt they were being treated with greater 
respect because the group was held in high regard from other community members. While they 
acknowledged that a lot of Aboriginal culture seems lost, men were proud of the fact that the 
older men still had cultural knowledge that could be passed onto the younger generation. This 
in turn engendered pride in being Aboriginal.  
 

But you also learn, like you also learn from the Uncles all they have learnt and you 
go back to the good old days, the good old ways of living which is sadly lost in some 
generations, but this is where it is, this is where - the keeper of knowledge is here 
and the men out in the community, you can feel that, you know, you see that blue 
shirt and you're instantly attracted to it.  So, they bring a lot of knowledge, a lot of 
honour out into the community, so yeah.(Focus group participant) 

 
The men had a lot to say about the importance of respect as a long held cultural value that 
sometimes seems to be largely absent in contemporary society. They particularly valued that 
they were being afforded respect from younger men who had been associated with the group 
or who recognized their emblematic shirts. 
 

It’s pretty cool around Shellharbour and things like that, some young bloke will be 
on the other side and, "Hey, Uncle,” and run across and shake your hand.  It's 
never, ever happened before but I'm copping down there and I think everyone 
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would be copping the same thing because that's - we are showing what respect is 
and they have taken notice of it. (Focus group participant) 

 
The increased confidence in some members in evident in the way some men have overcome 
their fears and have begun to take on greater responsibility within the group, 
 

See one good thing about that, that's come out of this is that people have stepped 
up to the plate, they not waiting for somebody to say, oh can you go and do it.  
People will say yeah, I'll go and do it. (Focus group participant) 

 
The endorsement of their growth and achievement from the leading Elder Uncle Gee was 
clearly important to the men. 

Health checks and physical exercise 
More generally, men spoke of the impact of the program on their physical health. There were 
number of aspects to their improved health. Firstly, through participating in the IAMPHAT 
program men had access to regular health checks, including blood sugar and blood pressure, 
enabling any risk factors or disease to be picked up and addressed. Secondly, the program 
offers opportunities for physical exercise which men were unlikely to do by themselves at 
home. One participant explained for example, that his main pastime prior to joining the 
IAMPHAT program was playing on the X-Box day and night by himself in his bedroom at home. 
The IAMPHAT program allowed men to enjoy exercise in a social environment; some reported 
having lost weight and others observed that men were clearly taking more ownership of their 
own health issues. Their health literacy increased through opportunities to become more 
knowledgeable about risk factors, illness and prevention of chronic diseases.  

Impact on families 
The IKMSG has recently started a new program around the needs of fathers and children. This 
program is starting to have an impact on families, such as when the men gain employment 
and/or make lifestyle changes. 
 

I ended up in a psych ward for a little while.  That was good.  When I got out, it also 
pointed me in the right direction to go to drug and alcohol rehabs. I don’t drink no 
more.  I'm now off the drugs, and my children can see the benefits of that. But my 
children grew up knowing me as a piss head, and also a drug addict. Whereas now 
I'm their dad.  I'm just like every other dad. So it’s good. (Focus Group participant) 

4.4 Impact on community 
Focus group participants identified several ways in which the IKMSG is impacting on the 
Aboriginal community.  
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Impact on youth 
The adult male participants in the three focus groups commented frequently about the impact 
of the IKMSG on the boys and younger men who had taken part in the schools’ program or the 
Friday men’s group.  They spoke about the mentoring and role modelling that the group, as 
well as their attempts to get rid of the negative stereotypes about Aboriginal people, 
stereotypes which young Aboriginal men grow up with.  
 
The participants expressed great personal satisfaction in seeing young come into the program 
and still going well a few years later.  
 

Some of them have got jobs; some of them are off the drugs and the alcohol, and 
starting to lead a good life… That’s a big benefit for all of us.  
(Focus group participant) 

 
The above quote also reflects the holistic view of Aboriginal health involving the health of the 
whole community. The older men we spoke to were both philosophical and realistic about the 
challenges in working with young people. These wise words recognize the importance of giving 
respect as well as receiving it – a process that helps the young men surpass the challenges in 
their lives, 
 

And just a matter of whether or not the kids are going to take on the same values, 
because it's not until later on in life that you actually realise that someone has 
listened to what you’ve said and you can see it happening. .. If you can retain some 
of the things we have retained in our younger days ... let them know that if they see 
someone out there, just remember, you can be like that one day, so yeah, give them 
a bit of respect, you don't walk away from someone saying you don't want to talk 
about, it doesn't take long, like four or five minutes out of your day to talk to a 
young kid, or any person even my age, just to give them a little bit of advice. (Focus 
group participant) 

Acknowledging the importance of Elders 
The group has had a powerful influence in promoting respect for Elders amongst both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people within the local Illawarra community. The Elders or 
‘Uncles’ are highly valued by men’s group members for their experience and their cultural 
knowledge. They are seen as being very approachable and they provide cultural learning or 
mentorship through just sitting around and talking. They have a very positive influence on the 
young men who associate with the group. In the broader community, the respect that people 
have for the Uncles has a positive impact all members of the men’s group. In the words of one 
participant, it brings honour to all of the group members, 
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I think when you see the Uncles out and they walk around, it shows a lot of honour 
as well, like honour towards - like we're respectful towards our women, respectful 
towards our culture and, you know, it shows the wider view of what we want to 
present ourselves as honourable men out in the community and I think we bring a 
lot of honour and respect to the Uncles that are here, and the young generation. 
(Focus group participant) 

Community service, leadership and recognition 
The important work which the IKMSG does in the local community has been previously 
mentioned in Section 2 and will be explored in further detail in Section 5.3. It encompasses 
working with local schools, working on committees and steering groups, holding community 
barbeques, working with the University staff and students. The group also regularly attends 
community meetings; sits on committees and committees of advice. They have organised 
community events such as Anzac Day and Remembrance Day commemorations. The group also 
does Smoking Ceremonies, Welcome to Country and are involved in art workshops and works 
closely with a number of schools in the region. 
 
Beyond the direct service to the community, focus group participants expressed strongly that 
IKMSG was providing real leadership in the community, in fact that they were leading the way 
in the Illawarra Aboriginal community. Within the Illawarra, the group has become highly 
recognizable because of the community barbeques it holds and the blue shirts worn by its 
members. The members of the group have undertaken food handling and first aid training and 
are highly reliable in honouring their commitments. Participants recognized that the group 
were doing important work and, under the leadership of Uncle Gee and the other Elders, it was 
more than some 'little men's group', rather it is making an important contribution to the whole 
community. 
 
Individual men provided examples of how they had 'stepped up' to represent the group at a 
committee or meeting they had agreed to attend if one member could not attend, someone 
else would attend in their place. In this sense, as an organisation they offered an important role 
model to the community that set an example in the community and consistently positively 
represented Aboriginal people, community and culture. The group is now 'a strong identity' 
that is 'well respected and recognized in the community'. 
 

I think the community looks at the Illawarra Koori Men's Group as an honourable 
bunch of blokes.( Focus group participant) 

Pathways to employment 
Although this topic was not specifically explored in the interviews, a small number of 
participants referred to the opportunities for employment which had arisen as a result of their 
being part of the IKMSG. A number of participants were keeping themselves occupied doing 
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volunteer work at the IKMSG and at other local groups. Others remarked that the Wollongong 
City Council had sought them out as volunteers. A few had been offered permanent 
employment due to their involvement at the IKMSG with the support of the Uncles.  
Another avenue to employment is through Work and Development orders whereby men can 
work off state debts or fines, and with the recovery of their licence, are in a better position to 
look for work. 

4.5 Collaboration and partnerships 
Focus group participants were aware that the IKMSG has many connections with local 
organisations, including youth organisations, housing, and medical organisations. 
Representatives of some of these organisations that had helped establish the group. 
Participants saw the relationships with other organisations as reciprocal, with both sides 
benefitting from the relationships. 
 
They were proud that the men’s group is becoming increasingly well known in communities 
beyond the Illawarra, 
 

We've had quite a response from around Australia.  I went home to Wee Waa 
bloody years ago and they went I saw you on TV.  I said what are you talking about?  
Oh, the blue shirts.  That’s how we recognised it was you.  Because we are out there 
trying to change things a little. (Focus group participant) 

 
Focus group participants also described how the men’s group has been very willing to use its 
experience to help a number of other Aboriginal communities establish their own men’s 
groups. 
 
The issue of collaboration with other organisations is explored in much more detail the in next 
section which focuses on the views of the second participant group in this study – stakeholders. 
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5 Stakeholder views 
This section reports on the findings from the stakeholders. The term ‘stakeholders’, in this 
report, refers to people who were nominated by the IKMSG because they represented an 
organisation which was a part of their network. Section 5.1 below provides an overview of the 
organisations who participated in both or either of the types of data collection. We then report 
the results from each type of data collection separately. Section 5.2 presents the findings from 
the Stakeholder survey and 5.3 reports on the findings from the Stakeholder interviews. 

5.1 Participating organisations 
A total of 24 organisations are represented in the study results. This number includes both 
small and divisions of larger organisations, including some of the region’s major employers. The 
IKMSG was also represented as one of the organisations in the social network analysis. As seen 
in Table 3 below these organisations provide services across a wide range of sectors within the 
Illawarra region. 
 

Table 3 Characteristics of the organisations represented in the study 

Organisations  
 
 

n=24 
 

Type of organisation  
Aboriginal organisation 7 

Government organisation 11 
Non-Government organisation 4 
Higher education 2 
Sector  
Education 6 
Employment 3 
Families and Community 6 
Health 5 
Justice 3 
Housing 1 
Target population  
General population 11 
Aboriginal population 13 
 

5.1.1 Participants in the Stakeholder Survey 
Of the 36 stakeholders invited to participate in the research, 21 completed an online survey. 
This represents around 58% of those approached to participate in the research, after being 
nominated by the IKMSG. Of the remaining 15 nominees:  three (3) indicated that their 
organisation was already represented by another survey respondent; one (1) was no longer in 
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employment in the same organisation; two (2) declined to participate; and nine (9) did not 
respond to the email and phone invitations.  
 
Due to missing data in some survey responses, only 18 of the 21 responses were included in the 
final analysis. The 18 organisational representatives who provided complete stakeholder 
surveys consisted of representatives from: four ACCOs, five non-government and eight 
government organisations. These organisations delivered services across many sectors, the 
most common ones being education, family and community services and health. 
 
Table 2 describes the demographic characteristics of the 18 stakeholders who completed the 
stakeholder survey in its entirety.  

Table 4 Characteristics of the stakeholders who participated in the survey 

Participants  n=18 

Aboriginal  
Yes 11 
No 7 
Gender  
Male 9 
Female 9 
Position  
Academic 1 
CEO/Director/Principal 4 
Client Support 2 
Health Worker 1 
Coordinator 1 
Liaison Officer 3 
Manager 5 
Project Officer 1 
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5.2 Findings from the stakeholder survey 
Between-ness, Degree and Closeness Centrality show that certain organisations, within the 
Illawarra are considerable enablers in engaging in the network.  
 

Table 5 Egonet Results 
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A1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 9 0.411 25 
A2 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 8 0.477 26 
A3 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 14 2.487 20 
A4 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 14 2.694 20 
A5 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 10 0.502 24 
A6 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 13 1.305 21 
A7 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 10 0.479 24 
A8 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 16 5.56 18 
A9 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 16 4.677 18 
A10 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 12 1.19 22 
A11 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 15 4.357 19 
A12 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 16 4.147 18 
A13 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 11 1.39 23 
A14 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 12 1.701 22 
A15 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 6 0.077 28 
A16 1 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 9 0.077 25 
A17 1 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 14 4.139 20 
A18 1 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 17 6.33 17 
Total 12 9 18 17 11 17 5 9 4 222 42 390 
Mean          12 2.33 21.67 
 

Table 4 Egonet Results displays a number of results from the network. A2, A9, A12 and A18 are 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations. A1, A6, A11, A14, A16 are non-government 
organisations and the rest are government organisations.  
 
The types of connections were listed as MOU, funding, projects, meetings and cultural. These 
relationships were either one way or reciprocal. All members of the network were engaged in 
projects and all but one was involved in meetings. There was a total of twelve MOUs between 
organisations. There were 11 organisations involved in cultural activities and only 9 
organisations engaged in the exchange of funding.  
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Table 4 Egonet Results also displays three centrality measures of degree, between-ness and 
closeness. 
 

5.2.1 Between-ness Centrality  
Figure 2 Between-ness Centrality: Site one network map measuring between-ness centrality 
Between-ness centrality is measured by the number of times an organisation acts as a path 
between two organisations. The higher the score the more an organisation can be used as the 
best connector between organisations. Table 5 Egonet Results shows A18 has the largest value 
in acting as a bridge between organisation with a score of 6.33, organisations A15 and A16 have 
the lowest score of 0.07. The mean score for between-ness centrality was 2.33. Figure 2 
Between-ness Centrality demonstrates between-ness centrality with the larger squares having 
the highest between-ness centrality in a network.  

5.2.2 Degree Centrality  
Degree Centrality is the number of connections an organisation has within the network. 
Organisations A8 and A9 had the highest number of connections with 16. Organisation A15 had 
the lowest amount of contacts with a score of 6. The mean number of contacts was 12. 
 
Degree centrality demonstrates how many other organisations an organisation is directly 
related to within the network. In Figure 1 Network map measuring degree centrality, the larger 
the square and the more centrally located the square is positioned, the larger the degree 
centrality. From the figure we can see three of the four ACCOs have the most connections in 
the network. There is also is one government organisation with a large amount of connections. 

5.2.3 Closeness Centrality  
Closeness centrality essentially demonstrates the amount of connections it takes to pass 
through a network.This is the sum of all the paths and takes into account that relationships flow 
in a one way or two way direction. The lower the score the shorter it takes to pass through the 
network. This is particularly important for showing how information flows through a network.  
This map demonstrates A18 is the closest in the network with a score of 17, while A8 and A9 
both have a score of 18. The highest score of 28 is with A15. The mean score in the network is 
22 to connect through the network. The larger the square in Figure 3 the longer it takes to be 
connected through the network. 

5.2.4 Cultural relationships 
Cutural relationships are demonstrated in Figure 4. There were 11 organisations involved in 
cultural engagement in either providing or receiving cultural services. It can be seen that ACCOs 
are prominent in engaging in these services. They have a high betweenness centraility measure 
which shows cultural brokerage between organisations.  
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5.2.5 Funding relationships 
Figure 5 shows the funding relationships of organisations within the network. There is only one 
ACCO in the network which has a high between-ness centrality. All other funding in this 
network flows between government agencies and NGOs.  
 

 

Figure 1 Network map measuring degree centrality 

 
 

 

Figure 2 Between-ness Centrality 
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Figure 3  Site one network map measuring closeness centrality 

 

Figure 4 Cultural relationship as Between-ness Centrality 

 
Figure 5 Funding relationship as measured by Betweenness centrality 
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5.3 Findings from the Stakeholder Interviews 
The social network analysis described in section 5.2 provided a visual representation of how the 
IKMSG is situated within a network of organisations in the Illawarra region, including 
government, non-government and Aboriginal organisations, which deliver services across a 
broad range of sectors. To understand more about the nature of those relationships and the 
perceived outcomes in terms of benefits or otherwise for individuals, families or the 
community, the researchers collected qualitative data from face to face or phone interviews 
with the same stakeholders who had completed a survey. 
 

5.3.1 Participants in the Stakeholder interviews 
A total of 21 people agreed to undertake a semi-structured interviewed face to face or phone 
interview. The characteristics of stakeholders who participated in the stakeholder interviews is 
provided in Table 2 below. 

Table 6 Characteristics of the stakeholders who participated in the stakeholder interviews 

Participants  n=21* 

Aboriginal  
Yes 12 
No 9 
Gender  
Male 11 
Female 10 
Position  
Academic 1 
Administrator 1 
CEO/Director 5 
Client Support 3 
Health Worker 1 
Coordinator 1 
Liaison Officer 3 
Manager 5 
Project Officer 1 

 
The word cloud below provides a visual representation of the qualitative data; it shows the 
different words used by the stakeholders in the interviews. The larger the word, the more 
frequent it was used in by the stakeholders.  
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Figure 6 Word cloud from the stakeholder interviews 

 
 
In this sub section we report extensively on the semi-structured interviews in order to 
accurately represent the detailed views from the stakeholders.   Specifically, we report on: 
stakeholder involvement with IKMSG; stakeholder relationships; collaborations and 
partnerships. We also describe the stakeholder reports of the impact of IKMSG, which can be 
grouped into the following key areas: (i) impact on individuals and families; (ii) impact of the 
IAMPHAT program; impact of the BAD V program; (iii) IKMSG Role in the social, economic and 
cultural life of the community; (iv) The capacity of IKMSG; and the importance of Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs). 

5.3.2 Collaborations and partnerships 
There was very broad agreement from the stakeholders interviewed that IKMSG has strong 
networks that include a wide range of organisations, agencies and sectors across the region. 
Their ongoing organisational relationships with key government and non-government 
stakeholder organisations in the region, including the police, health agencies, Centrelink, justice 
services (e.g. Police, Juvenile Justice), schools and youth, is well known. Their frequent 
networking with multiple services is facilitated by the fact that many of the men’s group 
members also work within these services. These men are the conduits for providing services to 
general IKMSG members and assisting in brokering financial assistance for programs like 
IAMPHAT and BADV.   
 
Stakeholders highlighted that the group’s connections with other organisations are not just 
about men accessing local services. The key areas in which the IKMSG have strong 
organisational networks and are highly active address urgent issues of national importance, 
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such as men’s health, youth, employment, education, justice and importantly, strengthening 
Aboriginal culture through sharing cultural knowledge 

Sharing cultural knowledge 
The IKMSG Elders are particularly well known for sharing knowledge about cultural practice, 
with an emphasis on respect. They are viewed as highly respected and credible, and their 
advice is valued. Connected the cultural learnings is an emphasis on positive social behaviour 
that includes anti-violence, anti-smoking and positive health. 
 

(IKMSG) is a great place to start looking for their heritage, who they are, where they 
belong and you can't start to heal in your health until you start to work with these 
things. (Interview participant) 

Strong advocates for men’s health 
The IKMSG’s collaborations with organisations with a health focus, and their advocacy for 
men’s health, is very well known. For example, the group collaborates with the Illawarra 
Aboriginal Medical Service (IAMS), the Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District (ISLHD) 
particularly around quit smoking campaigns. They have also collaborated around health which 
included healing camps, sexual health, domestic violence, and drug and alcohol programs. 
 

They go to community meetings when they can to advocate for men’s health and 
men's business to gain support for the men's group in the best way they can. 
(Interview participant) 
 

They are key supporters, and have provided advice to ‘Tour Da Country’, a bike ride that aims 
to raise awareness of healthy lifestyle choices in Aboriginal communities and to promote 
reconciliation amongst Australians, which has been held annually since 2012 (see 
https://www.facebook.com/tourdacountry/). The stakeholder quote below describes the 
objectives of the Tour Da Country, 
 

The intention is to do talks and engagement programs within the towns - the rural 
and remote towns - high indigenous population towns - to talk about the 
importance of men seeing doctors regularly, and the importance of getting health 
check-ups regularly, and the importance of eating well and doing exercise; that’s the 
basic message of the Tour Da Country and the Men’s Group is a wonderful support 
mechanism for that program to consult with. (Interview participant) 

Work in the local community 
The IKMSG is very visible through its broader work in the Illawarra Aboriginal community 
through its participation in events barbecues, programs, health challenges, sporting events, 
organisational open days.  

https://www.facebook.com/tourdacountry/
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There was widespread agreement amongst all of the stakeholders interviewed recognise that 
the IKMSG is one of the leading Aboriginal groups in the Illawarra with relationships with both 
the Aboriginal community and broader community. The quote below indicates that they are 
both visible and viewed very positively within the Aboriginal community, 
 

They’ve always got Uncle Gee at the table there.  I went to a, I don’t know if you call 
it, like a launch last week, I mean they were involved in that, Koori Men’s Group 
were invited to attend that.  So they’re a face.  There’s representation of them at 
everything that’s going on, you know what I mean, within the community, which is a 
good thing, yeah.  A good thing. (Interview 8) 

Working with youth 
The IKMSG is strongly recognised as strongly supporting the wellbeing of Aboriginal boys and 
young men. This work is supported through important partnership, notably, the PCYC, Southern 
Youth and Family Services (SYFS), numerous primary and high schools, TAFE, the University of 
Wollongong and health services.  They try to engage with Aboriginal youth and getting them 
into services including housing, education, health services.   The IKSMG work with schools, 
providing young people with positive activities, and providing cultural support, or an outlet to 
work in a slightly different way. For example, the group collaborated with local primary school 
and the Merrigong Theatre by sharing stories, culturally appropriate interaction, watching 
performances, cooking lunch, talking and interacting with kids. The PCYC at Lake Illawarra, 
Nowra, Shoalhaven and North Wollongong encourages the IKMSG to attend regular boxing, 
judo, karate and gymnastic programs plus breakfast program at schools. 

5.3.3 Stakeholder engagement with the IKMSG 
There are a multitude of ways in which stakeholders reported engaging with the IKMSG. These 
ranged from attending NAIDOC and cultural events days hosted by the IKMSG or by inviting the 
IKSMG to provide a barbecue at their own organisational events, through to working together 
on boards and committees, delivering programs, and referring clients. 
 
In the stakeholder survey we asked stakeholders whether they would describe their 
relationship with the IKMSG as: ‘reciprocal’, ‘giving ‘, or ‘receiving’. The qualitative interviews 
provided an opportunity to further explore the characteristic and nature of the stakeholder 
relationships. Detailed examples of these are provided in Table 5. 
 
The partnership arrangements between the IKMSG and the stakeholders vary; they include 
formal agreements; ongoing collaboration; general cooperation; and informal arrangements 
with ongoing interactions over time. Regardless of how the relationship was formalised, the 
majority of stakeholders explicitly stated that their relationship with the men’s group was 
based on common goals and mutual respect and was valuable to the organisation. Many of the 
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stakeholders had maintained longstanding relationships over many years. Other positive 
features of the stakeholders’ relationships with the IKMSG are explored below. 

Flexible and easy to work with 
Stakeholders unanimously found the IKMSG to be easy to work with and many remarked on the 
flexible way in which the men’s group to respond to requests for support or engagement: 
 

They pretty much work with everybody, at all levels. (Interview participant) 
 

Easy to get on board, like it’s just a simple conversation, they don’t put any of the 
barriers up that a lot of the traditional services do. (Interview participant) 

 
No matter where you walk, whatever role you’re sitting in, or if you’re not sitting in 
any role, the support the Men’s Group will provide you is ongoing, and it’s 
unconditional. Most of the time you’ll get that support no matter what. 
(Interview participant) 
 
I have on occasions when I’ve been here - we’ve had a day down at the (named 
group), and it was for community to turn up.  There wasn’t much community in toe.  
So, the one phone call out to the Men’s Group, “Where are you today?”  It was a 
good thing it was a Friday.  “We’ve got this on over here,” and we had a bus load of 
about 30 plus turn up.  So it made the day as such.  So that was the positive. 
(Interview participant) 

Positive, helpful and welcoming 
Stakeholders remarked on the positive and helpful attitude of the men’s group, particularly in 
their understanding of the way other organisations operate. The group was described as 
‘positive’, ‘very supportive’, ‘very cooperative’, ‘sharing’, ‘reliable’, ‘cooperative’ and ‘good to 
work with’. Stakeholders found the Albion Park premises to be a 'welcoming space'. They 
praised the leadership of the IKMSG and particularly valued having interaction with the 
Aboriginal Elders.  
 

nothing is a problem… they have a good understanding of the way (name removed) 
organisation works and what they require. (Interview participant) 

 
It’s positive; we have a lot to do with the men’s group and we try to be involved with 
the men’s group as much as we can. (Interview participant) 
 
They've given me a lot of trust and a lot of encouragement which I really appreciate 
and if that's the way they interact with everyone in the community I can't 
recommend them highly enough. (Interview participant) 
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I really do think Uncle Gee and all those blokes do a really good job.  They're all such 
well-meaning people.  So I hope they just go from strength to strength.  We should 
have more of them. (Interview participant) 

Does well with few resources but under-resourcing impacts IKMSG and its potential  
There was broad agreement among the stakeholders that the group does remarkably well with 
few resources. Most interviewees thought that the group was emphasised grossly under 
resourced:  
 

The best they can with the resources they've got.  Reaches out well to other 
organisations particularly health based agencies. (Interview participant) 
 
That program (BAD V) is running on nothing. (Interview participant) 

 
I don't know how they do it, to be honest. I mean, any other organisation would 
have folded by now, but these guys just keep going. (Interview participant) 

 
They are well respected for what they do with minimal resources. (Interview 
participant) 

 
It is about being there and keeping the energy going. Don't know how it is done on a 
small budget. They provide healthy meals everything they do, every day, there's a 
healthy meal there for men. (Interview participant) 
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Table 7 Stakeholder involvement 

Type of involvement Example Explanation Quotation 

Reciprocal Formal agreement One organisation has a partnership agreement around a 
small Aboriginal youth housing project where they 
provide the houses and assess young people. 

They are mostly Koori young people and the IKMSG 
provides support and engagement for their positive 
lifestyle and getting employment, education, training.  
The organisation provides the tenancy support and life 
skills education. 

 Ongoing collaboration Many organisations maintain an ongoing relationship with 
the IKMSG programs through their workers remaining 
attached to the group. Some stakeholders who had 
moved from one organisation to another continue to 
maintain an ongoing relationship with the IKMSG. 

I think it’s quite a collaborative sort of approach' I think 
it’s a positive relationship, yeah, I do  

  A school promotes the men's group programs through 
flyers to Aboriginal families and uses their BBQ service 
and children have access to a respected Aboriginal Elder 

Collaborative…  They send out information of what 
they’re doing. We have had them out to do barbecues for 
us…Uncle Gee comes out once a month for a cuppa, talks 
to the children, so basically as an Elder. 

 Mutually supportive Many described their organisational relationship as 
reciprocal; stakeholders both received and provided 
benefits. Their long history of collaboration with the 
IKMSG is based on strong mutual benefit. For example, 
many attended each other’s’ events, they may also refer 
their clients to each other’s services. Having valuable 
access to Aboriginal Elders is a very important part of this 
relationship. 

There is a built-in sustainability about the way this works. 
They still support you and you support them, whatever 
position you move into.  It’s like a given, that you will 
throw your support back through, and when you sit with 
the Men’s Group, you understand the service gaps that 
you can see, and then if you were sitting in the role, that 
you’d try to provide that service gap, whatever role 
you’re in, to move them back. 

  One organisation takes young people to participate in the 
Friday activities. In return those young people gain the 
connections, support, advice and mentoring of the group, 
Elders and staff. In turn, the organisation assists with 

Look we’ve had a long history with the Koori Men’s 
Group and I’d use quite a few of those words - 
collaborative, positive, cooperative.  I think it’s mutually 
supportive.  I think that we look to the Koori Men’s Group 
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submissions, tenders, comments in writing and letters of 
support. They have also provided funds or raised money 
to support the IKMSG. 

for comments and advice when we’re dealing with issues 
in the community, and I think they equally look to us also 
for some advice and some support and help.  So I think 
it’s very much a mutual relationship. 

  An educational organisation connected IKMSG members 
to potential education opportunities at TAFE or University 
and organised networking events which provided 
opportunities for IKMSG and Indigenous people from 
other countries to interact.  In turn University students 
attended the Friday group and gained in terms of cultural 
knowledge and identity. 

.. a couple of male students might want to touch base 
with Koori people down here, Koori men.  We'll take 
them down, they'll help our students with their identity 
and cultural aspects ... then obviously we'll help them 
with getting people into education. 
 
Students get opportunity to engage with local Aboriginal 
men and Elders.  For many they have never had this 
opportunity. 

  The police attend and support the men's Friday group, 
NAIDOC week and men's group activities through the year 
e.g. flag raising ceremony, smoking ceremony. 

(we) attend the IKMSG NAIDOC, cultural days and, in 
turn, members of the men’s group would attend the 
organisation’s events. 

 Cooperative All stakeholders expressed a desire to continue 
cooperating with the IKMSG and they maintained a 
flexible relationship with the group in order to achieve 
this. The degree to which collaboration around particular 
projects are possible was, for many, dependent on the 
availability of funds.  

We cooperate with each other, definitely.  Um, a 
collaboration has depended upon the availability of funds 
for the Koori Men’s Group to continue with the programs 
that they were helping us with.  In saying that, they 
didn’t get the funding that they were expecting at the 
beginning of this year.  And that was a bit traumatic for 
them, but it was also traumatic for us, because the 
collaboration and the projects that we’d been doing 
together were best practice, I believe.  But about a 
month ago, the boys rang me and said, “We’ve got some 
more funds, are you back in?”  And of course, I said 
“Yes.”  Within a week, we had those programs up and 
running again, so it’s a pretty powerful collaboration and 
one that I would always endorse. 
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-  Co-delivery of services A stakeholder who provides a government outreach 
service to the men's group described working 
collaboratively with the IKMSG around a child and 
adolescent program. 

We sort of formulated a workshop and a big part of that 
was having the men’s group and the Elders involved.  It 
was for child and adolescent, or youth mental health.  
And then, they were meeting the community, so it’s all 
about engagement with us and also the importance of 
community, and respect to the Elders 

 Common goals Stakeholders described their relationship as having 
‘common goals’ with the IKMSG. 

Well we built up a good relationship of respecting that 
each organisation, well their group and our organisation 
have some goals and our goals are about improving 
community relationship and about improving 
communication, about exclusiveness and seeking some 
consultation on the way we move forward to improve 
some situations with the Aboriginal community and I 
believe that they are embracing of that and they seek 
opportunities the same as us to include us and invite for 
activities and events, and programs that they run, so it’s 
vice versa. 

 Informal collaboration 
around events 

Many stakeholders described a flexible, informal 
relationship which involved ongoing but intermittent 
collaboration, often around particular events. For 
example, the IKMSG may be invited to a stakeholder’s 
event, to promote their programs and the stakeholder 
may offer the IKMSG some practical support. 

So we don’t have any formal relationship with them but 
we do things together from time-to-time, particularly 
around events.  And it’s always been super. 

Giving Funding providers 
 

Stakeholders that provide funding to the IKMSG described 
their relationship to the group as collaborative and 
positive. 

I think it’s positive because, like I said, we’re all quite 
good at working with the victims in a particular situation 
and I think the Koori Men’s Group really ensures that 
they remain on … the agenda, in terms of we have to 
look at the whole picture and the whole system…if we 
want to get a sustainable outcome, we actually need to 
be working with those that are harming as well, so we 
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can, I guess, equip them with strategies to manage 
difficult situations in a more positive way. 

 Service in kind Organisations provide service in kind. For example, 
workers who regularly attend the men's groups may take 
a lead at certain health and community days. 

Organisational staff assisting in developing policy within 
the IKMSG. 
 
Setting up referral pathways to other programs. 

 Client referral Many stakeholders refer their organisational clients to the 
programs run by the IKMSG. 

It would be like a follow-up from police; if there’s actually 
a bit of DV happening at home and they need some help 
they would ring me or I would speak to them in the cells, 
and then tell them about this place if they haven’t 
already known, and I can just refer them here otherwise.  

  Stakeholders frequently refer clients who need to connect 
to culture, who are new to the community who have 
issues, need talk to other men, or people who want to get 
back into the community. 

And it’s usually just me taking clients that are suitable for 
the programs who need to connect to community, 
culture, that sort of stuff.  

 IKMSG distributes 
information 

One stakeholder provides information to the men's group 
in the form of brochures and the information about the 
services they provide so that the men’s group can better 
support their members. 

On a monthly basis we probably visit them three or four 
times, and spend some time with the group on the 
various programs that they run to support the men that 
are involved with those groups with any issues that they 
have with the Department. 

 Maintains contact An Aboriginal stakeholder who is the main organisational 
contact did not have any current collaborative projects 
but remains visible by maintaining contact and letting the 
IKMSG know they are there to support. He provides 
information to the IKMSG about the programs offered by 
his organisation. He goes out to the group every few 
months to keep contact and help out. 

Letting them know that I’m here if they need support or 
advice about anything. 

-  In kind support for 
projects 

Organisations cooperate with the IKMSG collaborate by 
providing in kind support for IKMSG projects. 
 

Co-operative being that we may be the lead in certain 
projects or they may be but we get their support through 
in kind, you know, membership base or staffing, or 
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guidance, consultation, attendance and things like that. 

Receiving Fee for service Organisations use and pay for the services provided by 
the IKMSG, for example BBQs. 
 
The men’s group provides valuable services to schools 
through BBQs, artwork, gardens. 

…we put on events where we get IKMSG to provide 
catering and other services. 
 
We’re trying to, at this stage, collaborate, getting them 
to do some artwork for us to put on our fences.  We may 
look at asking them to come in and helping us with our 
gardens eventually when we get some funding.  So, 
that’s something we will work with them with. 

 Policy advice IKMSG provides policy advice to many organisations by 
sitting on committees and working groups. This enables 
them to provide a ‘bigger picture’ about clients or 
situations that is otherwise unavailable to the 
organisation. 

I think it’s positive because, like I said, we’re all quite 
good at working with the victims in a particular situation 
and I think the Koori Men’s Group really ensures that 
they remain on - I guess, on the agenda, in terms of we 
have to look at the whole picture and the whole system. 

 Cultural advice IKMSG provides cultural advice. Uncle Gee and other retired Elders provides comment on 
our organisational policy manual to make sure they are 
culturally sensitive. 
 
Sometimes things like we might struggle with something 
and we will ask them their opinion about how we should 
proceed.  I think we gain quite a lot from them. 

  The police try to have an Aboriginal person at their 
quarterly PACC (Police and Aboriginal Consultative 
Committee) meetings.  

There are large numbers of Aboriginal people in the 
region. The IKMSG is their first port of call to make sure 
members in that group have an opportunity to attend 
our meetings. 
 
The ACLO and youth liaison officer are aware of what's 
going on with the men's group and they share activity to 
see if it’s a good opportunity for us to link in. 
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-  Skills and knowledge to 
inform direct service 
provision 

Non-government organisations regularly draw on the 
knowledge and skills which the IKMSG hold about how to 
deliver services to the Aboriginal population.  
 
 

And we also like to work in partnership with the group in 
terms of developing new activities for the Aboriginal 
population in the Illawarra region.  So the other 
involvement that we have is that members from that 
group are also instrumental for us learning about service 
delivery gaps.  So we do this through inviting people like 
Uncle Gee to come along to our service and get feedback 
about Grand Pacific Health Services and help us identify 
new areas into the future. 

 Access to clients 
 

The IKMSG provides Aboriginal non-government 
organisations that are contracted to provide services to 
the Aboriginal community with access to community 
members in most need of services.  

We strongly engage with Aboriginal services and 
communities to identify the most vulnerable in the 
Aboriginal community in terms of those who don't access 
health care.  So we work with a lot of organisations to 
really try and engage with those services, identify people 
who need health care, get them into primary care. 

 Help out with kids A stakeholder facilitates taking Aboriginal boys to attend 
the men's group once a fortnight. Making sure they get on 
and off the bus, having a yarn, supporting to find out what 
they were doing. 

it’s definitely positive.  And in a number of ways.  Just 
talking with the men from the Men’s Group, and when 
we’re discussing things, it’s not only - it’s just very 
positive.  They’re always very supportive. 
If there is any difficulties that we have, there - they’ll help 
out…they help out with kids that are struggling. 
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5.3.4 Connecting people 
The following section identifies that there are many ways in which Aboriginal people connect 
with the IKMSG.  

Word of mouth and reputation 
 ‘Word of mouth’ and the ‘Koori grapevine’ are the principal ways in which potential members 
learn about and connect to the IKMSG. This includes face to face interaction with Uncle Gee 
and other Board members who are ‘grass roots’ community members with strong family and 
community connections. Making connection is facilitated by the open and welcoming nature of 
the group. Some relevant comments from stakeholders were: 
 

Uncle Gee is obviously a great leader in community, so people know him, they have 
respect for him and want to engage with the group through there.  
(Interview participant) 

Self-referral from community Connections and networks 
The IKMSG has been part of the community since 2003 as a place of contact for people wanting 
to support Aboriginal men in the Illawarra. They are members of the Illawarra Community 
Based Working Group, and Uncle Gee participates in various community meetings and through 
the IKMSG attendance at community events. The group is also highly visible at the many events 
it attends due to the distinctive blue shirts worn by the members. 
 

IKMSG Members generally attend most community events so they are pretty well 
known. (Interview participant) 
 
The thing with the men's group, it's embedded in community…Lots of community 
know about it and if a male is having a hard time in any part of his life, they say get 
over to the men's group and quite often that's what happens, community members 
bring them and the men themselves will self-refer themselves into the men's group. 
(Interview participant) 

 
Very active in the community at both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal events.  IKSMG 
BBQ trailer always ready to provide service in the community and raises funds.  
Uncle Gee team always dressed smartly so easy to identify.  Community gets to 
know them by seeing them at all the events. (Interview participant) 

Formal referrals 
Community people also connect to the IKMSG as a result of a formal referral from a 
government or non-government agency, which arise from the many links which the group has 
established in with the local council, Probation and Parole, Juvenile Justice and Centrelink and 
from Elders being invited onto boards of local organisations.  
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I would suspect 90% of the time Aboriginal people would engage with the Koori 
men’s group through some sort of referral service from someone else...  
(Interview participant) 
 
The community know the programs that the IKMSG have and can direct individuals 
in need there.  For example, health, domestic, drug, alcohol or connections issues. 
(Interview participant) 

 
Referrals through Probation and Parole area and NSW Family and Community Services are 
particularly important sources of formal referrals. Other organisations may recommend that 
their clients attend the group. 

Through schools 
The work which the men’s group has undertaken with schools over many years has resulted in a 
number of boys and young men being able to access the Friday men’s group activities. Parental 
or guardian permission is required for the boys to attend and the children are picked up and 
brought back to school as agreed.    

Posters and flyers 
Some stakeholders also mentioned that they had seen posters and flyers at the IAMS and 
cultural centre inviting people to come along to IKMSG events 

Using social media to raise awareness 
The IKMSG also reach out to the community in other ways, such as through social media. The 
group’s regular use of social media, notably through Facebook, helps to raise awareness of the 
men’s group, its programs and networks through publicly available information about what the 
IKMSG are doing with other organisations. A review of recent posts provides evidence of the 
high level of activity and engagement the group maintains in the community. 

5.3.5 Impact on the social health and wellbeing of members 
Stakeholders were asked to draw from their own experiences to comment on how the IKMSG 
impacts on the social health and wellbeing of its members. The responses to this question 
where overwhelmingly positive as stakeholders provided many detailed examples of how the 
group impacts on its members. These responses have been refined into eight main themes 
(increasing cultural pride; promoting social and emotional wellbeing; being socially inclusive; 
reconnecting to community; linking to health services; being role models for male youth; and 
bringing culture to schools). Examples of the themes various sub themes are detailed below. 
Detailed examples of the key themes are found in Table 6. 
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Table 8 Stakeholder views on the impact of the IKMSG on individuals and families 

Theme Subtheme Details Quotation 

Increasing cultural 
pride 
 

Connection to Elders 
Shared sense of 
community 

Increase in a sense of pride in Aboriginal cultural identify in 
members who attended the group. Associated with pride in 
cultural identity are: opportunities to have a close 
connection to Elders, gaining a respect for Elders and a 
shared sense of community between members. 

they’re deciding for themselves what’s important in terms of 
culture and - the kids, what kids - young men need to 
understand as they’re growing up.  I just think it’s the most 
important thing that can happen for our Aboriginal boys here 
in our school. 

Promoting good 
social and 
emotional 
wellbeing 

Belonging 
Social functioning 
Sense of purpose 
Role models 

Men learn to trust others and are more willing to accept 
help and support, and also to express emotions, Men have 
opportunities to become role for young men and this 
encourages movement away from negative behaviours. 

IKMSG –positive change to the men – feeling they can guide 
family and community with a bit of confidence 
 

Being socially 
inclusive 

Social isolation 
Supportive network 
 

The IKMSG provides a socially inclusive environment with 
opportunities for all men including those who are socially 
isolated, or are socially marginalised or have disabilities. 
Having a supportive network in times of need promotes a 
strong sense of belonging and better social and emotion 
wellbeing. 

A lot of the guys that are working – that are participating in 
IAMPHAT have underpinning disabilities, which I can support 
them now within my role, to get them whatever supports they 
need currently, where they’re at. 
 
I have seen and know of several men who have felt isolated 
and have had difficulties with employment and legal issues 
and in many ways ignored or written off my a lot of other 
services. The IKMSG has taken them in and I can see how they 
have changed over time and have a purpose now - being part 
of the group. 
 
…one in particular that always comes back to we was that he 
told me at one stage that it was the only outlet that he had, so 
on a weekly basis - he would attend the men's group on a 
Friday and be able to connect with some of his peers as well as 
connecting with some of the young ones in the community and 
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passing on some of his stories.  So for him it was an 
opportunity to get out from those four walls that he's 
surrounded by six days of the week, so he had that connection. 

Reconnecting to 
community 

 Men and boys are given the opportunity reconnect to their 
family and to the Aboriginal community. 

Some of them are very disengaged from school and their 
family, the Koori Men’s Group is actually an anchor for them; 
it’s actually something that we can tap into to help 
reconnection with their family and with the community. 

Linking to health 
services 
 

 Gendered support for specific health and wellbeing issues. 
Health program/health check. 
Programs identify need and put supports in place.  

Links men to the right health and other services. 

An ‘anchor’ that 
helps men turn 
their lives around 

 The group provides Aboriginal specific services for men who 
may be socially disengaged, experience homelessness or 
coming out of jail; it gives them an opportunity to turn their 
lives around.  

Engagement with the Men's Group provides a respectful 
environment where men become engaged to move away from 
their negative behaviours and lives.  
 
Supporting clients who are homeless, disengaged from school 
or their family.  The Koori Men's Group is actually an anchor 
for them; it's actually something that we can tap into to help 
reconnection with their family and with the community. 

Being role models 
for male youth 
 

 Positive changes were observed in the boys that attend 
Children learn culture and respect and enjoy activities. 
Safe entry point for vulnerable people. 
Young people connect or reconnect to culture through 
contact with the Elders. 

(the boys) are a bit more confident in themselves…they behave 
'a wee bit better' in how they interact with authority. You can 
see there’s a bit more respect.  I notice they very much respect 
- especially - yeah.  There’s - you can see them getting a sense 
of - sort of growing up a bit.  

Bringing culture to 
schools 

Access to Elders, 
cultural information 
and advice 
Celebrating culture 

IKMSG has become an important source of cultural 
information for local schools. They provide advice to make 
sure schools’ cultural programs are locally significant, 
culturally appropriate and meet the needs of the 
community. They contribute to the NAIDOC celebrations  
and children have access to locally significant Elders. 

The Welcome to country was amazing. Oh yeah, yeah, that 
was amazing.  And I think it really - it was one of the best 
things I’ve seen with all those kids.  I don't know, maybe 60, 70 
kids - just silent, and just - there was Uncle Gee I think much 
better, was very strong.  Cultural, sense of belonging, and you 
could just see the kids. 
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5.3.6 Role in the social, economic and cultural life of the community 
The following key themes arose from the discussion of the IKMSG’s role in the social, economic 
and cultural life of the community: leadership, connecting people to culture, respect. 

Leadership 
The strong leadership provided by the Aboriginal Elders who direct the IKMSG is widely 
recognized and unanimously supported by the stakeholders we interviewed. Having Aboriginal 
men in visible leadership roles is particularly important for young Aboriginal men as it provides 
good role models. The group is recognised particularly for looking after their community, for 
being proactive and for embracing opportunities. 

Connecting to culture 
Flowing from its leadership role, the group plays a vital role in connecting people to their 
culture. This is particularly recognized in relation to young males as well as those who want to 
reconnect with their Aboriginality and their community. Stakeholders described the IKMSG’s 
overall approach as unobtrusive, appropriate, informal, respectful, connected, holistic, healing 
and community based. 

Building bridges  
The IKMSG holds a significant role as a leading organisation in the local Aboriginal community. 
It holds significant social capital in being recognized as the place where Aboriginal men in the 
Illawarra can go. The group is recognised as being a small organisation that does distinctive 
work for the community and does this very well ‘by the community for the community.’ 
 

It builds bridges (between organisations and IKMSG members) and it builds a 
stronger relationship between communities and the Elders as well.  
(Interview participant) 

Connecting to services 
The IKMSG plays a very important role in connecting with Aboriginal men who are 
reluctant to go to service or get help and being a conduit for their use of other 
services. (Interview participant) 

Working with the younger generation 
The IKMSG plays a very important role within the education sector, both in their work in 
schools and the opportunities they offer for young men to join their Friday men’s group. 
 

There are different challenges for young boys growing up and sometimes they "can 
lose their way".  Organisations like IKMSG "gives those boys a direction and it give 
them a strength that is missing in our education system. (Interview participant) 
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Reconciliation 
In addition to contribution to the Aboriginal community, the IKSMG’s social contributions 
include working for reconciliation, improving relationships between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal people in the Illawarra and helping to break down discrimination. It assists non-
Aboriginal organisations, including schools and non-government organisations with their 
community engagement with the Aboriginal community. It provides speakers to some 
organisations at no cost as a way of helping organisations engage better with communities with 
which they work. 

5.3.7 Capacity of the group 
The vast majority of stakeholders interviewed stressed that the IKMSG had ‘enormous capacity’ 
to provide a high level of service but that this was limited by the lack of funding for its 
programs. This continuous struggle for funding often prevents them from doing everything they 
would like to do. It also puts undue stress and pressure on the employees and the Elders. 
Stakeholders recognized that the group needed secure and stable funding and that the major 
funding bodies need to know this. Nevertheless, there was widespread agreement that the 
group does extremely well with the minimal funding it has. But given the limited funding the 
group does not always have the capacity to take advantage of some opportunities which may 
present.  
 
Suggestions were offered about the need for the group to raise their level of skill in applying for 
funding bids. The IKMSG was compared favourably with other organisations who have better 
funding but less impact, as the following quote suggests, 

 
I know that there are a whole heap of organisations who are being funded much 
greater than the men’s group and are having very limited impact because they don’t 
have the credibility of the guys from the men’s group. (Interview participant) 

 
Stakeholders also identified areas in which the IKMSG could improve or where assistance could 
be offered,  
 

Passionate about support for IKMSG and believe all they need is more financial and 
in-kind support to help them continue to assist community.  Perhaps assistance with 
writing submissions could be helpful. (Interview participant) 

 
There was also the suggestion that there is a need for more evidence about what they IKMSG 
does.  The informal referral system, for example means that at least some of the support 
provided by the IKMSG is not fully document the support. 
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Some stakeholders suggested that improvements in the IKMSG Board would help to drive the 
organisation forward, 
 

It has the good intentions but lacks the knowledge and the experience obviously to 
drive it forward. They should go through their selection criteria and have a 
committee that's the underpinning of the board. (Interview participant) 

 
Others emphasised the need for transparency and good governance in any Aboriginal community 
controlled organisation.  
 

Needs to be "governed and regulated to make sure that it's transparent and fair".    
A community controlled organisation is "relevant", "motivated", "want to make it 
succeed" and "personal".  (Interview participant) 
 
Like anything, there will always be critics but as long as you have transparency, 
good governance then it will survive that criticism. (Interview participant) 

 

5.3.8 The importance of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations 
Our final question to stakeholders was about the importance of Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Organisations to Aboriginal community. Stakeholders gave very detailed and lengthy 
responses to this question and provided a range of examples of how ACCOs benefit the 
Aboriginal community, based on their experience with the IKMSG. Several themes and sub-
themes emerged from this question: ACCOs as a vehicle for Aboriginal self-determination; 
ACCOs caring for community; ACCOs providing the services the community needs; ACCOs 
understanding complex needs; ACCOs providing a cultural connection; ACCOs providing 
culturally appropriate programs; ACCOs are accessibile; ACCOs are an entry point to other 
services; ACCOs building cultural awareness in mainstream services; ACCOs as partnership and 
connection; and ACCOs and sustainability. 
 
The detailed examples in Table 7 below demonstrate the high degree of importance which is 
attached to Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations by both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal stakeholders.
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Table 9 Benefit of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations to the community 

Theme  Subthemes Perspectives Example 

Self 
determination 
 

Autonomy 
Sovereignty 
 

Stakeholders viewed ACCOs as a vehicle for autonomy and 
sovereignty for Aboriginal people.  

I’m someone who doesn’t identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander however I’m saying that autonomy and sovereignty 
and complete rights need to go back to Aboriginal people, and 
I suppose a small step there is having Aboriginal-owned and 
run organisations. 

 Regaining 
control  

Stakeholders viewed ACCOS as as a means by which Aboriginal people 
can regain some control over their lives and recover from past 
detrimental government policy decision. They were associated with 
struggle and resistance, in particular the fight to recognize Aboriginal 
health as a priority.  

Because for so long they've been told what to do. 
 
A whole generation of Aboriginal people have had the power 
taken away from them.  
 
There has been a long fight over the years to recognise 
Aboriginal Health as a priority. 

 Aboriginal 
control 
 

Being run by Kooris for Kooris was seen as central to the benefit 
provided by ACCOS. They also gave people choice in services. 
 

They are run by Kooris for Kooris.  There are some in 
community that won't use some of the services however good 
to give people choice.  

 Community in 
control 

Community control is the opposite to welfare mentality. If you're not controlling and - you're not doing it yourself it's 
the handout mentality, the welfare mentality thing. 

 Aboriginal 
leadership 

Strong leadership from within the Aboriginal community was seen as 
imperative. 
 

Absolutely imperative that they exist.  It's absolutely vital 
there’s not a strong enough word for me to be able to find to 
say how important I think it is, that there is strong leadership 
from within the Aboriginal community and also that culturally 
safe and culturally appropriate organisation where people can 
come and be - feel a hundred per cent comfortable culturally. 
 
Important that the board is run by Indigenous or Aboriginal 
men. 
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 Empowerment 
 

For some stakeholders, the most important aspect of ACCOs is that 
they empower Aboriginal people. 
 

It’s crucial, it’s all about empowerment, it’s all about self-
determination, it’s about us having our own way of doing our 
business and offering a culturally safe service for people to 
come to.  As I said before, like, just for the men’s group alone, 
the AMS’s and they’re all the same, they’re imbedded into the 
community, they are actually not just an organisation but part 
of the community, and I think that’s what’s important because, 
I mean, Aboriginal people know that they own that service, 
that’s their service to go to, sort of thing, and so it empowers 
people to do that, and I guess, you know, we know it’s - that 
Aboriginal people do not connect with mainstream services as 
well as they should. 

Caring for 
community 
 

Caring for 
community 

ACCOs were seen as taking a lead role in looking after their own 
community. 

Aboriginal organisations need to take a lead role in looking 
after their community and as I said, I think Uncle Gee is doing a 
great job with his men out there, The Men’s Group. 

 
Aboriginal people, given the opportunity, can look after their 
own.  The Aboriginal organisations in the Illawarra do a great 
job. 

 
There is lots of research into why it should be Aboriginal people 
caring for Aboriginal people. 

 Community 
buy-in 

The Aboriginal community was seen as more likely to ‘buy into’ 
organisations that are Aboriginal owned and operated. This is 
because ACCOs are considered part of the community not just an 
organisation. 

I think the Aboriginal community buy into Aboriginal owned 
and operated more than if it was a nonindigenous person 
trying to run a Koori Men’s Group.  
 
They are not just an organisation but part of the community. 

 
(The IKMSG is) a great example of that connection to 
community and the work that they do. 



  

69 
 

 Grass roots Some stakeholders highlighted the importance of having small size of 
local organisations that are more likely to impact people directly than 
larger bureaucratic organisations. 
 

Right throughout the country, that’s what needs - there needs 
to be strong, good, well-run, well-organised, well-funded grass 
roots and small Aboriginal community groups, not big ones, 
because - because the big ones then get lost in managerialism 
and - and they lose the capacity to impact people directly in the 
way a person needs to be impacted. 

 Expert local 
knowledge 

ACCOs were viewed as having comprehensive local knowledge about 
their communities, and a deep awareness and understanding of 
community issues that comes from knowing the local families. 
 

Aboriginal controlled organisations are aware of the issues in 
the community and know most of the families, like, same as 
here, we know most of our families, we know the issues they’re 
facing, we start linking them up with services which could be 
the Men’s Group, it could be Parenting Skills, it could be Care 
South, and so forth, and I think that’s what it is, is that we 
don’t’ initially make those reports. 

Providing a 
cultural 
connection 

Cultural 
connection 

Stakeholders recognised that ACCOs represent a vital cultural 
connection that cannot be removed and placed in mainstream 
services. 

You take away that connection to the Koori run organisations 
and put it out into mainstream services, you lose that cultural 
connect, and that's a big aspect of how these guys' actions 
succeed, and why people want to participate with them, is 
their cultural connect.  You lose that cultural connect and then 
you start to see, not so much problems, but you just see areas 
where these programs will fall down. 

Proving the 
services the 
community 
needs 

Meeting need Stakeholders perceived that ACCOS were providing much needed 
services to the community because they have developed the services 
the community is asking for. 
 

This is of critical importance to the Aboriginal community. 
 
Imperative because the community have developed the 
services that the community is asking for, we sort of know 
what we need for ourselves. 

 Providing 
employment 

ACCOS bring together many elements of service provision; they are 
cultural organisations, they deliver services in a flexible way and 
employ Aboriginal people.  

Cultural organisations that employ Koori people, can be 
flexible, understand the different needs.  Provide a one-stop 
shop which makes life easier.   

Understanding 
complex needs 

 Many stakeholders highlighted that ACCOs are expert in 
understanding complexity, that is they recognize that their members 

Lots of complexities in Aboriginal people's lives so that needs to 
be taken into consideration. 
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have complex lives with multiple and diverse needs and they know 
how to take that into consideration in providing services. This 
approach is particularly important in the support offered when 
dealing with health issues and intimate areas of life. 

 
It is hard for Aboriginal men to utilise mainstream services 
especially if they have complex needs There is always that 
anxiety of being looked down upon. 

 
Evidence is clear - community controlled organisations and 
programs work the best for Aboriginal people. Most do not go 
via mainstream services and prefer the safety and support of 
Aboriginal programs. It is hard for Aboriginal men to utilise 
mainstream services especially if they have complex needs. 

Culturally 
appropriate 
programs 
 

 ACCOs are seen to offer culturally safe services where Aboriginal 
people feel they are getting culturally appropriate support, and the 
staff are culturally competent.   

It makes the job easier for everyone if individuals feel they are 
receiving culturally appropriate support. 
 
Cultural competence is important, actually listening to what 
their needs are and not making assumption of what we think 
their needs are.   
 
Aboriginal people prefer the safety and support of Aboriginal 
programs. 

Accessible 
programs 
  

Flexible 
Convenience  
Choice 
 

Stakeholders viewed ACCOs as a model of highly accessible services. 
There were many comparisons with mainstream services. People feel 
comfortable to walk into these services because they are not 
bureaucratic. The organisations are flexible.  They offer a ‘One stop 
shop’. Aboriginal people who don’t use mainstream services feel that 
they are given a choice. 
 

Worked in two communities.  In other community everyone 
went to medical centre or other little Aboriginal organisations, 
that was an outing. Here they bring the services or support is 
provided here at the Men's Group. 

 
It is needed and is important to have an Aboriginal 
organisation where they feel comfortable and it's very 
important that they have one spot to go. 

 
.. there is something at the end of the day by just having an 
Aboriginal face. 
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Most do not go via mainstream services and prefer the safety 
and support of Aboriginal programs. 

 
Being comfortable to walk in and continuing to feel 
comfortable especially in relation to health and intimate areas 
of life. 

 
They impact directly on people and don’t get lost in 
managerialism. 

Entry point to 
other services 
 

 ACCOs were seen to provide a safe path to mainstream services. They 
are able to ‘vouch for’ or recommend mainstream services to the 
Aboriginal community. The also assist mainstream agencies and 
organisations to deliver services at the right place, time for the right 
people. 

It offers a safe, culturally sensitive path to mainstream 
services. 

 
Vouching' for services that understand by sharing positive 
experiences. 

 
Play a very important role to ensure that agencies and 
organisations deliver services at the right place, at the right 
time, for the right people. 
 
I think it fundamentally taps them into the services that have a 
level of expertise to be able to assist them. 
 
I guess they can support it by informing how agencies can be 
more culturally appropriate in, I guess, referral processes or 
triage processes or entry points.  

Builds cultural 
awareness in 
mainstream 

 Builds cultural awareness among mainstream health service 
providers. 

Service provision to Aboriginal community is an important 
component alongside building cultural awareness among 
mainstream health service providers. 
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Partnership 
and connection 
 

 IKMSG is an example of great connection to community and also 
partnership between agencies and community members. 

Demonstrate good role models. Get support from lots of other 
agencies. 

 
To continue to successfully be an Aboriginal community 
controlled organisations suggested partnering with another 
Aboriginal organisation to share and raise abilities for both 
organisations.   Seen as providing challenges for maintaining 
autonomy. 

 
I guess, that it’s a partnership - it’s not an authoritarian-type 
role – it’s a partnership between agencies as well as members 
of the community.  So I think they play a very important role to 
ensure that agencies and organisations deliver services at the 
right place at the right time for the right people. 

Sustainability  ACCOs were seen as sustainable because they build strong 
ownership, ongoing engagement and provide an opportunity for 
Aboriginal control. 

Fully support Aboriginal controlled agencies.  Assists on many 
levels by building strong ownership, ongoing engagement and 
sustainability.  Providing opportunity to take control and build 
a strong, well-governed and sustainable organisation. 
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6 Discussion 

6.1 The IKMSG model 
 

 
 
A key outcome of this research is that it illustrates a model of how a culturally effective 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation can contribute to transforming the lives of 
Aboriginal men, their families and their community. Despite its limited resources, the Illawarra 
Koori Men’s Support Group has operated successfully for the past ten years. In the 2015-2016 
reporting year a total of 2563 people attended the IKMSG and contact was made with 307 
services. Over the past decade the group has gone to strength to strength, and is one of the 
most highly respected Aboriginal organisations in the region. 
 
This research has identified ten key elements of success which underpin the IKMSG model: 
 

1. Leadership  
Leadership from a group of passionate, well respected and well known Elders and 
Aboriginal community leaders has enabled the ‘coming together’ of men from many 
walks of life.  
 

2. Key personnel   
Key personnel (Board Members, Staff and Volunteers) have the requisite skills and 
capacity to design, develop and implement programs. 
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3. Strong values based ethos  

A strong, values based ethos of trust, support, confidentiality and of being role models 
for the younger generation, underlie the organisation.  

 
4. Holistic 

The holistic approach to service delivery is characterised as ‘respectful’, ‘interactive’, 
‘holistic’, ‘community based’, ‘healing’ and ‘inclusive’.  

 
5. Culturally safe 

The group provides a model for how to deliver culturally safe and meaningful programs 
that strongly resonate with the target audience.  
 

6. Effective responsive programs  
Effective programs respond to areas of critical need and provide members with 
resources to look after their physical, emotional and social health and wellbeing.  
 

7. A Unique pedagogy 
A unique ‘IKMSG pedagogy’ describes the group’s capacity and skill in culturally 
engaging and developing healing relationships with Aboriginal men.  
 

8. Highly connected  
The group is highly connected through its partnerships with a broad range of services 
and agencies within the region. 
 

9. Reconnecting men 
The group provides a much needed mechanism for reconnecting men with the 
Aboriginal community. 
 

10. Elders and education 
Aboriginal Elders have a strong presence in the education system as advisors, role 
models for young men and sources of cultural knowledge. 
 

Despite the strength and commitment of the organisations, the lack of funding from 
government and funding bodies remains an ongoing challenge that limits the capacity of the 
group to provide the much needed programs.  Like many effective Aboriginal led organisations, 
in recent years, decision makers have tended to ignore or overlook this source of cultural 
strength in favour of service delivery by mainstream (non-Aboriginal) organisations. This is a 
matter which needs urgent attention. 
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As a successful ACCO, IKMSG is uniquely able to provide a range of unique culturally focused 
services for the Aboriginal community in the Illawarra. The success of IKMSG in this important 
work is directly due to its identity as an ACCO.  These services cannot be replicated by 
mainstream organisations. The IKMSG is a part of the world leading efforts of Aboriginal 
Australian Community Controlled Organisations to deliver best practice services that are 
underpinned by principles of self-determination, 
 

The Aboriginal Community Controlled Health sector has been described as a best 
practice example of the implementation of the right to self-determination as 
enshrined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP).  (Mazel, 2016) 

   
The IKMSG incorporates this best practice example of Aboriginal self-determination in the 
design and delivery of its specialist services for Aboriginal men and their families.  Stakeholders 
in our study provided detailed and specific examples of the importance and benefit of ACCOS, 
including that: they were a vehicle for Aboriginal self-determination; had an important role of 
ACCOS in caring for community; provided the services the community needs; they understand 
complex needs of their members; providing a cultural connection; provide culturally 
appropriate programs; are accessible; are an entry point to other services; build cultural 
awareness in mainstream; have important partnerships and local connections; and offer a 
sustainable model of local service delivery. 
 
Mainstream services and Government urgently develop a sustainable approach to financially 
supporting the vital services provided by the IKMSG. IKMSG fill many ‘gaps’ in mainstream 
service provision – yet rarely if ever are these services funded. This must rectified and a model 
of financial reimbursement be developed by mainstream services. This needs to be corrected so 
that the IKMSG is no longer on the ‘policy merry go round’ (Mazel, 2016) (p. 344) that puts this 
core service at risk. 
 
Recognition that IKMSG is a sustainable ACCO that contributes to the fabric of the Illawarra 
region. IKMSG is a sustainable ACCO that, despite serious lack of support from Government, has 
endured. The IKMSG has considerable respect from diverse sets of stakeholders – inclusive of 
the Aboriginal community and non-Aboriginal services.  

6.2 Transforming the lives of Aboriginal men and their families 
A key outcome of this research is that it illustrates a model of how a culturally effective 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation can contribute to transforming the lives of 
Aboriginal men, their families and their community. IKMSG annual reports highlight the large 
number of men who regularly attend the group, receive health checks, pay off fines through 
Work and Development Orders, including men over 50 years of age and those with a disability. 
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The IKMSG members who participated in the focus group discussions revealed the multiple 
ways in which the men's group has had an impact on the lives of individual men and their 
families. The most dramatic impact, as expressed by numerous participants, was the impact of 
the men's group on men’s survival. Members who had suffered stress, depression, alcohol and 
drug related problems, and suicidal ideation spoke of how their lives had been turned around 
as a result of coming to the men’s group. The opportunity to interact with other men in a 
culturally safe and supported environment with strong cultural mentorship, were key aspects of 
the success of the IKMSG approach. As individuals, the men also benefited through improved 
physical health, health literacy and redressing social isolation. Families benefited through the 
flow on effects of their improved health to their families and the local community. 
 
In previous work undertaken by members of the research team (Clapham et al., 2016) the 
IKMSG’s health program, the IAMPHAT program was shown to have positive benefits for 
participants program in helping them manage their health, particularly chronic conditions. 
Participants also felt it was important that they were looked after physically as part of the 
program, received answers about their health condition and that they enjoyed the physical 
activity component of the program. The program also has mental health benefits; it provides 
social support and a safe environment for participants to discuss their issues and challenges. 
 
Stakeholders also identified how they witnessed the positive impacts of the IKMSG on its 
members and their families and noted: an increase in cultural pride; the promotion of social 
and emotional wellbeing amongst members; the social inclusivity; opportunities for men to 
reconnect to Aboriginal community; linking to health services; being role models for male 
youth; and bringing culture to schools. 

6.3 Impacting the Illawarra Aboriginal community 
This study has documented the numerous cultural, social and community activities undertaken 
by the IKSMG on a regular basis. Both participant groups in this study held the strong view that 
the IKMSG programs were having an important and positive impact on the Illawarra Aboriginal 
community. As a leading Aboriginal organisation in the local community, the IKMSG holds 
significant social capital and is recognized as a place where Aboriginal men in the Illawarra can 
go for help and to connect with culture. The group is recognised as being a small organisation 
that does distinctive work for the community and does this very well by caring for the 
community. 
 
One of the most important ways in which the IKMSG has contributed to the local community is 
through its ongoing work with Aboriginal youth. Despite the challenges of insufficient funding 
to run the SKIPP Program with schools, the IKSMG has continued to work with male youth.  The 
Friday men’s group provides valuable opportunities to challenge negative stereotypes about 
Aboriginal people through access to mentoring and positive male role models. The second way 
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in which the group is influencing youth is through its outreach work in local schools, TAFE 
Colleges and the University of Wollongong.   
 
The group has had a powerful influence in promoting respect for Elders amongst both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people within the local Illawarra community. The Elders or 
‘Uncles’ are highly valued by men’s group members for their experience and their cultural 
knowledge. They are seen as being very approachable and they provide cultural learning or 
mentorship through what appears as a simple but actually complex and highly skilled culturally 
important technique of ‘sitting around and talking’. The IKMSG have a very positive influence 
on the young men who associate with the group. In the broader community, the respect that 
people have for the Uncles has a positive impact all members of the men’s group. 
 
In addition to contribution to the Aboriginal community, the IKSMG’s work contributes to 
reconciliation by improving relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in the 
Illawarra and helping to break down discrimination. It assists non-Aboriginal organisations, 
including schools and non-government organisations with their community engagement with 
the Aboriginal community. It provides speakers to some organisations at no cost as a way of 
helping organisations engage better with communities they worked with. 

6.4 Partnerships 
The study found that the IKMSG was highly involved in all activities which were part of the 
network. In terms of the Network Analysis, the ACCO was  highly networked as is demonstrated 
by being centrally located in the network and visually displayed as larger players in the 
measurements of degree, between-ness and closeness centrality measures. The IKMSG was 
central in the provision of cultural activities. However, despite all the high activities within the 
network by ACCO, there was little funding directed to IKMSG compared to non- government 
organisations within the network. 
 
The findings of this study reflect the highly important role of Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations within a network of organisations providing health and social services to 
Aboriginal communities. These findings are consistent to other studies which have analysed the 
role of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations for the health and wellbeing of 
Aboriginal communities (Panaretto et al., 2014, Sullivan, 2010). 
 
This study demonstrates that the Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group (IKMSG) is involved in 
many activities within the network of organisations such as programs and meetings. Of 
importance is the role of the IKMSG and other ACCOs in the analysis (eg. IAMS) in the provision 
of cultural activities. This is an important brokerage service which mainstream organisations 
rely heavily on Aboriginal organisations to provide. 
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Aboriginal organisations are highly networked within the network of organisations that provide 
services to Aboriginal communities. The Aboriginal organisations are highly involved in 
collaborating and the provision of services with other organisations, yet are not typically 
funding for these activities.  This is an important area for consideration in how Aboriginal 
organisations are empowered and enabled to deliver services to Aboriginal communities.  

6.5 Implications for policy 
Programs and services offered by local Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations are 
more likely to be successful because they are embedded in the local community context; have 
Aboriginal local knowledge; build on strong, existing relationships. A recent study undertaken 
by the research team on chronic disease care pathways in the Illawarra and Shoalhaven regions 
(REF) found that there was overwhelming support across various participant groups for the 
small number of existing culturally safe programs that provide opportunities for Aboriginal 
people to communicate build awareness and encourage others to take action. Participants 
particularly valued the opportunity for frank and open discussion where they could talk openly 
and ask questions about their health issues in a safe, respectful and non-judgemental 
environment. They felt encouraged and supported by the Aboriginal leadership of Elders and 
hearing the experiences of others made them realise they were not alone. There are very few 
holistic programs or services targeting Aboriginal men and youth. Gender specific programs 
were seen as very valuable by both men and women (Clapham et al., 2016). 
 
In order for Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations such as IKMSG to flourish and 
achieve their potential impact they require adequate levels of funding, particularly for the 
position of coordinator to enable the group to meet clients’ needs and sustain partnerships; 
and a much greater recognition of the considerable contribution which they make to the local 
community, largely on a voluntary basis. 
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7 Conclusions and Recommendations 

7.1 Conclusions 
Over a 12 month period we conducted an exploratory mixed methods case study of one 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation in the Illawarra, the Illawarra Koori Men’s 
Support Group (IKMSG) in order to providing rich contextual information about the group, and 
to identify the factors that facilitate the operation of this community controlled organisation, 
ascertain how it is sustained over time and examine its impact on the health and wellbeing of 
the local Aboriginal community.  
 
The IKMSG was shown to play a vital role in providing cultural support for Aboriginal people 
throughout the Illawarra. The research revealed the extensive stakeholder networks and 
partnerships of the Aboriginal community organisations. Its programs address areas that impact 
on the social determinants of health, including disease prevention, youth, justice, employment. 
The IKMSG offers a model of engagement which could benefit many other Aboriginal 
communities. However the lack of government funding has been an ongoing challenge which 
has inhibited the potential of the group to address the considerable needs of its vulnerable 
client group. The key Elders are vitally important to the group and are recognized and highly 
utilised by government and the NGO sector for their expert cultural knowledge and community 
contacts. However, it is important to recognize the pressure which is being placed on these 
individuals who are working at a voluntary capacity. There are ongoing challenges in capacity, 
governance, and lack of funding. The IKMSG continues to be chronically underfunded through 
precarious, short term funding arrangements and dependence on volunteer labour and 
goodwill. 
 
This study provides a platform from which to extend the investigation to other successful 
Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations within the region and to further develop and 
test the model developed in other urban and regional settings across NSW and Australia.  
 

7.2 Recommendations 
Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Continue to implement its holistic programs and services in collaboration with its broad 

range of organisational partners in the Illawarra. 
 Continue to engage positively with a wide range of partner organisations and service 

providers. 
 Continue to reach out to a wide range of community members using strategies and 

communication methods, including online platforms. 
 Continue to build capacity within the IKMSG through strong cultural mentoring. 
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 Expand the board by actively recruiting a strong and diverse group of men to provide 
advice and leadership. 

 Increase the visibility of the Group through strong advocacy across government and 
non-government organisations. 

 Explore funding opportunities through existing and new partnerships 
 

The University of Wollongong 
 Build, strengthen and sustain an ongoing relationship between the University of 

Wollongong and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations within the Illawarra 
and South Coast region. 

 Develop strategies that result in mutually beneficial outcomes of the relationship 
between the University of Wollongong, the IKMSG and other Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Organisations in the region and beyond.  
 

Commonwealth, State and Local Government organisations 
 Recognise that the IKMSG successfully provides a unique range of culturally safe 

programs and services for Aboriginal men, families and the broader Aboriginal 
community in the Illawarra region. 

 Fund a full time coordinator position for the IKMSG to ensure the ongoing sustainability 
of culturally safe programs that support and connect the community. 

 Provide a fee for service mechanism by which the IKMSG can be recompensed for 
services and cultural expertise it provides to government and non-government agencies 
across the Illawarra region. 

 
Research funding organisations 
 Provide funding for research and evaluation activities that will help to build the 

evidence base around the contribution of local Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations.to the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal people and communities. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Research overview  
The ‘Caring for Community’ project established a coalition of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
researchers from across a broad range of disciplines at the University of Wollongong committed 
to working in collaboration with key members of the Illawarra Aboriginal community. Research 
has a fundamental role in addressing the Indigenous health inequality gap and in creating a 
more inclusive society. Knowledge production in this research begins with the actual 
experiences and concerns of people and communities. It attempts to understand the various 
social and economic political forces that produce, shape, and limit those experiences with a 
view to changing them. Together we are working to build the evidence base around the 
important contribution of Aboriginal community organisations to Aboriginal community 
wellbeing. Our work focuses on documenting the significant work of the Illawarra Koori Men’s 
Support Group (IKMSG) around family violence, physical wellbeing and Aboriginal boys and 
youth, and undertaking a social network analysis to investigate the connections of the IKMSG 
with organisations in the region. 
 
Researchers who have contributed to the project: 
 Kathleen Clapham, Professor Indigenous Health, Australian Health Services Research 

Institute, University of Wollongong 
 Scott Winch, Indigenous Health Leader, School of Medicine, University of Wollongong 
 Claire Manning, Australian Health Services Research Institute, University of Wollongong 
 Valerie Harwood, Sydney School of Education and Social Work, University of Sydney. 
 Helen Hasan, Professor, Australian Health Services Research Institute, University of 

Wollongong. 
 Bronwyn Carlson, Professor and Head of Department of Indigenous Studies, Faculty of 

Arts, Macquarie University 
 Peter Kelly, School of Psychology, Faculty of Health and Society University of 

Wollongong 
 Kate Senior, Associate Professor, School of Health and Society, Faculty of Health and 

Society, University of Wollongong 
 Elena Marchetti, Professor, Griffith Law School, Griffith University. 
 Trent Shepherd, Research Assistant, Australian Health Services Research Institute, 

University of Wollongong. 
 Nyssa Murray, PhD Candidate, Faculty of Business, University of Wollongong  
 Darcelle Douglas, Research Assistant, Australian Health Services Research Institute, 

University of Wollongong. 
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 David Kampers, Lecturer, School of Humanities and Social Inquiry, Faculty of Law, Arts 
and the Humanities, University of Wollongong. 

 Paul Chandler, Professor and Pro Vice Chancellor (Inclusion and Outreach), University of 
Wollongong.   

 Andrew Vodic, Research Assistant, Australian Health Services Research Institute, 
University of Wollongong. 

 

Appendix B: The Research Advisory Panel 
The following community members provided project oversight over the course of the project: 
 Gerald Brown, President/Chairperson, Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Greg Potts, Coordinator/Manager Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Brian Green, Vice/President, Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Stuart Luland, Board Member, Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Eric Ellum, Board Member, Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Brad Anderson, Aboriginal Family Support Worker, Illawarra Koori Men’s Support Group 
 Sylvia Campbell, Aboriginal Mental Health Worker, Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health 

District 
 Julie Booker, CEO, Illawarra Aboriginal Medical Corporation 
 Glen Sutherland, Aboriginal Community Liaison Officer, NSW Police 
 Jodi Clarke, Aboriginal Liaison Officer Wollongong City Council 

  
 
Website: https://globalchallenges.uow.edu.au/transform/UOW194364.html 
Blog: https://www.uowblogs.com/indigenoushealth/  
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/IKMSG/   

https://globalchallenges.uow.edu.au/transform/UOW194364.html
https://www.uowblogs.com/indigenoushealth/
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Appendix C:  Data Collection tools 

Online survey questions 
1. Has your organisation engaged with the IKMSG (yes/no) Over the past 6 months? 
2. What is the length of the organisational relationship with the IKMSG (less than 1 year; 1-5 

years; more than 5 years) 
3. Which of the following best describes the type of relationship between your organisation 

and the IKMSG? Tick as many as relevant. 
• Memorandum Of Understanding 
• Funding (do you provide funding) 
• Shared Projects / Programs/ 
• Service delivery / Clients / Staff attend group meetings 
• Cultural practices 
• Committees 

Interview questions 
Your organisation’s involvement in the IKMSG 

1. How would you describe your organisation’s relationship with IKMSG? 
…collaborative/cooperative/positive/negative/difficult? 

2. Can you tell me about your involvement in the IKMSG? 
3. Are you aware of how IKMSG collaborates with other organisations? 
4. What do you know about the activities/services of the IKMSG? 
5. How do Aboriginal people in the community connect with the IKMSG? 
6. Based on your own experience (eg with clients) how does the IKMSG impacts on the 

social health and wellbeing of its members? 
7. What role does the organisation play in the social, economic and cultural life of the 

community? 
8. What is the capacity of the IKMSG to implement or support health and wellbeing 

interventions? 
9. In your view what is the importance of Aboriginal community controlled organisations 

to Aboriginal community? 

Focus Group questions 
1. Can you tell me about your involvement in the IKMSG? 
2. What is the importance of the IKMSG to Aboriginal community? 
3. How do Aboriginal people connect with the IKMSG? 
4. How does the IKMSG collaborate with other organisations? 
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