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Abstract 
 

How do we keep our children safe from sexual abuse? This question underpins the grounded 

theory study in exploring how Aboriginal communities address child sexual abuse. Child 

sexual abuse has far-reaching consequences for the child, family, community, and society. 

Unfortunately, Australia’s child protection and criminal justice responses have had little 

impact on reducing the sexual abuse experienced by Aboriginal children in remote Australia. 

Using a Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) approach incorporating the voices of 23 

Aboriginal research participants from the Northern Territory (NT), the theory of Both Ways 

Child Safeguarding is identified to underpin culturally informed, community-led strategies 

for preventing and addressing child sexual abuse.  Through the Indigenist lens of the study, 

the capability and willingness of Aboriginal people to address the safety of their children, 

reminds us of the critical need for Aboriginal culturally informed solutions to such complex 

challenges. 

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory to drive pragmatic solutions while contributing to 

transformational change that considers the impacts of colonisation on Aboriginal peoples and 

the perpetuity of Aboriginal culture to inform solutions to complex social challenges. The 

findings demonstrate the richness and complexity of Aboriginal cultural relationships, roles 

and obligations and the activism of Aboriginal peoples to be self-determining in matters 

relating to their children, families, and communities. It is a theory that positions Aboriginal 

cultural knowledge at the heart of child sexual abuse prevention and intervention while 

drawing upon Western knowledge and systems as appropriate. Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding forecasts the criticality for Aboriginal peoples and their allies to purposefully 

establish safe spaces from which to identify and address child sexual abuse.  
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Glossary of Terms 
Aboriginal  

Aboriginal is the preferred term by Aboriginal peoples in the Northern Territory (NT) at the 

time of the research. More specifically Aboriginal people refer to themselves and each 

other by their local names, for example Larrakia (in the Darwin Region).  Aboriginal is a 

term that resonates as it signals a reclaiming of identity from the pejorative terms associated 

with policies of child removal based on percentage of Aboriginal blood, for example, 

quarter caste, half caste and full blood.  

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, Indigenous and First Nations  

These terms do not resonate in the Northern Territory as the lands are not those of Torres 

Strait Islander peoples.  Indigenous and First Nations are not terms commonly used in the 

NT however are used at times in the thesis when reflecting the writing of others.  

 

Child  

As defined in the Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT), a child is a person under 

the age of 18 years old. 

 

Child Sexual Abuse  

The involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully 

comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not 

developmentally prepared, or else that violate the laws or social taboos of society. 

Children can be sexually abused by adults or other children who are – by virtue of 

their age or stage or development – in a position of responsibility, trust or power over 

the victim. (Smallbone et al., 2014. p. 10) 

 

Outstations / Homelands 

Remote communities are traditional lands away from the larger community or regional 

town. Aboriginal people may live permanently at outstations, may escape there to due to 

levels of dysfunction in the larger communities, and have a duty to uphold birth country, 

protect sacred sites or maintain customs such as cultural activities or ceremony.  Many 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    18  

participants spoke of the importance of reconnecting to country to promote safety and 

healing for children and their families.  

 

Remote Aboriginal Communities 

The Northern Territory has 73 remote Aboriginal communities and a total of 126 remote 

communities, outstations and Town Camps. Communities may have populations ranging 

from 10 to two thousand. Official classification of remoteness in Australia includes Remote 

and Very Remote.  The entire NT is classified as Remote. Within that are the Cities of 

Darwin, Palmerston and Alice Springs, and the regional towns of Katherine, Tennant Creek 

and Nhulunbuy.  Remoteness is denoted by such factors as proximity to services and from a 

major highway, of which there are only three in the NT. 

 

Royalties 

Payments made for using other’s property.  Royalties paid to recognised Traditional 

Owners (TO) of Aboriginal lands generally come from mining or exploration undertaken 

on Aboriginal land. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Making Way for Both Ways: Personal Reflections on Research 

Susan Moore (2021, pp 226-229) 

 

Being pounded by waves in a stormy ocean 
Confronting, powerful, relentless. 
The shifting sands of self and meaning 
Uncomfortable, triumphant 
Knowing less, knowing more, knowing less. 
 
In the calmer waters of the tropical wet season flood plains 
A sense of knowing but also foreboding—what lies beneath? 
What lies ahead? 
Exposed, vulnerable and watching the return of the familiar wet season rains 
Comforting, reassuring, consolidating 
 
The crack of lightning piercing and fracturing the tightly bound constructs of 
the mind,  
Bound by history, privilege, professionalism, 
Self, greed, status and individual achievement. 
Making way now for a new consciousness 
Locating self and own philosophy in researching others 
 
But coming back continually to self, 
Humility. 
My complicity in the perpetuation of the systems meant to keep your children 
safe from harm. 
Broken, fractured systems 
 
I have shared with you your pain at the bedside of a little one struggling for life 
The violation of such small bodies and souls 
I attended with you the funeral where the coffin was too small for me to bear 
I cried with you, I cried for you. 
I could not keep her safe.  
I turn to you for wisdom and direction  
I work with your communities. 
 
I sat with you when you were unable to speak of what had happened, of who 
had done this, 
While you saw the doctor to be treated for infections 
As they tried to piece together your story of harm and violation. 
My limitations parallel those of my culture, my systems and my laws 
In keeping you safe 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    20  

 
Why? Can we not hear you when you speak? 
Why? Can we not trust your wisdom and knowledge? 
A knowledge informed by culture, law, language, kinship 
Over time and place 
Why did I not understand the importance of culture to caring for your children? 
What made us think we could do better? 
 
The tracks of my ancestors, prisons, workhouses, poor laws, 
Flotillas, penal colonies, rum corps 
The Forgotten Australians, children, removed from country to build a new 
colony 
Children? Childhood? An accident of modern history driven by an awakening 
of human rights 
Children commodified, exploited and as adults now reveal the latency of sexual 
violations in care 
 
Moral high ground? Civilized society? Perhaps not 
The rights of a child to be free from sexual violation— 
We are still working on that. 
A rickety milk crate or chair, red dirt, camp dogs, children, bush tucker 
Compelling conversation. A wash of light overwhelms my heart, fires my 
senses 
Learning to listen—deeply 
Agency, complexity, mutual responsibility, care, activism 
 
Ongoing customary law, roles, obligations 
Lamenting the fractures and challenges heralded by drugs and grog. 
A twinkle in your eye as you recall memories of close family, movement 
between communities. 
Donkeys. Humpies. 
Clear roles, responsibilities, accountability 
Grandparents involved with school and teaching both ways 
Safety 
 
Ripping through the structures that afforded safety to children 
Consequences and justice community-owned and administered 
Restorative justice 
Pastoral life—risks, safety 
Moving to safety—away from and to homelands or remote communities 
Christianity.  Ideology.  Solutions? 
Christianity the problem? 
 
Women and mothers to blame? 
Girls to blame? 
Promised marriage—the choice of the girl 
Promised marriage—protection of the girl? 
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Violence masquerading as culture to disarm and silence victims 
Culture as protection 
Red dirt conversations. Continue 
Innovation, Exhaustion 
Hope.  Despair.  Absent family 
Here for the long term.  Patience.  Time.  Step by Step. 
You matter, we matter. 
 
Community politics, power, conflict and the silencing of victims 
Leaving country for safety. Disconnected in urban centres 
Legacies of white sexual predators deceased at the cusp of accountability. 
Children, young men, young women 
Burdened by secrets still locked to carry with them to adulthood. 
 
Red Centre, monolith 
Solid. Haunting 
Where it all began—the world stage 
A crisis 
A national emergency 
An intervention unprecedented 
 
But now, 10 years on 
Overwhelming sadness, lament, regret 
Imaginings. What could have been? 
What if my First Fleet ancestors had recognised your people, 
Your wisdom, your culture? 
I am sorry. 
 
But there is hope. 
Together we can do this. 
Together we must do this. 
Our kids must be safe. 

 

The research aims to address the questions of what is understood by Aboriginal peoples in 

remote Australia about child sexual abuse, the causes, the experience of its impact, the 

ways child sexual abuse is addressed and the barriers to community led protection as well 

as how such approaches may inform current mainstream approaches to child sexual abuse.  

The research is about prevention, but it starts from a wider span of inquiry, that involves 

participants defining their meanings of sexual abuse, their understanding of the causes and 

their actions to address harm. The theory suggests an intercultural approach that unblocks 

our current conceptions of child abuse prevention and response that is informed by the data, 
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encouraging a newer way of approaching child sexual abuse that always begins with 

shared, respectful engagement with Aboriginal peoples from that community.  

The methodological approach of the research is that of Charmaz’s (2014) Constructivist 

Grounded Theory (CGT), a research methodology that is developed from Grounded 

Theory, which was established in the United States by Glasser and Strauss (1967).  CGT 

gives emphasis to the generation of theory, through privileging of participant voices, the 

rigour of continuous researcher reflexivity and making explicit the power and privilege of 

the social researcher.  It is a methodology from which theory is generated through the data 

gathered from participant interviews; participants as experts about their experiences relating 

to protecting children in remote communities. The participants of the research are 

Aboriginal people from remote Australia, specifically Australia’s Northern Territory (NT). 

When and why is it important to generate new theory?  It is through the following 

definition of theory that I consider the most appropriate methodology to achieve the goals 

of amplifying the voices of Aboriginal peoples as I shape and explore the research 

questions. The definition of theory that I use for the research is as follows: 

 

Theories are formulated to explain, predict, and understand phenomena and, in 
many cases, to challenge and extend existing knowledge within the limits of 
critical bounding assumptions. The theoretical framework is the structure that 
can hold or support a theory of a research study (Abend, 2008) 

 

Theory generation involves a process that more deeply considers the voice of the actors 

whose perspective is shaped by their involvement at the grass roots of addressing any array 

of social challenges.  The theory generated is of value as it explains the meaning and 

challenges associated with a phenomenon that may be experienced, but not otherwise 

explained, thereby allowing us to draw from the knowledge and understanding to act in 

more informed and effective ways (Asher, 1984).  If the aim of the study was to develop a 

conceptual framework for considering child sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal 

communities, it would arguably utilise alternative research methodology that unlike CGT 

may not require rigour in the process of being open to the direction that the data takes, and 

the intentional management of the data.  In this way, the process could limit the outcome.   

The reader may contest that a conceptual framework is the aim of such research, however, 

the definition used above suggests a way of extending existing knowledge, that could 
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support a conceptual framework for the suite of possible practical approaches for 

addressing child sexual abuse. 

 

CGT is a process that supports the identification of theory for action, a process that 

involves a disciplined approach to gathering data, the careful management of data analysis 

that includes continuous reflexivity, and the consideration of self throughout the process.  It 

is through a continuous process of checking back with participants and Aboriginal research 

advisors that theory can be identified that reflects the actions and perspectives of 

participants from remote Aboriginal communities to address child sexual abuse.    

 

The theory generated from the research is Both Ways Child Safeguarding.  Both Ways (and 

Two Way) is a term commonly used by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in the NT, 

including research participants (for example P2), who emphasise the importance of 

Aboriginal knowledge and culture influencing mainstream knowledge, laws and systems 

across the domains of environment, early childhood (Fasoli, Benbow, Deveraux, Falk, 

Harris, James, Johns, Preece, & Railton, 2004), health (Lowell, Kildea, Liddle, Cox, & 

Paterson, 2015) language, law, science (Deslandes, Deslandes, Broun, Hugh, Walsh, 

Bradshaw, & Griffith (2019), economy and education. Van Gelderen (2019, p. 44), in his 

case study of Indigenous education in the Gawa homelands of north-east Arnhem Land, 

discussed the genesis of the concept of both ways education that describes the “mixing of 

two cultures and learning philosophies”, and a concept that engenders deep epistemological 

exchange through Aboriginal peoples seeking active engagement with Western systems. 

The emphasis on both ways or, two ways, reflects how communities actively position 

Aboriginal knowledge, law and custom while seeking to engage with knowledge of White 

Australia.  It signals a position of cultural power against the dominant culture, and 

engagement at every level is driven by Aboriginal people and communities in the NT.  The 

coupling of Both Ways with Child Safeguarding links the strength of both ways with the 

action of keeping children safe through the emphasis and privilege of continued 

strengthening of Aboriginal culture. The working title of the research was “Keeping kids 

safe from sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal communities” and the ‘community driven’ 

emphasis resonated strongly for many participants who maintain an openness to the 

knowledge and expertise available to support their children to be safe from sexual abuse.  
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There is vulnerability inherent in the above reflections, and part of mine relates to being a 

White social worker and researcher undertaking research alongside Aboriginal 

communities within remote Australia. As a fifth generation Australian, I am aware of the 

privilege that allows me the luxury of such reflection. I include the above reflections at the 

outset and through the following chapters to ensure transparency and opportunity for 

critical review by the reader. 

 

I captured the above reflections during the data collection phase in Central Australia in 

2016. Although it would be reasonable to presume that ancestry could lead to suspicion and 

mistrust about my credentials or place for the research, I have continued to be supported by 

Aboriginal mentors. With over 30 years of social work practice, I have learned that 

conversations about sensitive problems and their solutions can occur in that ‘third space’ of 

intercultural collaboration first identified by Homi Bhabha to describe the liminal, 

intercultural space between cultures (Rutherford, 1990). The incorporation of Aboriginal 

knowledge and practice is well-documented to be a component of the successful outcome 

of health programs (Lowell et al., 2015). For example, a research project led by Aboriginal 

women from remote Central Australia utilised the cultural and knowledge interface to 

improve service delivery for Aboriginal women experiencing sexual violence (Lindeman & 

Togni, 2022). Through shared risk-taking, with a commitment to reconciliation and 

restoration, we can move forward together to create generational social change for 

vulnerable children. The impact of the research experience on me is unparalleled across the 

depth and breadth of my professional journey to date. The power of people, country, and 

place, experienced throughout the fieldwork, brings strong feelings to the surface. 

However, within this space of mutual vulnerability, conversations of hope emerge that 

reveal the agency within Aboriginal communities to address child sexual abuse.  

 

As a new social work graduate in child protection practice during the 1980s, I was 

perplexed by the limitations of the child protection and criminal justice systems to protect 

children from sexual abuse due to the evidence or disclosure not meeting the threshold for 

investigation or action. As an early career child protection worker in the West Pilbara of 

remote Western Australia, I worked alongside Aboriginal communities where we shared 

knowledge and experience addressing child sexual abuse presented within the region. A 
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partnership demonstrated the importance of establishing more culturally relevant ways to 

work, such as seeing child abuse in broader community issues such as overcrowding and 

poverty. This simple focus shift presented a range of solutions when forensic investigation 

yielded no outcomes. A community development model of practice was adopted that drew 

on the strengths of Aboriginal peoples. This collective culture involves defined kinship 

relationships informed by Aboriginal law, with obligations and responsibilities guided by 

ancestors through connection to land and sea and the natural world. The conversations 

about the priority issues identified by the community involved the strong men and women 

who identified several areas of focus, including child sexual abuse that had recently 

impacted a group of very young children in their community. Throughout this practice 

experience, I have realised the limitations of Western approaches to child protection. 

Aboriginal peoples are deeply invested in securing generationally sustainable changes that 

support children to grow and take their place in continuing Aboriginal culture. This is 

reflected in the meaning of the title quote by a senior Yolngu lawman, and reads, “In our 

Law, children are very sacred because they carry the two spring wells of water from our 

country within them” (Wild & Anderson, 2007, title). 

 

This thesis chronicles the opportunity to harness the expertise within Aboriginal remote 

communities. Informed by early social work practice experience of working with 

Aboriginal peoples, the study supports the self-determination of Aboriginal peoples in 

driving safeguarding efforts into the future, with support as required from expertise and 

knowledge from outside allies. Through listening to research participants’ observations and 

experience of community-led safeguarding, the aim of the research extends beyond the 

description of such actions. This research provides a unique opportunity to explore the 

emerging theory that would invite the critique of existing law and policy through deeper 

cultural understanding (Lindeman & Togni, 2022) and potentially lead to innovations in 

service delivery. It also provides a unique opportunity to explore any emerging theory that 

would invite the critique of existing law, policy and practice and could herald change into 

the future. The idea would be that a new theory to inform practice would challenge the 

theoretical underpinnings of child protection systems that currently shape responses to child 

sexual abuse. These factors are among the broader social, legal, organizational, and 

governmental domains (Quadara, 2017) of influence on child sexual abuse. This thesis 
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includes the practical application of the Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory to inform 

contemporary child protection practice within the Northern Territory, demonstrating the 

opportunities for reimagining ways to address child sexual abuse through the purposeful 

inclusion and privileging of the Aboriginal people and culture.   

   

I have been enrolled part-time as a PhD candidate since 2014, working full time as a Senior 

Lecturer in Social Work at Charles Darwin University until returning in 2020 to a 

leadership role within child protection in the Northern Territory. My role as a social work 

educator and academic has provided an opportunity to refocus critically on social work 

practice and the chance to scrutinise the social constructs of child abuse, including law, 

policy, and service systems. Having stepped away from the government service sector for 

almost eight years, my capacity for critical thinking had weakened due to the inherent 

constraints of being part of the system built on the foundations of colonialism that had 

caused harm to Aboriginal people.  As Gray (2022) highlighted in a panel presentation for 

the Australian Association of Social Work (AASW), it is a system based on the assumption 

that it is legitimate and valuable, on Western beliefs about parenting that are superior to that 

provided within Aboriginal families and communities.  

  

The research proposal initial anticipated a thesis by publications, however, it soon became 

apparent that this format did not align with Constructivist Grounded Theory research that 

integrated ongoing analysis throughout the data collection stage and further checking back 

with participants.  My supervisors supported the change to a traditional thesis format.  

However, throughout my candidature, I have sought opportunities to seek peer review of 

the research progress, reflections and emerging concepts with Aboriginal colleagues, 

participants, social work practitioners, students, and academic peers. Publications authored 

throughout the research include an article (Moore, 2016) that reflected my reasons for 

undertaking the study and a book chapter (Moore, 2021) discussing my experience of the 

research process. Aboriginal research advisors and colleagues were critical friends at each 

point of the research process, attended conference presentations and reviewed writing 

drafts. Conference presentations include:  

 Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) NT Branch Conferences 

(Moore, 2014, 2017) 
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 Land Dialogues Conference at Charles Sturt University- including the publication of 

the peer-reviewed article (Moore, 2016a, 2016b) 

 International Social Work Education and Development Conference in Dublin 

(2018a)  

 Evolving Minds: Integrating Philosophy, Science and the Arts conference at Charles 

Darwin University (2018b)  

 5th International Indigenous Social Work conference in Taiwan (2019a) 

 Social Work and Industry presentation, Darwin (Moore, 2019b) 

 

In addition, the movement between research, writing, social work lecturer and practitioner 

over the past seven years has enhanced my knowledge and expertise across each domain, 

supported by critical reflection and growing confidence to navigate my own personal and 

professional vulnerability. 

 

I caution the reader that the topic of child sexual abuse may evoke strong emotions. The 

sexual abuse of a child is unbearably sad.  I recommend taking the opportunity for self-

reflection on emotional responses to the thesis content, taking a break, talking to others, and 

processing these emotions. There is a contact list of support services at the beginning of the 

thesis.  

 

At the outset of the research, I sought to identify if and how child sexual abuse presented as 

a concept within Aboriginal culture, stories or perhaps artwork.  Two participants suggested 

that the image representing child sexual abuse responses should be a red heart. Although I 

was expecting a more traditional depiction, it was clear that the topic was considered in 

relation to existing understanding of Aboriginal childrearing and relationships, therefore 

was not specifically considered an issue in isolation of these broader cultural constructs. 

The conversations saw children at the heart of communities.  Although not specifically 

explained, the phrase of speaking from the heart continued to resonate across communities 

and was later reflected in the Makarrata Agreement, or Uluru Statement from the Heart 

(2017) which meant ‘coming together after a struggle’ and invited us to walk together with 

Aboriginal people of Australia.  It was a call to recognise Aboriginal sovereignty and 

thereby, reclaim power over their lives “Our children are aliened from their families at 
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unprecedented rates. This cannot be because we have no love for them” (Makarrata, 2017, 

p.1). It is from the heart that we must continue to move towards culturally driven 

approaches to keeping children safety within family, community and culture, together 

promoting better futures for Aboriginal children.   We are encouraged to connect as allies to 

create solutions that prevent and respond to child sexual abuse by validating our reactions. 

The outcomes documented in the thesis offer hope by detailing the roadmap for joining 

with Aboriginal peoples to address child sexual abuse in their communities. Such hope 

reflects the amplified voices of wise and courageous Aboriginal peoples of Australia’s 

Northern Territory – previously less considered in providing solutions ‘from the ground up’ 

through Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology. 

 

Consistent with the aspirations for children articulated in the Makarrata, the substantive 

theory identified through the research is Both Ways Child Safeguarding. This theory draws 

explicitly from the actions of Aboriginal peoples to reclaim power, navigate complexity, 

and join with others in creating networked safety. Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory 

pivots on the relational roadmap that brings together collective knowledge, experience and 

understanding of Aboriginal peoples and their allies, including those who work within child 

protection and criminal justice systems designed to support the safety of children. At this 

point in history within the Northern Territory, the theory supports practical strategies for 

collaboration to safeguard children within remote Aboriginal communities and represents 

an original contribution to knowledge through the privileging of Aboriginal voices. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology provided further opportunities for listening 

deeply, known in the Ngangikurungkurr language as Dadirri (Atkinson, 2017; Ungunmerr-

Buamann, 2002). The research provided opportunity to listen for the insights of Aboriginal 

peoples and incorporate the researcher's expertise in social work practice. Through rich 

conversation, meaning is discovered, which forms the building blocks of new theory to 

support action. By assessing children's protection from this theoretical standpoint, 

communities can lead the recommended changes foreshadowed in The Little Children are 

Sacred Report (Wild & Anderson, 2007), although not progressed due to the Northern 

Territory Emergency Response (NTER) at that time.  
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1.1 Outline of chapters 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction. The introduction serves as a guide for the reader to navigate the 

thesis chapters from the starting point of identifying the topic. The introduction provides an 

overview of the genesis of the research topic, the personal and professional reflections that 

have led to the research topic, locating the research questions as well as including the 

research aims to address the questions of what is understood. Constructivist Grounded 

Theory (Charmaz, 2014) methodology and research design is used to answer the research 

questions.  Chapter 1 incorporates the overview of the subsequent chapters of the thesis as 

outlined below.  

  

Chapter 2: Conceptual framework for the research 

The reader is introduced to the contextual framework for the study, examining who I am, 

the nexus between the personal and professional social worker, and the impact of 

Aboriginal peoples on both. I explain the ontology, epistemology and axiology that guide 

my social work practice and research. The study is undertaken through a social work lens, 

incorporating the professional values, ethics, and standards for research and practice.  

 

Chapter 3: Literature review. The reader is introduced to the literature relating to child 

sexual abuse and responses, specifically regarding the experience of Aboriginal children in 

remote Australian communities. This includes the theoretical constructs of child sexual 

abuse, definitions, extent and contexts of child sexual abuse, and Australia’s response to 

child sexual abuse through the child protection and criminal justice systems. Identified in 

the literature, and as experienced through my practice, is the political focus on the sexual 

abuse of Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory and the current policy frameworks. 

Australian and International approaches are considered, specifically about responding to the 

sexual abuse of Aboriginal children, although there is a gap identified relating to such 

culturally informed developments.  

 

Chapter 4: Research methodology. The Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) 

methodology is detailed in this chapter.  It is a methodology that supports Indigenist 
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research that is culturally secure and supports the study's aims of empowerment and social 

justice for the children and their families and communities. The research design 

operationalises the ethical considerations of the research and explains the value of 

continuous reflexivity to ensure the ongoing safety of participants.   The research methods 

incorporate the research process and interview techniques and specifically address the 

actions that attend to cultural safety through the fieldwork. The concurrent data collection 

and analysis process within the Constructivist Grounded Theory approach supports 

continuous analysis throughout the data collection that involves checking back with 

participants, and further refining subsequent interviews, as analytical categories identified 

from the data. This iterative process strengthens the connection with Aboriginal participants 

and mentors voicing their thoughts and ideas and check the data collection and analysis 

quality.  

 

Data analysis is discussed whereby the audio-recorded and transcribed interviews of 23 

research participants from across the NT are analysed through line-by-line coding as 

supported by NVivo qualitative data software, with continuous reference back to the 

recordings to consider context, tone, intonation and pauses. Through the constant 

comparison, identification of analytical concepts the generation of the core theory of Both 

Ways Child Safeguarding is identified.   

 

Chapter 5. Findings. This chapter takes the reader through the data codes that tell the story 

of the rich data generously shared by participants. In this chapter, the rawness of protective 

action and effort within remote communities is detailed. The findings reveal activities that 

aim to support the safety of children within communities and between communities. 

Actions identified may be undertaken through individual initiative or by an individual 

connecting with others; actions at the community level that prevent or interrupt suspicious 

or specific sexually harmful behaviours, the programs specifically aimed at addressing 

child sexual abuse prevention, and the existing cultural or customary practices that serve to 

support children from being harmed, as well as children harming others. The findings also 

reveal the factors that help to enable safeguarding actions within the community and the 

significant constraints that can both be immediate and absorbed against the generational 

impacts of colonisation.  This chapter serves to orient precisely, the reader on how to 
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recognise the safeguarding actions and efforts within remote communities; allowing for a 

deeper appreciation of the significant constraints to affording safety to children where the 

risks to speaking out or acting suggest more substantial harm to the child, family and even 

the community.  

 

Chapter 6: Identifying new theory from data. The theoretical sub-categories and 

substantive theory identified from the data are examined in this chapter.  Again, 

Constructivist Grounded Theory creates an opportunity to identify and scaffold the 

emerging theoretical sub-categories. These categories include reclaiming power, navigating 

complexity and networked safety – emphasising the power of collaborating with others to 

support keeping children safe from sexual abuse.  The chapter aims to help those from 

within the community and outside, such as child protection practitioners, police, or sexual 

assault workers, correctly assess and interpret actions or responses by a child’s family 

members or natural network when determining safety and danger. The categories also 

signpost opportunities for collaborating to identify solutions that support the safety of 

children from threats of sexual harm.  

 

The substantive theory identified through the study is examined explicitly in this chapter, 

introducing the reader to the cornerstone of child safety through the relationships and 

healing that can only occur within a place of intercultural collaboration. The theory 

identified through privileging the collectivist Aboriginal knowledge and perspective on 

such a layered and sensitive topic. Through this cultural worldview, alternative conceptual 

frameworks can support further action, law, policy, practice, and future research into 

keeping children safe in remote Aboriginal communities. The theory departs from the child 

protection and criminal justice systems on western, individualist culture. 

 

The chapter then demonstrates practical strategies for applying the theory of Both Ways 

Child Safeguarding across the continuum of contemporary child protection practice, from 

prevention to the investigation of complaints relating to incidents of harm. The chapter 

includes the various types of child sexual abuse that participants have identified, to support 

communities and allies to consider the specific problem, thus ensuring culturally 

appropriate community-level intervention. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion. This chapter examines the research findings regarding their 

importance, relevance, and implications for informing practice, community action and 

transformational change required to combat child sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal 

communities. It shifts the emphasis from a child protection system framed response to one 

that incorporates the authority of mainstream systems as appropriate. The analysis has 

generated the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding. This discussion reflects the 

beginning of transformative change made possible by the research and emergence of 

opportunities for addressing child sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal communities. 

Therefore, the emphasis now turns to how Aboriginal peoples can now drive the 

community conditions and actions required to protect their children from sexual abuse.  

 

Chapter 8: Conclusion and recommendations. This chapter draws together the research 

process and findings, culminating in the distinct and original contribution to knowledge 

achieved by identifying the substantive theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding. The place 

of the theory is examined as to how it can serve as an alternative foundation for future 

conversations about responding to child sexual; emphasizing the imperative to privilege 

Aboriginal voices in driving and determining the range of strategies to support safety. 

Already there are actions and efforts to support the safety of children within remote 

communities, with further support or stepping aside, those strategies become enhanced, and 

constraints loosened.  

 

The theory provides a platform for community development and community capacity 

building that integrates the many identified culturally informed strategies for supporting the 

wellbeing and protection of all children in remote communities, compared to only attending 

to child sexual abuse through discrete systems or programs. Through the integration and 

synthesis of actions across many levels within and between communities, Aboriginal 

peoples within remote communities can prioritise the safety of children 

 

The chapter makes recommendations that support Aboriginal peoples to further speak out 

about child sexual abuse and promote culturally informed solutions. Recommendations are 

consistent with the AASW (2020) guidance for social work practice with Aboriginal 
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peoples relevant to other professional allies in child protection roles. With the new theory 

of Both Ways Child Safeguarding, practitioners can more appropriately focus their efforts. 

The recommendations prompt an audit of government-funded programs through the lens of 

child safeguarding and considering legislative and policy amendments that better position 

Aboriginal communities as central to safeguarding children. Recommended also is a 

direction for future research that extends from privileging Aboriginal community capacity 

within Aboriginal communities to protect children.   

 

This introductory chapter has outlined the structure of the thesis. By including the verse 

that reflects on my research journey, the reader is given a window into the humility through 

which I approach the topic and the commitment I bring to establishing culturally secure 

approaches to exploring the research questions. The following chapter explores my 

theoretical and ideological approach to the research in greater detail, drawn from my 

cultural worldview as influenced by my personal and professional experience of being a 

White social worker, educator, and researcher.   

 

I approach the research with acute awareness of criticism that may be made of my role and 

place as a White Australian to undertake this research. Although I have continued to seek 

cultural guidance in my social work practice and with the current research, I acknowledge 

the criticism or suspicion about my motivations.  In the next Chapter, I explicitly position 

myself as a person who has slowly arrived at awareness of Aboriginal peoples and their 

culture, a slowness that is associated with privilege and power as reflected by (Helms, 

2017) associated with whiteness and representing the dominant culture.  While I do not 

suggest having an expertise in Aboriginal culture or knowledge, I have worked alongside 

very many Aboriginal children, families and communities for several decades and through 

this work comes my motivation to honour their voices and worldview that reflects my 

experience of working together in many ways to address the sensitive and painful topic of 

child sexual abuse.  Through adopting an Indigenist approach to the research, I am critically 

and safely able to examine the topic of addressing child sexual abuse within remote 

Aboriginal communities with transparency.   
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Chapter 2: Conceptual framework for the research 
 

2.1 Chapter overview 
 
Chapter two outlines the conceptual framework of the research through articulating my 

ontology, epistemology, and axiology, starting with the 'journey of self’ that is identified as 

a significant place to begin, by Bennett, Zubrzycki and Bacon (2011). King (2011), a social 

work academic, author, Larrakia and Warramangu Elder, approached her research journey 

by addressing the questions of the appropriateness of undertaking research involving 

Aboriginal peoples. As a White woman, I continuously revisited this question, reflecting on 

my motivation, the realisable benefits or possible gains, and the foundations or ideology 

that would frame the research. Through reassurance by participants and Aboriginal research 

mentors, and to honour their commitment to being heard and considered, I have completed 

the PhD. My ontology and epistemology have shaped my identification of the research 

questions and subsequent selection of methodology that makes explicit the power and 

privilege associated with my white settler heritage. The associated challenges were 

anticipated at the outset of the study are examined further in Chapter 4 along with some of 

the ways this was addressed. Some examples of strategies to address the challenges include 

inviting the support and guidance of Aboriginal research advisors and through early 

decisions made to provide opportunity for participants to be involved with the study from 

across the NT, rather than through engaging only one or two communities.  It was 

important at every decision-making point to provide opportunity for participants to consider 

their involvement in the study over time and ensure the process of obtaining consent was 

provided time for them to determine the priority of the research topic, but also on their 

assessment of me to undertake the research on such a sensitive topic.  

 

This Chapter positions the research as embodying social work practice knowledge that is 

informed by social work and feminist research expectations deep reflective knowledge of 

self as the primary tool for undertaking social work practice and research (reference).  

While detailed in its presentation, the approach reflects the opportunity I have taken to re-
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examine power, privilege and opportunity afforded me by virtue of my status within the 

dominant culture as a White, educated woman, concepts discussed in relation to whiteness 

and whiteness theory (Bennett, 2015; Ife & Tascón, 2019; Mlcek, 2018 & Young, 2004) 

Although my social work practice experience has led to awareness of many dimensions of 

power in practice, it is the current research and utilisation of Constructivist Grounded 

Theory (CGT) as a methodology that has required of me a greater depth of self-awareness 

at the start of the research and throughout due to the power of the participant testimony. 

The theories informing my practice and research align and incorporate feminist, anti-racist 

and anti-oppressive theories, the recognition of Whiteness and White privilege and the 

points at which the theories intersect to inform and be informed by cross-cultural research.   

 

This is the starting point for research or social work with Aboriginal peoples. Adding to 

what was mentioned at the beginning of chapter one about being White, female and gaining 

privilege through the colonisation by my ancestors of Aboriginal Australia, my journey of 

the self, incorporates family, biography, identities, roles, personal values and motivations to 

work with Indigenous peoples. My approach to the research is Indigenist, one that is 

person-centred, subjective, and gives voice to those who have often been silenced, 

particularly children.  King (2011) discusses the place of Indigenist theory in social work 

practice and research, which works towards a paradigm shift that privileges Indigenous 

knowledge and the experience of her PhD research; the inward moral search that supports 

her through the research journey. Wilson (2013) further contends that a researcher does not 

have to be Indigenous to be able to engage in deep relational connections and my use of an 

Indigenist lens in this research, is premised on having strong Indigenous connections.  

 

The chapter assists the reader to understand who I am, the personal and professional 

experience that brings me to the research topic, and the influences on discretionary decision 

making at each step of the research. Through such transparency, the reader can critique the 

study's assumptions, including the inherent limitations of formulating research through my 

lens as a White, middle-aged, middle-class social worker of convict and colonial heritage. 

Identified by Young (2004), social workers must adopt a critically reflexive stance that 

considers the Whiteness of social work and for a White social worker to incorporate deep 

awareness of their ancestral origins alongside the displacement of Aboriginal peoples that 
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has led to opportunity and privilege. Describing these complex layers of self explains how 

my ontology is shaped, in other words, the ways of knowing and being in the world, and 

the opportunities shared with Aboriginal peoples for continued learning. It is at the cultural 

interface between Aboriginal and Western Australian culture (Nakata, 2015) that my 

approach to research has added a critical dimension to the decolonisation of Western 

knowledge and practices (Nakata et al., 2012) through being open to productive ways of 

thinking, in and through complex and contested knowledge terrains. While the focus of 

Nakata et al.’s work related to pedagogies for Indigenous studies, their approach resonates 

with my experience as a social worker and educator.  

 

The opportunity to work within a profession that requires reflexivity and critical reflection, 

noting the possibilities and limits to reflective practice in social work (Ferguson, 2018), has 

informed my approach to social research. Through my study of social work, ongoing 

critical self-awareness forms the foundation of professional practice. Therefore, personal, 

and professional experience over three decades, culminates in the theoretical lens through 

which I approach the research. It is the professional experience gained alongside Aboriginal 

children, families, and communities in remote Australia, specifically in the field of child 

sexual abuse, which informs the selection of grounded theory methodology that most 

appropriately honors and amplifies voices of Aboriginal peoples as experts of their own 

experience. It is recognised that they are also authors of their solutions to such sensitive 

matters. Mertens and Ginsberg (2008) examined the intersection of advocacy and research 

through a transformative stance, and recognised the ethical tensions and dilemmas 

associated with social research to investigate controversial topics. They identify benefits for 

the researcher to partner with communities for collection, analysis, and interpretation that I 

consider to be supported by Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology involving 

collaboration with research participants and Aboriginal research advisors. 

 

This chapter invites the reader to understand the person at the centre of the research by 

making explicit the motivation, values and world views that underpin the selection of topic 

and inevitable inherent biases associated with the values and experiences that bring me to 

the research. The dominant narratives of white privilege and colonialism are recognised 

throughout the thesis. I have become increasingly influenced by such narratives through 
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tertiary study and professional experience in remote Aboriginal contexts. My professional 

expertise aligns with my values that lead me to work as a social worker. To work safely and 

effectively with others, including those of other cultures, a social worker must locate the 

origins of their own culture and values as influenced by the family. The AASW Practice 

Standards (2013) speak to the values and ethics, professionalism, culturally responsive and 

inclusive practice, knowledge for practice and the way knowledge is applied, 

communication and interpersonal skills, information recording and sharing and the 

requirement for ongoing professional development and supervision. Extending the above 

ideas and those from the model by Bennett et al. (2011), my journey of the self is informed 

by the psychological and developmental theories against the backdrop of the history and 

events that have shaped my own identity and roles and values. In particular, the approach 

that aligns with an understanding of self is drawn from the ecological systems theory of 

Bronfenbrenner (1995), where the person is considered in the context of their environment.  

My story continues to evolve with ongoing experience and insights gained through personal 

life, professional practice and throughout the research.  

 

2.2 The personal 
 
As identified earlier, social work and social work research necessarily incorporate the 

personal and professional self, including consideration of culture (Young, 2004) and the 

Whiteness of social work and its Western knowledge foundations. However, self-

examination can bring deep discomfort through the vulnerabilities associated with personal 

and professional risk-taking. For example, I have detailed (Moore, 2021) the requirement to 

take personal risks within intercultural research in Aboriginal Australia and the 

transformational impact on the researcher for ceding control. Furthermore, Mlcek (2020) 

has identified the pedagogy of discomfort, realised through joining with Aboriginal people, 

practicing inner deep listening and quiet still awareness, or Dadirri (Atkinson, 2017; 

Ungunmerr-Buamann, 2002). Critical to reconciling the discomfort is acknowledging social 

workers as agents of the systems and authorities complicit in slow progress in addressing 

child sexual abuse to the perceived complexity, moral taboos and politics of power and 

considered a wicked problem, a concept first identified by Rittel and Webber (1973). 

Wicked problems are those social problems that are complex and interconnected, lack 
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clarity in their aims and solutions, and are subject to real-world constraints which hinder 

risk-free attempts to find a solution.  

 

Reflexivity is a concept familiar to social workers and involves the ability of the 

practitioner, or in this case social researcher, to examine their own feelings, reactions and 

motives and how they influence what they do or think in a situation.  A first step to 

reflexivity is to be able to reflect and from that to critically reflect on practice.  Reflection is 

not simply to look back but also to reflect in action, on action and for action.  Within the 

research context this translates to the requirement of the researcher to understand their 

influence on the participants of the research or topic while at the same time recognising the 

impact on the researcher (Probst, 2015). Reflexive engagement is ongoing from the initial 

planning to conducting and writing about the investigation. In her study, Probst (2015) 

explored the benefits, challenges and limitations of reflexivity as revealed through the 

experience of qualitative researchers. She identified the 'muddy' nature of reflexivity 

whereby the tension is realised between the focus on self, as it can distract from the 

phenomenon or the people involved with the study (Probst, 2015). Morley (2015) asserts 

critical reflexivity is core to promoting the emancipatory goals of critical social science. 

Reflection, reflexivity and critical reflexivity require the researcher to be disciplined, 

critically self-aware and cognisant of the social constructs that impact participants of social 

research.  

 

The recognition of the power differential between the researcher and the ‘researched’ 

within social research is required.  The ethical responsibility of research involving 

Aboriginal peoples requires explicit recognition of the intergenerational impacts of White 

settlement in Australia (Fejo-King, 2013; Young, 2004) on the social, health, education and 

economic disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal peoples.  Throughout the years of 

undertaking the PhD research I took the opportunity to explore my ancestry through 

discussion with family and building intergenerational genograms within Ancestry software 

as it was impossible to presume to understand another’s culture without more deeply 

understanding my own.  AASW Practice Standards (2013) and international social work 

cultural standards, such as the American National Association of Social Workers (NASW) 

Cultural Standards (2003), emphasise the need for social work practitioners and researchers 
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first to be aware of their own cultural identities, acknowledging the associated privilege, 

power and opportunity (Young, 2004) gained through being a White social worker and the 

subsequent responsibility for dismantling the dominant culture of systemic oppression 

(Hunt, 2020). Cultural awareness training throughout my career has supported me to gain 

only a shallow understanding of my cultural heritage due to being part of the dominant 

culture in Australia.  However, through undertaking the PhD research, deep inner listening 

alongside Aboriginal peoples as we discuss the sensitive topic of child sexual abuse has 

stirred my conscience and awakened a more significant, and sometimes uncomfortable, 

awareness of self.  Through this interaction, I have reflected on the power and privilege 

associated with whiteness throughout this chapter. That experience has further informed 

applying the methodological approach of Constructivist Grounded Theory to the research. 

As a result, I now better appreciate privilege and power previously less considered by me at 

the study's outset. 

  

I am a white woman in her 50s, married with two adult sons and three adult stepsons. I am 

descended from the first British settlers to Australia from the 1788 First Fleet, including 

convicts, soldiers and those who subsequently travelled to Australia via assisted passage as 

free settlers as reflected in my writing (Moore, 2016; 2021). Therefore, I am descended 

from settler-colonialism, and I currently live and work on unceded lands of Australia’s 

Aboriginal peoples. Despite conditions of hardship for those transported to the penal colony 

of New South Wales, my ancestors were among those to receive land grants in Concord, 

Sydney, the land of the Eora Nation. At this point in history, the privilege was bestowed 

upon me, providing the opportunity for sustenance and land acquisition for farming and 

funds to purchase businesses such as the Elephant and Castle Inn of Liverpool and bringing 

required trades and skills to establish the new colony. Aboriginal peoples were displaced 

from land, culture, and country by my forebears.  As reflected by Young (2004), I 

recognise the opportunities accumulated because of the dispossession of Aboriginal 

peoples. Through this research, I have increasingly identified the power and privilege I hold 

due to British colonisation, reflected by many Aboriginal social workers and academics in 

their discussion on White privilege (Bennett, 2013; Fejo-King, 2013; Fejo-King & 

Briskman, 2009). For many years, my work alongside Aboriginal peoples reveals the 

continuity of Aboriginal culture despite the disruptions in temporal order through the 
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British invasion, as examined by Donaldson (1996). Through acknowledgment of privilege 

and the associated responsibility, I continue to work alongside Aboriginal peoples, 

especially my Aboriginal social work peers, connecting at the cultural interface as 

discussed by Nakata, 2015) between Aboriginal and Western Australian culture. 

 

While growing up in Sydney, I was not aware of the privilege I held like the reflection of 

Hunt (2020). In the first generation within my family who completed secondary school and 

attained tertiary qualifications, I had the opportunity not afforded to my parents or 

grandparents. Higher education was not my parents' aspiration for me and continues to be at 

odds with my internal messaging about my place and belonging. Despite this, I proceeded 

to undertake my social work degree upon leaving school at 17. While working full time, I 

have subsequently undertaken post-graduate qualifications informed by my social work 

practice's appetite for lifelong learning. After graduation and working in child protection in 

Sydney, in 1989, I left to work in remote Aboriginal Australia, the West Pilbara of Western 

Australia, where my first son was born, before moving to Darwin in the Northern Territory 

in 1993, where I continue to live and work.  

 

2.2.1 My cultural heritage 

As the person behind the research lens, an essential understanding of me is my cultural 

background. I have explored my cultural heritage more deeply throughout the period of the 

research, as it is only through understanding myself that I can reflect on the ways that I 

gather and interpret the data. My ancestors on both sides of my family can be traced to 

Australia's British 'settlement' as either convict, military, or free settlers seeking new 

economic opportunities within the British colony in later decades. They resided in Sydney's 

Waterloo and Marrickville (Eora Nation) areas. One convict ancestor, Eleanor Frazer, 

arrived in Botany Bay in 1788, transported on the Charlotte with the First Fleet, was 

granted freehold title in Concord at the end of her seven-year sentence, where she farmed 

maize and wheat before taking on the management of the Elephant and Castle Inn with her 

next husband, William Morgan. He came to Australia on the Neptune with the Second Fleet 

as part of the military corps. Other ancestors settled in the Maitland (Wonnarua Nations) 

and Taree (Birbay Nation) regions. Common within British society, punctuated by poverty 

and overcrowding of penal institutions, my convict ancestors stole to meet their basic 
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needs. Poverty, child death, impacts of the plague and other illness that were so common in 

17th and 18th century Britain are featured in the records of my ancestors. Those travelling 

to Australia as free settlers were supported and encouraged to leave Britain to build its 

Australian colony. Shelter in the colonies was essential, and generations of families lived 

together. As I consider these facts, I cannot help but think about the circumstance of 

poverty and overcrowding now still experienced by Aboriginal peoples and the challenges 

that this can present at times. 

 

My maternal and paternal grandparents lived in the Sydney suburbs of Belmore and 

Punchbowl; areas that are now experiencing different waves of migration than in the 1930s 

when my mother and father were raised before building privately in the newly developing 

south-western Sydney suburb of Panania in the 1950s. Some men, although not many, in 

my family served in the Army in the first and second World Wars. My father recalls the 

impact of the trauma of their war service on several of his uncles. Our family lived with the 

stories and experiences of living as civilians through World War I and II and the Great 

Depression. Growing up, I was surrounded by the family's oral history, including Nanna's 

frugality to make ends meet when food and essentials were rationed; her undertaking piece 

work of embroidery to support the troops and provide some income for the family. 

 

Transmission of my own culture is influenced by the society, politics and events of their 

times and those of their forebears as incorporated into values of work ethic, stoicism, 

independence and, ironically, a fear of invasion by outsiders resulting from the Japanese 

attacks on Australia during WWII. My childhood involved fears of conscription to the 

Army for my brothers that may have stemmed from greater public awareness of the 

Vietnam War and protests during my early childhood. I often deliberated the question of 

whether I could kill someone if the Japanese invaded Australia; such was the subtle fear 

that permeated the post-war era and was conveyed through the stories and conversations of 

those around me. The irony does not escape me about the fear of outsider invasion; that is, 

the lived experience of Aboriginal peoples due to the attack through colonisation by my 

ancestors. The intergenerational trauma experienced by White Australians is not examined 

within the literature associated with that experience by Aboriginal peoples through 

colonisation. The inescapable reality considered through a trauma lens is that White 
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Australia comes with its baggage and experience of generational abuse and oppression 

consistent with Freire’s (1970) pedagogy of the oppressed. Further research may yield a 

richer narrative to support the goals of reconciliation. For example, the 150 000 children 

with an average age of eight years and nine months to help populate British Dominions, 

including Australia, with ‘good white stock’ (Watt & Dow, 2001) were sent away from 

their families in Britain to Australia as child migrants between 1922 and 1967. Others in 

Australia moved into institutional care away from their families where many were ill-

treated (Watt & Dow, 2001). Such abuse continued to be chronicled in the Royal 

Commission into Institutional Responses to Sexual Abuse (2017). 

 

However, the critical difference is the reality for Aboriginal peoples because the invasion of 

their lands had already occurred, and culture's survival impacted its fourth and fifth 

generations since colonisation. Having experienced the brutality of the frontier wars, 

slavery and servitude, through to the individual and collective violations perpetuated 

through law, policy and practices, Aboriginal peoples were already contending with 

intergenerational trauma that is now well-documented by authors, including Atkinson 

(2002). 

  

2.2.2 Learning about Aboriginal culture 

White privilege and the exercise of power (Mlcek, 2018) directly result from my British 

colonisers' heritage and the displacement of Aboriginal peoples from their lands, ancient 

cultural connection, and heritage. Whiteness behaviours are present through the existence 

of unearned privilege and power – they are two sides of the same coin (Mlcek, 2018). The 

abovementioned acquisition of land for my ancestors was made possible only through the 

declaration of Terra Nullius. Yet, the rightful custodians of the land, the Aboriginal peoples 

of many tribes, endure a tyranny of genocide where the horrors of intergenerational trauma 

impact individuals and communities. Such historical and contemporary discriminatory 

policies and practices contribute to the dysfunction and disadvantage levels observed in 

Aboriginal families and communities today.  

 

I examine my earliest recollections and understanding of my own identity and that of 

Aboriginal peoples regarding the abovementioned portrayal of Aboriginal people in the 
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NSW school system and no doubt reflective or contributing to the dominant discourse of 

othering Aboriginal people.  Direct connection with Aboriginal peoples where I grew up 

was limited to only two Aboriginal girls in the care of white adoptive families. In a way, 

my upbringing was ‘colour-blind’, or a position that race does not matter, treating all 

people equally, but without due attention to inherent privilege and power. Burke (2018) 

considers colour blindness to contribute to racism, as it downplays the realities of race and 

racism.   

 

History lessons in high school incorporated Australia's Aboriginal history but were more 

biased to the version of Australia's colonisation as told by white Australia. The Aboriginal 

girls in my school attended cultural camps to support their Aboriginal identity. My interest 

was awakened to Aboriginal peoples as a young child through receiving photographs taken 

by my mother's uncle Jack during his time in Darwin (Larrakia Country) in WWII. He is 

reportedly a 'blood brother' to a tribe in the region through my family's stories, a term not 

used today. Still, this practice would likely translate to being adopted into the tribe or 

perhaps given a skin name to denote relationship and associated responsibilities. 

Handwriting on the back of the photos suggests the tribe is from Finnis River (Kungakan 

Country). His photographs of Aboriginal peoples engaged in daily life by campfires, 

hunting and ceremony reveal relationship and familiarity, or at least a level of gracious 

hospitality and connection as demonstrated through the inclusion of such moments by those 

Aboriginal people from this tribe. My direct experience of Aboriginal children was not until 

my late adolescence as a church camp leader of country children's camps where Barkindji 

children from Menindee, Western NSW, had a holiday at the beach.  

 

2.2.3 Emerging social conscience and values of social justice 

Through the knowledge of injustice and disadvantage, listening as a child to missionaries 

from remote Australia speak at my local church about the needs of Aboriginal peoples 

seeded the possibility whereby, I could also be part of the solution. As a child, I donated 

my pocket money to a religious organisation, the Aboriginal Inland Mission (AIM). It has 

now been revealed through the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse (Wright et al., 2017) that AIM was responsible for perpetrating sexual and 

physical harm to many children in their care at the Retta Dixon Children’s Home. VJ, my 
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friend, colleague and research mentor who suffered physical and sexual abuse, gave her 

testimony to the Royal Commission with other adult survivors (Ockenden, 2014), including 

her younger brothers. She said, “I kept this secret till I was 25. Although this stopped with 

this boy, it didn’t go away. It entered inside me, bringing with it pain, terror, disgust and 

horror and making me ever alert and wary”. She felt responsible for her younger brothers, 

who she later learned were also sexually abused, carrying the scars through adulthood. As 

evidenced through her testimony, the courage and positivity of VJ continued until she 

passed in 2017. Our meetings to discuss the research left me uplifted and challenged my 

knowledge and assumptions during the research fieldwork. Throughout her life, she made a 

vital contribution to the work of the Secretariat for National Aboriginal and Islander Child 

Care (SNAICC), Aboriginal childcare and child protection within the NT, including the 

development of resources that continue to enhance the knowledge, skills and confidence of 

those working with Aboriginal children. In addition, VJ delivered papers at conferences and 

provided cultural training to social work students at Charles Darwin University (CDU), 

where I was a social work lecturer. “I am a warrior woman. I must step up, be strong and 

share myself with you”. (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 

Abuse, Testimony – Veronica Johns, p. 3). 

 

2.2.4 The place of women  

As a young girl growing up in the 1960s to 1980s, the women's rights movement formed 

the backdrop of my early assertions about gendered equality. My school and peers actively 

challenged traditional gender roles throughout my school years. Not only was the mantra at 

my all-girls public school that girls can do anything, but girls were also actively supported 

to seek employment or enter trades that were previously considered male domains. As a 

young child, I recall frequently testing the concepts concerning my observation of language 

used with gendered stereotypes of wives. Growing up with older brothers provided many 

opportunities to test out ideas of equality related to routine daily life and simply wanting to 

keep up with them. I had all the same options in childhood as my brothers. I observed and 

listened to the women in my family distancing themselves from feminist rhetoric, 

maintaining greater power within their relationships and the family through what seemed 

almost to be covert tactics.  
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By listening to the stories of the women in my family, I learned more deeply about their 

unassuming power within traditional family roles of being wife, mother and homemaker 

and the relational tension between my parents related to finance and control. Such 

approaches involved ensuring independent sources of income through times when women 

were not allowed to work if married and financially dependent on their husbands. The 

broader societal constructs of gender roles drove economic inequality between husbands 

and wives, sharply realised at the end of a marriage.  

 

Through my childhood, I understood the role of women was primarily to care for others, 

consistent with perspectives at the time. I was aware, however, that my maternal 

grandmother worked from home doing piecework in support of the war effort; early 

evidence of what I later understood as expectations that women’s involvement in paid 

employment depended upon the economic and political needs of the era. My mother was 

able to work until she was married at 21 years old, whereby she was required to be a 

homemaker and without independent financial means. Although I have grown in the 1960s 

within a nuclear family in suburban Sydney, I was familiar with my grandmother's history 

of needing to move with her mother and younger brother to live with extended family at 

age 11 after her father's death. Perhaps this loss in her childhood influenced her in 

becoming strong and independent in her marriage and family life. Elderly relatives were the 

responsibility of the family to care for, with my mother describing her experience in 

childhood with elderly grieving relatives dressed in black due to the passing of her 

grandfather. Stories passed down to me in childhood included the struggles of some women 

caused by their husband's behaviours, such as alcoholism.  

 

2.2.5 The personal is political – first awareness of social and legal systems 

Being White, my father self-employed and a mortgage holder, my family did not come to 

the attention of the public and legal systems that Aboriginal families routinely experience. 

For example, I did not experience authorities visiting my home to determine my safety or 

level of care throughout my childhood. My first connection with a legal system had a 

significant traumatic impact on our family through the Family Law Court. At 13 years old, 

I first became aware of the intersection of legal systems and social policy in individuals' 

and families' lives under the Family Law Act (1975). The constraints of Christian family 
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values also created hurdles for a separating couple, where separation could only be justified 

through evidence of adultery. The so-called 'No-fault' divorce recognised equality for 

women not employed outside the home. Women were now considered to have contributed 

equally as homemakers and mothers. This stage of my development introduced the 

opportunity to view my emerging gender identity. I learned the limitations of gendered 

roles within relationships and the need to negotiate such functions and responsibilities 

moving forward. The experience informed my values of personal agency, and financial 

independence sows the seed of awakening to politics, which extended through my 

university studies in the 1980s. 

 

2.2.6 Opportunity to access tertiary education  

I have moved from the working class into the middle class through education while 

retaining my working-class identity and values. I was alerted to social justice, gender and 

economic disadvantage questions through my mother's experience of separation, after 

having depended on my father’s work for income and the need to enter the workplace after 

many years away. I was aware of the increased opportunity for women with further 

education to have more options for ensuring financial independence. When I enrolled at 

university, tertiary education was free.  

 

Attending university was an option less anticipated by my family in the early 1980s, and I 

elected to study social work. The four-year degree provided an opportunity to research and 

learn more about ways to influence the structures and systems that perpetuate injustice and 

disadvantage for those more vulnerable in our community. Social workers could influence 

change at the micro-level of individual direct practice, working with groups, families or 

communities, or directly through contributing to the policy and legislation of the 

government of the day. Yet, through study, the personal and professional tension 

uncomfortably reveals itself. The puzzle of tackling social injustice while benefiting from 

the structures that cause and support disadvantage is never-ending. Such is the dilemma for 

those with privilege being an ally to those with less. Can an outsider ever be part of the 

solution while they derive privilege from continuing the problem? Such threads of doubt 

and tension have permeated my social work practice and research for the past three 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    47  

decades. I accept that these are first world problems but relevant when examining the role 

of the powerful in researching issues as they impact the less powerful.  

 

Concerns about social justice and anti-oppressive practices are already evident in my 

ontology, and axiology positions me to challenge, question and recognise systemic causes 

of disadvantage through class and gender, aligning with radical theories from Marx, 

feminism and critical social theory (Fook, 2002). My approach to understanding the world 

and its challenges have further developed through alignment with postmodern and 

deconstructive thinking (Fook & Askeland, 2007). Exploring my values and ways of 

understanding the world describes the White, middle class, educated woman with privilege 

premised on the disadvantage and displacement of Aboriginal peoples through colonisation. 

It is perhaps both despite and because of the epistemology that I engage in work supporting 

the protection of human rights, including children's rights to safety, straddling the two 

worlds while realising the privilege of Whiteness (Hunt, 2020; Young, 2004). 

  

I have aspired to be a quiet but tenacious influencer of change and lifelong learner, 

positioning myself in different roles and levels of government that can further the 

protection of children. As an academic, then subsequently through my return to child 

protection leadership, the opportunity to give back through the education of social workers 

and graduates to practice safely and with courage takes a different shape, along with the 

opportunity to explore change through the vehicle of social research. So, it is not surprising 

that the values shaped through my upbringing led to a pathway of study and entry into the 

social work profession.  

 

Curiosity about the social world and the construct of social problems lies at the heart of my 

research interest. At a deeper level is my need to personally and professionally be part of 

the solution to complex and persistent problems that impact the lives of vulnerable people, 

such as children. Being afforded secure attachment in infancy (Bowlby, 1979) and provided 

a caregiving system that was responsive and adaptable through early childhood, my father 

fostered in me the love for philosophy, or the debate of ideas, from the many hours spent in 

conversation in his home-based jewellery workshop. From working-class roots and with 

limited formal education, he valued the company of those he considered more worldly and 
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educated to further his knowledge of the world beyond his backyard. Through the matrices 

of experiences, exposure and formal learning, I move into a profession that further extends 

my experience and knowledge that positions me to embark on this research.  

 

2.3 The professional  
This section examines my emergence as a social worker, drawing upon the personal values, 

philosophy and worldview established through childhood. Following are examples of my 

childhood influences that have positioned me for social work practice as an agent of change 

that involves curiosity and problem solving through practice and research.  

 

2.3.1 Embracing a Social Work identity 

Principles of justice and human rights underpin my professional practice and my ongoing 

interest in the rights of children and Aboriginal peoples. Theories continue to shape a 

critical perspective that encompasses radical, structural, feminist, anti-oppressive and anti-

racist social work models (Healy, 2014). I am concerned with the effects and operation of 

power, as noted by Watts and Hodgson (2017) as a continuing ethical tension for social 

workers to manage when working in government organisations. . Social workers often work 

within organisations that may contribute to the oppression of people in pursuit of support 

for individuals within such populations.  Where roadblocks or injustices by my 

organisations are recognised, it is my professional obligation to use my expertise within 

these systems to advocate for change. I, too, have experienced organisational and political 

resistance to raising concerns about child sexual abuse.  Self-reflection is a skill taught in 

social work education for supporting students to consider their practice values and 

behaviour (Burr et al., 2016). In this chapter, ‘Self’ relates both to the relationships that 

have shaped me from infancy and the subsequent experiences that continue to influence my 

way of being in the world with and alongside others.  

 

2.3.2 Child protection practitioner – child sexual abuse 

Social and political events aligning with my study of social work and entry to the 

profession in child protection include the global recognition of children's rights through the 

ratification by the General Assembly of the United Nations (1989) Convention on the 
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Rights of the Child (UNCRoC). A professional role became a vehicle for me to champion 

children's rights and experience power that I did not have as a child to change my family or 

social environment and against this political backdrop that my first social work role was in 

child protection in NSW, a domain of practice that I continue to revisit, coming full circle 

to my current role as Director, Child Safety with the Territory Families, Housing and 

Communities as I complete my PhD and start to integrate into practice the learning from 

the research.    

 

Graduating in 1986 as a social worker, I have worked in various roles within state and 

federal government aligned with the authority of dominant white Australian society, 

including in statutory child protection in New South Wales (NSW), Western Australia 

(WA) and the Northern Territory (NT), the Family Court and administrative, but 

legislatively supported, social work within Centrelink. Watts and Hodgson (2017) contend 

that the power of such organisations may be repressive and constraining. However, I would 

argue that power can be pivotal to support and protect human rights. It is balancing the 

responsibilities that come with such power supported by social work values and ethics 

(AASW, 2020). As Young (2004) contends, social workers must continually engage 

conscientiously within the interactions at the personal, professional and public levels within 

the ever-changing spaces where interactions occur between social workers and vulnerable 

peoples within the ethic of responsibility to others. She discussed how such exchange takes 

place in spaces that are “hard, messy, risky and painful for White people” (Young, 2004, p. 

119), and this discomfort is certainly my experience in practice and through research. 

 

My first social work role was in child protection in south-western Sydney, a renowned 

region at that time as having the highest rate of child sexual abuse in NSW. At 21, I came 

to the role of child protection practitioner with a conviction and affinity for children and 

young people, with the authority to support and influence parents to ensure the care and 

protection of their children. I learned that child-focused work required skills for working 

with parents; those who need support to protect their children better, and those whose 

children were separated from their families to ensure their immediate safety. The above 

mentioned ‘spaces’ of engagement for social work practice were characterised by tension 

and the recognition of power differences between practitioners and clients who were often, 
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but not always, from marginalised populations impacted by the structural impacts of socio-

economic and racial oppression.  

 

The following summary of events are drawn from my professional practice and experience, 

referenced where possible. In the 1980s, child protection workers took the lead on 

investigations of harm to children, including sexual abuse, and handed off to police for 

consideration of criminal investigation if warranted. The disclosure by a child about their 

experience of sexual abuse is compelling and confronting. Stories unfold through my first 

two years that implicate fathers, stepfathers, teachers, and men trusted to babysit while 

mothers were at bingo. My entry into child protection coincides with the proliferation of 

child sexual abuse within the church, sports or other organisations and institutions.  Access 

to children by sex offenders appeared effortless when parents lacked awareness of the 

possibility that trusted friends and family would harm their children.   The dynamics of 

sexual abuse are now more widely understood through the testimonies by adults sexually 

abused as children in the 1980s provided to the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse (2015). Less known at this time were the circumstances 

when women may have been abusive towards children, although in my high school years 

had become familiar with the death of several children by their 17-year-old female 

babysitter, Helen Moore (O’Reilly & Frame, 2016). I was involved in foster care 

recruitment and training, acutely aware of the possibility of child sex offenders interested in 

gaining entry to the program to promote their access to vulnerable children. Tools for 

screening were not sophisticated but instead relied on group training settings that were 

more likely to expose questionable motivations for becoming foster carers. The Step-by-

Step package by Hayden and Mulroney (2003) for assessing potential foster carers, 

developed for use in NSW some years later, does not consider the possibilities of 

motivations for fostering linked with sexual abuse. 

 

Through investigations of sexual abuse, it appeared that discrediting the child supported the 

deception of the protective caregiver should the child complain. The child's silence could 

be assured by inducing fear, for example, by threats they would be taken away, of another 

sibling being harmed if the child did not comply, that the perpetrator may be sent to jail, 

thereby leaving the family homeless, pets being harmed or other less extreme threats as 
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simple as ‘this would make your mother sad’, or simply, that the child would be in trouble 

or it was their fault. These tactics fall within the final stages of sexual grooming as 

identified in the review of literature for research on grooming by Winters and Jeglic (2017), 

that includes the targeting or selecting the victim, gaining access, and developing trust and 

cooperation, establishing exclusivity, and isolating the child, increased physical contact and 

sexual contact, and maintaining control. Tactics were used to cast doubt or discredit 

disclosures of the abuse (Craven et al., 2006) that compounded the silence and secrecy of 

the offences. For many young people residing in supported youth accommodation, the 

focus turned more to supporting their physical needs for shelter that was made difficult by 

leaving their place of care. Many later reported experience of abuse (Royal Commission 

into Institutional Responses to Sexual Abuse (2017). By this stage, the opportunities for 

responding to disclosures of sexual abuse within their families, schools or current carers 

remain hidden due to the young person maintaining their silence if they are now safe from 

the perpetrator of harm. Where young people disclosed experiences of sexual abuse, the 

report may not have proceeded to a criminal investigation. Such accounts of abuse in care 

are well documented in the personal testimonies to the Royal Commission into Institutional 

Responses to Sexual Abuse (2017). 

 

2.3.3 Innovative child protection practice informed by Aboriginal culture 

Understanding the limitations of Western systems to respond to the sexual abuse of 

children, I draw from two sources of wisdom, that of the family and communities with 

whom I am working and my social work education. Facing the powerful silence of the 

children involved and the absence of information forthcoming from others in the 

community, I critiqued the opportunities and limitations of the statutory intervention model 

of protecting children. Through the experiences of these children, I realised that the child 

protection system and criminal justice system, designed to uphold the rights of children to 

safety, are ill-suited to protecting children who remain silent. For example, the discrepancy 

recognised in one Canadian study by Boyce, Cotter and Perreault (2014) between self-

reports of child sexual abuse and those based on data from child protection services and 

police data, which are 30 times less. The lack of verbal disclosure about the incident and 

the identity of the offender/s effectively prohibits the use of a legislated intervention that 

could, in some cases, protect the child from that person. The barriers to disclosure faced by 
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Aboriginal children I worked with in my early career are similar to those of any child but 

compounded by language and limited awareness within the community of the dynamics and 

indicators of child sexual abuse. This led to a reliance on culturally informed innovative 

responses to addressing child sexual abuse when mainstream child protection and criminal 

justice pathways had been exhausted.  

 

2.3.4 Incorporating Aboriginal knowledge in responding to child sexual abuse  

Statutory and forensic interventions have yielded a meagre percentage of prosecution and 

convictions, and children remained silent during child protection investigation interviews.  I 

broadened my social work practice focus to where Aboriginal community members 

identified the issues they considered a priority. As a statutory worker, I participated in 

community discussions. I brought to the table my dilemma, and that of the organisation, of 

the need to identify culturally informed strategies to enhance the protection of children 

from sexual abuse. Through various bush meetings across two linked communities several 

hundred kilometres apart, the men and women identified a range of issues they needed to 

address together. These included such issues as housing. The intersection of social 

problems was known at this stage, and sexual abuse was just one discussed in these equally 

critical community-identified challenges. Meetings were held ‘in language’ (local 

Aboriginal language), and my contribution as an invited outside expert was to talk about 

child sexual abuse and its impacts on children. The information was new to the community 

members, and they were concerned. Bush meetings have long been held in North-Western 

Australia such as the annual two days On-Country Bush Meeting at Yule River – Yamatji 

Malpa, when bureaucrats are made to meet with Aboriginal peoples on country (Sharp & 

Thieberger, 2001), to answer questions and hear concerns relating to government practices 

and decisions on Aboriginal peoples of the region. In the smaller bush meeting style 

meetings held in Onslow and in Roebourne, the topic of child sexual abuse was discussed 

by women and men together, and women and men separately. 

 

The group determined they would hold more meetings and ensure that child sexual abuse 

discussions involved male and female Elders. The women considered it imperative that the 

men shared the responsibility for identifying solutions. Ultimately, the safe households 

within the community were identified as the places where children already seek support and 
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safety, although not always indicating what they may be fearing. The plan was to continue 

to hold workshops, providing information to the group about children, the impacts of child 

sexual abuse and the indicators of such abuse and the confidence to encourage the child to 

speak further to child protection or police should they continue to be at risk. The 

community development approach to child protection coincided with the rollout through 

WA of child abuse awareness campaigns and community education. As social workers, we 

support the group to submit funding to further access resources and specialists, such as a 

sexual assault counsellor for the region.  

 

In later years, from a different Aboriginal community in the region, a 14-year-old girl did 

speak out. She made a formal complaint about her experience of being sexually assaulted 

by someone known by the community who entered her house at night. As I sat in support of 

the young person giving testimony, it was clear that the defence counsel's tactics 

effortlessly created doubt about the complainant's credibility as a witness (victim) of the 

assault. English was her second language, so arguments in the hearing that relied upon legal 

jargon, semantics and the detail about the location of the doors and windows in the house 

served to see the defendant avoid conviction. In a small community where the alleged 

offender remains known to the victim and remains living in the community, her courage to 

speak out and the efforts by police prosecutors left her no less vulnerable than if she had 

remained silent.  Through such an outcome, the message to other victims is powerful, 

maintaining silence. McGlade (2010), in her discussion of the restoration of justice for 

Aboriginal victims and communities, speaks to the traumatic experience of the justice 

system for sexual assault victims and the lack of surprise that most cases remain 

unreported.  

 

I have detailed my limited capacity as a social worker to influence change and enhance the 

safety of children from sexual harm. However, the experience has provided an opportunity 

from within my profession and the statutory child welfare system for me to understand 

better the limitations of existing systems to protect children from sexual abuse by working 

alongside Aboriginal communities. I now consider how research may contribute to 

furthering the safety of children, and significantly, considering my obligation and 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    54  

responsibility to be involved with research to support much needed social and systemic 

change.  

 

2.3.5 Family and individual counsellor 

Throughout my career, I have undertaken professional roles as an individual and family 

counsellor that include being a sexual assault counsellor and a Family Court counsellor. 

These roles lend themselves to deeper engagement at the micro-level with the human 

experience of child sexual abuse by the individual, their family and in associated conflicts 

that emerge within and between families where sexual abuse is alleged. Below is how 

practice experience has supported a deepening understanding of the nexus between people 

and the systems they interact with at such critical junctures in their lives.  

 

2.3.5.1 Sexual assault counsellor 

As a sexual assault counsellor in later years in the NT, I responded to acute sexual assaults 

of children or adults, providing counselling to adults or young people sexually abused in 

the past. Through many years of working in this field, I observed the limitations of existing 

child protection and criminal justice responses. Such restrictions are explicitly related to the 

child's reliance to make a purposeful disclosure to enter these systems or the existence of 

solid corroborative evidence that would likely meet thresholds for criminal prosecution. In 

this role, I did not hold statutory authority or decision-making responsibility for the 

protective needs of the child; however, I contributed to such investigations undertaken by 

police and child protection authorities. In addition, the medical officers of the service 

conducted forensic medical examinations as indicated by the facts to assist in identifying an 

offender and ensuring the sexual health of the child.  

 

2.3.5.2 Family Court counsellor 

As a Family Court Counsellor during the 1990s in the NT, my role was to provide 

mediation, conciliation counselling and education sessions. I also ran groups for children 

whose parents were engaged in Family Court disputes, who had often witnessed high levels 

of parental conflict violence, and some were subjected directly to abuse. The Family Law 

system frequently considers child abuse allegations (Moloney et al., 2007). It intersects at 

these times with the child protection systems of each state and territory jurisdiction, reliant 
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on the states to address child protection. We explored and established culturally informed 

mediation and conflict resolution within the Family Court, a new approach that harnessed 

Aboriginal peoples' family conflict resolution processes and the new approach that 

harnessed Aboriginal peoples' family conflict resolution processes and the Family Court 

System. The need is mainly presented when family members placed children within the 

kinship network and expectations not clear or later changed. One example included the 

expectation that a child would be returned to their community when they reached an age to 

fulfil cultural roles and obligations necessary for their development through to adulthood.  

Such cases highlighted the possibilities of utilising Western Family Law and knowledge to 

determine the outcome in the children's best interests, families, and communities. As court-

appointed expert witnesses, our role as Family Court Counsellors and Aboriginal Family 

Consultants was to draw from Western knowledge and Aboriginal knowledge to inform an 

outcome in the child's best interests; the parties developing orders by consent and thereby 

avoiding the requirement for a Judge led resolution. At times, parties remained in dispute 

and requested the support of the Family Court to determine the outcome.  

 

Some examples of the way we shared knowledge between cultures involved engagement 

with Tiwi Islands Elders. We held one-day workshops for men and then women, sharing 

knowledge and practice to influence culturally responsive processes and decision making 

within the processes and deliberations by the Family Court in matters relating to Tiwi 

Islands children and families as outlined by Ralph (2004). As supported by Aboriginal 

Family Consultants within the Family Court, cultural awareness led to culturally informed 

system enhancements, including representation, conciliation outcomes and judgements. 

Having worked alongside Aboriginal people for most of my career, I continue to seek 

alternative approaches to mainstream systems.  

 

2.3.6 Culturally informed practice  

With some knowledge and a keen interest in Aboriginal culture, my move from Sydney 

after only two years of child protection practice to the West Pilbara challenged my White, 

western values, beliefs, and assumptions about many things. Sitting with not knowing, 

having a vulnerability and a sense of inadequacy subsequently challenged my worldview 

and realising the limits of western knowledge in tackling complex social problems and the 
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availability of skills and expertise within the Aboriginal communities where I worked. 

Through my four years in the region, I discovered the emerging reports of coordinated 

sexual abuse of some Aboriginal children and young people.  Those suspected of being 

responsible included workers from mining towns within driving distance of Aboriginal 

communities.  Tactics included pornography for grooming young men and taking 

photographs, now called child abuse images. This was before the accessibility and use of 

the internet, digital technology, or mobile phones. I recall my efforts to surveillance of the 

suspected perpetrator to involve the police when they were in the company of the young 

people. Unfortunately, the young people did not formally complain, effectively silenced by 

the rewards of alcohol and marijuana, shame, and fear of being charged themselves.  

 

I was involved in investigations of sexual abuse allegations of boys and girls by men and 

women within the region's mining communities; there emerged the first cluster of child 

sexual abuse allegations of young Aboriginal girls between three and nine years old. The 

indicator of harm was the positive results for each girl for the sexually transmitted infection 

(STI), gonorrhea.  My role in investigating sexual abuse resulted in no disclosure by the 

girls, but the common physical responses of hiding and curling up in a foetal position, a 

behaviour seen on many occasions within suburban Sydney and here in this remote part of 

Australia. The silence of these small children was deafening. Their disclosure was not 

needed to understand the fear and shame they experienced. Efforts by Aboriginal 

colleagues involved with the investigation were also unable to support the child to feel safe 

to speak out.  

 

Forensic medical examination for sexually abused children did not occur as DNA science at 

the time was not available. Now, the investigation of child sexual abuse involving physical 

contact would be supported by a forensic medical examination that may help to identify or 

support their understanding of their experience. However, often there would still not be 

DNA evidence or evidence of physical injury. In the absence of other scientific tools that 

may tell the story of at least one who had harmed a child in this way, the story remained 

untold. Those who caused the harm were safe in knowing that they could continue these 

behaviours to these and other children without interruption. 

 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    57  

My pursuit of social justice matured as I continued to appreciate the agency of Aboriginal 

peoples over their lives, definitions of problems, and the identification of their solutions. 

My limitations in partnering with Aboriginal people to tackle child sexual abuse were 

realised in 2007 during the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) when I led 

one of the first visits by the NTER inter-governmental survey team to Yirrkala in East 

Arnhem. The year prior, I had been the Senior Social Worker at the Centrelink, Palmerston 

Indigenous Call Centre before taking a role as Senior Social Worker, Strategy and Planning 

at the commencement of the NTER, within the Centrelink Indigenous Response Team 

(CIRT). Through this experience against the political and social backdrop, I have reflected 

on the roles of Centrelink Social Workers in the NT and the ethical dilemmas of working in 

this highly contentious political space in my publication of an opinion piece, (Moore, 

2008). Before working with Centrelink, my work as a sexual assault counsellor involved 

community engagement and awareness-raising within East Arnhem.  From these visits, 

plans were being discussed with some women who spoke about the need to raise awareness 

about child sexual abuse. This conversation was then juxtaposed with their reactions to me 

the following year during my visit to that region, representing Centrelink as part of the 

cross-government scoping visit (that included the Army) to survey the community 

infrastructure requirements.  Fierce resistance was demonstrated by women and men who 

were angry about the many aspects of the NTER, the end of legalised use and sale of Kava 

in the Northern Territory, and the creation of so-called super shires whereby local councils 

were amalgamated. For some, the concern related to the introduced prohibitions on 

pornography, but others were angry about the suspension of permits to enter Aboriginal 

lands, potentially reducing the capacity for communities to use this power for controlling 

the entry of those who may pose a threat. At this point, any focus on child sexual abuse 

became lost within the broader political and welfare reform agenda. 

 

The catalyst for the NTER was child sexual abuse within Aboriginal communities of the 

NT, (Wild & Anderson, 2007) which was the original reason for my agreement to be 

involved. At that time, the impact of the confrontation was to initially turn away from the 

long-held commitment as an ally to Aboriginal peoples in achieving self-determination and 

empowerment. Along with the previous experience of death threats by parents fighting for 

the return of their children, and some physical assaults, I understood the limits of my 
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relevance to people capable of framing their resistance and challenging the structures that 

continued to oppress them. As a result of the traumatic incident, I became more distant 

from my previously held conviction to support social justice goals for Aboriginal 

communities.  I needed to regroup, seeking cultural expertise and guidance that helped me 

recognise my personal and professional limitations. I was reminded that sustainable change 

for the safety of children required culturally informed, community-led solutions. My role 

would be through invitation only. 

 

2.3.7 Social work academic, educator and practitioner 

Driven by a sense of obligation and responsibility, my move into academia as a social work 

educator provided the balcony time needed for deeper reflection on self, social work, and 

the opportunities for social research to be a tool for supporting Aboriginal controlled social 

change. Beyond a focus on achieving change for Aboriginal peoples, research creates a 

chance to incorporate Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing (Fejo-King, 2013; 

Mlcek, 2018; Pawar & Anscombe, 2015) concerning the seemingly intractable social 

problems experienced globally, such as child sexual abuse. There is no doubt that in social 

work practice, I have heard the voices of Aboriginal peoples who forthrightly challenged 

the government's right to be involved without invitation. These voices did not need 

amplification. However, the more vulnerable voices in communities, such as children 

experiencing sexual abuse, may go underground. I did return to participate in the on-call 

after-hours responses to adult and child sexual assaults, where it was apparent that little 

progress had occurred to ensure the safety of children from sexual abuse. During this period 

as an academic and crisis counsellor, I undertook a PhD research project.  

 

2.4 Moving between practice and research  
The point of intersection between the personal and professional is where experience 

influences and evolves my practice and research, specifically working alongside Aboriginal 

peoples. The limits to reflective practice by social workers are discussed by Fergusson 

(2018), who draws from psychoanalysis and social theories of the body senses to explain 

how practitioners endeavour to defend themselves against the sensory and emotional 

impacts of their work. The visceral effects of working in the challenging practice of child 
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protection, the Family Court and sexually assault services all contribute to what can be 

recognised as a defensive position for protection from the emotional impacts of exposure to 

such human trauma and conflict. I am that social worker, and the knot of vulnerability is 

visceral, requiring careful attention to acknowledging such impacts; processing these and 

continuing to move forward.  

 

Emerging through my personal and professional commitment to child sexual abuse 

prevention is my desire to enhance the skills and knowledge of the ordinary person to 

strengthen their capacity in the frontline of care and protection. Those who are nurturers, 

guardians, and professionals are well-placed to promote safe environments for all children, 

alert to the danger. Learning from working within remote Aboriginal communities strongly 

influences my way of being in the world and practicing social work.  Research into child 

protection practice within remote Aboriginal communities demonstrates Aboriginal 

peoples' ongoing influence in making original contributions to the knowledge that may 

support the protection of children. As I move closer to the end of my career, my goal is to 

reciprocate the generosity and patience of many who have mentored, challenged, and 

nurtured me through my professional life. The research aligns with my personal goals of 

having lived a life with purpose and meaning, linking back to the values adopted in 

childhood. Unsurprisingly, the personal and professional nexus is where growth and 

learning continue, influenced by the people, places, and events within and between each 

sphere. 

  

2.4.1 The place for social work research  

When embarking on social research, social workers benefit from reflecting on the strengths 

and limitations of their involvement, given the association between oppressive social 

policies and practices that have included social workers over the decades. Therefore, should 

social work research be placed in the critical inquiry into social justice and human rights? 

Fejo-King (2013) considers social workers are well-placed to examine their profession 

through engagement with those at the margins and, through reflexivity, continue to position 

social workers as allies to Indigenous peoples. Through the domains of their practice, social 

workers can document practice and further use research as a vehicle for transformation. 

Non-Indigenous social workers can be considered among other allies who support the goals 
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of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing, and cultural protocols. The answer to the 

question can be examined by making the purpose of the study transparent about the 

collaboration of social workers in the structures that may work against the emancipation of 

children from sexual harm and exploitation. Following are the areas of further study and 

practice that continue to shape reflections from practice, research, and my previously 

mentioned roles of social work academic and lecturer. 

 

I have completed a range of postgraduate courses, including two Masters’ degrees, while a 

social work practitioner, always with the view to contributing to the practice dilemmas 

identified. For example, the Master of Social Science (Welfare and Social Policy) that I 

completed in the 1990s (while living in Karratha and before the Internet) examined the 

cultural fit of White systems in addressing child abuse in Aboriginal communities of 

Northwestern Australia. The research used a mixed methodology and involved the survey 

of child protection staff perspectives. Although the findings appear unremarkable, 

participants' consensus was that the child protection system was ineffective in tackling 

child abuse within Aboriginal communities. 

 

Completing the Master of Social Work (Advanced Practice) has supported my increased 

knowledge, currency and professional competence in practice and leadership. At the same 

time, the Graduate Certificate of University Learning and Teaching created formal avenues 

for educating and mentoring students in the social work profession. In addition, I completed 

a Graduate Diploma of Couple Counselling that supported my professional practice with 

contemporary theories and practice skills within strengths-based and solution-focused 

individual, couple, and family therapy. All further education undertaken has maintained a 

link to social work practice, and predominantly in the areas of children and families within 

remote Australia. 

 

2.4.2 Claiming space within cross-cultural research  

Informed by my values, social work practice experience and the influences of Aboriginal 

culture on my practice, it is unsurprising that the goal of social research aligns with 

principles of social justice. Through having been involved for many years in direct social 

work practice with children and families, and the policies or services that inform such 
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practice, it is evident that there is limited focus on measuring the outcomes of each. 

Teaching social work, and engaging in social research, presents an opportunity to focus 

more intensely on understanding systemic deficits of child protection practice. Kendall, 

Sunderland, Barnett, Nalder & Mathews (2011) suggest that the disparities in the health of 

Indigenous peoples globally could be linked to the inadequacy of evidence-based 

interventions drawn from disciplines grounded in the Western way of knowing. The 

contribution of western social work research needs to ensure that the methodologies used 

must privilege Aboriginal voices and support anti-oppressive processes and outcomes.  

 

This research represents a call to action to ensure that deep, respectful listening, or the 

practice of Dadirri (Atkinson, 2017), as an outcome of respectful engagement with 

Aboriginal peoples, is always present in exploring culturally informed strategies for 

protecting children from sexual exploitation.  The research reached completion through 

careful consideration and guidance from Aboriginal research mentors and participants. 

Tools of critical reflection, involving recognising assumptions to improve social work 

practice (Fook, 2007), and recognising ethical tensions and reciprocity, are crucial to 

ensuring the completion of the study into a complex and sensitive social problem. Such 

tools draw from my social work education and experience, honed through my experience as 

a social work academic, creating an opportunity for deeper reflection.  

 

My professional experience as a social worker for over three decades, including experience 

in the latter years as a social work academic before returning to child protection leadership, 

provides an opportunity to be working within and alongside a sector charged with 

supporting the rights of children to be kept safe from harm.  Such extensive experience in 

child sexual abuse with children, and adults abused in childhood, are represented in the 

study through the collective impact of their voices and their silence, both personally and 

professionally. In addition, witnessing the inadequacy of existing legislated approaches to 

protecting children opens avenues to consider the agency of families and communities as 

agents of frontline protection for children. Although a serious problem that warrants urgent 

attention, child sexual abuse must also be considered over time and place to identify 

sustainable strategies for long-term risk mitigation. The statutory systems designed for 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    62  

investigation and protection must continue as part of the solution for achieving safety for 

children while preventing harm to all children. 

 

Locating the problem in the context of the Indigenous worldview reveals an opportunity for 

a community driven and sustainable approach.  In contrast to anti-oppressive practice, the 

Indigenous worldview connects all reality, recognising the balance within and among such 

dimensions, balancing reciprocity within relationships and best interests realised within 

cultural perpetuity, not just for the current generation (Blackstock, 2009). Such difference 

opens conversations about sensitive social problems in ways previously less appreciated by 

mainstream professionals and service providers. 

 

2.5 Theory underpinning the conceptual framework of the research 
The component parts of the conceptual framework that I have brought to the research have 

been examined above in detail.  As a social work researcher, I draw upon theory that 

informs both social work practice and research. At the centre of the framework, informing 

the research, is critical theory, but also informed through psychoanalytic and feminist 

theories that identify the social drivers of exploitation of others (women and children), as 

an abuse of power, while also acknowledging the intrapsychic drivers of individual 

behaviours and theories to support behaviour change with the hope of addressing 

recidivism.  It is, however, through Whiteness theory (Fejo-King, 2013; Sharman & Katrak 

Harris, 2021; Young, 2004), that I have been challenged to seek a deeper level of grass 

roots cultural perspective through research on the ways that child sexual abuse is 

considered by Aboriginal research participants that could reveal alternative dimensions to 

the understanding the ways that it presents and impacts children in remote communities and 

existing culturally informed and embodied responses to such threat.  From the theoretical 

starting point for the research, it will be revealed further in the thesis that Aboriginal 

informed theory for responding to child sexual abuse, either as prevention or protection, 

can be found through utilizing a strengths-based wider-angle lens to identify and support 

Aboriginal community capacity for innovative and culturally appropriate solutions.  The 

values that shape my adoption of the above theoretical framework for research, are those 
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drawn from the personal and professional social work values detailed throughout the 

chapter.        

                                                    

2. 6 Chapter summary 
This chapter has situated me as a White female social worker researcher who has arrived at 

the research topic with a worldview shaped by my ancestors' culture, knowledge, and 

values, who have been provided opportunities by the displacement of Aboriginal peoples 

from colonisation and beyond.  I have benefited from undertaking tertiary studies in social 

work and post-graduate studies that have shaped my critical thinking.  Combined with the 

professional skills of practice reflection and reflexivity, the research topic has been 

identified through the past decades, influenced by the worldviews of Aboriginal peoples as 

they reclaim power and control over the structures and systems involved with their children 

and families. The research encompasses a strengths-based approach and with an optimism 

that aims to make a difference to the lives of children in remote Aboriginal communities.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
 

3.1 Chapter overview 
I looked at the literature to find out how child sexual abuse is represented and specifically 

any approaches that are informed by Aboriginal culture.  The research aims to inform how 

Australian Aboriginal peoples can reclaim the power to inform an alternative paradigm of 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse. The literature review (at times in this chapter 

referred to as the Review) considers existing and emerging knowledge about culturally 

informed solutions to child sexual abuse within Australian Aboriginal communities. The 

Review reveals a body of knowledge relating to child sexual abuse that is drawn from 

psychology and, more recently, criminology that informs the child protection and criminal 

justice systems currently employed to address the problem. Sharman and Katrak Harris 

(2021) suggest that Aboriginal authors and activists raise their voices to critique these 

systems founded in colonial structures (Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander 

Child Care, SNAICC, 2022). The emphasis throughout recent literature is for self-

determination and a return to family and community-controlled decision making in the lives 

of Aboriginal children. However, there is limited focus on how child sexual abuse could be 

better prevented or addressed. By critiquing knowledge from across disciplines and 

recognising the principles for Aboriginal self-determination in this field, the gap identified 

is in the empirical evidence to signal a way forward.  

 

While the literature reflects developments in Aboriginal self-determination relating to child 

protection (Gray, 2021), there is a lack of research that explicitly considers child sexual 

abuse prevention from community capacity and cultural knowledge that drives solutions for 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse.  Improving service systems (SNAICC, 2021) 

requires more self-determination, cultural authority, and connection. This chapter reveals 

the threads of information sourced from the literature related to Aboriginal children’s 

experience of child sexual abuse and the theoretical and historical foundations of 

contemporary Australian responses to child sexual abuse, documented through the child 

protection and criminal justice systems.  Gaps in knowledge highlighted throughout the 

Review establishes the need for the type of research I have undertaken. The utilisation of a 
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constructivist ground theory methodology brings together the voices of Aboriginal peoples 

with Western knowledge to identify solutions from within alternative paradigms. 

 

3.2 Search parameters 
The literature review search parameters include child sexual abuse and Aboriginal children, 

Aboriginal controlled child welfare, community development and child sexual abuse, 

Australia's child protection and criminal justice responses to child sexual abuse, human 

rights (specifically those of children), reconciliation, and restorative practice. The initial 

search undertaken for the study (that commenced in 2014) includes literature from 2007 to 

2014, incorporating the resurgence of academic and community interest in child sexual 

abuse because of the 2007 declaration of the NTER to address child sexual abuse in 

Aboriginal communities in the NT. However, the current Review also includes the earlier 

decades, as they are informative about the development of society’s emerging awareness of 

child sexual abuse and the development of criminal and statutory systems designed to 

respond to increased community awareness of child abuse. Due to the limited availability of 

peer-reviewed literature on the topic, search parameters were then extended from 2016-

2021 to incorporate the voices of Aboriginal peoples and subject matter experts, including 

peer conversations conducted at national and international conferences such as the National 

Victims of Crime Conference (Adams & Hunter, 2007), and my presentations on the PhD 

research at the International Social Work Education and Development Conference, Ireland 

(Moore, 2018), and International Indigenous Social Work Conference, Taiwan (Moore, 

2019). 

 

During the analysis phase of the literature search, access to additional source materials was 

considered necessary to close some of the gaps in the literature, for example, government 

reports and those from human services organisations that have a focused research pillar as 

part of the work they do. From those sources, it was discovered that Aboriginal examples 

permeate reports and inquiries into child sexual abuse and child protection systems (Bath, 

Bamblett, & Roseby, 2010; Gordon, 2002; Wild & Anderson, 2007), and it is through 

further consultation with Aboriginal peoples, and those with expertise within the child 

protection sector inquiries, that a consistent picture builds of the worries about child sexual 
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abuse for Aboriginal children, and the need for culturally led solutions. In addition, this 

phase of the Review includes expanding access to ‘supportive’ work, for example, a series 

of short research papers to support the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 

the Sexual Abuse of Children (2017). The inclusion of additional sources in the Review 

gives rise to the recognition of individual and community activism.  Such actions can 

influence change required in systems and policies to address child sexual abuse and with 

greater involvement by Aboriginal peoples (SNAICC, 2021).  The awareness of child 

sexual abuse created by the above Royal Commission (Swain et al., 2014) gave testimony 

to the need for widespread and systemic change to address child sexual abuse.  Other points 

of influence occur through the inquests conducted by coroners into child death and 

recommendations for systemic change. Recent examples in the NT were the Inquest into 

the deaths of Fionica Yarranganglagi James, Keturah Cheralyn Mamarika, and Layla 

Leering (2020), who had endured sexual violence. 

 

The Review search parameters were initially limited to the past five years; however, it 

became clear that knowledge relating to child sexual abuse, Aboriginal communities and 

self-determining are not constrained to the immediate past. Much that was known in the 

1990s remains relevant, particularly when considering child sexual abuse from within a 

socio-ecological and historical theoretical context.  The Review as it demonstrates the 

historical developments within Australia's child welfare history; precisely, its 

intergenerational impact on Aboriginal peoples, now reflected in the many levels of social 

dysfunction and trauma that brings Aboriginal children and families to the attention of 

criminal justice and child protection authorities.  It is by examining the threads of 

information through each of these sources and about culturally appropriate solutions that 

gaps in knowledge and details can be revealed.  The initial stages of determining the 

parameters for this Review identify the need for further empirical research that examines 

more deeply how Aboriginal knowledge can inform new theory, with the possibility of 

weaving together those knowledge threads to create the required safety net for Aboriginal 

children.  
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3.3 Child sexual abuse - terminology 
Child sexual abuse is a term used interchangeably within the literature, with words such as 

child sexual assault, sexual exploitation, child sexual victimisation, and unwanted sexual 

experiences. These are all terms being used to define an internationally widespread problem 

(Barth et al., 2013; Stoltenborgh et al., 2011) and cited by Australian and Canadian 

researchers Mathews and Collin-Vezina (2019), who undertook a meta-analysis of the 

literature to shape a conceptual framework of child sexual abuse. They note the common 

opinion that child sexual abuse is a complex phenomenon occurring for multiple reasons, in 

various ways and in different relationships within families, peer groups, institutions and 

communities. However, the complexities must be critically examined when contemplating 

the most appropriate responses to the problem in practice, prevention, regulation, policy, 

and program implementation.  

 

The need to develop a common conceptual framework was identified by the World Health 

Organisation in 2006, as cited by Mathews and Collin-Vezina (2019), reflecting the lack of 

attention to defining child sexual abuse since the 1970s. The authors suggest that the 

variance of the definition has impacted further research and knowledge formation, legal 

systems, prevention efforts, policy development and social norms (Mathews & Collin-

Vezina, 2019). Unsurprisingly, remote Aboriginal communities would similarly experience 

confusion about the efforts by mainstream Australia to reduce child sexual abuse when 

definitions are assumed to be shared by all. The absence of a shared conceptual model 

impedes harm reduction. To apply a conceptual framework that excludes the lens of local 

Aboriginal peoples suggests a missing component of the above-suggested framework. 

Without these conversations at the local level, such a framework risks moving forward 

without a shared understanding of the problem. I contend that the cultural considerations 

and perspectives on addressing child sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal communities are 

best incorporated through first identifying the theory, as generated through research data 

that could underpin a culturally appropriate conceptual framework.  

 

Considering child sexual abuse within a common conceptual framework can create a 

helpful starting point for conversation. Still, the definition's breadth has not impeded 
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Aboriginal academics and activists (Black, Frederico, & Bamblett, 2019) from identifying 

sexual abuse as a problem that impacts their children and communities. McGlade (2012) 

considers the issue in the legal and criminal justice system context and how definitions 

shape the response to child sexual offending. Butterby and Hackett (2021) further examine 

the experience of girls and their mothers in the justice system following sexual abuse, 

identifying that not only is the court process and experience traumatic, as determined by 

McGlade (2012), but the children's overall experience. This aligns with my observation 

while a sexual assault counsellor and coordinator of sexual assault services for children and 

adults in the NT. There are three dimensions of conceptual variances, identified by 

Mathews and Collin-Vezina (2019), associated with epidemiological studies on prevalence: 

legal definitions that relate to the age of the child, their relationship with the person 

inflicting the abuse, and the element of sexual gratification, as well as the definition of the 

acts and the nature of consent. There is limited evidence of adopting the above-mentioned 

conceptual framework for child sexual abuse within Australia or recognising the need to 

recognise definitional variance. This research contributes further to the working definitions 

as adopted by Aboriginal peoples of remote communities to better understand the situation. 

That is, through the understanding of how the problem of child sexual abuse may present, 

as well as strategies for addressing the issue within these communities, and that align such 

definitions and community driven solutions with mainstream child protection and criminal 

justice responses within Australia. 

 

3.3.1 Definitions as they inform Australia’s child protection system 

This section provides an account of the emerging definitions of child sexual abuse over 

recent decades, as they have informed the evolution of child protection systems in 

Australia. It is a system that, since the 1980s, has reflected a growing national (and 

international) commitment to the child's rights to be protected from sexual abuse and 

exploitation (UNCROC, 1989). Currently, child sexual abuse definitions and responses are 

predominantly informed by the legislation and social and moral constructs about sexuality 

and sexual behaviour taboos. Boxall (2014), in her review of contemporary sexual offences 

and child sexual abuse legislation in Australia, selects a definition of child sexual abuse 

offered by Kempe & Kempe (1978).   It encompasses both contact and non-contact 

offences, as: “…involvement of dependent, developmentally immature children and 
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adolescents in sexual activities that they do not fully comprehend, to which they are unable 

to give informed consent, or that violate the social taboos of family roles” a definition 

offered by (Kempe & Kempe, 1978, p. 60). The definition is limited in its relevance to 

contemporary considerations of child sexual abuse, as it relies upon the social constructs of 

the 1970s, whereby children and adolescents are required to be ‘dependent’ and 

‘developmentally immature’, unable to give informed consent, or where offending 

behaviours violate the social taboos of family roles. Furthermore, the definition does not 

adequately address the range of sexual exploitation of children who may already be living 

independently in the state's care in residential settings. The definition also does not consider 

the various presentations of sexually abusive behaviours outside the family setting. For 

example, Salter (2013) reminds the reader of the complexity of scenarios where children 

may be sexually exploited through organised abuse. The difficulty inherent in defining 

sexual abuse is further realised by examining the legislation across Australian jurisdictions, 

whereby sexual crimes are variously defined in law (Boxall et al., 2014). Such definition 

complexity complicates the development of prevention programs or community-based 

responses to child sexual abuse.  

 

Investigating the socio-cultural historical constructs of child sexual abuse reveals divergent 

views on childhood, the definitions of child sexual abuse, and the subsequent responses to 

child sexual abuse within society and the state. Literature relating to the historical contexts 

of child sexual abuse (Bolen, 2002; Boxall et al., 2014) points to the socio-cultural and 

political constructs that shape the definitions of the above phenomena. In other words, the 

descriptions of abuse are subject to fluctuation; dependent upon the historical contexts 

when such a phenomenon is presented. The historical constructs of child sexual abuse 

considered by Bolen (2002), review the knowledge base of child sexual abuse and the 

“discrepancies between our empirical knowledge base and our professional response to 

child sexual abuse” (Bolen, 2002, p. vii). She explains that the failure of systems to respond 

to child sexual abuse may be explained through the conceptualisation of child sexual abuse 

historically instead of the empirical evidence of the nature and scope of the problem. Bolen 

(2002) continues to examine the socio-cultural context within which child sexual abuse 

occurs and the influence of context on the disciplines from which theory has emerged. For 

example, the history of theory development reveals the early consideration of child sexual 
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abuse within Freud's psychoanalytic seduction theory, where linkages were made between 

‘hysterical’ clients and their experience of child sexual abuse, and how these examples 

resulted in the literature noting a shift in the blame for child sexual abuse to the victim 

rather than the offender, usually considered to be the father.  

 

From my practice experience and early learning about systems theory in child and family 

counselling during the 1980s, the Family Systems theory (Kerr & Bowen, 1988) that 

moved from a focus of individual blame to one that found solutions through the patterns of 

communication and relationship between family members.  Family therapy was later 

developed by White (2011), to incorporate a narrative approach therapy with families. The 

approach risked the minimization of sexual abuse within families through focusing on 

solutions that required engagement between family members, although in later years 

incorporated the recognition of power, control of abusive relationships. There was the 

suggestion in the early years of family therapy that the sexual abuse of children results from 

collusion between family members in the instigation and maintenance of father-daughter 

incest (Kadushin & Martin, 1988, as cited in Bolen, 2002). Additionally, the development 

of socio-biological, feminist, attachment, and behavioural theories, including conditioning 

and social learning theories, reflected differences of approach and explanation for child 

sexual abuse.  

 

This historical review is included to remind the reader that it is only recently that children 

within Australian society have been valued as discrete entities, and their rights supported 

through legislation. Child sexual abuse itself was the specific focus of very few reports and 

inquiries, until the one set in South Australia in 2004 (Mullighan, 2008), however, the 

report from those proceedings determined that child sexual abuse has occurred in many 

care settings since the 1930s. Therefore, the Review includes critical commentary on 

Australia's child protection systems in responding to child sexual abuse to encourage 

critique of the theories and foundations of such systems when reimagining future solutions.  

 

In the area of practicing child protection, child sexual abuse is a term used consistently in 

Australia since the 1980s. It pertains to a range of harms caused to children of a sexual 

nature; the detail of which varies between jurisdictions and is incorporated within the next 
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section relating to the content and extent of the problem. However, the common factor 

relates to the vulnerability of the child, the power of the person (older child or adult) who 

harms the child, and the various ways that children are accessed and harmed, including in 

contemporary society through physical contact and via online sexual exploitation – that 

may, or may not, involve physical contact. 

 

3.3.2 Defining child sexual abuse 

The literature remains silent on any specific definition used in Aboriginal or First Nations 

People’s communities for child sexual abuse but instead adopts the terminology found in 

Western society. Consequently, there was no direct translation for child sexual abuse in 

Aboriginal culture.   Child sexual abuse within Australian law, policy and practice 

encompasses wide-ranging behaviours that physically and psychologically harm children 

far beyond the moment it first occurs. The harm may be perpetrated by someone more 

powerful than the child, who may be known to them, including a family member, family 

friend or someone holding a position of trust within the child's networks. The literature 

reveals internationally agreed definitions, and criminal codes within each jurisdiction that 

specifically detail criminal offending behaviours. Despite the various types of sexual abuse 

experienced by children, it is agreed by Aboriginal authors and researchers (Gordon et al., 

2002; Hovane, 2015; McGlade, 2006) to be a serious problem shared by the Aboriginal and 

mainstream society within Australia.  

 

The value placed by Aboriginal peoples concerning their children is demonstrated in the 

report by Wild and Anderson (2007) that includes in the title “In our Law children are very 

sacred because they carry the two spring wells of water from our country within them” and 

it is through that Report that the experience and perspectives on child sexual abuse are 

examined. Child sexual abuse, in the Report, is referred to as offences and include 

paedophile activity, incest, situational or opportunistic offenders, child and adolescent 

offenders, cyclical offending and intergenerational trauma (Wild & Anderson, 2007, p. 60), 

with concerns also reflected about children’s exposure to sexual activity, sex between 

children, and traditional marriages that each require a unique response. The Report 

recognises the unique vulnerability of children to sexual abuse where they lack a strong 

family network and thereby desire connection, affection and love. Anthropologist P. Fietz 
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was quoted in the Report as recognising a phenomenon in the community whereby those 

children who had no primary caregiver, as understood within Western culture, to provide 

them with fundamental physical, emotional, moral and ethical support were the most 

vulnerable to abuse (Wild & Anderson, 2007). From central Australia’s Anangu 

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands and Ngaanyatjarra Pitjantjatjara 

Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Lands, the Pitjantjatjara term ‘anangitja’ is used for the recognised 

phenomenon as ‘not a person’ and subsequently not afforded the usual protections 

associated with being part of family and community. Should this be a factor within any 

Aboriginal communities, children’s rights may not be as readily recognised.  The authors of 

the Report (Wild & Anderson, 2007) considered that there was a need to address the 

situational factors that leave children more vulnerable to abuse, including their position in 

family and community.  

 

Wild and Anderson (2007) suggest the need to consider the above Report’s contents in the 

broader context of “other child maltreatment and family violence and the general 

dysfunction of Aboriginal communities” (p. 57). There has been a breakdown of peace, 

good order, and traditional customs and laws in this context. The response to child sexual 

abuse is also considered limited where the focus is at the crisis point once harm has 

occurred, but rather the solutions lay in addressing the structural factors that impact the 

community's health and wellbeing.  

 

The definition of child sexual abuse drawn upon for this research is developed by the 

World Health Organisation (WHO) and adopted by the International Prevention of Child 

Abuse and Neglect (IPSCAN). It is a broad definition but consistent with that used through 

the inquiry undertaken in the NT by Wild and Anderson (2007) some years earlier. This 

definition reflects the complexity, contexts, and social constructs of each of the terms: 

child, sexual and abuse: 

 

The involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully 
comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to, or for which the child is not 
developmentally prepared, or else that violate the laws or social taboos of 
society. Children can be sexually abused by adults or other children who are – 
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by virtue of their age or stage or development – in a position of responsibility, 
trust or power over the victim. (Smallbone et al., 2014. p. 10) 

 

The literature does not provide evidence of an alternate definition or paradigm for 

understanding child sexual abuse as this affects Aboriginal children, however, it will be a 

focus of this research to better understand the meaning of child sexual abuse as recognised 

by research participants of the NT. The recognition of this difference is pivotal to 

signposting the opportunities for reimagining the problem and solutions as informed by 

Aboriginal people and culture.  

 

The response to child sexual abuse or prevention must be based on clearly described 

behaviours and contexts. The conceptual model of child sexual abuse developed by 

Matthews and Collin-Vezina (2019) identifies four conditions that must be present: (1) Is 

the person a child (by age and/or developmental status within culturally accepted norms)?, 

(2) Is true consent absent (unable to give consent due to age or ability to consent but does 

not consent)?, (3) Is the act sexual (for sexual gratification of another, and does not have to 

have caused harm)?, and (4) Does the act constitute abuse (power, inequality, vulnerability 

and without consent – with or without having caused harm)? This conceptual model 

enables those working in statutory child welfare agencies to more accurately determine the 

cases that would be opened or closed for investigation of child sexual abuse. Where all four 

conditions are met, then the case is opened. This approach provides a greater level of detail 

for child protection systems to explain the reasons for intervening and decision making.  

 

3.4 Context and extent of child sexual abuse  
The above framework from Matthews and Collin-Vezina (2019), represents a significant 

development within both the literature and in policy, however, it does not consider the 

structural contexts of how or why such harm occurs in relation to historical or cultural 

considerations, and is restricted to behaviours at a point in time. This, once again, closes the 

opportunity to examine the meanings ascribed to these behaviours by Aboriginal peoples 

(families, children and communities), resulting in the same narrow range of statutory or 

criminal justice responses. Behaviours, or allegations of abuse, are considered at a point in 

time and, while relevant, it presumes shared understanding and agreement by all involved 
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as to what constitutes sexual abuse. For example, there could be a lack of alignment 

between a child protection framework and how child sexual abuse is considered by 

Aboriginal people. Such a difference identifies how questions asked, inform the solutions, 

and as claimed by Gray (2022), the wrong question is being asked about the child 

protection system’s poor outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. He 

advised at the AASW Child Protection Symposium (2022) that we are trying to heal the 

wounds of colonialism with colonialism. This ‘healing’ may include outside statutory 

intervention, but more likely suggests a complex matrix of options that are culturally 

informed and dependent on the community, cultural law that may have been broken 

through the victim and offender being of the wrong skin to have sexual relationships, as 

well as who is involved, and what has taken place.  

 

When considering the problem of the need for research or resources to address child sexual 

abuse in the NT, the prevalence of children impacted is not pivotal to the responsibility of 

researchers and policymakers for examining child sexual abuse prevention. Previously a 

policy and resource gap, the Australian Government committed $22.5 million over five 

years to establish a National Centre for the Prevention of Child Sexual Abuse (National 

Centre) that aims to “address child sexual abuse by reducing stigma, promoting help-

seeking and supporting good practice” (Australian Government, 2021).  

 

Child sexual abuse is represented in the literature about the personal impact on the child 

and the criminal behaviours of the offenders. When considered a crime, there is a focus on 

the individual behaviours by a person, or several people, against one or sometimes more 

children. However, there is a life-changing impact on children who are sexually abused 

(Lewis, McElroy, Harlaar, & Runyan, 2015), and this is realised at the time of an incident, 

through the course of grooming and ongoing abuse. These impacts may vary depending on 

age, gender, or if there is an existing relationship of trust with the child. Hackett, Holmes & 

Branigan, (2016) provide an evidence-informed operational framework that helps to 

identify and respond to children and young people’s harmful sexual behaviour. It is these 

sexual behaviours that challenge current child protection systems to incorporate earlier 

interventions to prevent the escalation of harmful behaviours of young people into 
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adulthood, thereby reducing further harm to children who may subsequently have been 

sexually abused.  

 

Child sexual abuse has been the focus of reviews, consultation and research papers 

prepared within the scope of the investigations (Higgins, 2010). Those reviews were mainly 

initiated through the child protection lens, when child sexual abuse is routinely considered 

within the grouping of child abuse categories: physical abuse, emotional maltreatment, 

neglect, and witnessing family violence. Child sexual abuse may share some of the 

components of the other types of abuse, and a child may experience multiple forms of 

abuse, the unique differences between sexual abuse and other forms of abuse risks being 

overlooked when then considering the policies, programs or practice required to address 

such harm specifically. The co-occurrence of child sexual abuse with other forms of 

maltreatment is represented in the literature as multi-type maltreatment or polyvictimisation 

(Higgins, 2004). Price-Robertson, Higgins and Vassallo (2013) studied the long-term 

impacts of children exposed to various types of abuse and within different contexts, noting 

the experience of children of violence not only in their families but through bullying by 

peers or victims of other crime. National reporting of child protection data from each 

jurisdiction remains limited to the narrow abuse types that align with the legislative 

definitions within each.   

 

The prevalence of child sexual abuse within Australia, and internationally, is difficult to 

quantify due to the complex presentations and widely varying criminal or statutory child 

welfare definitions of child sexual abuse across Australian jurisdictions (Boxall et al., 

2014). It seems that the coming together, and separating of child abuse types for reporting, 

may serve to mask the true nature of the various presentations of sexual abuse, thereby 

abandoning the necessary critical inquiry into the strategies for addressing the risks of such 

harm.  Considering the above information, trying to establish and contextualise the 

prevalence of child sexual abuse is problematic. It is widely accepted as being under-

reported due to stigma, fear, and the need to maintain the secret, or the disbelief in children 

who disclose such abuse (Bradley & Wood, 1996; McElvaney et al., 2012; Paine & 

Hansen, 2002). This dilemma makes it difficult for government funders and policymakers 

to allocate resources. However, as identified by the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
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(AIFS) (2014), nationally, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are eight times 

more likely to be the subject of substantiated reports to statutory child welfare authorities 

than other children. Fernandez (2014), in her analysis of the trends and issues in child 

protection in the Australian context, has identified official data supporting the over-

representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children across all levels of the child 

protection process, including out-of-home care, and this continues to be reflected in 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2019) Child Protection Australian 

2017-2018 data. 

 

The over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children within child 

protection data is less for the category of child sexual abuse.  It is possible, although not yet 

considered within the literature, that the experience by children of sexual abuse across 

cultures is under-represented due to under-reporting, or due to the range of extra-familial 

offenders where data is not adequately captured between child protection and criminal 

justice reporting. Furthermore, the sexual abuse of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children is smaller than for other types of abuse and neglect. That may suggest a practice of 

substantiating harm type an emotional or neglect in the absence of evidence to meet a 

higher threshold of prosecution.  Future focus by child protection agencies and practitioners 

within the NT could consider more closely the criteria for substantiation of sexual harm or 

risk of sexual harm to better understand the experience of Aboriginal children and how they 

can be supported. Further research into system responses would elucidate laws and 

assumptions that shape responses to child sexual abuse and where there are gaps. For 

example, what is the response and what data is subsequently captured when children 

subjected to sexual abuse remain silent, who speak out and are not heard, who are heard but 

fail to be protected, who do not identify the person or people who have harmed them, when 

those who have abused them are not within the family, where there is evidence of sexual 

abuse (through obtaining online child abuse images, through witness report or through, 

physical injury, STIs or pregnancy).  It is likely that these gaps contribute to the long-term 

impacts of child sexual abuse for children, leaving them to manage on their own or with 

protective guardians. 
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Reasons for greater levels of abuse or neglect are complex, and need to consider the many 

historical, social, community, family and individual factors (AIHW, 2019; Calma, 2008; 

Cripps & McGlade, 2008; Fien & Charlesworth, 2012; Funston, 2013; Stanley et al., 2003). 

The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s (HREOC) 1997 report, Bringing 

Them Home identified broader factors to include the legacy of past policies of forced 

removal and cultural assimilation, the intergenerational effects of forced removals, and 

culture difference between child protection agencies’ and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Peoples’ understanding of child rearing practices.  

 

3.4.1 Reasons for underreporting of child abuse by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Peoples 

Many authors speak to why Aboriginal people are either over-represented in child 

protection statistics or for their concern that some children who have been abused do not 

come to the attention of authorities. The Australia Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 

(2019) provides an overview of the reasons for under-reporting that relate to Aboriginal 

peoples and communities, including fear and mistrust of the justice system, that offenders 

will not be punished (Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce, 2006: Anderson & Wild, 

2007; Bailey et al., 2017; Prentice et al., 2017; Willis, 2011), and equally fearful that 

children will be removed from community (Anderson & Wild, 2007; Funston, 2013; Taylor 

& Putt, 2007; Titterton, 2017). At the community level, there may be silence and denial 

(Gordon et al., 2002), or social pressure from others in family or community, not to report 

abuse or violence, as the perception is that this would be a betrayal of culture and 

community, and deep concerns of being ostracised or shunned by the community (Funston, 

2013; NSW Government Aboriginal Child Sexual Abuse Taskforce, 2006;). Other factors 

included the fear of consequences for the perpetrator or their family (Stanley et al., 2003; 

Willis, 2011), or the fear of repercussions from the perpetrator or their families (Stanley et 

al. 2003; Willis, 2011). In addition, for some there may be a lack of understanding of what 

constitutes child sexual abuse (Aboriginal Child Sexual Abuse Taskforce, 2006; Anderson 

& Wild, 2007; Prentice et al., 2017), or the normalisation of family violence within 

communities due to the high levels of violence (Prentice et al., 2017; Willis, 2011). 

Additional reasons for under reporting include the lack of culturally appropriate services 

(Prentice et al., 2017), barriers through language and communication, lack of knowledge 
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about legal rights and services (Anderson & Wild, 2007), and geographic isolation from 

professionals to make such reports (Gordon et al., 2002; New South Wales Ombudsman, 

2012; Stanley et al., 2003). 

 

3.4.2 Children's experience of sexual abuse in Australia – child protection data 

The current child protection and criminal justice systems fall short of comprehensively 

addressing child sexual abuse. As a result, child sexual abuse continues to punctuate the 

lives of children within Australia and internationally despite the best efforts by law 

enforcement agencies and statutory child protection practitioners. The report by the AIHW 

(2019) provides the following statistics, drawn from child protection data across all 

Australian jurisdictions. Children aged 0-17 years who were the subject of a child 

protection substantiation for sexual abuse in 2018-2019 is 3.5 per 1000 Indigenous 

children, compared with the total of 1.0 per 1000 of all children (AIHW, 2019). Indigenous 

children are over-represented at each age range, as reported in the Family Matters reports of 

2016 and 2017 (Australian Government, 2016 & 2017). Child protection substantiations do 

not represent the prevalence of child sexual abuse; but the matters reported, investigated 

and substantiated – or not. As noted in the above Report, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders, children who should come to the attention of child protection authorities may not, 

while others not harmed have come to the attention of authorities for investigating reports 

of abuse. Within the period of 2018-2019, 1,155 Indigenous children and 4,034 non-

Indigenous children, their families and communities, dealt with the crisis of discovering 

what had occurred (AIHW, 2019). Alarmingly, 49 of these children had not reached their 

first birthday; a total of 196 were not yet four years old and would not have the language or 

cognitive capacity to understand and explain what had occurred (AIHW, 2019).  A total of 

496 children were under ten years old, and 943 had not yet turned 15, an age where young 

people should reasonably be exploring consensual similar age sexual relationships for 

themselves (AIHW, 2019). 
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3.4.3 Jurisdictional inconsistencies in child sexual abuse data (child protection) 

 Child protection data is gathered across each Australian jurisdiction and reported 

nationally. Many anomalies within child protection responses can skew the data about 

substantiation rates for sexual abuse. For example, the substantiation of child sexual abuse 

reports in the NT (AIHW, 2019) reflects only 32 substantiated reports of sexual abuse of 

the 1167 total substantiated reports of abuse across physical, sexual, emotional and neglect 

categories of abuse. Further examination of the 509 cases for emotional neglect could 

reveal sexual abuse concerns that lack evidence to support the substantiation of harm but 

satisfy the broader definitions of emotional harm. When police consider child sexual abuse, 

the initial facts may not support a criminal investigation. The reported sexual abuse may 

also not implicate caregivers as responsible for the harm by actions or neglect of their 

responsibilities to supervise or protect their child from the threat. Overall, within the NT, 

Indigenous children were seven times more likely to receive child protection services than 

non-Indigenous children (AIHW, 2019).  

 

3.4.4 Australian children's experience of sexual assault (crime data) 

The definitions of child sexual abuse and some information about its context give rise to the 

problems of measuring its extent. The officially recorded crime data uses the terminology 

‘sexual assault’ and as such, efforts to measure the scope of the problem are confounded 

through the separation of databases. There are no linkages between crime and child 

protection data. Crime data is drawn from police statistics nationally. Although there are 

differences between jurisdictions in the definitions of sexual assault, the national data 

considers these variances and are reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

(2019). Captured within the report is the victim's age at the date of the incident, the gender, 

and the time between the incident and the report made to police. Nationally, there were 

26,892 victims of sexual assault recorded by police, with 73% reported to police within one 

year. A staggering 44% of sexual assault victims were aged under 15 years at the time of 

the incident. The most common age groups for female victims of sexual assault are 15 to 19 

years (23%) and 10 to 14 years (23%). For male victims of sexual assault, the most 

common age group at the time of the incident was under ten years (36%). The data relating 

to children's experience of child sexual assault is not adequately addressed through policy 

and service investment, and there is little recognition of the experience of boys. 
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3.4.5 Australian child and family domestic violence-related child sexual assault  

Child sexual abuse is considered within the literature in relation to other forms of violence 

such as violence experienced by women within families and relationships. This is also true 

for Aboriginal children (Adams & Hunter, 2007; Langton et al., 2020). Sexual assault 

commonly occurs within family and domestic violence, as reflected in Australia’s crime 

statistics (ABS, 2019), where it accounts for 33%. What is less visible is the sexual assault 

of children within family and domestic violence. In 2019 national sexual assault data 

reported that of the 7,863 female victims of sexual assault which were related to family and 

domestic violence, over a quarter (2,125 victims) were aged under 10 when the incident 

occurred, and of the 1,258 male victims of family and domestic violence related sexual 

assault, more than half (760 victims) were aged under 10 years when the incident occurred.   

 

This last figure seems to be overlooked in the adult-centric policy and frameworks for the 

reduction of sexual, family and domestic violence (Australian Government Department of 

Social Services, 2021). Through greater recognition of the intersectional factors associated 

with child sexual abuse and the violence experienced by women, comprehensive and more 

adequate solutions can be considered. June Oscar, at the 2021 Women's Safety Summit, 

among other Aboriginal women, called for a framework specifically to address violence 

against Aboriginal women (Oscar, 2021). The existing approach excludes Aboriginal 

women from informing culturally appropriate and community embedded solutions. It is 

through her voice and those of other Aboriginal women where solutions can, at this time, 

be community informed and led, given the required space, opportunity and resources.  

 

The lack of convergence of databases across systems can obscure the true nature and extent 

of the experience by children of sexual abuse. Through early data linkage research and 

projects, children's experiences can be better understood, allowing for the spotlight to turn 

when focused on sexual abuse or other forms of violence. An example of such a data 

linkage project I was involved with (Moore et al., 2022) reveals Aboriginal girls coming to 

the attention of child protection authorities were more likely in adolescence to experience 

sexual and physical violence by those known to them, including partners. The study's 

findings could signal a gap in research and discussion about how Aboriginal girls can be 
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protected and supported through these vulnerable years. Through understanding the 

experience of Aboriginal girls there is an opportunity to address the gap identified in 

current policy frameworks that separate adult and child experiences of domestic and family 

violence and within conventional responses to child protection where children’s experience 

of violence is considered only about the harm caused by carers, not partners. The 

vulnerability of Aboriginal girls who experience violence within relationships with their 

partners falls outside of the regular child abuse reporting and investigation parameters and 

less considered in family violence frameworks. There is a paucity of literature recognising 

the possible solutions to prevent such violence from following Aboriginal girls through to 

adulthood. My research goes some way to examining innovative community-led solutions 

to interrupt this trajectory of victimization during childhood. 

 

3.5 Australian policy and practice frameworks to address child sexual 

abuse 
Having outlined the geopolitical context of the NT and its peoples, the response to child 

sexual abuse occurs in the context of both the NT and Australian Government policy and 

legislative interests. Cross-jurisdictional aspirations and priorities of governments within 

Australia include the prevention, protection, and support of children from sexual abuse and 

exploitation, as reflected in the Fourth Action Plan of Australia's National Framework for 

Protecting Australia's Children 2018-2020 (the National Framework) (Australian 

Government Department of Social Services, 2018). Three of the six supported outcomes are 

that: Indigenous children are supported and safe in their families and communities, child 

sexual abuse and exploitation is prevented, and survivors receive adequate support. In 

addition, through ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 

General Assembly, 1989), Australia has established the legislative and policy frameworks 

for responding to the reported violations of the right of children to be safe from sexual 

abuse and exploitation through child protection and criminal justice systems.  

 

In recent years, as outlined in The Fourth Action Plan (2018-2020),  Australia’s national 

policy signals a greater recognition of the role of Aboriginal organisations to support the 

prevention of children coming into the child protection system that includes, “where 
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appropriate, acknowledge and support Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations to 

support children and families at risk of entering, or in contact with, child protection 

systems” (Australian Government Department of Social Services, 2018, p. 6). Priority area 

two of the Plan states the objective for children to grow up in thriving families and 

communities through joint investment into ten disadvantaged communities to implement 

place-based collective impact initiative to interrupt the cycle of childhood vulnerability and 

poverty. One such program, Grow Well Live Well (Guenther, 2016), is funded in the City of 

Palmerston in the NT. While the approach does not explicitly target child sexual abuse, 

there is scope for research to consider the relationship between addressing broader 

intergenerational vulnerability and preventing child sexual abuse. Action 2.3 of priority 

area two of the Fourth Action Plan indicates the need for further research to understand 

better the drivers for entry into child protection systems to develop best practices to address 

these drivers (Australian Government Department of Social Services, 2018). The 

investigation into Aboriginal community driven approaches to tackling child sexual abuse 

will make an original contribution to the understanding of community-level protective 

actions that are so far overlooked. 

 

3.5.1 Policy gaps and positive developments 

Children within Australia carry the significant burden of sexual assault at the time of the 

incident and subsequent impacts throughout their lifetime. However, the focus on child 

sexual assault within policy and practice does not necessarily reflect the focus required for 

protecting children from sexual assault. Low substantiation rates for reported sexual abuse 

may reflect the limited capacity of NT child protection law, policy, and practice to capture 

the breadth of the problem accurately. In addition, anomalies exist in the interpretation of 

legislation to practice.  

 

As outlined above, the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children (2009-

2020) (Australian Government DSS (2021c) serves as a road map for the focus of policy 

and investment into actions that aim to address the safety of children within their families 

and communities (Australian Government, 2019). Notably absent from the framework, is 

consideration of the existing strengths and capacity within Aboriginal communities as 

being central to safeguarding children from sexual abuse, through prevention or 
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intervention.  However, the next National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 

(Australian Government, DSS, 2021c) specifically addresses and incorporates Aboriginal 

knowledge and communities in safe and supported, nurturing and culturally appropriate 

environments. There is no mention of Aboriginal law or reflectively examining the 

philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of White Australian policy, legislation and 

practice. The recommendations of the SNAICC (2021a) Family Matters Roadmap provides 

the building blocks required for achieving the protection of children. This includes for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and organisations to participate in, and have 

control over, decisions that affect their children with the associated targets and supports for 

family-led decision-making models “for all families across all significant child protection 

decision making points” and the expansion of delegated authority for statutory child 

protection functions (p. 10). There are details of how the vision can be extended to the 

challenging arena of child sexual abuse, but in the SNAICC Roadmap, however, empirical 

research that harnesses the voices and identifies protective actions of Aboriginal people 

within remote communities, will provide valuable evidence to inform the important next 

steps of Aboriginal community-controlled responses to child protection.  

 

Although initially not explicitly linked to child sexual abuse, the research does locate such 

community or NGO driven early intervention programs that may have benefits to the 

reduction of sexual abuse, through the level of engagement and connection between parents 

and children. Policy focuses on children and families by the Australian Government since 

the NTER have included Stronger Communities for Children (Australian Government 

National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2017) and currently, Stronger Places, Stronger 

People (Australian Government Department of Social Services, 2021a). This current policy 

approach most closely aligns with the aspirations of Aboriginal peoples to be heard, and for 

learning from local partnerships, whereby initiatives can be evaluated to effect necessary 

systems changes. It heralds the value of a shared commitment to local planning and 

decision making. Although not explicitly articulated in the National Plans for child 

protection and building stronger, safer communities, the current research into Aboriginal 

community-led strategies for addressing sexual abuse will contribute to joining 

conversations and expertise to prevent child sexual abuse within Aboriginal communities.   
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Child sexual abuse, as considered within the broader categories of child maltreatment, has 

been central to the evolution of child welfare and criminal justice responses. This section 

examines the history of child protection systems in Australia in response to changing 

perspectives on children and abuse and increasing powers of the state to intervene in the 

private domains of the family. Understanding Australia’s history of statutory intervention 

for the protection of children, can open opportunities for critical examination of this child 

protection paradigm and whether it remains relevant in today’s society, particularly when 

considering alternative culturally informed ways to assess children’s safety and well-being.  

The policy frameworks above, suggest that we are at the cusp of forging a new direction to 

support the care and protection of children in Australia.  These developments align with the 

aspirations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations such as SNAICC (2021) 

and those contained within the powerful statement by Aboriginal peoples across Australia 

for constitutional amendment, embodied in the Makarrata or Uluru Statement from the 

Heart (2017) for greater self-determination and control of the structures that make 

decisions for children and families.  

 

The history and emergence of modern child protection systems are examined by Swain 

(2014) in her report for the Royal Commission into the Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse, and includes the development of legislative approaches, and the 

responsibility of the state for child welfare since Australia's colonisation. She outlines three 

key points of change in establishing Australia's child welfare systems: the development of 

state children's departments from 1860 to 1990, the rise of child rescue, and the 

consolidation and shifts to children's rights (Swain, 2014). Swain describes the state's 

involvement in the lives of children and families as a patchwork rather than a coordinated 

model.  This view is echoed by Fernandez (2014), who describes child protection systems 

as an experiment of the 1980s. Consequently, the origins of today's child protection systems 

reflect the values of previous eras as influences rather than being a system defined by static 

assumptions.  

 

Swain's (2014) account of the history of child welfare serves as a potent reminder when 

considering child abuse and systemic responses; that these cannot be regarded as separate 

from the values and attitudes that shaped these systems within Australia. Current child 
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protection systems can be argued to carry on the legacy of Australia's child welfare 

approaches, whereby those most likely to come to the attention of child protection 

authorities are those children and families impacted by poverty and social disadvantage. 

The NT had similar powers to other states under its Chief Protector, then the Director of 

Native Affairs, to remove Indigenous children from families and place them outside of the 

NT until embedding the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle in legislation in the 1980s. 

The Community Welfare Act 1983 (NT) is the legislation that continued to provide powers 

to the state through the statutory child welfare department (NT) known previously as 

Family and Children’s Services) until being replaced by the Care and Protection of 

Children Act, 2007. Child welfare workers around this time became known as child 

protection practitioners. Although the terminology of a child protection system came about 

at this time also, the current department, Territory Families, Housing and Communities 

(TFHC), is referred to by most Aboriginal people as ‘the welfare’, serving as a reminder of 

the links with past policies and practice. 

 

The law, policy, and practice of child welfare in the NT are well-documented, including the 

era of protection and segregation from 1890 to 1937, and Assimilation (1937 to 1973). As 

documented in the Bringing Them Home Report (HREOC, 1997) polices of assimilation 

resulted in the forcible removal of children from their families and the impact of these 

practices reverberates to this day and through intergenerational grief and trauma. Many 

children experience physical, psychological, and sexual abuse at the same time in the state 

or church care. They also suffered the disruption of the continuity of deep cultural 

knowledge. The living memory and stories of those impacted by removal from their 

families map the experience of those Aboriginal peoples in the NT now facing the range of 

complex cultural, social, economic and health consequences of the past child welfare 

policy. 

 

3.5.2 Child protection and criminal justice responses to child sexual abuse 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, current legislation for responding to the reports of 

sexual abuse through statutory child welfare agencies differs between Australian 

jurisdictions. It can affect how individual cases are investigated. Criminal codes and child 

protection legislation further delineate the system's responses to reports of sexual harm to 
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children. For example, within the NT, the Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 

(CAPOCA) frame the legislative response to child sexual abuse where a parent was 

allegedly the perpetrator of the abuse, or the parents are unable or unwilling to protect their 

child from sexual abuse. The role of the police in responding to complaints of child sexual 

abuse is determined by criminal law. While many jurisdictions require a joint response by 

both the police and statutory welfare agencies, both agencies are limited in their 

investigation through the availability of evidence, disclosure by the child or other witness 

and forensic evidence of harm. If a complaint progresses to criminal prosecution, there is 

no guarantee of conviction. Customary Law has, until 2007, been considered a defence in 

criminal prosecutions such as sexual assault, where the defendant and victim are 

Aboriginal. 

 

Increased focus of criminology on child sexual abuse has also provided vital information to 

understand the complexity of child sexual offending. Child sexual abuse is recognised in 

contemporary Australian society, and this is manifested in several ways. The key findings 

identified by Quadara et al. (2015) through the literature review on child sexual abuse are 

synthesised into the characteristics of sexual abuse, relationships, contexts or settings, and 

vulnerabilities of grooming. Further, it describes the risk factors associated with the 

perpetration of abuse.  

 

In her research into the role and limitations of the justice system in supporting the rights of 

children Hannah McGlade (2006), a Nyungar woman, cites significant judgements 

concerning the sexual offending against children; for example, the matter of Jackie Pascoe 

Jamilmira, whereby a defence was premised upon the cultural practice of promised 

marriage (Brown, 2007) Despite the circumstances and impact upon the 15-year-old victim, 

this defence was claimed.  However, alternative interpretations of cultural perspectives 

were presented at appeal by women who disputed the interpretation of the custom of 

promised marriage. The literature reveals the tension experienced within the criminal 

justice system for incorporating Aboriginal cultural and customary practices within the 

principles of Western law and justice. The example also suggests gender division in 

interpreting customary law and rules in contemporary society, for example, where the 

practice of promised marriage in many communities did not involve a sexual relationship 
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with children, nor the violence within this relationship. Reflecting the debates related to 

customary law within Aboriginal communities (Bolger, 1991; Brown, 2007), there are 

deeper conceptual considerations relating to the justification of violence against women 

(Bolger, 1991).  

 

HREOC (1997) contend that Aboriginal customary law must be consistent with human 

rights standards (McGlade & Davis, 2014), introducing the point of tension within many 

communities between cultural law and the rights of children. Current child protection 

systems have supported the human rights of children, including their protection from sexual 

exploitation (United Nations, Article 34, 1989). However, the criminal justice and child 

protection systems are limited in their capacity to respond to the volume of reports and see 

very few matters proceed to a conviction of an alleged offender, leaving children no more 

protected than when the abuse was first discovered, unless there are robust protective 

mechanisms within families and communities to reduce the risk of further harm. Identifying 

the place of communities in the protection of children will complement existing systems 

deficits.  

 

3.5.3 Limitations of contemporary mainstream responses 

Child protection systems emerged in Australia from the mid-1980s, encouraged by an 

increasing focus on children's rights, however, it is not evident through the literature that 

Australian society welcomed or embraced the value of children and the rights of the state to 

intervene in the private affairs of the family. Community awareness strategies can be traced 

to 1979 in the Australian child value campaign Care for Kids, during the International Year 

of the Child. Subsequently, the NT Community Welfare Act (1983) was passed for the first 

time, and Australia incorporated the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle. Operational 

policy, practice and community awareness strategies were rolled out through each 

jurisdiction to address the emerging recognition of children's rights. However, even with 

laws, policies, procedures and practices to address allegations of child sexual abuse, the 

power of statutory authorities was limited by the criminal justice system's capacity for 

responding to the voice and the experience of a child, as meeting the evidence thresholds 

required to prove the complaint beyond a reasonable doubt. Fernandez (2014) identifies the 

limitations of the child protection system in its capacity to incorporate the contexts of 
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poverty, racism and social exclusion, recognising the difference in child rearing practices of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

families. Citing Tilbury et al., Fernandez (2014) identifies the need to prevent children from 

experiencing the trauma of child protection systems and the need for child protection 

workers to know the local culture. 

 

The limitations of child protection systems have been well documented (Buckley, 2017; 

Kojan & Lonne, 2012) in comparing prevention models that are emerging in other countries 

versus the risk model of Australia’s child protection systems. Higgins and Katz (2008) raise 

concerns about the need for a holistic approach to address the organisational and systemic 

issues, including policies and practices that have lasting impacts on vulnerable children and 

families. A focus on community-level prevention or situational prevention (Smallbone et 

al., 2008) has yet to be reconciled with the risk paradigm for statutory intervention. 

 

Efforts to address child sexual abuse within existing child protection, criminal justice and 

Australian Government emergency management frameworks, are underscored by a 

common factor whereby theories remain silent on the impact of white settlement on 

Australia's Aboriginal peoples. While Aboriginal voices are not sought or valued 

concerning the issues that impact them, the solutions for keeping Aboriginal children safe 

from sexual abuse continue to elude mainstream systems and practices. Child sexual abuse 

is complex; however, there is an opportunity to inform and support community driven 

solutions by recognising the complexity. New theory could encourage the reimagining of 

the problem with localised, culturally driven solutions that involve those closest to children 

as their frontline defence against sexual harm and exploitation.  

 

3.5.3.1 Limitation example – a system reliant on child disclosure 

Disclosure by a child is a crucial criterion for the commencement of a criminal 

investigation and a child protection investigation unless it discovers forensic or other 

supporting evidence, such as eyewitnesses or offender confession, to support a prosecution. 

Research such as that by Leach, Powell, Sharman, and Anglim (2016) into forensic 

investigative techniques, has resulted in the development of police forensic interview skills 

that provide the best opportunity for children to talk about their experiences to meet the 
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rules of evidence for criminal prosecution. However, if the early facts do not open a police 

investigation and the evidence does not support research by child protection authorities, the 

child will carry their story through to a later and safer time where they may find someone to 

hear them. Children who cannot disclose sexual abuse are left without the opportunity for 

clinical and social support to validate their experience and heal. This Review reveals a lack 

of focus on the gap for children between their experience of sexual abuse and access to 

criminal justice or child protection located solutions. The research undertaken goes some 

way to examining that critical void in considering alternative paradigms of response by 

those in the child’s immediate informal and formal networks who, by default, are the 

child’s frontline defence from harm.  

 

Recognising the importance of early disclosure by children to prevent ongoing harm, 

research by Solberg, Halvorsen, and Stige (2021) turns to the experience and perspectives 

of a small number (12) of adult survivors of child sexual abuse about their views on the 

factors that would lead to earlier disclosure by children. Their thematic analysis reveals 

three main themes: (1) the adults' role in making it possible to tell, (2) adults daring to 

consider the unthinkable – or being open to the possibility of child sexual abuse, and (3) 

conveying knowledge about child sexual abuse that facilitates understanding. Their 

findings extend from earlier literature and research that considers the situational and other 

contexts that support disclosure of abuse by children that could be the focus of prevention 

strategies into the future.  

 

Through their systematic review of disclosures of child sexual abuse (CSA), Alaggia, 

Collin-Vezina, and Lateef (2017) identify the facilitators and barriers to the disclosure; 

finding that disclosure is an iterative and interactive process that reflects a person-in-

environment approach. One of the themes that emerged emphasised the previously missed 

contexts that enable or constrain disclosure, a person in environment approach that aligns 

with the socio-ecological system, “recognises the complex interplay of individual, family, 

contextual, and cultural factors involved in CSA disclosures” (Alaggia et al., 2017, p. 276). 

They note the barriers to disclosure outweigh the facilitators. Whether children disclose 

their experience of sexual abuse relies upon many individual and systemic factors. This 

context is absent from the work of Leach, Powell, Sharman and Anglim (2016), where 
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instead, the focus is on the child forensic interview and what is happening at the moment. It 

is through examining the contexts where child sexual abuse occurs within Aboriginal 

communities that a child's ability to talk about their experience, can be comprehensively 

considered. Through such research, there can be a better understanding of how protection is 

afforded to Aboriginal children, whether or not a police or child protection investigation is 

undertaken. At this point, the limitations of an individualist informed approach to Western 

systems lead to the need to consider the dilemma from an alternative cultural perspective.  

 

3.6 The politics of child sexual abuse - within NT Aboriginal communities 
I have introduced in chapter two, the notion that child sexual abuse, particularly that 

involving Aboriginal children, meets the definition of a wicked problem (Arney, 2008; 

Devaney & Spratt, 2009; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Young, McKenzie, Omre, Schjelderup, & 

Walker, 2014). Within Australia, the relegation of child sexual abuse of Aboriginal children 

as a wicked problem in some way absolves us of responsibility for seeking solutions. Head 

(2019) identified the political and conflictual dimensions of how problems are defined and 

scoped and argues that opportunities exist within contemporary society to identify methods 

for developing more effective policy responses. He recognises the need for collaborative 

governance to co-design solutions to such wicked problems and continued capacity 

building of stakeholders. However, the politicisation of such wicked problems can derail 

sustained collaboration between stakeholders. The following details further the political 

context of child sexual abuse as considered in the NT context.  

 

The research context is the NT, a remote jurisdiction of Australia where the sexual abuse of 

Aboriginal children has been the focus of national and international scrutiny, as 

demonstrated by the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) and previous 

inquiries (Wild & Anderson, 2007). I contend from my practice experience (Moore, 2016) 

that the sexual abuse of Aboriginal children is political, and more specifically the political 

focus on, Aboriginal children and communities in the Northern Territory as outlined by 

Scrymgour (2014) in Nugget Coombs Memorial Lecture. Alongside existing efforts by 

police and child protection workers to respond to reports of child sexual abuse, the 

Australian Government took the legislated and political action to override the powers of the 
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NT. This intervention was based on the perceived inaction of the NT Government to 

address the sexual abuse of Aboriginal children, thereby conflating child sexual abuse with 

power and politics, resulting in the implementation of a raft of welfare reforms specific to 

Aboriginal communities.  Such reforms relied upon the suspension of the Racial 

Discrimination Act, 1975. As a result, there is no evidence to support the reduction of child 

sexual abuse in the NT or any more significant prosecution of child sex offenders. The 

emergency response approach to child sexual abuse is criticised for missing the opportunity 

to recognise the strategies already existing within remote Aboriginal communities to 

address such problems.  

 

The sexual abuse of Aboriginal children within the NT is the focus of the Little Children's 

are Sacred Report (Wild & Anderson, 2007). Recommendations are made based on 

consultations across the NT. The findings of that Report reflect the concerns held by 

Aboriginal peoples and those working with children and families about the problems and 

solutions identified for addressing child sexual abuse. A resurgence of interest across 

mainstream Australian society about the sexual abuse of Aboriginal children, has been 

considered by Anthony (2009), to have been in response to the moral panic created through 

the media. The speed with which the Australian Government declared the national 

emergency leveraged the moral outrage associated with the sexual abuse of children and 

utilised the politically vulnerable position of a Territory within Australia and Aboriginal 

peoples' vulnerability to move quickly to shape interventionist reforms.  

 

At that point in history, the opportunity for addressing child sexual abuse within the NT 

was derailed in favour of an alternative Australian Government welfare reform initiative 

that introduced prohibitions on alcohol and pornography, while quarantining government 

social security payments as an extension of policies of mutual obligation. However, the 

contract with those on social security payments is related not only to looking for work but 

also to compel recipients to direct payments to meet the needs of their children as a priority. 

Furthermore, the welfare reforms that commenced within remote Aboriginal communities 

and town camps – prescribed communities – were expanded over the coming decade to the 

prescribed communities of the NT to low socioeconomic locations throughout Australia. As 
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a result, the initial rationale for the NTER of addressing child sexual abuse was no longer 

required as a justification for the introduction of welfare reform.  

 

3.6.1 Child sexual abuse lost within broader welfare reform 

The politicisation of child sexual abuse (Head, 2019) risks the dilution of genuine 

consultative and shared conversations required to understand the problem, identify 

intervention goals, and establish strategies to achieve sustainable change that supports the 

safety of children for future generations. The example of the NTER is one that the 

government defended to identify sex offenders within remote Aboriginal communities in 

the NT and thereby rescue children from such danger. However, the legislative and welfare 

reforms enacted suggest a departure from its intended purpose, leaving onlookers to 

consider the real political agenda for the reform as indicated below. 

 

Criticism of the NTER includes questioning the effectiveness of non-inclusive government 

intervention in Aboriginal communities in addressing child sexual abuse (Arney et al., 

2009; Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Hunter, 2008). The criticism reflects academics and 

commentators' skepticism about the impact of such an approach to addressing Aboriginal 

disadvantage or violence to women and children in remote Aboriginal communities 

(Watson, 2011). While evaluations consider the broader suite of welfare reforms, such as 

Child Protection Income Management (CPIM) (Australian Government, 2014), the 

Australian Government remains silent on the absence of evidence to link reforms with 

increased protection of children from sexual abuse. Despite commentary and critique, there 

has been little effort to evaluate the NTER against the prevalence or impact of child sexual 

abuse. The response by the Central Land Council (CLC) to the Future Directions for the 

NTER Discussion Paper emphasises the need for community engagement in developing 

solutions for complex social problems, stating that, “The CLC contends that any process 

which continues to systematically marginalise Aboriginal people from creating and driving 

solutions to these complex issues is ultimately doomed to fail” (CLC, 2009, p. 2). This 

current research provides such an opportunity for the engagement of Aboriginal peoples in 

exploring the definitions and responses required for the management of risk to children 

from sexual abuse. 

 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    93  

3.7 Responding to child sexual abuse through different paradigms 
The literature identifies the statutory child protection responses to categories of abuse 

including child sexual abuse physical abuse, emotional abuse, neglect, and exposure to 

domestic and family violence. Child sexual abuse and severe neglect or physical abuse can 

also fall within a criminal justice investigation and prosecution response. This section 

explores the systemic responses to child sexual abuse and how families and communities, 

particularly Aboriginal communities, have considered and addressed the problem. 

 

The child protection system continues to experience exponential growth in reports of child 

abuse. To meet the growing reports of child harm within Australia and globally, systems 

are based upon the assumed effectiveness of legislated, investigatory processes. Multiple 

reviews of child protection systems and processes are identified through inquiries and 

coronial hearings into the death of a child under the NT Coroner’s Act 1993. While review 

recommendations may support structural or policy change to child protection systems and 

processes, the shift of resources and focus for strengthening the community is reflected 

mainly in the areas of early childhood family support. 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, Australian responses to child sexual abuse are 

predominantly situated within the child protection and criminal justice systems. The next 

section of the chapter considers the literature relating to the origins of the child protection 

system in more detail. Within Australian statutory child protection agencies and police are 

authorised to protect the rights of individuals. The historical construction of these systems 

is outlined below. A critical consideration of the literature identifies the inherent limitations 

of such systems in affording protection to children from sexual abuse. In particular, the 

limitations of these systems highlight the lack of alternative measures such as Aboriginal 

community driven solutions for keeping children safe.  

 

3.7.1 Child sexual abuse prevention  

Approaches to the prevention of child sexual abuse can be aligned, to some degree, to the 

historical construction of these child protection systems. However, efforts to incorporate 

sexual abuse prevention strategies into the broader suite of prevention and early 
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intervention for other categories of child abuse reflect sporadic processes and actions, not 

aligned with the diversity of sexual abuse dynamics. Dworkin and Martyniuk (2011) 

outline the types of prevention, including the public health model (McMahon & Puettl, 

1999) and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) socio-ecological model, which can form the 

foundations of violence prevention strategies. The ecological systems theory from Kelly, 

Ryan, Altman, and Steizner (2000), is also provided in relation to violence prevention 

programs.   Despite the promise of the models that locate systems-level connections to 

enhance the safety of children, missing from the approaches of the late 20th Century and 

early 21st Century are the ways that alternative cultural world views, such as those of 

collective cultures, may consider child sexual abuse and prevention solutions. The above 

prevention models are premised on the Western ideology of the individual connection with 

broader systems. The literature, however, remains silent on Aboriginal perspectives, and it 

is these perspectives that are explored through the current research. 

 

A model adopted for addressing the primary prevention of violence and the harm caused by 

violence in some jurisdictions, is based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model, 

which considers the systems that influence human development rather than the event or 

problem. Therefore, the approach to child sexual abuse prevention informed by this theory 

could incorporate strategies at many systemic levels. First, the model includes the 

microsystem that provides for interactions between people and their immediate 

environment, including between the victim and perpetrator. The next level is the 

mesosystem that links the person’s environment, for example, where a school may work 

with a health clinic to prevent sexual abuse if indicators are recognised. It could also 

include a situation where a school does not discuss their concerns about a child’s 

behaviours that may indicate risk factors. It is then that the mesosystem may contribute to 

the continuation of abuse that may be occurring. The exosystem is the next level of the 

model, and this includes the community and neighbourhood or organisations that can 

prevent child sexual abuse perpetration. Next, the macrosystem incorporates social norms, 

values, and conditions of the environment, including the impact of oppression and 

economic inequality where values of secrecy and child abuse may be encouraged. In such 

communities, these factors can detract from power and connectedness, contributing to 

protection from sexual abuse, whereby values of respect and value for all members of 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    95  

society can prevent child sexual abuse.  Finally, the chronosystem incorporates the element 

of time related to an individual, such as the impact of a child’s development over time that 

affects the child.  

 

Prevention of child abuse has been predominantly considered within a public health model 

at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels (McMahon & Puettl, 1999). Primary 

prevention incorporates the strategies that address child abuse from a societal level and are 

designed to change behaviour (Becker & Reilly, 1999). Universal primary prevention 

efforts target a large group, while selective primary prevention efforts are directed towards 

those at risk of victimization or perpetration. Russell, Higgins, and Posso (2020) undertook 

a systematic review into the efficacy of interventions, concluding that there is a need for 

further evaluation of whole-of-community prevention intervention.  The current research 

into sexual abuse prevention within Aboriginal communities will contribute to knowledge 

about culturally led models of safeguarding. Components of primary prevention could 

involve teaching children about healthy relationships (Flood & Kendrick, 2012) and 

developing understanding about when a relationship becomes abusive. Further knowledge 

includes information about protective policies that organisations can implement; teaching 

people what to do if they are being abused and working to change social structure or norms 

that support the occurrence of child sexual abuse (Becker & Reilly, 1999).  

 

Secondary prevention aims to reduce the short-term harm by improving access and 

connection by survivors of abuse to support services. The approach may involve teaching 

relevant professionals how to screen for, and respond to abuse disclosures, provide trauma-

informed support to survivors, and reduce the stigma associated with talking about child 

sexual abuse (Bennett et al., 2013). Finally, tertiary prevention involves preventing further 

harm to someone already impacted by sexual abuse, working with offenders to prevent re-

offending (Becker & Reilly, 1999), and working with survivors to prevent longer-term 

problems.  

 

Despite the above levels of categorisation, the programs designed to prevent child sexual 

abuse, have lacked evaluation and an evidence base for their effectiveness (Gibson & 

Leitenberg, 2000). The primary approach of protective behaviours programs is to make 
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children less suitable targets for sexual offending through personal safety programs that 

increase their awareness and ability to report, although Smallbone, Marshall and Wortley 

(2014) caution that there are only a few studies to support increased reporting because of 

children undertaking the programs.  A criticism of similar protective behaviour programs 

has been that they assume a child's power and capacity to identify and overcome the 

complex barriers to disclosing sexual abusive behaviours of some more powerful 

individuals within a trusting relationship with the child, including their family or others 

known to them. The approach also depends upon the skill and confidence of the person 

involved in a statutory position of mandated disclosure, such as a school teacher, in 

managing the content and subsequent reporting of sexual abuse (Scholes et al., 2012).  

 

Developments in the 2000s begin to locate child sexual abuse prevention within a 

criminology framework that provides access to the knowledge that informs more 

comprehensive crime prevention strategies. The approach includes processes of policing, 

surveillance (both virtual and in-person), detection, deterrence, situational crime prevention 

(Hebenton, 2011), working with children checks, and the execution of organisational as 

well as institutional child-safe policies and strategies (Smallbone & Wortley, 2001). 

Through the emergence of research within criminology, solutions that sit outside of the 

victim-offender binary are considered. Through this critical juncture, further research could 

consider the place or agency of a child's family, community, culture, and country that can 

be regarded as agents of safety and protection. Research continues into the situational 

factors associated with child sexual abuse, including that by Darling & Hackett (2020) 

which relates to female-perpetrated sexual abuse, a less recognised risk to children. My 

research findings may reveal more about the ways that sexual abuse occurs within remote 

communities and the existing approaches to prevention.  There has been greater focus on 

situational factors in preventing sexual abuse arising from the Royal Commission into 

Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, and this knowledge creates the point of 

difference from which to consider the situational factors relating to remote Aboriginal 

communities where prevention approaches can be identified.  
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3.7.2 International approaches to Indigenous child welfare 

International approaches in Canada, the United States, and New Zealand, to child welfare 

approaches for Indigenous communities, are documented by Libesman (2004). The transfer 

of decision making, and absolute authority is represented in the United States’ Indian Child 

Welfare Act 1978 (ICWA), which indicates a whole-of-community approach, good 

partnerships, and culturally competent service delivery as being central to a model of child 

safety and wellbeing.  

 

With a similar colonial history to that of Australia, Canada's assimilation policies and 

practices saw the forced removal of children into 'residential schools' that continued even 

after the closure of the schools in the 1960s (Libesman, 2004).  Australian Aboriginal 

leaders and critical emancipatory theorists, humanitarians, and ordinary citizens regard the 

removal of children from families as a period of cultural genocide (Bennett, 2013). 

Community control, at the provincial and federal levels, began through agreements between 

tribal councils and governments. The formalisation of increased community control and 

responsibility was recognised through the California Child and Family Services Authority 

Act (2003). Various agreements and legislation were established within provinces, such as 

the Manitoba Child and Family Services Act (1985).  Against a similar historical backdrop, 

forced removal in the United States of 'Indian' children (as defined through the Indian Child 

Welfare Act 1978 (IWCA)) from families and communities, also reflected assimilation and 

cultural genocide and the legislation “recognised limited tribal sovereignty and the 

collective interest of tribes in children” (Libesman, 2004, p. 8). 

 

Unlike Australia, the United States and Canada, New Zealand did not pursue forced 

removal of Māori children from their families, although a policy of assimilation operated 

between 1947 and 1960 (Libesman, 2004). The introduction of mainstream legislation that 

did not account for the cultural and community values resulted in greater involvement by 

the welfare system that did not appropriately recognise and support the roles of family and 

society in the wellbeing of children. Principles within the New Zealand Children, Young 

Persons and Their Families Act 1989, provided for the participation of family members in 

decision making for children through such approaches as family group conferencing (New 

Zealand Office of the Children Commissioner, 2017). The model incorporated traditional 
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family and community decision making of Indigenous peoples. This model was adopted, 

implemented, and evaluated within the NT context in Alice Springs by Arney, McGuinness 

and Westby (2012) however discontinued due to a change of government.  

 

The above summary of international developments in Indigenous child welfare reflects a 

history of gradual reform through legislative recognition of the roles and responsibilities of 

Indigenous peoples in child safety and wellbeing. The challenges for community-controlled 

responses to child sexual abuse have been less well-considered in Australia until recent 

research undertaken by McGlade (2012), who cautioned about the risks for the handover of 

community control. As noted above, there is tension reflected in the literature between 

those who consider Aboriginal communities ready to assume control of children's safety, 

health and education, their readiness to take control, and how they may be supported to 

assume ownership.  

 

3.7.2.1 International example: promoting child safety through offender treatment 

McGlade and Hovane (2007) discuss the benefits of community-based programs such as 

one in Canada, operating at that time, whereby convicted sex offenders can be transferred 

to Aboriginal healing lodge programs after sentencing. The limitations of serious sexual 

offender treatment during a custodial sentence in Western Australia is that they may not be 

culturally informed, and offenders may not participate. Furthermore, post-release 

participation in community-based treatment programs is limited if the whole sentence is 

served, thereby avoiding early release conditions.  

 

3.8 Solutions that sit within an Australian Aboriginal paradigm 
The inclusion of alternate child protection frameworks within the literature review for this 

study, reveals some of the approaches taken to adapt a statutory model of child welfare, 

through the engagement of families and community agencies. Research by Testro and 

Peltola (2007) encourages questioning the child protection paradigm and identifies 

fundamental problems with the existing child protection system, including sustainability, 

efficacy and efficiency. Criticism of the system includes the structural and systemic issues 

that impede the targeting of resources to children most in need or families most at risk. In 
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remote Aboriginal communities, the approach is characterised by such support services 

being less accessible. The Community Partnerships for Protecting Children (CPPC) 

approach was identified within the Report (Testro & Peltoloa, 2007) as being a community 

partnership approach that involves community and agencies in an individualised course of 

action for each child and family identified by the community members as being at risk.  An 

evaluation of the approach identifies strengthened case assessment and service planning, 

Child Protective Services agency culture and worker satisfaction, as well as shared decision 

making between community members and agencies, including the child welfare agency. 

The trialling of such community engagement and partnership approaches to address child 

abuse provides examples of active practice-based approaches to address the limitations of 

mainstream forensic investigatory child protection models.  

 

In examining five community programs that addressed the connections between individual 

and community in the prevention of child abuse, Daro and Dodge (2009) determined 

relational theory to support prevention. However, designing and implementing such 

approaches is expensive and requires further conceptual and empirical work relating to the 

alignment of individuals, agencies, and communities. In addition, less clearly defined 

within the literature, is applying such models to child sexual abuse. 

  

Theory informed practice models of child protection intervention (Young et al., 2014a) are 

emerging in response to deficits of current systems. Limitations of approaches assume at 

the outset the existing child protection system paradigms. Lacking in this initial 

assumption, is that Aboriginal communities have knowledge, skill, and capacity to protect 

their children from sexual abuse. Aboriginal peoples engage in exploring paradigms that 

consider the definitions of sexual abuse and culturally appropriate community-based 

responses, as a way to find out how to address and manage the risk within remote 

Aboriginal communities. For example, McGlade (2012), in her call for social, cultural, and 

legal change, calls for us to hear the experience of women and children about the violence 

inflicted by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men and cautions against the exclusion of the 

voices of the powerless.  
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3.8.1 The nature of child sexual abuse within Aboriginal communities 

This Review acknowledges the strength of Aboriginal women’s voices to speak up about 

child sexual abuse and its link to the effects of childhood trauma, and violence experienced 

by Aboriginal women and children uniquely within family, community, and society. 

Adams and Hunter (2007) examine the experience of domestic violence in remote 

communities of New South Wales, the connection to the experience of violence perpetrated 

on communities through colonisation and the many understandable reasons for not 

reporting to police; with violence being in the same way normalised. Indigenous authors 

rarely consider child sexual abuse in isolation from historical and socio-cultural contexts. 

For example, Langton et al. (2020) define intergenerational or historical trauma, as that 

experienced individually and at the community level, as the “subjective experiencing and 

remembering of events in the mind of an individual or the life of a community, passed from 

adults to children in cyclic processes” (p. 9). Aboriginal women such as Langton are 

represented across several domains: grassroots activism, support, community work, 

politics, professional practice, education, health, and academic research.  

 

SNAICC maintains that Governments must let go of their power over the lives of 

Australia’s First Nations children (Gray, 2021), and recognise the harm that continues to be 

caused by the child protection systems that aim to help. He calls for structural change, not 

just ‘tinkering’ with existing structures and identifies self-determination and accountability 

as key areas of reform. As reflected in my early publication (Moore, 2016) on the need for 

this research, Gray states that child protection systems and practices remain grounded in 

non-Indigenous perspectives about children and families.  It is inherent in the goals of the 

current research to contribute to the aspirations of self-determination, to engage with 

improvements to child protection systems...  

 

3.8.2 The problem as impacted by colonisation & community violence 

Throughout the literature, the sexual abuse of Aboriginal children is examined in the 

context of colonisation's historical impacts, especially the intergenerational trauma at the 

individual family and community levels.  Consequences of colonisation include layers of 

dysfunction, fractured identity and the associated vulnerability to violence, substance 

abuse, mental illness, a breakdown of cultural constructs that may otherwise have 
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inoculated the worst impacts of the erosion of social systems of care and control (Bessarab 

& Crawford, 2013; Fejo-King, 2013).  In terms of the effect on Australian Aboriginal 

Peoples, they are part of a culture where its people are required daily to straddle two 

worlds; navigating the strength derived from Aboriginal cultural identity whilst trying to 

become culturally adept and competent within Australian society's mainstream systems and 

structures. This context is notably absent from considering the problem or solutions 

discussed concerning child sexual abuse.  

 

There is a paucity of academic literature that considers the perspective of Aboriginal 

peoples as to the definitions, causes or solutions for child sexual abuse. However, the links 

between the historic abuses Aboriginal peoples experienced from colonisation are 

suggested to precursor to the intergenerational trauma of sexual abuse (Atkinson, 2002; 

Muller, 2014). The location of child sexual abuse within a socio-historic context supports 

the contribution by Indigenous historians and academics who detail the “severe levels” of 

violence towards Aboriginal women and children since colonisation or invasion (McGlade, 

2012, p. 41). Atkinson (2002) references historical cases of children as “young as 5 being 

kidnapped for rape and discarded when venereal disease resulted” (p. 61). Goodall and 

Huggins (1992) detail historical accounts of severe and coordinated sexual violation of 

Aboriginal women and children. They consider such actions to be an outcome of the 

invasion and a weapon of war. When child sexual abuse involving Aboriginal children, is 

considered in the absence of the historic perpetration of such violence, it is unlikely that 

mainstream solutions will be culturally safe or effective. 

 

The level of detail evidencing the traumatic experience of Aboriginal peoples through 

colonisation has been ignored in the subsequent developments of systemic responses to 

child sexual abuse within Aboriginal communities (Atkinson, 2002). There is growing 

literature relating to child sexual abuse and neglect (Wright et al., 2017). However, it 

remains silent about how to incorporate family and community level experiences of trauma 

when responding to the allegations of sexual abuse of an Aboriginal child. The criminal and 

child protection responses to child sexual abuse rely upon the evidence of actions (or a lack 

of protective action by parents), and whether these actions meet the threshold for 

investigation, prosecution, or other statutory intervention.  A general awareness by child 
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protection practitioners and the recognition of trauma within the practice frameworks is a 

start to reconciling intergenerational impacts of child abuse within contemporary child 

protection intervention. However, the literature remains silent on how this knowledge can 

purposefully inform practice. The literature remains silent on how individual experience of 

trauma, in the form of sexual abuse, can be reconciled within the context of collective 

community trauma experienced by Aboriginal peoples through generations of racial 

oppression and the subsequent impacts of lateral violence. 

   

Aboriginal authors consider child sexual abuse to be serious and detrimental to children and 

families, however, the complexity of the problem, or perhaps the opportunity for realising 

new solutions, is deeply embedded in the historic socio-cultural constructs of the 

colonization of Australia (Atkinson, 2013; Langton et al., 2020). Child sexual abuse risks 

remain hidden against a backdrop of individual, family, and community level dysfunction 

(Bessarab & Crawford, 2013). Additionally, Aboriginal peoples' efforts to address complex 

social issues are balanced with the actions required to protect the perpetuity of Aboriginal 

culture in the face of continuing threats from the outside (Blackstock, 2009; Mlcek, 2018). 

Evidence is found through the Aboriginal leaders within the NT about how Aboriginal 

peoples are navigating history while forging a way forward. William Tilmouth, Arrernte 

leader and Children’s Ground Founding Chair, posted this call for action on the Children’s 

Ground Social Media Facebook page, on 17th October 2021: 

 

Stop the treadmill that leads to child welfare, youth detention poor health and 

lifelong trauma. Together we can prevent this. We are changing the limits that have 

restricted and suffocated us, the shackles of poverty and disempowerment. We are 

changing how we think about ourselves. We are changing what and how people 

think about us. We are creating hope, belief and space for our people to mobilise 

their power and voices. (Tilmouth, 2021) 

 

Nationally and internationally, Indigenous peoples seek to assume control over the systems 

and programs relating to child and family wellbeing (SNAICC, 2021). Their engagement is 

closely-connected to the desire for greater self-determination that appears to sit well within 

a bio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Still, several other factors determine 
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the presence of sexual abuse and the opportunities and responsibilities of the broader 

community to be agents of prevention and response. The literature reflects the limitations of 

the existing child protection forensic investigatory approach to child abuse and the over-

representation of Aboriginal children within the child protection system.  

 

3.8.3 Aboriginal community-based responses to child sexual abuse in Australia 

Testro and Peltola (2007) considered the Indigenous international approaches to child 

protection, where Libesman (2004), emphasises the benefits of focusing on the positive and 

using the language of family and community wellbeing, strengths and healing while and 

shifting from an individual to whole of community approach.  Approaches to change that 

have been considered, range from the transfer of responsibility from mainstream to 

Indigenous peoples for child protection decision, the development of a holistic response 

based upon informal family, and support with awareness of some barriers associated with 

the impacts of intergenerational trauma. Blackstock and Trcome (2005) consider the 

previous undertaking does not address improvements in these broader areas if child 

protection is viewed through a narrow lens. 

  

Within Australia, the criticism of the mainstream child protection system is that it is 

individualist when the problem requires a response (Cuneen & Libesman, 2002), compared 

to one that is more holistic and inclusive of the whole community. Testro and Peltola 

(2007) consider the: 

 

Indigenous communities are also sorely in need of new ways of protecting their 
children. Ways that focus on the positive and involve the whole community. 
Ways that understand the needs of children in the broadest context and take a 
holistic view of children within their families and communities. (Testro & 
Peltola, 2007, p. 26)  

 

The literature relating to initiatives within Australian Aboriginal communities to address 

child sexual abuse is broadened, from peer-reviewed literature to the reports contained 

within clearinghouses and through materials developed by organisations such as the 

Secretariat of National Aboriginal & Islander Child Care (SNAICC). The information 

gleaned from those sources reflects evidence of grassroots initiatives within some 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    104  

communities. For example, The National Association for the Prevention of Child Abuse 

and Neglect (NAPCAN) also engages with Aboriginal communities to support grassroots 

initiatives in child sexual abuse awareness and prevention. Their production of the All 

Children Being Safe, book 2 Northern Territory Communities by NAPCAN (2014), 

highlights just one situation of the involvement and creativity demonstrated within remote 

Aboriginal communities with the support and expertise of organisations such as NAPCAN. 

Australian literature reflects the need for greater control and decision making by Aboriginal 

people into the safety and wellbeing of their children (Harris-Short, 2012; Makarrata, 2017, 

pp. 2-17; Gray, 2021).   Although not specifically in consideration of Aboriginal 

communities, Smallbone et. al. (2014) considered the possibilities of creating child-safe 

communities by looking at the broader enablers and constraints concerning protecting and 

safeguarding the wellbeing of children. Their ideas have evolved from others, whereby, 

“Interventions are perceived as more effective when they enhance the capacity of local 

Indigenous grassroots organisations and community groups, and build local knowledge and 

confidence” (Higgins, 2010, p. 14). 

 

Community controlled strategies and systems for addressing child abuse are regarded with 

some caution. They do not specifically address child sexual abuse. Instead, they encompass 

the broader range of child abuse categories and risk the attention required to the nuanced 

dynamics of child sexual abuse. Tension exists between community-level strategies for 

supporting child safety and the imperative to respond to specific reports of harm (Harris-

Short, 2012).  A limited focus on statutory intervention can neglect research focus on 

community capacity for prevention and safeguarding. Community control of combatting 

child sexual abuse is not reflected in the literature as evidenced by organisational activity of 

Children’s Ground and the Tangentyere Family Violence advocacy and programs, 

reflecting deep concern and a movement to become involved in conversations. There 

appears to be no clear framework for determining the readiness of Aboriginal communities 

to assume the significant responsibility of child protection, and specifically relating to the 

complexities associated with child sexual abuse. Perhaps this current research will discover 

a commitment to understanding the type of report required to keep children safe (McGlade, 

2012).  
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Although not specific to child sexual abuse, the literature relating to factors that support the 

prevention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children's maltreatment is recognised 

through enhancing community capacity. Further, there is recognition of the need to address 

the problem from multiple levels at this point in the literature. To this end, Higgins (2010) 

identifies the following principles required for preventing and responding to maltreatment, 

including, that actions involve considering historical context and prioritise cultural safety, 

supporting Indigenous-managed agencies that provide holistic services, supporting families 

when they need it as well as targeting services to vulnerable families with identified risk 

factors, empowering family decision making in protecting children, and creating safe 

arrangements for their care, to include community-level strategies based on social inclusion 

and situational crime prevention principles. 

 

A decade on, and the higher-level principles are echoed in the SNAICC (2021) Family 

Matters Report, 2021, including the need for self-determination, data sovereignty, 

supporting strong community-controlled sector, partnership, participation, connection, 

oversight and accountability, however the Report does not give focus to child sexual abuse. 

Higgins (2010) brings together the principles with emergent knowledge of situational crime 

prevention, to consider the power of families and communities in addressing child sexual 

abuse. The literature similarly reflects greater growing emphasis on the need to recognise 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge and mechanisms of how this should be 

achieved, for example through yarning (Bennett, 2015; Sharman & Katrak Harris, 2021). 

 

The conceptualisation of community-based protections for Aboriginal children 

demonstrates the convergence of the benefits of community development approaches 

within Indigenous communities and crime prevention. For example, Higgins (2010) 

considers the links between principles of child-safe organisations and situational crime 

prevention, as well as strategies for supporting community safety.  This is a critical point of 

connection, between knowledge disciplines that can assist Aboriginal communities, to 

address child sexual abuse. Higgins (2010) cites the recommendations of the Little Children 

are Sacred Report (Wild & Anderson, 2007) as adopting an approach to incorporate the 

'distal' factors such as poverty, community-wide alcohol usage; 'proximal' factors that might 

trigger someone to engage in the crime of child abuse; the most immediate risk factors such 
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as poor supervision, and, systemic issues such as keeping children away from those who 

may pose a risk.  

 

Publications by contemporary Indigenous authors (Bennett et al, Green, Gilbert, & 

Bessarab, 2013; Fejo-King, 2013; Muller, 2014) have drawn upon the analysis of historical 

records and the oral histories handed down by Elders within the theoretical framework of 

Indigenous knowledge. However, the dominant culture that frames the definition and 

response to social problems, such as child sexual, abuse can marginalise and limit the 

opportunities to recognise and embed culturally appropriate solutions that acknowledge the 

historical contexts of oppression and the continued marginalisation of Aboriginal peoples. 

The effect of colonising patriarchal practices towards Aboriginal Australian peoples, that 

neglected recognition of their cultural positionality as First Nations Peoples within 

Australian society, lessened opportunity for self-determination in policies, organisations, 

and practices. The result has been, even to this present day, that social justice 

considerations are often negligible and neglected, especially where the rights of Australian 

Aboriginal communities to make decisions about culturally appropriate solutions, are 

virtually non-existent. However, critique of the inadequacy of child protection systems 

reflected in the Review shines a light on the call to transform child protection and family 

welfare systems through ensuring Aboriginal people’s self-determination, rights, and 

culture are at the centre (Bamblett & Lewis, 2007). The challenge within this study is to 

focus on the voices and experiences of Aboriginal peoples in defining and shaping the 

foundations for fresh approaches to ensure the protection of children. 

 

3.9 Chapter summary 
This Review highlights the socio-cultural constructs of child sexual abuse. Specifically 

vulnerable, are Aboriginal children to sexual abuse through the intergenerational legacy of 

personal and community level trauma since colonisation. The literature provides little 

insight into the specific developments of knowledge regarding the protection of Aboriginal 

children from sexual abuse despite Aboriginal authors reminding us of the above socio-

historic context. The responses by Australian authorities to child sexual abuse, such as the 

emergence of the child protection system, reveal the emerging social value for the child 
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within Australian society that coincides with the declaration of the United Nations (1989) 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. In response to international developments, Australia 

also developed legislative and social policy frameworks to address child abuse of all kinds, 

including sexual abuse and statutory intervention as a supportive mechanism in the 

protection of children.   

 

The Aboriginal perspectives, or voices, captured through the range of royal commissions 

and inquiries into child protection in the NT, have not yet translated to systemic change that 

puts Aboriginal communities as the drivers of change. This relegates child sexual abuse to 

remain the responsibilities of statutory authorities and professionals such as social workers 

in statutory child welfare, police and government.  My research serves as a vehicle to 

privilege the voices of those with the least power within communities (Higgins, 2010; 

McGlade, 2012; Young et al., 2014b) to inform new theories for action.   

 

Research involving Aboriginal peoples at the local community level can further develop the 

conceptual understanding of child sexual abuse within the unique contexts of remote 

Aboriginal communities of the NT, thereby profiling the development of locally driven 

strategies and solutions.  Given that child sexual abuse is a human problem and not specific 

to one culture, my research will likely identify common ground with that identified by 

Quadara et al. (2015). However, this current research undertaken through the grounded 

theory approach that culturally informs theory, could also expeditiously inform the 

practices and actions of Aboriginal peoples to support their children to grow up safe and 

strong in body, spirit and culture. Going some way towards identifying theory to inform 

child protection intervention is the work of Young et al. (2014a), whereby  models of child 

community development supports the rights of the child. As noted, several of these 

frameworks originate from within either a structuralist, human rights, or feminist paradigm 

that offer a critique of the limitations of existing legislated approaches to child protection 

(McGlade, 2012). Research required to address gaps in the Review is to explore how 

Aboriginal peoples of remote Australian communities safeguard their children from sexual 

abuse, and to come up with a theory that supports a participatory model of practice, while 

considering the historical impacts of colonisation. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
4.1 Chapter overview 
The literature review has identified the lack of research focus on child sexual abuse as 

considered through the lens of Aboriginal family and community agency or capacity for the 

protection of children.  Specifically, perspectives are absent from Aboriginal peoples within 

remote Australia, who have been the focus of significant local, national, and international 

attention. Reflected in previous chapters is the question relating to the place of a White 

researcher in researching social issues that impact Aboriginal peoples. Shawn Wilson 

(2013, p. 313) notes that “Indigenist is also a descriptive label for a way of thinking … This 

inevitably leads to whether non-Indigenous people can do Indigenous research, and my 

answer is an emphatic yes”. As examined in Chapter 2, my conceptual approach to the 

research is informed by the convergence of Whiteness and Indigenist theories.  While the 

methodology for the study aligns with my theoretical approach, I acknowledge the 

associated ongoing challenges to undertaking a study that is focused on the important, but 

sensitive topic of child sexual abuse in Aboriginal communities.  It is particularly important 

at this point to further reflect on the values and experiences from which I approach the 

research that unavoidably shape each decision made throughout my research, from the 

inception of the topic, selection of methodology and analysis of the data. As such, the 

methodology must provide for continual reflection and reflexivity on the way I am situated 

within it, from the point of topic and question shaping, through to the design and 

recruitment of participants as well as the requirement to maintain an openness to being 

guided by participants and compelled to sit with the deep discomfort of engagement due to 

being associated with colonial policy and practices.  

 

Challenges associated with my ontology and epistemology, as foreshadowed in Chapter 2, 

were supported by the engagement of Aboriginal research advisors throughout, and whose 

feedback was pivotal to key decision points such as where and how to engage with 

participants and served further to assist my understanding of the cultural reasons, or 

considerations that informed the fieldwork.  The less anticipated challenge was the impact 

of undertaking the research on my own self-awareness, discomfort, and subsequent 

personal and professional growth.  For example, there was still the unchecked racial bias 
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still present after many decades of working alongside Aboriginal peoples – no doubt born 

of White privilege.   One example included the assumptions of limited English or education 

of participants – drawing from the discourse of Aboriginal disadvantage – but being 

reminded at each interview, of the wisdom, clarity and often tertiary education levels of 

participants and their extensive engagement with consultation and studies while running the 

affairs of their community.  

 

As examined in Chapter 2 my conceptual framework in approaching the cross-cultural 

research topic with ethical and procedural integrity, ensuring that the research topic and 

outcomes were defensible in contributing to the knowledge and approaches taken to 

addressing child sexual abuse.  Drawn from my social work professional practice values, 

that have aligned with the values first established in my personal development, I approach 

the research informed by Indigenist theory, critical theory, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory, strengths based and community capacity theories, while recognising the 

contribution by psychoanalytic theories of human behaviour in context of the impacts of 

intergenerational community level trauma, such as that experienced by Australia’s 

Aboriginal peoples as a result of colonisation.  

 

Constructivist Ground Theory (CGT) utilised for the study is defended as methodology 

appropriate to addressing the research questions due to the compatibility with Indigenist 

theory in both design and aspiration to support the strengthening of Aboriginal views, 

perspectives, and voices to inform solutions to complex social problems that are 

inextricably linked to the intergenerational impacts on Australian Aboriginal peoples due to 

colonisation.  CGT requires specific attention is paid to the power and privilege of the 

researcher, and particularly where the researcher cultural heritage is that of the dominant 

White Australian culture that is a consideration pertinent to every stage of the research.   
 

Constructivist Grounded Theory has been developed by Charmaz (2014), a student of the 

Grounded Theorists Glaser and Strauss who established Grounded theory, also known as 

Classical Grounded Theory.  Developed in the 1960s initially in response to the emphasis 

of the era on scientific research, Grounded Theory sought to bring discipline and rigour to 

qualitative research that support the acceptance of human perspective as scientific data.  
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CGT provides and expects there to be consideration given to such social contexts that 

require emancipatory research outcomes or to specifically address the broader issues of 

social justice. CGT for this reason meets the dynamic requirements of culture that continues 

to evolve in context, both as subject to the context and influencing of the context of their 

environment. Using grounded theory has moved beyond an openness to learning about the 

lives of participants but now also requires the transparency of research learning, or findings 

by showing the research has been conducted thoroughly and systematically (Charmaz & 

Thornberg, 2021), the process of which is set out through this chapter.  

 

This Chapter details the methodology of Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) developed 

by Charmaz (2014) that informs research design to ensure the amplification of Aboriginal 

perspectives and ensure Aboriginal communities are central to ensuring the safety of their 

children. Theory in CGT can be best described as an “analytical, interpretive framework to 

help the researcher make sense of what is going on in the social setting” (Mills, 1990). The 

research seeks to understand the processes available within remote Aboriginal communities 

to address child sexual abuse, with an open mind to what forms this protection may take.  

The research design includes in-depth interviews, systematic coding of data from the 

participant interviews, and memos to identify emergent analytic categories. The process is 

strengthened by continuous reflection and checking back with participants as researcher 

and participants navigate the nuances of meaning and interpretation between the Aboriginal 

participants and my role as a White Australian researcher. 

 

Constructivist Grounded Theory is a development from the early ‘discovery’ of Grounded 

Theory by Glaser and Strauss (1967), who are sometimes categorized as the first generation 

of grounded theorists who sought to generate new theory. The approach was developed in 

the 1960s in the United States to re-establish the relevance and position of qualitative 

research in an era dominated by quantitative research (Charmaz, 2017). CGT was 

developed in 1995 by Charmaz, a student of Glaser and Strauss, and she continued to refine 

the approach with her own considered iterations and focus that aligned with her 

philosophical underpinnings of social justice and emancipation (Birks & Mills, 2015).  It 

has been critical in the conduct of this study, for me to have examined and critically 

reflected upon my world view and standpoint.  CGT represents a move from prescriptive 
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and strict analysis of data to one that is flexible and analytical cycle and is a “value-laden 

logical operation in producing theoretical explanations” (Koskun, 2020 p1).  CGT that is 

reliant on the constructivist paradigm, emphasising that social reality is created in the mind 

of the researcher and that this emerges through the past and present involvement and 

interactions with the researcher thereby incorporating researcher perspective as informed by 

the values held. 

 

Lauridsen and Higginbottom (2013) developed the following diagram of the Constructivist 

Grounded Theory as a cyclic process of data collection, coding, analysis, writing design 

and theoretical categorization. I include this diagram to more clearly depict the cyclical 

process of data collection and analysis and identification of theory.  

 

Diagram 1 – Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) process 

Lauridsen and Higginbottom (2013) 
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Constructivist Ground Theory (CGT) that informed the study is defended as methodology 

appropriate to addressing my research questions due to the compatibility with Indigenist 

theory in both design and aspiration to support the strengthening of Aboriginal views, 

perspectives and voices to inform solutions to complex social problems that are inextricably 

linked to the intergenerational impacts on Australian Aboriginal peoples due to 

colonisation.  CGT requires specific attention is paid to the power and privilege of the 

researcher, and particularly where the researcher’s cultural heritage is that of the dominant 

White Australian culture that is a consideration pertinent to every stage of the research.    

 

The literature (Martin & Mirraboopa, 2009; Dodson, 1995; Rigney, 1997) warns that 

Aboriginal peoples are over-researched, generating mistrust, animosity and often resistance 

from many Aboriginal peoples. The study participants spoke of their involvement over 

time, and currently, with many other research projects or consultations to which they had 

made submissions or undertaken themselves. Some participants declined participation as 

they were part of research undertaken by other research institutions. As such, research must 

involve Aboriginal peoples from the outset to shape and guide research priorities and 

processes. It is critical for research methodology to adopt an Indigenist research approach, 

that is relational, and “describes a shared philosophy for helping to clarify an Indigenous 

vision for the future of our communities” (Wilson, 2013, p. 312). 

 

My research design honours the capacity of families, kinship networks, and communities as 

agents of protection. The need to understand any barriers to mobilising such protective 

effort and mitigating the risk of child sexual abuse within communities is recognised. One 

of the most significant hurdles for protecting Aboriginal children from sexual abuse may 

exist within the systems that purport to protect them. Undertaking research within the rich 

cultural fabric of the Northern Territory Aboriginal communities, the compounding factors 

of historic socio-cultural oppression, historical trauma, lateral violence, and struggles to 

ensure cultural perpetuity, provides the systemic contexts from which to consider child 

sexual abuse and its prevention. There are complicit entities in such history, like me, who 

simultaneously represent the systemic causes of the problem, while also being an ally in 

supporting the mitigation of such danger.  
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The methodological framework anchors the research design and methods (Mills & Birks, 

2014) of a study that signposts the decision points which emerge throughout the research 

process. The research question requires a methodological design that supports the 

identification of theory to identify culturally informed avenues for protecting children from 

sexual abuse. The methodological framework needs to establish safe and respectful spaces 

(Young, 2004) to begin discussions on the sensitive topic of child sexual abuse, a 

phenomenon premised on ‘maintaining silence’. Fejo-King (2015) contends that Indigenist 

theory is emancipatory, and as such, it aligns with the approach taken to my research from 

the point of topic selection onward. My research design aims to support transformational 

change while identifying a theory to support a pragmatic shift to keep kids safe. The 

methodology for the study must ensure the gathering and careful management of the rich 

data provided by Aboriginal peoples from remote communities who are well-placed to 

inform alternative conceptual frameworks for addressing my research question of how 

remote Aboriginal communities protect children from sexual abuse. It is a topic that 

requires slow, respectful, and deliberate engagement from the outset with Aboriginal 

people, who are pivotal in shaping the research process to align with cultural protocols and 

the physical and psychological safety of participants. 

 

There is a significant volume of research about the lives and circumstances of Aboriginal 

peoples who remain disproportionately represented across areas of social, educational, health 

and economic disadvantage, as well as within child protection and criminal justice systems, 

including those reported in the Royal Commission into the protection and detention of 

children in the Northern Territory (2016).  Ethical considerations for research involving 

Aboriginal participants must ensure research is defensible and supports positive outcomes 

for addressing disadvantages. In addition, the methodology chosen needs to be pivotal to 

ensuring the safety of Aboriginal participants, thereby ensuring congruence between the 

conduct and outcomes of research.    

 

The purpose of my research is to shine a spotlight on child sexual abuse, not just as a global 

social phenomenon, but as understood through the lens of Aboriginal knowledge and 

experience, because such knowledge can assist in further shaping community driven actions 

for combating child sexual abuse within remote communities.  The research design must 
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support Aboriginal peoples' self-determination within communities to inform any required 

change. For this study, the fundamental principles of empowerment within a social justice 

framework (Charmaz, 2020) underpin the research design, progress, shaping of outcomes 

and further directions from the study. My research informs an action-focused development 

by design and recognises the opportunities for change created through the data collection 

process. The research process itself should support Aboriginal peoples to continue building 

confidence to engage within their families, and communities, and with authorities in 

identifying and addressing child sexual abuse as it may impact their community.  

 

4.2 Rationale  
My research methodology ensures the recognition of power differences, the privileging of 

alternative cultural standpoints about child sexual abuse, its meaning, how it impacts the 

child, family and community, culturally informed solutions (and the ways that such 

solutions align with existing mainstream legislated and service responses. Constructivist 

Grounded Theory is used to ensure that original contribution to knowledge begins with 

actors' and agents' experiences that can inform change. 

 

Grounded theory is a methodological framework that supports critical inquiry into complex 

social phenomena to build theory for action and change (Charmaz, 2001; Charmaz, 2017). 

Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology establishes the processes of discovering 

knowledge and experience of research participants while recognising the structural factors 

that support or limit transformational change (Bainbridge, McCalman, Redman-MacLaren, 

& Whiteside, 2017). The context of individual research participants is provided to the 

extent that the detail does not reveal their identity.  To this end, careful consideration is 

given to the nature of demographic information specifically linked to participant quotes.  

To further ensure the anonymity of participants, analysis will reflect on factors such as 

gender or roles held in community or employment.   

 

Within the context for the purpose of the rigor of CGT research intentionally there is 

consideration of the broader socio-economic, cultural and political environments, which 

includes recognition of the power and a disciplined process for data generation and analysis 
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that can connect these domains to explain the situation under study. The methodology 

chosen for this study explicitly takes account of the broader socio-cultural and historical 

factors that contribute to the vulnerability of Aboriginal children in remote communities, to 

sexual exploitation in its various forms, and community-level capacity for combating such 

risks. Furthermore, it is a methodology that supports the culturally safe design from topic 

development to the findings and discussion. The Chapter provides an overview of 

Constructivist Grounded Theory methods and alignment with my research goals of 

supporting empowerment through self-determination, social justice, and cultural security.  

 

4.3 Aboriginal research advisory group 
In meeting the above requirements, Aboriginal research advisors are integral to identifying 

research methodology, design, sampling, the development and testing of a research 

question guide, a plain English statement, correspondence to promote awareness of my 

research, and guidance to engaging with potential research participants. In keeping with the 

topic's sensitive nature, I established an Aboriginal research group that individually advised 

the study from its early inception through to completion. The advisors include men and 

women from across the Northern Territory who hold cultural knowledge, as well as subject 

matter knowledge relating to child and family services, with many holding academic 

qualifications and research experience. Advisors requested anonymity, even between each 

other, partly due to the topic's sensitivity, a caution about their employment position, and 

the subject's sensitivity within their communities.  

  

Each advisor walks confidently in the Western and Aboriginal worlds supported by their 

cultural authority, knowledge and engagement with practice and obligation to kin and 

country. Advisors preferred to discuss aspects of my research individually, declining to join 

with others as a group to provide feedback.  There were six advisors formally engaged at 

the outset of the study (individually), each actively guiding me throughout my research but 

with varying capacity through the 8 years, depending on their availability. Guidance was 

forthright and critically constructive to ensure necessary care was taken in approaching the 

cultural and personal sensitivity of my research topic. Three remain engaged and connected 

with updates throughout this time and others stepped in later to guide the components they 
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considered important and could be guided by their cultural knowledge and expertise.  For 

example, for one interview (P21, P22, and P23) a research mentor with considerable 

research expertise facilitated the connection to participants within her community and 

provided the transcription in English as the interview was predominantly conducted in 

Yolngu Matha language. She spent considerable time sharing the broader cultural context 

of her community’s appreciation of child sexual abuse as being in the early stages and of 

the interest expressed by the participants from East Arnhem to learn more   

 

All Aboriginal research advisors provided to me a sounding board at key decision making 

points, supported the identification and approach of potential research participants, 

feedback on draft conference presentations and on published work. Logistically, the 

individual approach proved to contribute to the fluidity of feedback processes dependent 

upon the availability of each through the six years of the study and now anticipate the 

finalisation of the thesis to support Aboriginal community driven actions currently 

emerging in relation to child protection. There was no budget within the study to provide 

payment to the advisors. In the spirit of Indigenous reciprocity (Behrendt, 2005), each 

advisor has contributed to ongoing personal and professional development through a 

heightened appreciation of complexity relating to Aboriginal culture and the topic. Apart 

from this select group of individuals to guide me, there are many more Aboriginal peoples I 

call friends and mentors who continue to challenge my assumptions, cultural blindness, or 

bias. 

 

4.4 Methodological framework 
To ensure that ethical rigour permeates the research, the methodology supports research 

questions and aligns with its transformational goals. Child sexual abuse is a subject that can 

raise issues for any person and requires careful attention to the wellbeing of participants, 

with support options available if needed.  It is also essential to use Indigenist methodology 

that focuses on partnering with research participants to achieve shared, positive, and 

practical outcomes.  
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4.4.1 Culturally safe and secure methodology  

There are significant challenges for a White researcher or social work practitioner to 

establish culturally safe spaces that honour Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing. 

Sharman and Katrak Harris (2021) recognise the barriers created by the policies and 

practices of Western systems that have led to the removal of Aboriginal children from their 

families and the role of social workers- and researchers who continue to be part of large, 

structurally racist institutions. The methodology, research design and methods, and my 

presence as a researcher within that space are contributing factors to facilitate the goal of 

‘reciprocal sharing, deep listening and retelling, allowing new understandings to emerge’, 

Sharman & Katrak Harris, (2021 p.1) and described as yarning.  Bainbridge, Whiteside, and 

McCalman (2013) contend that Constructivist Grounded Theory is a methodology that 

supports ethical care and responsibility for working with Aboriginal partners in research 

because it considers the complex socio-historic and political complexities that punctuate 

intercultural relations in Australia. In addition, Bainbridge (2017) recognizes the capacity 

of grounded theory methodology to support transformational change. The adoption of CGT 

by Aboriginal scholars (Bainbridge, McCalman, Redman-Maclaren & Whiteside, 2019) 

endorses grounded theory methodology for critical inquiry into layered and sensitive topics 

such as child sexual abuse. 

 

4.4.2 Methodology to support empowerment, emancipation, and social justice 

framework 

CGT supports research goals of empowerment and emancipation through research 

(Charmaz, 2014). The research parameters locate the study within Australia's Northern 

Territory, specifically Aboriginal communities, and townships. Because the impact of the 

British colonisation of Australia in 1788 is well-documented, social research like this one 

must ensure that the contribution to outcomes attends to the intergenerational legacy of 

colonialist racial oppression. In attempting to address such an outcome of social justice, the 

study aims to discover culturally relevant theory to underpin practical approaches for 

protecting children from sexual abuse and exploitation within Aboriginal communities. 

CGT offers a research design to support ongoing attention to power differentials throughout 

the research process, not only as an outcome. 
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While the methodological school of thought utilised is the Constructivist Grounded Theory 

[CGT] approach developed by Charmaz (2014), it is an extension on the original grounded 

theory from Glaser and Strauss (2017). This qualitative research methodology aims to 

understand and explore a social phenomenon without adequate prior theory. It utilizes an 

abductive approach to generating new theory from data gathered through participant 

interviews (Charmaz, 2017). The CGT method is a cyclic process involving collecting data, 

coding the data, redefining the theoretical sampling from the emergent codes, and repeating 

the cycle throughout the study. From this process, a new theory is identified. The design 

incorporates analytical memos created throughout the investigation that document emergent 

concepts as evidenced by observations, recurring themes across interviews, what is not 

spoken by participants (or may perhaps be unspeakable) throughout the data collection and 

analysis phases.  

 

Constructivist Grounded Theory describes both the method and the research outcome, an 

approach grounded in those actors' experience of the topic. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 

initially developed grounded theory methods in response to the dominance of scientific 

models for research, addressing the need to establish processes for social research that 

recognise the value of the experience and voice of those with lived experience of social 

phenomena. Constructivism reflects the post-modern underpinnings of the methodology 

where knowledge is regarded as being created through social interactions and cannot be 

considered in isolation of social and systemic constructs that are critical to specific 

research, for example, involving Aboriginal peoples. Charmaz (2017) refined the process of 

data coding and analysis that engenders a flow of information gathering, analysis, checking 

back with research participants, and continuing to iteratively nuance the subsequent 

conversations as analytic categories are identified. 

  

Charmaz (2014) advises it is essential to consider the meaning of theory to understand the 

theory that emerges from the data. Through that emergence, “(A) theory states relationships 

between abstract concepts and may aim for either explanation or understanding” 

(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2012, as cited by Charmaz, 2014 p. 41). Debate surrounds the 

contested definitions of theory, often underpinned by ideological differences. However, 

theories aim to answer questions about what happens, how, and may account for why 
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(Charmaz, 2014). Generally, a continuum spans between positivist, as rooted in empiricism 

that stresses explanation and prediction, and interpretivist theory, whereby abstract 

understanding is privileged over explanation (Charmaz, 2014).  This is the case for the 

CGT study. Interpretive theory explicitly involves the theorist in interpreting the studied 

phenomenon and does not seek causality but aims to theorise patterns, connections, 

meanings, and how people construct them. 

 

Through interviews, the participants and researcher interpret the other’s meanings and 

actions (Charmaz, 2014). Data is collected and analyzed systematically, but with flexibility 

and nuance through the stages of data coding, development of data categories, identification 

of analytic categories through constant comparison and the subsequent identification of the 

theory that emerges from the data (Birks & Mills, 2015). CGT data collection and ongoing 

analysis throughout the participant interview require continually checking back, clarifying, 

and more deeply understanding the meaning of participant voices to build new theory. My 

research undertaken with Aboriginal participants considers the additional barriers to 

hearing and understanding meaning, through differences of worldview and language.  

 

The Constructivist Grounded Theory requires conscious alignment of the methods as the 

tools facilitating the emergence of meaning (Charmaz, 2006).  In addition, grounded theory 

aims to, “build from specifics and move to general statements while situating them in the 

context of their construction” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 232). For example, the current research 

into how Aboriginal peoples manage child sexual abuse in remote Australia can be 

examined through CGT methodology. Privileging the voices of Aboriginal people of the 

NT, the conceptual framework underpinning child sexual abuse and child protection can 

align with aspirations for greater self-determination in their children's decision making, 

including their safety. 

  

4.4.3 Operationalisation and ethics 

Research involving Aboriginal peoples carries risks and responsibilities, not least because 

of the fatigue experienced across Aboriginal communities who are continuously called 

upon to provide knowledge, although rarely are their improvements realised through 

outcomes from the study or review. Therefore, social research involving vulnerable 
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populations carries a significant ethical responsibility to ensure the research benefits are 

commensurate with the impost on participants. The Australian Association of Social Work 

(AASW) Code of Ethics (2020) stipulates research standards involving Aboriginal peoples. 

Ethics approval was granted by the Charles Sturt University (CSU) Ethics Committee in 

2015. In attending to ethical considerations for this study, I am reminded of Marshall and 

Batten (2003, p. 143) who discuss the importance of the ongoing informed consent process, 

beyond the required written research consent forms, and achieved through checking in with 

participants and Aboriginal research advisors. My research has aligned with the principles 

of ethical research as outlined by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Studies (AIATSIS) in 2012 (available at the 2014 commencement of the study). 

The principles incorporate the recognition of diversity and uniqueness of peoples and 

individuals, the rights of Indigenous peoples to self-determination, their heritage, the 

respect, protection and maintenance of traditional knowledge, respect for knowledge, 

practice and innovations. These principles have supported the processes involved with 

consultation and informed consent that include ongoing consultation and negotiation with 

opportunity to ensure the mutual understanding of my research.  As such my research 

emphasised formal agreement to conduct the research and full participation in research 

processes.  Through the engagement of not only participants by Aboriginal research 

advisors careful consideration was given to ensure the benefit of the study to those 

involved, that results respond to the needs and interests of Indigenous people and 

consideration to the plans for management of data and results.  

 

4.4.4 Locating self – continuous reflexivity  

Reflection and reflexivity are substantive skills utilised within CGT research, and these 

allow the researcher to always become critically aware of the context. Reflection is also a 

social work skill, and extending from this, the requirement of social workers to engage in 

reflexivity. As a White social worker undertaking research through this professional lens, 

reflexivity requires me to engage in the acknowledgement of self, power and privilege 

associated with the opportunities afforded to me by being White, and to have gained such 

opportunity through the displacement of Aboriginal peoples (Young, 2004). Further, Fejo-

King (2019) calls upon social workers to take off the ‘cruddy coat’ to truly be open to the 

power of Aboriginal knowledge. In my role as researcher, I must continuously move within 
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shifting landscapes of engagement and sitting with discomfort.  Within social research, the 

purposeful use of reflection provides a disciplined and systematic approach for me as the 

researcher, to consider each step of my role within the study, from its design, process, and 

analysis.  

 

4.4.5 Cultural safety within fieldwork  

Having established CGT's suitability as a culturally safe methodology within the study, 

there is continuous attention to the observance of cultural protocols and nuances of 

participant communication throughout interviews and strategies for participant recruitment. 

Cultural sensitivity is required, including the entry into fieldwork (Marshall & Batten, 

2003, p. 144), to help create a space for empowering the community by respecting cultural 

beliefs and systems, thereby emphasising the partnership between participants and 

researchers. It is essential to understand and adhere to cultural protocols for field-work 

interviews to support cultural security. For example, participants may have specific 

research considerations when considering time and place. Remote Aboriginal communities 

are most often organised into distinct areas whereby different families and clan groups 

reside and the community sites where all could come together, such as school, shopping, or 

medical care. In addition, there are specific culturally significant locations that are often 

unknown to outsiders. As such, an outsider must be guided as to where they can move in 

the community. In undertaking this research, as the ‘outsider’, despite my deep connections 

with members of a community, it is not always possible to assume freedom to move into or 

within the community without first seeking direction and permission. 

 

4.4.6 Observing principles of reciprocity  

The research design must reflect the Indigenous paradigm to promote positive research 

outcomes incorporating the reality of lived experience, grounded in knowledge of self, 

community, and culture (Bennett, 2015), and this is what I strived to uphold. In such a 

design, Aboriginal research advisors became critical points of guidance about the 

importance of demonstrating reciprocity (Behrendt, 2005) – giving back immediately and, 

in the longer term, being grateful for the knowledge shared by participants. For example, I 

gifted books to the local school in one location, for they are critical stakeholders in 

children's care and support within remote communities. Appreciation is shown immediately 
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through a 'thank-you' card featuring photographs taken during my research road trip 

through the Northern Territory. In some more remote locations, where fresh food is limited 

or expensive, the gift of fresh fruit was a colleague's suggestion through living and working 

closely with community participants. Some participants reflected on the tensions that 

resulted from previous research that provided a redeemable voucher as this form of 

compensation led to some friction between families in the community.   

 

Reciprocity in sharing and clarifying information was demonstrated in other ways. For 

example, interviews involving two participants involved a conversation between them in 

their language as they conferred about the questions raised. The fluid movement between 

English and their Aboriginal language is powerful, demonstrating a level of literacy and 

cognitive abilities that are not readily acknowledged by many ‘outsiders’ who are unaware 

that English could be the third or fourth language or dialect spoken by Aboriginal peoples. 

For example, in Australia, over 250 Indigenous languages and more than 800 dialects are 

recognised by The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS) (2021). In witnessing these conversations between participants, the power of 

language to convey cultural knowledge, relationships and connection (Sivak et al., 2019) a 

reminder of the endurance and survival of Aboriginal peoples in the NT, despite 

government policies, laws, and actions throughout the generations since settlement. 

 

4.4.7 Psychological safety of participants 

My research topic of child sexual abuse evokes emotional responses by individuals, 

families, and communities. Attending to the psychological safety of participants becomes 

paramount when trauma responses are experienced by participants who have been impacted 

in some way but direct experience of sexual abuse or the knowledge of someone impacted. 

Social work research can often involve those who have experienced trauma in their lives or 

experience within the family or community the impacts of intergenerational community-

level trauma. Therefore, this research must be trauma-informed in its methodology and 

conduct (Voith, Hamler, Francis, Lee, Korsch-Williams, 2020; Goodwin and Tiderington, 

2020) to support the psychological safety of all involved. Due to the potential for 

psychological triggers, the ethical requirement for ensuring the availability of support to 

participants was met by advising the availability of the Sexual Assault Referral Centres 
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(SARC) in Darwin, Alice Springs, Tennant Creek or Katherine. These services are 

available without charge to any research participants who require emotional, social, and 

psychological support through issues that may arise.  

 

In addition, SARC is available to all adult survivors of child sexual abuse to ensure 

continued access to research participants' support. A list of alternative contact services was 

also open to participants during the fieldwork interviews. Given the topic's significant 

sensitivity, the referral information was provided to all participants to ensure connection, as 

appropriate, to support services. One example of such a referral was to a community 

program supporting parents of young children for extra clothes for a child in the family's 

care. Throughout research interviews, it became apparent that many participants already 

have established connections and knowledge of available informal or formal supports, and 

specific referrals for sexual assault services were not immediately required.  

 

Having extensive specialist experience in sexual assault provides capacity during the 

interview for facilitating the lead taken by participants in directing the topics that could or 

could not be discussed; at each moment, the consent for continued participation with the 

interview, once commenced, was determined. As a result, conversations fluidly move 

towards and around critical sensitivity points, including customary law and practices. The 

limits to confidentiality are detailed on the consent form and thoroughly explained to 

potential participants. From the beginning, the research design evolved with the possibility 

that previously unreported and current incidents of child sexual abuse, or concerns about 

others' behaviours towards children, may be identified by participants within the in-depth 

interviews. In addition, Northern Territory law requires all persons to report child abuse to 

child protection authorities. Specific examples recalled by participants related to their 

knowledge or experience of when child sexual abuse presented in their community.  These 

examples were discussed by them in broader terms and had already involved a police 

response.   This included the discussions relating to cultural consequences and punishment.  

Only one example was raised about current concerns for girls currently subjected to 

transactional sexual exploitation and the request made by the participant for me to report 

this directly to the NT Police Child Abuse Taskforce in Alice Springs.  Police already had 

awareness of the broader practice but required names of children involved to progress an 
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investigation into the concerns.  They did however note the concern for their ongoing 

awareness.  

  

4.4.8 Physical safety of participants 

Participant self-selection from anywhere across the NT allowed the individuals to 

determine whether they had the knowledge and interest to discuss the topic, with the 

assurance of privacy and anonymity. Such anonymity with remote communities cannot be 

assured given the small size and visibility of daily movements and interaction, particularly 

with someone from outside. It cannot be assumed that all within a community would 

support the involvement by community members in the study, and there may be unintended 

consequences for such participation. Participants from one community agreed to participate 

and are interviewed within their community. There was considerable preparation and 

planning for six months with discussions being facilitated through that time by a trusted 

person living and working within the community. On the days of interview, careful 

planning took place with those still wanting to be involved as to the time and private 

location for the interviews. Such privacy included the interviews being undertaken in a car, 

in specific discrete areas near the community, workplaces, community centres or verandahs 

of homes.  

 

4.4.9 Study participants  

Charmaz's (2017) CGT does not specify the best number of participants required to develop 

a new theory. Instead, the focus is on how emerging analytical categories reach saturation, 

where no other new theoretical concepts are revealed through the data. Furthermore, CGT 

does not focus on equal representation of various demographics among participants but 

acknowledges the factors and contexts from which participants are drawn (Charmaz, 2017). 

The study involved the interview of 23 Aboriginal participants, including nineteen women 

and four men from the Northern Territory, who self-selected or nominated by others as 

those with an interest or the most appropriate expertise, position, and knowledge to speak to 

the topic of child sexual abuse. While within CGT, the demographic details are less critical 

for the development of theory, it is essential to understand the process observed in 

identifying participants and the circumstances that enable them to engage with an outside 

researcher. 
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Participants live in the Northern Territory and most at the time of interview were on their 

own country. However, some lived in different NT locations for employment and family 

reasons. Because of the social policies of the forced removal of Aboriginal children aimed 

to eliminate Aboriginal people of mixed descent (Cummings, 1998), some participants 

experienced disrupted connection to culture and language. However, many have since 

reconnected with kin, and the community held roles, responsibilities, and obligations to 

family and country, albeit still feeling distant from language, traditions and ceremonies.  

Participants identified whether they wished to participate on their own or with others. Five 

interviews (11 participants) involved more than one person, including one husband and 

wife, a brother and sister, two pairs of cousins or family members and three related women.  

The 12 remaining participants were interviewed individually. Sometimes babies or children 

were present or playing nearby.  

 

My research involved Aboriginal participants representing various language and clan 

groups. Most participants identified connections to the country through their maternal and 

paternal lineage. Each participant spoke of their relationship to more than one community 

that involved kinship and customary responsibilities and roles. Through initial interview 

planning, those who remain connected to kin and country may be living in other locations 

for employment or perhaps through marriage. Participants residing in the larger cities of 

Alice Springs, Darwin or regional centres of Tennant Creek or Katherine spoke of their 

continuing connection to their country. This included participation in customary 

ceremonies or cultural and kinship obligations for most.  Participants included those who 

had grown up away from their families but subsequently returned to connect with them. 

My age (50s) would have been a factor contributing to the similar age participants 

consenting to participate in the research. The men who wanted to participate mainly did so 

with a female family member who was also a participant of the study.  Only one of the men 

interviewed was not with a female family member; however, he was in his work with other 

nearby colleagues’ observant of Aboriginal cultural protocols (Freeman, Edwards, Baum, 

Lawless, Jolley, Javanparast, & Francis 2014). The research design anticipated protocols 

relating to gender by allowing participants to determine who was most appropriate to 

discuss topics. Such considerations include whether a woman should speak independently, 
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that is, with or without a man being present. Twenty-three Aboriginal people participated in 

research interviews, 19 women and four men aged between 47 and 73. Participants related 

to family and country, including Darwin and the Top End, Katherine, the Barkly (Tennant 

Creek and surrounding communities), East Arnhem, and Central Australia (Alice Springs 

and surrounds). All except one participant were born in the Northern Territory. 

 

The experience of participants of their culture, community and interaction with Western 

laws and policies was not reflected as significantly different within interviews.  Levels of 

cultural authority and the roles held by participants was the common contextual factor that 

saw threads of commonality in their responses. Interviews conducted in very remote 

community locations yielded description by participants of their experience and 

observations within their community as matter of fact rather than through a more 

theoretical or analytic lens.   Some interviewed in the Barkly Region and East Arnhem 

framed their discussion to include greater political analysis and explanation of the socio 

historic factors that specifically have led to the erosion of cultural power and control over 

the affairs of their children, families, and broader economic opportunities.   The Barkly is a 

region that has more recently and continually been the site of child sexual abuse that has 

received national media attention. Cultural fragmentation is reflected by participants in both 

the Barkly and Big Rivers (Katherine) Regions, who lament the loss of strong cultural men 

and the ceremonies that hold and sustain culture. I would not suggest that these regional 

differences denote definitive differences between regions, but just observations from the 

participants interviewed in this study.  

 

The impact of the NTER on participants is variously reflected, or not at all, however my 

experience of being involved at the forefront of community visiting, service delivery and 

welfare reform operations provided opportunity to witness the various impacts between and 

within each community. The NTER impacted 73 so called prescribed communities in 

addition to town camps in regional towns and cities (Alice Springs, Darwin, and 

Palmerston) and homelands or outstations.  The response by communities differed across 

locations, however the suddenness of the announcement of the NTER provided little 

opportunity for coordinated response or active resistance.  Some communities with strong 

cultural governance and leadership met the NTER with active resistance and lobbying the 
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responsible Australian Government Minister, Mal Brough.  The legislation and suite of 

reforms that formed the NTER presented as a political challenge to the Northern Territory 

and to Aboriginal communities and resistance focussed on the suite of threats to Aboriginal 

community control. 

 

The research design anticipated using the Aboriginal Interpreter Service. However, the 

participants declined to use an interpreter, rather choosing to speak in English and translate 

their language for me. Many participants have participated in research, inquiries, or 

consultation. Several participants have authored and designed programs and hold positions 

on land councils, organisations, and committees involved with the business of Aboriginal 

social and economic life. All participants speak English as a first or second language, and 

some are qualified interpreters. Other languages spoken include Warlpiri, Iwaidja, Kriol, 

Yolngu Matha and Dalaban. The final interview was transcribed from Yolngu to English as 

much of the conversation was in Yolngu Matha that involved less translation to English by 

participants during the interview. Of note, the free flow of the conversation in language 

resulted in greater cultural depth of conversation.  Participants who interviewed with 

another participant, spoke in English to me and in both English and their language with 

each other, then translated this for me within the conversation.  During the interviews 

involving two participants, as indicated in the previous section, there was an ongoing 

discussion in their language. A decision was taken by them on what information was to be 

shared for the purpose of the research within the interview process.  The practice of deep 

listening, or Dadirri within the research process across culture and language has been 

supported through continuous immersion in the audio and written transcripts of interviews 

that have required being present when participants spoke in language to each other and their 

interpretation of this to me within and after the interview (by way of the transcript of 

interview). 

One of the Aboriginal research advisors suggested that those who participated in the study 

are likely to have held a formal cultural role and responsibility as caregivers within their 

families. Some participants work within their community in an official and voluntary 

capacity, including the traditional cultural roles in community decision making and conflict 

resolution. Most participants wear many hats and contribute to their family and 

community's social and economic lives. The knowledge and expertise across the Western 
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and Aboriginal worlds are comprehensive. Each participant demonstrates lived cultural 

expertise and straddle two worlds, mainstream Australia and Aboriginal community life. 

This is referred to by some authors (Ralph, 2004) as having bicultural competence, a term 

considered by Haynes, Taylor, Durey, Bessarab, and Thompson (2014) to be too simplistic, 

preferring instead the use of ‘intercultural’ in recognizing the diverse and shifting cultural 

frames of those who are partnering or interacting. 

 

The connection between participants and ‘remoteness’ is a consideration when designing 

this study.. My initial assumption that remoteness did not initially includes Darwin had a 

likely effect on limiting the number of participants involved with the study. The 

participants quickly reminded me of the limitations of such assumptions, that is, remoteness 

is relative, and people move between locations. Remoteness is variously defined and 

dependent upon the context in which it is being considered. The Northern Territory is 

classified as remote, including its various makeup of regional towns, remote communities, 

and outstations. Participants highlighted the prevalence of mobility between communities; 

for those who live on their country and for those who return for ceremony and cultural 

obligations. In this respect, at the time of the interview, participants may or may not be 

living in their community. However, they maintained strong cultural ties with their country 

and community. Remote communities are also not necessarily the country of the 

participant's mother or father. Sometimes, the participant has a status and role within their 

kinship network through marriage. In addition, due to policies of assimilation and forced 

removal of children from their families, communities may consist of a range of cultural and 

language groups who are not the traditional owners of the land. 

  

4.4.10 Participant recruitment and engagement 

Like other qualitative research methods, the Constructivist Grounded Theory relies on 

collecting information-rich data that is available through interviews. Consequently, 

participant numbers can be small within grounded theory research. My research involves 

iterative data collection and analysis that continues to shape greater theoretical depth within 

and across interviews. Unlike quantitative methodology, the aim is not to determine 

findings generalisable to a population but rather contribute to understanding the social 

phenomenon (Charmaz, 2017). Informed by professional expertise and guided by 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    129  

Aboriginal research mentors for the project, participants were sought from across the NT 

rather than restricting the study to one or two discreet communities. The reasons for the 

decision is to ensure the privacy to ensure they are not easily observed in such a small 

community to be discussing my research topic, and to ensure I do not presume to enter a 

community when it may be culturally inappropriate, for example during sorry business.  

Additionally, there may be risks to participants by others in the community for participating 

in research about the topic.  However, members of one community did agree for me to go 

to the community and undertake a series of research interviews, although the visit was not 

finally confirmed until the night before.  There are protocols to observe whenever visiting 

an Aboriginal community (Remote Area Health Corps, 2013). 

  

Conversations about child sexual abuse must be guided by the participants as to their safety 

to be involved with the study and the interview location. Each participant must provide 

written consent to be involved with my research, however, the decision is made by each 

about being interviewed on their own, with another person or even a group, or whole 

community. Participants either elected to be interviewed on their own or with another 

person due to the topic's importance and sensitivity. Interviews were designed to take place 

across the Northern Territory, within the limited budget for the study. The reason for not 

selecting one or two remote communities to undertake the study is also ethically based. 

That is, discussion of child sexual abuse is a personally sensitive topic and within the 

Northern Territory, one that is politically charged. Entrée to remote communities can 

compromise the safety and well-being of those who choose to participate in the study 

through timing and without such an invitation. It can never be known whether there exist 

current investigations of sexual abuse, or the efforts of those who may be offending to 

silence further a child or their protector due to the fear of being exposed through the period 

of the study or afterwards.  

 

Child sexual abuse is a subject that requires careful consideration by potential research 

participants. Therefore, a paramount consideration is the creation of safety for those who 

may be contemplating involvement. Safety for participants was recognised first by raising 

the broader awareness about my research topic and purpose through personal and agency-

level communications that allowed for the quiet and private consideration for being 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    130  

involved. Agency connections and professional networks are pivotal to sharing information 

about the study. I invited participants initially through professional and informal networks 

through emailing the research information, participant information, participant consent and 

the question guide to many agencies and professional networks across the NT. Response to 

emails was limited but created awareness about research for later in-person conversations 

within many field-work locations. The average time between speaking to agency 

representatives about the research and participant interviews is approximately six months. 

Some participants, however, engaged at short notice but took time to consider their 

suitability and willingness to be involved.  

 

The first three-week research road trip occurred in July 2016 with subsequent travel in the 

following 18 months. Logistically and financially, the research fieldwork presented 

anticipated challenges associated with the need to undertake fieldwork during semester 

breaks from my academic position and the limits of personal funding. In Darwin, where I 

live and work, interviews are flexibly incorporated into my working week. If organised in 

advance, interviews in Katherine (300km from Darwin) are possible as a day trip. Travel to 

the Barkly region, Tennant Creek is more constrained by time and cost. Tennant Creek 

(1000km from Darwin and 500 km from Alice Springs) created logistical challenges to 

raise awareness of the research and conduct interviews. Alice Springs (1500km from 

Darwin) is accessible by road or commercial flights and travel to Tennant Creek when 

Alice Springs (600 km) involves a stay of at least two nights. Travel to Yulara from Alice 

Springs (400kms) yielded the opportunity to discuss the research with two key service 

providers. All locations involved a return trip to follow up with those thinking about 

participating in the study. Travel from Darwin of 1000km by air to Nhulunbuy in East 

Arnhem completed my fieldwork interviews.  

   

The logistics of fieldwork extend the time required for the data collection phase of my 

research. Some interviews agreed to by individuals did not transpire on follow-up when 

next in that location. Sometimes talks initially agreed to were cancelled at the last minute 

through the advice of a third party, often an organisation representative or the participant's 

employer. Some interviews could not proceed due to limitations of time, cost, and distance. 

Although an option was made available, no participant suggested using technical 
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communications (such as Skype or phone) to undertake the interview. Each participant 

required the interview conducted in person at the time and place identified by them to be 

appropriate, notably private. Most participants had been identified initially by a third party 

as a person with the knowledge and experience relating to the topic.  

 

Aboriginal adults from remote communities across the Northern Territory were considered 

to be in scope for the study. Consistent with the methodology of Constructivist Grounded 

Theory, the participant self-selection of their suitability for involvement in the study 

challenged the early limitations of definition of Aboriginal adults and the places they lived 

in the NT. Based on feedback from the Aboriginal research advisory group and the first 

participant, refined definitions include the definition of Aboriginal; Northern Territory; 

remoteness; the lack of recognition of the mobility of Aboriginal people across locations, 

including interstate, and the identification by those as the stolen generation from their 

country and kinship, rather than assuming an ongoing displacement. 

  

4.5 The research process 
This study employs the following research design, methods, and processes because of 

adopting the CGT approach. In-depth interviews were set up to explore the perceptions by 

Aboriginal research participants of child sexual abuse as it presents in remote communities, 

the behaviours that would constitute child sexual abuse; the role for response by 

mainstream child protection and criminal justice systems; the strategies or cultural factors 

that mitigate the effect or prevalence of the behaviours within the communities; the social 

and historical contexts of the actions, and the culturally informed responses to the problem. 

Ultimately, the CGT approach explores what factors within remote Aboriginal communities 

serve to optimise the safety and well-being of children.  The field work reflects deep 

intercultural engagement between me and the participants. Such intercultural fieldwork is 

both inherent and a reality in the research relationship that includes me as the White 

researcher, the Aboriginal participants, the cultural/academic advisors, and in the case 

where language was used in the interview process, the language interpreters. Each has a 

separate role, and cultural context to that role [which is overlayed with power dynamics], 
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but there is the interconnectedness – the intercultural connectedness – to what we altogether 

bring to undertaking the fieldwork.   

 

It is again at this point imperative to recognise the personal and professional experiences 

that I bring to the research, locating myself as a White woman with the associated 

privileges and power of Australia’s colonising peoples.  Within CGT, there is expectation 

and opportunity for recognising and making explicit such power and it is at every decision 

point throughout the research process, that subsequent researcher bias is acknowledged. 

The sense of responsibility for the gathering, handling and interpretation of the data is 

significant and the subsequent limitations at the forefront of each decision. The critical 

guidance provided by Aboriginal research mentors through the life of the study goes some 

way to mitigating the limitations of being White when undertaking research involving 

Aboriginal peoples. It is through the skills and practice of reflection and reflexivity of 

social work and of CGT that I attend to these ethical dilemmas that present throughout the 

research process.  

 

Empirical data was collected through in-depth interviews with Aboriginal adults, as 

supported by an interview guide (Appendix 7) that made transparent the parameters of the 

study concerning my research aims. The conversation with participants was free flowing, 

although the research guide served to establish parameters for the focus of the study. Some 

participants used the guide quite literally and answered all questions. In contrast, most 

participants used the questions as an initial prompt but directed discussion following their 

knowledge and experience on the topic. Such flexibility and adaptation are components of a 

grounded theory study that provided an opportunity for me as the researcher to engage in 

conversation that considers the analytical categories as these emerge between and within 

each interview. A constant comparative approach within each interview and between 

interviews led to the discovery of the analytical categories (Charmaz, 2014). The iterative 

process saw me as the researcher to take risks, sit with not knowing, and maintain active 

involvement in analysis and checking back, as I have discussed further in a book chapter 

that reflected on my PhD research (Moore,2021) discussed. Checking back occurred with 

specific participants, and from this checking one participant assisted to clarify their 

discussion about children’s rights and the importance of utilising Western law in all its 
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forms to support safety for children and women from violence. This was the first interview 

where the rights of the child were specifically named as a set of principles to support child 

safety.  This interview gave rise to the subsequent interviews where the concepts and 

theories were more explicitly raised.  Checking back also involved data from memos of 

speaking to Aboriginal research advisors about various aspects of an interview to examine 

my own interpretation of the emerging analytical categories.  The data collection process 

involved coding, memo writing, theoretical sampling and saturation and sorting memos, as 

Charmaz (2011) outlined. Memo writing involved the codes, analytic and methodological 

questions, and between fragments of data (Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021), with codes 

initially being defined by their properties and characteristics, with some being analytic and 

some descriptive.   

 

4.5.1 Interview methods  

Participant-led data collection optimally involves face-to-face interviews (Charmaz 2017) 

that facilitate participant-researcher interactions, allowing sharing thoughts, attitudes, and 

beliefs (Richards & Morse, 2007). Meaning sought during interviews helped clarify how 

policies or organisational contexts impacted participants. Through an interview process of 

moving between data collection and theorising, 'while using comparative methods, the 

analysis's level of abstraction and complexity increases' (Charmaz, 2017, p. 39). Research 

interviews were conversations rich in participant engaged analysis. Their ideas were critical 

in the ways that the problem of sexual abuse may present and the structural and historical 

factors that contribute to management by Aboriginal peoples of this complex problem. My 

research design was a structured framework that facilitated an iterative process (Mills, 

Durepos & Wiebe, 2010) involving participants and consultants, prompting new 

conversations with individuals or groups as the emerging themes require.  

 

4.6 Data collection and analysis  
Interviews were conducted in spaces identified as appropriate by participants. Of the 17 

interviews involving 23 participants, 21 participants agreed to audio recording, and two 

preferred for the conversations to be captured as notes by the researcher. The first interview 
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was video recorded, although the participant and research advisor's feedback suggested that 

audio recording would be less intrusive.  

 

As for any ethical research, each participant provided written informed consent and 

demographic details recorded, including name, age, languages spoken, and community or 

communities where they maintain a connection. Participant interview locations and gender 

are the only details provided in the thesis (Appendix 8) to ensure the anonymity of 

participants. Many participants chose to read the research information (Appendix 3 and 

Appendix 4), consent (Appendix 6), and interview guide (Appendix 7) for themselves. 

Some began to complete the questions before realising there was not enough room to 

capture their input, particularly concerning the complexity of culture as it related to the 

research topic. The research guide provided transparency about the subject matter and area 

of interview focus, but the guide was not prescriptive.  

 

Audio recordings saved to a secure hard drive were password protected. The audio 

recordings were online to a transcription service that password-protected the audio and 

transcripts. The transcripts of the interviews were also held on a secure hard drive, 

protected by a password. A number identifies participants interviewed through the 

transcript, for example, Participant 1 (P1).  

 

Additional documentation of the field-work process required of grounded theory 

methodology included field notes, memos and reflections of the process that were shared 

through the data collection phase with academic supervisors to aid their engagement with 

the research progress in real-time. Emails and electronic copies of all notes are password-

protected on a hard drive and email accounts.  Hard copies of transcripts are securely 

stored. Participants are provided with a copy of their transcript if they would like this. In 

addition, three participants have been provided with a copy of their transcript electronically 

for their reference and own use. Participants have agreed through the consent that the 

research findings contribute to developing resources and support to communities to address 

child sexual abuse. To this end, raw data will remain securely stored to inform such goals 

beyond the study's completion.  
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As noted above, collecting rich data through participant interviews provides a large volume 

of data to be considered and analysed. Through the review of audio recordings and transcripts 

of interviews, it is imperative to avoid simple identifying emergent themes (as with thematic 

analysis) but to engage more deeply with participant knowledge and experience of the 

sensitive topic of child sexual abuse.  It is through this process of deep reflection on the 

process and content of interviews that the researcher can attend to their contribution at the 

time of interviews, but also in decisions made about questions chosen, the weighting given 

to the direction of questions or conversation, the significance of meaning that may be missed 

in the moment, and the many complex factors that distort the hearing of  Aboriginal voices, 

including racism, stereotyping and not being required to actively listen due to power and 

status in society. This concept will be further explored concerning research findings; 

however, it is crucial when outlining the research methodology to be demonstrating how 

CGT positions me for such challenges and revelations as the recognition of nascent power 

and privilege is central to the use of this methodology. 

 

4.6.1 The constant comparison method 

Undertaking constant comparison maintains the ongoing connection between the category 

codes and the data (Charmaz, 2017). In addition, a comparison of the codes provides an 

opportunity to consider the variations in how such data is presented. For example, several 

participants spoke of the ways that Aboriginal culture could inform better ways to protect 

children from sexual abuse, or even more importantly, intercept and guide such behaviour 

that children may demonstrate to ensure they understand the importance of their kinship 

responsibility and obligation to others as informed by customary lore. For example, some 

who live within communities that maintain customary practices, as supported by active 

cultural leadership, see the contemporary application of culturally informed decision 

making and problem solving to complex community matters. Responses also reflect other 

times in the past when cultural practice more clearly guided all aspects of family and 

community life. Certainty was created for children about the actions, consequences and 

mechanisms for resolving any behaviours that would endanger children.  

 

More importantly, the learning of role and obligation in culture establishes safety for 

children. Some participants considered cultural solutions to be more out of reach now, 
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lamenting the loss of leadership that could have afforded solutions at this time to the sexual 

abuse of children. The differences in time captured and the differences between places, or 

communities, that suggest different opportunities for culturally informed solutions. One 

participant stated the ‘the old ways are gone now.’ Others, however, suggest the 

possibilities for cultural revival as a key to Aboriginal community driven protection of 

children. While each of the above examples of data relates to cultural solutions, the 

contexts of time and place serve to differentiate.  

 

4.6.2 Using memos in the analysis process  

Grounded theory involved keeping memos during the fieldwork data generation stage of the 

study. Writing analytic memos supports the researcher to theoretically develop ideas 

(Glaser, 1978, as cited by Mottram, in Birks & Mills, Chapter 1, 2015). Memos ensure the 

reflexive engagement with the concepts raised directly by research participants, how 

participants engaged with the researcher or interview topic or the direction of interviews. 

The memos of interview experience and reflections reveal emerging analytical categories 

that shape and were further examined in subsequent interviews. As a result, early analysis is 

woven into the following participant interviews, allowing further extending emerging ideas 

for how these ideas resonate.  The questions arising from the interviews relating to process, 

content and interpretation were discussed with academic supervisors and Aboriginal 

research advisors. Throughout the study, identified analytical categories were discussed 

with participants as the fieldwork progressed and as part of the checking back process with 

some participants.  Accordingly, memos have contributed to the rigorous analysis and data 

interrogation as they align with identified analytical categories. Memos were also presented 

as visual aids or diagrams to map how data align within and across the 23 participants 

interviewed.  The analytic memos were also utilised to support the progress of research, 

conversations with self to develop ideas concurrent to the ideas that are emerging from the 

data collection and analysis process.  Appendix 9 provides an example of an early version 

of an analytic memo that considers the emerging analytic category of quiet activism. 

 

A grounded theory approach to research allows data analysis concerning contexts of actions 

and events that are also codes. The study recognises the critical appreciation of the non-

verbal qualities and experiences forged between participant and researcher extending 
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beyond the spoken words. Such experiences can contribute to the researcher becoming 

more aware of the power of the intercultural space to generate a new and deeper 

understanding of the significance of the interviews (Lindeman and Togni, 2022) For 

example, the experience of the fieldwork, related to the alignment of contexts of actions 

and events within remote locations, stirred emotions for the researcher that generally 

indicated the identification of a robust analytical category. Making explicit the power of 

intercultural communication and relationships through research (Morley, 2015; Palaganas, 

Sanchez, Molintas, Visitacion & Caricativo, 2017) supports the influence of Aboriginal 

people on the direction of my research, while at the same time acknowledging the power 

and privilege of the White researcher.  

 

The NVivo modelling tool also draws together the rich data codes from the first interview.  

The weight of responsibility for honouring the contribution of participants was humbling. 

Audio-recorded interviews required listening more deeply to the tone and intonation of 

participant voices, appreciating the nuances, pauses and exposing content that received less 

focus during the interview. The power of participant transcripts, too, required more in-

depth interrogation of content and meaning, for which memos aided in identifying 

emerging analytical categories. Throughout the data gathering process, memos assist in the 

transparency of the process and ongoing explication of the ontological foundation of the 

research and the researcher (Charmaz, 2017). 

 

4.7 Data coding  
Within CGT, the requirements of data analysis are to understand the processes about what’s 

happening, in an analytic way, rather than simply the description by participants.   For this 

reason, Charmaz focusses on gerunds, or actions, to assist her to understand the process of 

what is happening, quoting Barney Glasser in describing grounded theory as the sociology 

of gerunds (Charmaz, 2017).  The data is now considered in isolation of the researcher 

knowledge or perspective.   CGT's data coding involves initial line by line coding of the 

identified gerunds or actions within the participant interview transcript. Charmaz and 

Thornberg (2020) advocate line by line coding as an essential first step to allow me to 

‘rethink’ or ‘relinquish’ concepts that have been favoured or influenced by the researcher's 
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discipline.  This occurred through the interrogation of the data for participant experience and 

perspectives. It can be a manual process but can also be supported by data coding software 

such as NVIVO to identify and group like terms, or more likely, sentences and concepts.  For 

the current research, both NVIVO and manual data coding were utilised. The use of NVIVO 

provided a systematic approach to capturing and sorting the data across interviews.  The 

rigour of the data analysis process can be enhanced by connecting the codes with the data 

source, allowing the opportunity for reflection and review of any assumptions that have 

influenced the creation of the data codes and subsequent analytical categories drawn from 

the codes. 

 

Manual coding allows the opportunity to move slowly and purposefully, engage with the 

participant's voice, and listen more deeply. Together, manual and electronic coding brought 

the efficiency of managing large quantities of data with the tools for interrogating the data 

while reviewing or checking back on the filter through which I heard the participants. By 

recording the data with direct connection to the data source, the data codes developed can be 

traced directly to the participant interview, thereby supporting ongoing reflection supporting 

the rigour of interrogation of the data categories, capacity to review and further analyse 

through checking back with participants.  The coding of critical actions or concepts from 

each interview was undertaken shortly after the interview, providing the opportunity to 

identify analytical categories that were further explored and tested within subsequent 

interviews.  

 

The research data within Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology incorporated the 

participant interviews and analytic memos written to capture emergent concepts through the 

interviews. Seventeen interviews were conducted with 23 participants, some of whom were 

interviewed together. One of the interviews was video recorded; 16 were audio-recorded 

and transcribed, with the remainder recorded only through written notes. Written transcripts 

were uploaded to NVivo for ease of storage and analysis. The total interview time across 

the study was 21 hours, with interview times ranging between 50 minutes to 120 minutes. 

 

Charmaz (1983, p.12) identifies two levels of intensity in the coding – moving from basic 

to more critical analytic levels of understanding. For this study, the intention is that the 
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systematic application of grounded theory analytical methods would progressively lead to 

more abstract analytic levels. The analysis process involves moving between data coding 

and analysis until the theories emerge to explain the phenomenon. The current research 

aims to explore the ways that remote Aboriginal communities are, or can be, involved in 

addressing the sexual abuse of children, both through prevention and response. Analytical 

categories are identified throughout the process of data collection, allowing for further 

exploration of the emerging categories through subsequent interviews. In this way, the 

process is not linear but circular. It incorporates the comparison of people, places, events 

and settings that provide the context for participant interviews and how they engaged with 

the topic. The method for identifying and engaging research participants saw them being 

geographically spread across the NT, with many having connection to country in several 

locations. The location of interviews and limited demographic data is provided at Appendix 

8, providing context for the participants where this does compromise their anonymity given 

the sensitivity of the topic.  These contexts informed the continuing analysis and synthesis 

of data as reflected in analytic memos kept throughout the study and in this way the 

individual contexts are considered for the way they have influenced the analysis and 

findings as considered above in the rationale.  

 

4.8 Initial coding 
The initial phase of coding involves line by line coding, allowing early and immersive 

engagement with the data from each interview, between and after interviews are complete. 

Charmaz (2017) considers it to be a heuristic device for learning about the world you are 

researching, rather than a procedure that provides opportunity to take a fresh look at the 

data and its analysis. Its purpose is to consider the data to pursue further data collection and 

analysis, thus ensuring ongoing openness to all theoretical possibilities (Charmaz, 2014). 

Identifying participant actions, or gerunds, is key to understanding engagement with the 

research topic (Charmaz, 2017) NVivo supported initial coding to manage a large amount 

of data from the interviews. Visual and colour coding within NVivo provided the capacity 

to interrogate the data and explore data codes and the opportunity to identify more 

thoroughly the codes themselves – referred to within NVivo as nodes. Using a software 

analysis program such as NVivo supported the coding of large quantities of data from both 
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written and audio formats, providing an opportunity for the analysis of the words spoken 

and the tone, strength, hesitation, and discussion between participants in an Aboriginal 

language. As represented in the initial code summary table below (Table 1), participant 

discussion on the topic yielded a broad range of data codes captured using NVivo.  

 

4.9 Focussed coding 
Focused coding provides an opportunity for distilling substantive themes, actions, contexts 

and meaning of data within each interview (Charmaz, 2014). Focus coding involves 

elevating the line-by-line coding to test them against the data.  In this study, the processes 

used the most significant or frequent initial codes to sort, synthesise, integrate, and organise 

large amounts of data from which categories had developed. Through continued interaction 

with the data, the hidden assumptions in the use of language were considered. The process 

was reflexive, producing tensions: between the insights and described events, between 

static topics and dynamic processes, and between participants’ worlds compared to 

professionals’ meanings. Focus coding provides opportunity to answer the question of what 

the data is saying, what is the bigger story and what I think it is saying (Charmaz, 2017). 

 

Through data analysis, there is a requirement to enhance theoretical sensitivity that ensures 

an ongoing position of questioning, curiosity, and doubt (Charmaz, 2017). Questions that 

facilitated such inquiry for the study included who, how and why specific actions occur. 

Some examples that demonstrate the importance of looking beyond the single word in the 

study are achieved by analysing phrases and tracts of participant conversation.  In the table 

below (Table 1), the data selection for coding within NVivo, shows how selections of text 

were highlighted, rather than simply words, to ensure the preservation of the meaning in the 

context of complete statements.  

 

Table 1: Example of the line-by-line manual coding as lifted into focused codes 
3 Interview excerpts  
Participants 1, 11 and 15,16 

Data coding Category 

P1. Yeah. Little children and the men and 
the women know (Yeah) who that person 
could possibly be (Yeah) so they – if 
younger children are born into the 
families, or families that come in to visit, 

Warning 
Family connections 
Retribution 
(consequence) 
 

Individual actions 
Networked actions 
through strength of 
family knowledge 
and connection 
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they're also advised about that person's 
particular behaviour. (Right) You know, 
"Stay away from that person. He's no 
good. "Don't go there. She'll do this." 
(Yep) "You're not to stay around that area 
after dark." And also they – people get 
some form of retribution during 
ceremony time.  
I think the risk is the same. (Yeah) I think 
the risk is the same if they do sexually 
abuse children, but in the community at 
least people have identified who the child 
– or can identify who the child's sexual 
abusers are, or the paedophiles, or 
whatever (Yeah) so people can put safety 
mechanisms in place, (Right) but for 
those that are coming in people will not 
know, and they usually don't know, 
because they haven't been exposed to that 
behaviour, whereas in a community 
everybody knows who's who in the zoo 
and who's doing what to who.  

 
Responses that are 
influenced by the 
position of the 
offender within the 
community 

 
Barriers to acting 

P11: I'm scared. I've got mostly of my 
girls. Yeah. Got about three and four 
grandchilds... and great, great grandsons. 
I fear for their safety. 
Don't want to be abused and ...... you 
know, they're not an object to be used 
either. I mean they've got a life ahead of 
them. When they grow up and to be free 
and safe and grow up. 
That's what I'm scared of. 

Awareness of risk 
Recognition of the 
rights of the child to 
safety  

Individual actions 

P15: Say what we have - we’ve put in 
place already. 
Susan: It’s an ancient culture. 
P15: That’s right. 
Susan: There’s a – there’s something 
that’s been sustained in spite of us. 
P16: We’re not valuing it at all. 
P15: You know, that’s what we’re on 
about. 
P15: Two- ways learning. 
P16: Interculturality, that’s a new 
word. 
P15: Interculturally and working - 
P16: It’s a space - 

 
Existing Aboriginal 
knowledge key to 
the solutions 
 
Barriers to protective 
capacity caused by 
white systems and 
lack of regard for 
Aboriginal 
knowledge 

Historic and political 
contexts for 
community driven 
protective capacity 
 
Both ways 
approaches needed to 
support the safety of 
children. 
 
Interculturality – the 
space where two 
worlds meet 
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P16: That is where the two worlds 
meet, you know. The Aboriginal culture 
and the mainstream. And that’s a really 
puzzling place for a lot of white fellas 
and …And for us. 

 

All data codes generated from an initial analysis of the interviews and some supporting 

quotes were tabulated in one spreadsheet to provide greater visibility of both the data 

category and source on a page. The above early coding and analysis begins to speak to the 

challenges experience within community and culture that are raising some questions about 

the theory that may explain the preconditions of greater protective action, including 

drawing upon the relationship and knowledge from Western culture, despite the history of 

colonisation. Analytical categories were identified through the data. At that stage, memo 

writing helped to identify the new categories throughout the process, an example of which 

can be found at Appendix 9. 

4.10 Theoretical sampling and sorting     
Within CGT, the researcher captures and tracks such emergent theories, reflecting on the 

factors associated with opening new concepts or pathways to explore within their memos, 

thereby ensuring rigour and transparency of the methodology. In addition, the memo activity 

provides an opportunity for explicitly signposting or exploring new information as it 

contributes, or is discarded from, the identification of the substantive theory.  Theoretical 

sampling in CGT is not the same as sampling for status requirement such as age, gender, 

religion, or ethnicity and while these may be initially important, the sampling is about 

analytical categories then the sorting of these categories and how I put them together.   

 

Intrinsic to grounded theory is a theoretical sampling that continues throughout the 

recruitment process. Constructivist Grounded Theory training attended between each set of 

interviews results in enhanced skills for listening for theoretical nuance within interviews 

that contribute to participant informed theories for bringing about positive change.  As the 

interviews progressed, emergent ideas were discussed and further refined until saturation.  

The fieldwork notes and memos formally capture the emerging categories, tracking the 

theoretical shifts and changes as catalogued by time, place, and participant.  

  



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    143  

4.11 Developing theory 
Charmaz (2017) describes being analytic and breaking up the data, what constitutes it, its 

properties, and the conditions under which those properties emerge and encourages the 

researcher to consider closely the more familiar concept or terms, inquiring and breaking 

down these taken for granted meanings.   She outlines the difference between developing 

categories and then whether categories are theories. Theory is discussed by Charmaz (2017) 

where she notes the more widely used definition of theory to be the positivist view where 

theory as explanation and prediction however, she notes other ways to consider theory, 

including this as being abstract understanding, linking abstract concepts together, seeing the 

relationships that may help to create an understanding of the world more comprehensively 

and more abstractly.  Theory is not presumed to be a grand theory but theories at the middle 

range or lower level.    

 

CGT does not involve verification but does involving checking. Grounded theory, as 

mentioned previously is abductive which takes the ‘puzzling finding’, a term used by 

philosopher C.S Peirce (1839-1914), produced by inductive cases that doesn’t sit with the 

other findings (Charmaz, 2017) and consider the range of possible theoretical explanations 

for this. For my research, the research questions are to understand the ways that Aboriginal 

people in remote communities consider child sexual abuse and their approach to addressing 

this to support the safety of their children.  It seeks to examine what is happening, and what 

are the conditions associated with such action.   

 

4.12 Theoretical coding and sufficiency 
As noted previously, theoretical codes begin to emerge through data collection and ongoing 

analysis throughout the data collection stage of the study. When there has been a saturation 

of analytical categories, the data collection and analysis is complete. Theoretical saturation 

should not be confused with saturation of data.  Within CGT the data leads to the 

identification of theoretical or analytical concepts that are continually revisited through the 

data collection process, that involves the evolving and developing interview based on 

analysis and when the data collection has been completed and analysis continues of the 

data. Charmaz (2017) discusses the saturation of theoretical concepts.  The purpose of 
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grounded theory is to produce new explanations for the phenomenon that the investigation 

is about through the analytic process (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020). Theoretical ideas 

determine the theoretical sampling – led by the developing theory and understanding.  

 

Constant comparison of the categories against all data inevitably and naturally exhausts all 

new possible situations or settings that may suggest new data. (Charmaz, 2014) refers to 

this alignment between theoretical coding and sufficiency. The categories discovered 

through the research interviews undertaken across diverse geographic locations as informed 

by participants reached saturation. The dimension of the categories is well developed, and 

the relationship amongst the data categories are well established and validated. Saturation 

was the point analysis was complete. Through the process of ongoing data analysis, 

identification, and further exploration of categories, I discovered that what I assumed 

originally to have been the point of sufficiency was further expanded within subsequent 

interviews. This related to the initial categories remaining more silent about the centrality 

of the child's rights, but later interviews such as that of Participant 19, Barkly Region 

provide new insight into forthright views about children’s rights and the direct impact of 

White colonisation on the safe care of the child Aboriginal children with family and 

community. 

  

Data analysis within the Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2014) involves 

protocol-driven steps that capture the iterative and reflexive processes of data collection 

(interviews), initial coding, focused coding, ongoing analysis, and memo writing as an aid 

for analysis of analytic categories.  This chapter has provided the structured data analysis 

process that demonstrates the identification of an original culturally informed idea for 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse within remote NT Aboriginal communities. 

Having reached saturation of theoretical codes while constantly comparing the categories 

against the participants' situation or characteristics, there can be confidence in the 

connection between the data and the findings of the substantive theory discussed in the 

results outlined in the next chapter.   
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4.13 Critical reflections on the research process 
My reflections on the data collection phase speak to how Constructivist Grounded Theory 

opens the research process to critical researcher reflexivity (Morley, 2015), and provides 

mechanisms to make explicit such revelations. The first relates to researcher's bias, and the 

second layer is the strength of self-protective decisions and actions by the researcher while 

navigating the quicksand of child sexual abuse and the intricate intercultural relationships 

and responsibilities for a non-Aboriginal researcher. Fejo-King (2005) has reflected from 

an Aboriginal researcher’s perspective on the challenges that have been guided by moral 

and ethical considerations which have also resonated with me as a White social work 

researcher.  

 

Inescapably, and in response to the above idea, the cultural filters through which I hear and 

interprets information and concepts can also result in missing critical information. In part, 

the ongoing revision of both audio and transcribed interviews goes a significant way to my 

self-critique and to hear the words and sentiments of interview participants differently. The 

Constructivist Grounded Theory method requires the systematic checking back with 

participants about the conceptual understanding and interpretation of the interview.  

 

The efforts to mitigate this researcher's limitations include checking back with participants, 

checking in with research advisory group members, peers and colleagues through 

conference presentations, and ongoing self-education to ensure rigour in the conduct of the 

study. The question that has remained throughout the research is whether my position 

within dominant White Australian society can ever be removed as a barrier to authentically 

hearing the voices of those on the margins. As a child protection practitioner in Western 

Australia, my colleague Dawn Bessarab explained as an Aboriginal person, you wake up 

every day in a White world that you must navigate. As a White person, I wake up in a 

culturally familiar world in which systems and structures have been designed to ensure my 

continued power and access to opportunity, as recognised by Young (2004). 

 

The rigour of CGT research is demonstrated throughout the process of data coding and 

analysis, constant comparison of codes and the continued cycling back through the 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    146  

identified analytical categories with the data to confirm the saturation of categories from 

the data.   Measurement of the rigour of CGT in developing new theory is achieved through 

checking that the theory identified through the data provides unique explanation about the 

conditions that explain or give rise to the protective capacity and actions by Aboriginal 

people within remote communities.  

 

4.13.1 Considering power dynamics in research 

The question of ‘power dynamics’ in any research is a logical off-shoot from adopting the 

CGT approach. Careful attention has been given to the researcher's responsibilities to 

ensure that interviews and data analysis do not damage Aboriginal peoples but enhance 

empowerment. Aboriginal peoples have suffered at the hands of racist mainstream laws, 

policies, and practices since colonisation. Consequently, there is considerable sensitivity to 

how the research findings will be used and viewed by outsiders. For example, the trust 

showed by participants to share their accounts of the strengths and limitations as they 

understand them to be in the protection of children, if not carefully considered and reflected 

in the findings, could further alienate and problematise Aboriginal people, taking the focus 

from the need to address the problem. Such caution is experienced through interviews 

through participants' careful attention to engage with interviews in complete privacy.  

 

Most interviews involve conversations between participants (where there was more than 

one) in local Aboriginal language and one that involved three participants was conducted in 

language and later transcribed for me. While all options yielded rich data, the final 

conversation between participants to my exclusion genuinely represented a direction 

controlled by participants. It is noted that one participant herself is a skilled and 

experienced researcher who speaks multiple languages. Power is also purposefully 

considered in the wide choice of the participant to identify the most suitable location and 

time for having the conversation. 

   

4.13.2 The requirement for deep listening in research 

Consideration of the possible site for the interview did not anticipate the interconnected 

nature of people and country in what could be considered a spiritual connection that 

transcended the research process's mechanics. Arguably, through engaging in research with 
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Aboriginal peoples from remote communities on their country, I became acutely aware of 

the whiteness, privilege, and Western knowledge that has shaped the structures and systems 

for responding to child sexual abuse. I was required to move towards the unknown, be out 

of my psychological and physical comfort zone, sit with the subsequent vulnerability and 

be open with all senses to the significance of Aboriginal voice, beyond just the words.  

 

Communication throughout the research involves the spoken and written word by the depth 

of connection and discovery of meaning. However, communication is more than words; it 

was about what was said and communicated non-verbally, including the silent moments. 

Hearing the more profound message within the conversation and comments required deeper 

listening. Also needed was attention to the tone, the volume, and parts of the interview 

reflect the forthright discussion and what is more cautious or tenuous. It is not until a 

review of the audio-recording and transcripts that a deeper appreciation of the participant's 

voice was realised. I had to listen harder, more than one time to hear what was really being 

said. 

 

This kind of research required a deep connection with research and principles discussed by 

Atkinson (2009; 2017), who expanded on the tools for approaching such connection. For 

example, through deep listening, referred to the Aboriginal gift to the nation that if accepted 

can promote growing together. The Nauiyu community in the Daly River region of the 

Northern Territory, Dadirri is the Ngangikurungkurr word for deep listening. Dr Miriam-

Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann AM, activist, educator and artist of the Ngan’gityemerri 

language group, and 2021 Senior Australian of the Year teaches Dadirri, encouraging 

reconciliation and understanding between Aboriginal and White Australia.  It is 

communication and relationship premised on reciprocity and healing. It is a way of 

engaging that is practiced in many Aboriginal communities. Atkinson (2017 Ted Talk) 

speaks of the responsibility placed on those who hear the stories of pain. Deep listening 

allows for connecting to our sense of judgement, intolerance and prejudices and resistance 

to feeling our pain. Consistent with the reflections by Atkinson, my sense of urgency to 

solve the problem of child sexual abuse is tempered by understanding how this issue is 

embedded within the many layers of intergenerational trauma and grief and cannot be 

addressed in isolation of isolation the recognition and attention to healing.  The tension 
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between urgency and patience potentially establishes sustained solutions to interpersonal 

violence such as sexual abuse into the future. However, resolution can happen at the right 

time and place to heal the individuals, groups, relationships, and the nation. It is a 

communication style that challenges Westerners constrained by Western society's 

structured time and commitments. Although time was limited within the PhD study for 

sitting quietly alongside research participants the interviews were dominated by 

participants' voices, with some minimal encouragers and clarifying questions to ensure 

freedom to take points of conversation wherever they needed to go.  

 

Constructivist Grounded Theory makes explicit the power differentials as they exist 

between researcher and participants, with the onus on the researcher to recognise nascent, 

or taken for granted, privilege. The experience can be visceral, humbling, and immobilising 

throughout the revision of participant interview recordings and transcripts. The previously 

mentioned deep connection to the research compelled an increasingly deeper review of 

participant interviews where nuances, intonations and inflexion of voice, the Aboriginal 

languages interspersed through the interview that provided new understanding through the 

review process. Surprisingly, critical information to the study that participants provide was 

initially less heard and appreciated for its significance during the interview until more 

comprehensive data analysis and review. Consistent with the methodology is the 

opportunity for checking back with participants to clarify meaning or take a concept 

further. Individual and collective participant voices are amplified through the constructivist 

ground theory process, appropriately supporting the research aims. 

 

Constructivist Grounded Theory methods have been demonstrated in the previous chapter 

to support the emancipatory aims of the research from the point of topic identification, 

through the data collection phase, and the continuous self-reflection.  The next section of 

the chapter details the data analysis protocols that form the foundation for the new theory of 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding that has been identified from the grassroots contributions of 

research participants. Components are detailed from the data analysis gathered through 

participant interviews and memos that aided the iterative development within and between 

these interviews. These steps include initial coding, focused coding and consideration of 

when saturation of analytical categories drawn from the data has reached that supports 
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identifying the substantive theory for protecting children from sexual abuse. The movement 

between data collection and analysis through the study is analogous to dance, requiring a 

physical, cognitive and emotional connection between researcher, participant, and data to 

‘listen’ for a culturally informed understanding of protective capacity within remote 

Aboriginal communities in combating child sexual abuse.  

 

In this study, the transparency of data collection and analysis procedures supports 

confidence in the findings of grounded theory research, making explicit the relationship 

between the data and the researcher. The thorough interrogation of data in a methodical, 

systematic, and intuitive way honours the deep abstract thinking required to address the 

complex and sensitive social phenomenon of child sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal 

Australia. Constructivist Grounded Theory involves a process of ongoing analysis 

throughout the data collection stage, demonstrating how participant voices continually 

shape the analysis.  The findings, explored in more detail in Chapter 5, provide in depth 

analysis and representation of not only the data codes that continue to be distilled in 

shaping theoretical subcategories of Chapter 7 then finally the identified core theory of 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding revealed in its application to practice and community action 

towards a culturally informed approach to child sexual abuse. 

 

4.14 Chapter summary 
The rationale for selecting Constructivist Grounded Theory as the basis for my research has 

been provided in the chapter. It is a methodology that requires me to develop a deeper 

awareness of my power and privilege. Growing personal awareness enabled me to take the 

first steps towards creating a safe, intercultural space for conversations about sensitive 

topics with Aboriginal participants. It is a methodology that requires me to develop a 

deeper awareness of my power and privilege. Through a growing personal awareness, in 

the way of setting up the interviews, for example, I am able to take the first steps towards 

creating a safe, intercultural space for conversations about sensitive topics with Aboriginal 

participants.  The methodology supports a respectful gathering and management of rich 

data to understand the mechanisms operating at a community level for combatting child 

sexual abuse. Through a grounded theory approach, knowledge of the contemporary and 
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historical structural contexts of White settler policies and practices is critical to 

understanding the problems faced by Aboriginal peoples and their solutions to current 

challenges drawn from their resistance and resilience. As supported within research 

processes, the methodology enables a deeper appreciation of Aboriginal peoples' capacity 

to be central to the untangling of complex, sensitive social problems. 
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Chapter 5: Findings 
5.1 Chapter overview 
As detailed in previous chapters, Constructivist Grounded Theory research involves 

iterative data analysis throughout the data collection stage. Data coding that includes 

participant interviews and the developed analytical memos identifies emerging analytical 

categories as new substantive theory is identified. The multi-level actions and opportunities 

that reflect remote Aboriginal communities' capacity to safeguard children are detailed in 

this chapter. The findings are presented in a format that aligns with the aims of the study, 

including: 

• the meaning of sexual abuse.  

• the existing protective actions within communities.  

• the factors that may inhibit protective action. 

• the support required to enhance protective capacity.  

 

My data analysis and interpretation of the findings are considered through my lens of 

personal and professional experiences, as informed by own values drawn from my colonial 

cultural heritage.  As considered extensively in Chapter 2, my approach to the study, data 

collection, analysis and interpretation of findings has required a discipline of reflexivity 

that is guided by Aboriginal participants and research mentors. The findings represent 

participant interview and considered alongside my knowledge of child sexual abuse and the 

mainstream systems that intersect with existing protective efforts by Aboriginal community 

members.  

 

The findings are limited to the types of sexual abuse identified by participants. For 

example, the protective actions specifically relate to behaviours involving physical contact 

with children rather than risks associated with online sexual exploitation. Those behaviours 

may occur within a child’s community or when the child is in other locations. Participants 

identify the strategies that address risk between communities. The findings reveal the 

capacity and limitations for safeguarding children from sexual abuse.  
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From the analysis of the findings, further layers of understanding and meaning start to 

evolve in capacity within remote Aboriginal communities for combatting child sexual 

abuse. The evidence identifies the actions of individuals and connected adults, the enablers, 

and barriers to safeguarding action at each level. For example, the mothers and aunties 

warn their children to stay away from a man in the community who they believe poses a 

threat to the children. They adopt a position of increased surveillance and ensure the older 

children in the group also play a protect role in keeping young ones away from the man. 

Examples are provided of protective effort by individuals that are met with retribution and 

violence, thereby rendering their efforts less effective. Actions cannot be considered in 

isolation of a deeper appreciation of the meaning of child sexual abuse for those 

interviewed; its origins, causes, and various manifestations. From anticipating and 

identifying the danger that may be well-concealed through to taking action, multiple steps 

of decision making involve navigation of the consequences of speaking out. There are 

points of intersection within the findings where the knowledge and expertise of Aboriginal 

and White Australian converge to reinforce community-level protective capacity, thereby 

overcoming the roadblocks of each approach. At the individual, networked, program and 

community levels, the actions, enablers, and factors that inhibit community safeguarding 

are detailed, thus forming the basis of theories for practice.    

 

It is important to note that although the study commenced from an assumption, and 

observation through practice on existing strengths within community, it was only through 

the research findings that the strengths of Aboriginal culture is coupled with the significant 

barriers of and within culture to support the safety of children.  The perspective of 

participants reflects a sophisticated analysis of these factors. While the strengths were 

clearly identified within the data, there was critical reflection by participants on the specific 

ways that Aboriginal culture and the erosion of culture and family must be addressed.  It is, 

however, clearly outlined in the findings that managing the challenges and complexity of 

Aboriginal culture and community that community driven solutions can be identified. There 

are many individuals acting protectively to keep children safe, and sometimes at great 

consequence for those speaking out.  At the individual, networked and community levels of 

communities, the findings provide evidence of protective actions. This chapter 

demonstrates from the research findings how the safety of children can be enhanced within 
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remote communities.  This can be achieved through community driven and innovative 

programs at the primary prevention level (cultural programs), and those programs 

specifically focused in child sexual abuse awareness or mandatory reporting. 

 

5.2 Sexual abuse as recognised by participants 
Child sexual abuse is a term with broad meaning. For participants of the study, the term 

itself is less used. Instead, detailed descriptions draw upon a range of terminology to 

describe the harm caused to children and the behaviours of those who harm children. 

Several participants use plain, explicit language when offering their meaning of child 

sexual abuse. Terms used include rape, molestation and these actions by paedophiles. One 

participant (P12) who is also a grandmother and great grandmother from a remote 

community, spoke about her fears for the children’s safety, “I’m scared. I’ve got mostly 

girls in my family and about three or four grandchilds and great, great grandsons. I fear for 

their safety. I don’t want them to be abused and you know, they’re not objects to be used 

either. I mean, they’ve got a life ahead of them”.  

 

Participants also refer to the problem as bad behaviour by some people towards children. 

One participant describes in detail the beliefs associated with sexual penetration and the 

immediate and long-term impacts of such an assault. All participants held a deep concern 

for children impacted by sexual abuse.  One participant offered the following metaphor 

relating to sexual abuse involving physical penetration, demonstrating this deep concern for 

children sexually abused and the long-lasting impacts at a spiritual level. Other participants 

did not speak as specifically about their perceptions on the impact of sexual abuse on 

children as participant 1, who has significant professional expertise in the area of child 

sexual abuse and cultural expertise. 

 

We believe that when someone does something like that to you, like child 
sexual abuse and rapes, those sorts of really horrible things that other people 
subject other people to, those other people are carrying a bad spiritual seed and 
it's like a vine. You know, those choker vines? This is the best way I – I can 
describe it. It's like a choker vine, they implant that into your body when they're 
abusing you and it spreads, and it impacts upon your spirit, because it is a 
spiritual thing, and therefore if – if those sorts of negativities are impacting 
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upon your spirit then it impacts upon your emotions, you psychologically, and 
also physically. (P1) 

 

Awareness of the pervasiveness of the problem of child sexual abuse was discussed by one 

participant who attended child protection training in Darwin, reflecting her surprise when 

she learned that child sexual abuse occurs not only within Aboriginal communities but also 

internationally. She (P12) cites the high-profile prosecution of Rolf Harris in the UK 

(Serisier, 2020), a person well known through Australian and Aboriginal communities 

because of his involvement with child sexual abuse protective behaviours programs.   

 

Other types of sexual abuse evident within the data include the exposure of children to 

sexually inappropriate (exploitive) relationships, and the witnessing of grooming 

behaviours of both boys and girls where sexual abuse involving physical contact is feared. 

Grooming tactics recognised through the data include bribes, transactional sex involving 

alcohol, other drugs or money.  This sexual abuse type was discussed in relation to both 

girls and boys as related by male and female research participants in Big Rivers and Central 

Australia, for example, “And then it came out that those boys had been selling themselves 

to him”. (P14) 

 

Some participants speak of the connections between children accessing pornography on the 

internet, for example P16 from Central Australia who had worked for many years within 

the services and systems designed to support and protect children.  Although this posed a 

risk to the child, it also presented an opportunity for conversation and disclosing prior 

sexual abuse by family in their home community. One such example by a participant 

involved her discovery of a child’s access to online pornography, which opened a 

conversation with the child where they disclosed prior sexual abuse of the sibling group by 

a family member.  

 

5.2.1 Origins and causes of child sexual abuse within Aboriginal communities 

Most participants considered child sexual abuse to have been introduced by White men, 

explaining this to be the result of colonisation and subsequent policies involving the 
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removal of children described by one participant from Big Rivers region, “I think that it’s 

been there since, in the NT since the start of the stolen generation to be honest”. (P14)  

 

The types of sexual abuse scenarios identified by participants include their knowledge of 

past, recent, or current incidents or threats known to them, sometimes involving family 

members. Some expressly link the problem to be one caused by the policies and practices 

of removing Aboriginal children from their families in the Northern Territory.   

 

Child sexual abuse is not represented in the stories of Aboriginal ancestors. Some 

participants in the Barkly region said they thought it started to be a problem during the 

1970s and 1980s.  Traditional Aboriginal law and practice do not speak to solutions to 

specific issues due to their recent introduction to their culture.  

 

One participant, however, spoke to the deeper explanations within Aboriginal law where 

such behaviours occurred due to the actions of Aboriginal men and power. Awareness of 

such beliefs could open different avenues of redress, problem solving, or simply lines of 

communication between cultures when identifying sustainable behaviour changes that 

support the protection of children from sexual abuse and exploitation. She said, “It’s 

actually, yeah, the men’s will and when the men stole the dilly bag (law) from the women 

they stuffed it up” however considered she could not discuss this further with me due to 

cultural protocols. 

 

5.2.2 Structural causes of child sexual abuse 

The findings identify at least four causes of child sexual abuse that can be attributed to 
structural causes. Previously acknowledged as contributing factors to the sexual exploitation 
of children are those structural causes from the legacy of colonisation and more recent 
policies, including those that caused the removal of children from Aboriginal parents and 
communities within the NT. A participant from the Big Rivers region with strong knowledge 
about Western law discussed her lack of understanding about child protection law and 
processes and great fears about being responsible for the removal of children.  Note in this 
quote that FACS was a former name of the NT statutory child protection agency that is now 
named Territory Families, Housing and Communities (TFHC). 
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I would need to know more about the processes about child welfare. Child 
protection, because I don’t feel comfortable about bringing stuff up. And 
having FACS coming in.  And, you know, being responsible for those kids 
being taken away. (P11) 

 

 Additionally, poverty was identified by some participants as leaving Aboriginal children 

more vulnerable to harm through simple offender tactics of offering rewards to the child or 

their family. A salient point raised by one participant makes the clear connection between 

poverty and the vulnerability of children and their families to sexual abuse and exploitation 

using financial or material rewards.  

 

Because they are so manipulating. And … you know, to me they’re buying 
people…because, you know, no-one’s got any money out there. Poverty’s such 
a big thing that it’s easy to …trade off with alcohol. (P 11) 

 

For children, the reward for participating in sexually exploitative activities can be as small 

as an offer of cigarettes, alcohol, or money. In this way, children from remote Aboriginal 

communities may be more vulnerable than the broader population unless the silence can be 

broken. Children and their families are supported to break away from the dependence on 

the rewards offered. Where the two worlds collide, in Western and Aboriginal culture, the 

material spoils of capitalism can become a tool for the sexual exploitation of children and, 

at times, co-opting their parents or community to abandon their protective responsibilities. 

The data reveals perspectives that the breakdown in Aboriginal law and custom contributes 

to the erosion of rules and boundaries relating to relationships and behaviour.  

 

Too much ignorance. That’s what's killing us. Ignorance, you know of our 
culture, of our ways for looking after kids for strengthening families.  
Everything’s too white.  (P19) 

 
Childhood trauma, such as sexual abuse, witnessing violence and murder of Aboriginal 

men, women and children by Australia’s settlers, the forced removal of children from 

families and slavery were seen by some participants to contribute to the sexual abuse of 

children.  For example, factors contributing to child sexual abuse included conflict between 

families or family members, community-level dysfunction, and competition between 
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organisations, including government, non-government, private and Aboriginal community-

controlled services. 

 

5.3 Recognising danger  
The data reveals a range of behaviours considered by participants as a threat to children. 

Awareness of the risk of harm by those within or outside the family are evident in the 

findings where some are vigilant to the possibility that sexual abuse can happen within 

families. “Nah, you can't trust. You never know what might happen while you sleep in your 

bedroom locked up”. (P12) 

 

Some participants reported observing suspicious behaviours by the offender or having 

noticed indicators when a child’s behaviours or demeanour changes.  For remote 

Aboriginal communities to safeguard children from sexual abuse, family and community 

members must be aware of the nature of the risk and be alert to the behaviours that threaten 

children.   

 

All participants identified the need for ongoing education for the whole community about 

child sexual abuse and the behaviours of child sexual offenders. Child sexual abuse can be 

challenging to recognise due to the tactics adopted by the offender to isolate and ensure the 

silence of children. To address this concern and recognise and respond to the threat, a 

participant of the research identified the need for further education about child sexual abuse 

and the behaviours of sex offenders. The following sentiment by one participant reflects the 

overwhelming consideration about education, leaving open a clear pathway for support and 

collaboration drawn from outside expertise. As one research participant from Big Rivers 

region, 

 
And people are not being told or explained to them what paedophilia is 
actually. And the signs, do you know what I mean? There’s no education 
around paedophilia. What are the signs to look out for? That overall general 
knowledge, community knowledge is still not there. (P14) 

 

The following table [Table 2] incorporates the range of child sexual abuse scenarios as 

identified through the data.  It lists the type of offender, the context of offending behaviours 
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and the tactics adopted. Notably, participants' focus is not on the intrapsychic qualities of 

the offender, but rather on the wide range of people who have presented as a threat and 

situational factors surrounding their behaviours.    

 

Column 1: Offender Types, serves as a reminder for communities that child sex offenders 

can be anyone, including other children, and that those who offend could be operating in 

isolation or with others who may live within or outside of the community. Children may be 

vulnerable to sexual exploitation within their community or when visiting other locations, 

including regional centres where exploitation is transactional and in specific semi-public 

locations. 

 

Column 2: Situational Factors provides some examples of the conditions within 

communities and the circumstances of those responsible for safeguarding children that can 

leave children at greater risk of sexual exploitation. The list captures the wide range of 

factors that can serve as points of interruption, interception, or simply heightened vigilance 

as to the movements and whereabouts of children. 

 

Column 3: Sex Offender Tactics details the many ways identified by research participants 

that sex offenders gain access to children for sexual exploitation either individually or in 

groups; the latter requiring a greater level of confidence, coordination and brazenness to 

ensure the collaboration and silence of children, families and sometimes the whole 

community. Being alert to the specific modus operandi of those who sexually exploit 

children is crucial to developing prevention, deterrence, and interception of such 

behaviours. 

 

Table 2: Landscape of child sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal communities 
 

Offender types Situational Factors Sex Offender Tactics 

White male 
Aboriginal male from 
within the community 
Aboriginal male from 
outside of the 
community 

Families and communities like and 
value person. 
Lack of knowledge about grooming 
behaviours 

Inducements - 
alcohol, 
drugs, 
affection, 
fun activities 
Grooming child/ren – 
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Young people/children 
Lone actor 
Networked and 
coordinated actors 
Offender located in 
regional centres 
involving numbers of 
children from 
communities 
 
 

Lack of knowledge within the 
community about options for 
reporting and speaking out 
Fear of community unrest 
Community-level chaos, violence, 
dysfunction 
Fear by outsiders living within the 
community to act (protecting selves 
and relationships with the 
community) 
Protective guardian surviving family 
and domestic violence 
Offenders aligning 
socially/symbolically with police 
(appropriated power whether actual or 
not) 
Standover tactics with the child’s 
family with threats to expose other 
behaviours/crimes – store debt 
Alcohol and drug dependent carers 
who are therefore absent as protectors 
Family conflict – within and between 
families/clans 
Misplaced trust 
Cultural childrearing practices that 
afford children greater spatial 
independence from an early age – 
activities away from 
parents/community 
Trusted older children caring for 
those younger 
Trust of adults within family and 
community 
Exposure of child to online 
pornography – sensitising and 
curiosity 
Some children may be more 
vulnerable by place in 
clan/community 
Poverty, boredom 
Lack of involvement by fathers as 
carers and protectors (after 
separation) 
Impact of intergenerational trauma on 
protective capacity (for example, 
where sexual assault has been the 

Winning affection of a 
child 
Isolating child from 
family/group 
Testing compliance of 
child 
Exploiting sexual 
curiosity 
Exploiting poverty of 
child, family and 
community 
 
Grooming family and 
community 
 
Ongoing efforts to 
discredit the 
child/family casting 
doubt on the veracity of 
any 
disclosure/complaint 
made. 
Identifying and 
silencing a protective 
guardian/family. 
Ensuring secret 
maintained to ensure 
ongoing access. 
Silencing through: 
Abuse of 
authority/power/cultural 
authority 
Gender 
Age 
Positional 
Threats of physical 
harm (including 
weapons) to child, 
family, others 
Instilling fear in the 
child 
‘Sowing seed of shame 
for the vine that slowly 
strangles’. (P1) 
Ensuring shame, guilt 
and responsibility rests 
with the child 
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experience of many within the 
community. 

Threats of sorcery 
Misrepresentation of 
cultural obligation 
Coercion 
Discouraging girls from 
continuing education 

 

5.3.1 Offender types and offending identified by participants 

This section explicitly delineates the types of offenders identified by participants, notably 

revealing the differing options available for Aboriginal community members to take action 

in protective intervention. The reader needs to be aware of this difference to understand 

better why some activities may be possible in some circumstances and not others, 

depending on who is considered responsible for harming the child and their place in the 

community.  

 

5.3.1.1 White male offenders 

Several participants consider the problem of child sexual abuse to have been introduced to 

them by White men with such behaviours coinciding with the provision and consumption 

of alcohol. In addition, several participants used the terminology of paedophile, signalling 

the adoption of western language definitions for the behaviours of sexually harming 

children.   “From my experience of paedophilia, it’s only been the white blokes”. (P10) 

 

Case examples include where the White man holds a position of authority and power within 

the community through their employment. Examples provided are teachers, store managers, 

politicians, and youth workers. Participants recognised that a job in a remote community, 

where most people are unemployed, provides that person with economic power and the 

opportunity to exploit that position of power.  

 

The perception of the power, you know, the white man’s power. Particularly in 
somebody that’s working… that’s come into a community to do work.  (P14) 

 

Behaviours by the men that raised suspicion included those that would align with the 

Western definitions of grooming (Winters and Jeglic, 2017) of children, parents, family and 

the broader community, allowing access to young children.  
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Because he was targeting my nephew.  He’s his, his mother, um was feeding 
her grog all the time, she was legless all the time. (They would say)  He’s a 
good bloke because he gives us this, he hands me money and he gives me grog, 
ra ra, you know what I mean? (P14) 

 

Grooming tactics involved providing alcohol to parents of the children, paying particular 

attention to a child, taking children away from the community to engage with activities 

(e.g., camping, riding quad bikes and fishing).  They would build and reinforce their access 

to children by exploiting the parent’s trust and lack of knowledge about child sexual abuse.  

At times threats would be made to silence those suspicious of the behaviour. One example 

provided was where the store owner claimed to have a relationship with community-based 

police, as he was himself a former police officer. The potential for the abuse of power in 

running the community can involve a system of book-up where community members were 

able to take goods and book this up, resulting in debt owed to the store. The cost of basic 

groceries from a small community store is high, and debt can quickly accrue, allowing 

exploiting power over those in the community with a store debt. The audit of food security 

in remote Indigenous communities (Australian National Audit Office, 2014) further details 

the practices of booking up by stores related to affordable healthy foods to meet nutritional 

needs. In this case, those in debt were further disempowered. In this circumstance, the 

power was abused and exploited to silence the participant from raising concerns about his 

behaviour towards children.   

 

Participants’ accounts about the past relating to White men involve boys as young as six 

and girls aged about ten, and adolescent males and females engaged with transactional sex 

for money, alcohol or drugs. Concerns remain for those young children who had not 

disclosed their experience with the offender and the impact this would have on them in the 

future.  In the two cases discussed, the alleged offender was subject to a police 

investigation for such sexual offences against children at their passing. Such an untimely 

death closed avenues for disclosure by the other children involved and the connection to 

appropriate supports. 
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5.3.1.2 Limitations of cultural authority for managing White sex offenders 

Actions at the individual, networked and community levels are less able to draw upon the 

customary law and practices to dissuade or address a threat by an outsider. However, 

individual actions included the interruption and interception of the offender should he be 

with a child where he has no place to be engaging. The vigilance and courage of the family 

member to take such action is not necessarily appreciated by the parents who have not 

understood the risks posed to their child and are reliant upon the provision of goods or 

privileges to the guardians. Some examples include the person who plays an essential role 

within the community or considered by the majority to be a respected person who 

appropriately engages with children in the community.  

 

Individual protection networking included getting the word out to other communities and 

families and warning of the risks being posed to young people when in town at a specific 

location. One example was when family members across different communities raised the 

alert about children going to the truck stop in Alice Springs, where they were engaging in 

sex for rewards from men. A research participant requested that I raise concerns with the 

Alice Springs Police Child Abuse Taskforce (CAT) when I returned to Alice Springs. 

Police were aware of the situation but unable to act without a formal complaint by one of 

the children.  Community-level coordinated actions can involve invoking community-level 

decision making to ensure the man's removal from that community and warning other 

communities of the risk he posed to children.  

 

5.3.1.3 Aboriginal male offenders  

Arguably the tactics of any person who sexually abuses children fall within the range of 

behaviours exhibited globally. In essence, the offender uses available tools to isolate and 

silence a child and their family if they suspect what is happening. Such tools include 

manipulating the position of power, knowledge and either explicit or implicit threats. 

Participants considered the behaviours as being introduced by White men and participants 

could recall only a few examples of this as suggested by a participant from the Big Rivers 

region, “I’ve never heard of, during my whole time of growing up, any Aboriginal man on 

the communities – so I’m talking about tribal men - ever committing any of those type of 

crimes” (P14).  A scenario described by a participant below details the steps taken by her 
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own family in response to the revelation as described by a woman from a small community 

in Central Australia, “We thought Aboriginal people wouldn’t do that. That’s why just 

some of us got away from there”. (P4)  

 

Where Aboriginal men were involved with sexual offending against children, their tactics 

for accessing children may go unnoticed or unchallenged. The data reveals rich opportunity 

within remote Aboriginal communities for the exploitation of relationships, power, trust 

and position within family or community to access and sexually abuse children with limited 

resistance.  Due to their position within the family, their misrepresentation of cultural 

obligations may have been a factor used to persuade children or their parents to allow them 

access to children. The grooming behaviours by child sex offenders are represented in the 

literature (Craven, Brown, & Gilchrist, 2006; Winters & Jeglic, 2017) however the 

situational context for grooming has not yet been reflected in academic literature and it will 

be important moving forward for these behaviours to be better understood by children, 

families and whole communities to support them to deter and intercept any threat, utilising 

the culturally informed approaches and through engaging support from outside as required 

and appropriate.  

  

5.3.1.4 Complicity of women in the sexual abuse of children  

Participants consider the victims of sexual abuse to be either girls or boys, with reference to 

case examples that nominated males as the offenders, Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. 

However, some scenarios included the complicity of women in the sexual abuse of children 

by allowing access by men to their child in the context of cultural obligation and in some 

circumstances through fear of reprisal if they did not return a child to the man. One 

example provided from the past included knowledge of a mother returning her child to the 

offender after having been reunited with her in the community by child protection 

authorities, known previously as the Department of Children and Families (DCF). 

Authorities had been subsequently involved.  A participant in Alice Springs with 

experience working with children and families was highly concerned about the seeming 

complicity of some mothers who did not ensure their children remained safe and stated,  
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She was promised up when she was 13. Um, every time she got pregnant she 
got beat up to lose the baby. There was a DCF intervention. Um, where she was 
removed and then they – she was reunified and the mother promised her up at 
13 or 12 or something. It was and, um, she’s been in that predicament ever 
since.  So no schooling. (P16) 

 

Some participants expressed their criticism of some mothers for failing to protect their 

children, or through being emotionally and physically unavailable due to alcohol abuse or 

for other reasons such as their belief or confusion about their cultural obligation that put 

children’s needs after the needs of others in the family or community.   

 

5.3.1.5 Sexual abuse of children by other children  

Some participants recognise that other children might perpetrate sexual abuse of children. 

In some circumstances, the sexual contact between children, such as sibling groups, is 

thought to be the result of adult male (sometimes a family member) engagement with one 

or more of the children. The findings include participant observations of young people who 

have experienced sexual abuse but not disclosed at the time. Some behaviours are observed 

by participants to be displayed during adolescence actions related to sexual violence within 

relationships. Although there is no statute of limitations for sexual offences in the Northern 

Territory, the age of a young person at the time of disclosure may see them already 

involved with anti-social or offending behaviour, homeless, within violent relationships (in 

adolescence), and perhaps already parents themselves.  

 

5.4 Safeguarding children in remote communities 
This section turns to the safeguarding of children reflected in the findings, building a 

clearer picture of efforts and the shared information/knowledge of these experiences that 

have been observed to safeguard children at a range of levels by Aboriginal people within 

and between remote communities. The findings suggest how Western knowledge, systems 

and personnel can collaborate with Aboriginal lore and problem solving to enhance the 

safety of children.  Some safeguarding actions identified by the participants may be covert, 

others observable and explicit, depending upon the consequences of speaking up, or the 

other factors that inhibit or enable such action. The actions draw upon and navigate the 
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complex cultural and intercultural landscapes and resources to prevent sexual abuse of 

children within communities.  

 

All participants expressed commitment to actions and developing different strategies for 

tackling child sexual abuse. They express strong, sad sentiments for the safety and freedom 

to grow up well. As one woman from a remote community stated, 

 
(My grandchildren)...I fear for their safety. Don't want to be abused and you 
know, they're not a object to be used either. I mean they've got a life ahead of 
them. When they grow up and to be free and safe and grow up. (P13) 

 

5.5 Factors impacting protective actions 
Taking action to safeguard children is not without consequence. For example, some 

negative consequences could arise at the individual, family, and community level, for 

speaking out, reporting to authorities, or raising awareness of child sexual abuse within the 

community.  Additionally, speaking out can attract unwanted focus on Aboriginal peoples 

or the community as being complicit in harming children. Examples of such consequences 

include the Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) in 2007, considered by 

several participants to have silenced Aboriginal people about the problem of sexual abuse. 

As discussed by a participant from the Barkly region, (P14) The oldies whispering about, 

you know. Something needs to be done about the girls being abused.  

 

Some participants identify how they act with discretion to address the problem, and such 

actions when suspicions are less grounded in evidence can remain covert. Such covert 

protective actions might be less observable by outsiders, including authorities tasked to 

assess and mitigate risk to a child subject to reports of being sexually abused. 

 

The findings reveal consequences for reporting child sexual abuse, including retribution by 

the perpetrator and their family. Such punishment can take the form of physical assaults of 

the victim and their family members. Thereby, the potential barriers to actively 

safeguarding children within remote communities must be understood in the context of any 

negative consequences for the child, individual, family, and community. Strategies for 

encouraging or enabling speaking out and safeguarding children must support the safety of 
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those protective adults, families and the community.  ‘Everyone’s too frightened to do 

anything’ (P10) 

 

5.5.1 The risks to children for speaking out 

Children subjected to sexual exploitation through transactional sex are required to weigh up 

the consequences of their behaviours, such as drinking alcohol or taking drugs that may be 

illegal or against their family rules and expectations. Combined with the possible shame of 

such abuse and sometimes blame by family or community for their apparent complicity in 

the behaviours and the risk of losing access to such benefits, disclosure by children of such 

harm by children is made more difficult.  Discussed by several participants is the 

behaviours by girls that invites sexual attention, including the way they dress and are out at 

night, combining the caution for girls with a cultural responsibility to be respectful of their 

male family members through dressing modestly. 

 

Both the fear of action and inaction can serve to silence children and their protective 

guardians. When a child discloses, there is a risk they won’t be believed. Even if believed, 

the family, community or police may be able to act. Where the protection is offered and 

disclosure made, it may not result in a consequence for the person responsible, thereby 

leaving them in danger of further harm or payback by the offender of their family. One 

participant (P10) raised the example whereby girls had been sexually assaulted; however, 

the family of those boys involved endeavored to silence the girls and their families from 

coming forward and reporting. 

 

It's been like a spate of rapes on young girls, and bad rapes, gang rapes… Well 
I heard the last one was reported and I don’t think anything happened. And it’s 
got to do with power struggles within the communities…Boys … you know, of 
of certain family out there.   Yeah. Yeah, and this is the other part of it, when 
this happened to these girls, um they get victimised by the boys’ family again, 
by the women in those boys’ family, you know for speaking up. It’s really, 
really bad. I hate it. And it happens in town here as well. (P14) 

 

5.5.2 Shame as a barrier to seeking protection 

The sexual abuse of children results in individual and collective shame that threatens to 

immobilise protective action. Shame is manipulated by those who harm children and their 
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protectors. Shame serves to immobilise marginalised and vulnerable populations to 

promote compliance and collaboration with the same systems and structures that perpetuate 

disadvantage due to genocidal intent. Demonising of people, blaming them for the presence 

of sensitive and complex social problems such as sexual abuse, serves only to drive 

protective voices and actions underground 

 

Shame can prevent a child from disclosing sexual abuse. Sexual abuse of adults or children 

thrives in a climate of secrecy. The perpetrator relies upon the individual victim feeling 

shame, guilt, and blame. Where such abuse is discovered, the ‘shame experience’ by family 

and community maintains the victim's secret or discredit. This is a simple tactic that is 

readily upheld through the criminal justice system whereby the victim's credibility can 

become the sole defence strategy to acquit the defendant based on reasonable doubt. Shame 

silences victims and their allies. “That is a big barrier actually – about the shame, shame 

job, you know”? (P4) 

 
The inhibiting effects of shame can also be realised at the family and community 

level, whereby incidents of sexual abuse may be ignored, and the problem of child 

sexual abuse be underplayed or denied. There can also be shame experienced by 

families of the offender that contributes to their inability or unwillingness to speak 

out. “I feel some shame that it did happen in my family…He recently been out of 

jail”. (P13) 

 

5.5.3 Addressing shame and privacy within remote communities  

While some participants suggested everyone knows what is happening within their 

communities, it would appear for some a level of privacy also exists about the exact nature 

of the offending behaviours. Whether or not sexually abusive behaviours are recognised or 

understood by family is dependent on their awareness of what constitutes sexually abusive 

behaviours. If observed, there is less awareness of the impact on the child or children and 

their capacity and willingness to take protective action, such as reporting to police and 

invoking collaborative family problem solving and decision making. 
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Several participants discussed the difficulty within remote communities of maintaining 

privacy if their child was sexually abused. The fear of bringing shame to the family can 

make it difficult to report the concern, making the protection of other children within the 

family or community more difficult. The following quote relates to a matter that currently 

involves police, and there is no discussion by the family about this with other family 

members. It can make protecting other children more difficult if the nature of the threat or 

identity of the offender remains unclear. “They (the family) won’t tell the truth. It’s 

confidential” (P9).  With shame being a significant barrier to individual, families or 

communities speaking out and acting, the findings support greater focus on support at each 

level to taking decisive, safeguarding actions. 

 

5.6 Protective actions, their enablers, and constraints 
Considered at each level, this section details the factors identified through the findings that 

inhibit or support the protective actions of individuals (including the child), families and 

community more broadly and of the culturally informed, community involved responses to 

combatting child sexual abuse. 

  

5.6.1 Individual actions – micro level 

A participant interviewed in Darwin with many connections through the NT spoke of the 

need for individuals to take action to protect children and that these obligations are 

consistent with Aboriginal culture and law, stating,  

 
And there are even identified roles within kinship systems where you have 
different roles at different times, because that's what your obligation is. You're 
supposed to be looking after the kids, not sexually abusing them. (P1) 

 

At the microsystemic level, research participants reveal examples of protective action in as 

part of their cultural and kinship obligations within different roles. Protective action is 

represented at the individual level by those who actively intervene, intercept, or call out 

harmful behaviours. It is essential also to incorporate at this level the efforts of the child or 

young person in seeking their protection or sometimes retribution for their experience of 

sexual exploitation.  The child’s actions and constraints to protective action at the 
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individual level are considered, followed by individuals who may hold a specific 

relationship to the child as a protective guardian. 

 

5.6.2 Protective actions by children identified through the findings 

Some strategies have been identified through the research data, revealed by the 

observations of adult research participants. This includes instances where children have 

taken action themselves to address the abuse by an adult. Children remain vulnerable in 

most circumstances by virtue of age, size and fear of consequences to taking action against 

a perpetrator until they become bigger and stronger, if at all. The power of children at any 

age to protect themselves from sexual abuse is limited. Previously mentioned are the 

protective behaviours programs that take an approach of target hardening, with the 

intention for children to recognise the harmful approaches by adults or other children and 

be able to speak to someone about their experience or worries.  Child sexual abuse is 

diverse in its presentation. Children of any age can be easily groomed and co-opted by 

those known to them into situations beyond their control, their ability to name and speak 

out. 

  

5.6.2.1 Disclosure of harm 

Drawn from participant interviews is a picture that speaks to the enablers and constraints 

for children in disclosing the actions and behaviours they have experienced. Children are 

not participants of my study; however, the scenarios discussed by adults speak to the nature 

and contexts of risks, impacts and constraints to children’s capacity to be agents of their 

protection. Unfortunately, disclosure of sexual abuse by a child rarely occurs, with the 

impacts of the exploitation left to percolate and manifest in a range of ways that continue to 

harm the child’s physical, psychological and social development, including the impacts 

upon their relationships as adults. 

  

There are many reasons for children not to disclose their experience of abuse, including 

fear.  Revealed through the data of the current research children in Aboriginal communities 

also have trouble disclosing child sexual abuse for similar reasons to those identified in the 

literature, for example shame, and not being believed.  Young children removed from their 

family and remote communities for other reasons, may not disclose abuse until they are in a 
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safe place and without the pressure of the offender, who may be a family member or hold a 

position of authority within the community. 

 

Or children who are now adolescents because, um, it’s a little bit more out in 
the open now about sexual abuse and how bad it is they are now starting to 
disclose and it’s incredibly difficult to be able to turn them around to stop some 
of their – the behaviours that are coming from that like the, um, getting into 
crime and drugs. (P15) 

 

 Some scenarios discussed reflect that young people sometimes seek retribution against the 

men who have engaged them in sex for payment with alcohol or drugs. Those discussed are 

boys where no criminal convictions resulted against the boys. It is important to note that 

participant accounts may be speculative or assumed, rather than based on facts that would 

lead to prosecution.  

 

5.6.2.2 Risk-taking behaviours by children and proximity to danger 

Less visible in the data for the current research are how children take action to seek help 

where there is a threat or incidence of sexual abuse. On the contrary, children and young 

people are considered complicit in moving towards the threats, most often concerning 

transactional sex within or outside the community. Scenarios are identified that demonstrate 

such behaviours, including some young girls, about 9, within communities, and adolescent 

girls or boys. Perceived risks include those posed by the young and older men within the 

community that exploit the opportunity and availability of younger people. It can be 

challenging to discern the difference between age-appropriate and exploitive or coercive 

sexual relationships from the outside. This boundary can be porous and confusing for 

young people amidst the emerging social and biological drivers. For the onlooker, too, the 

capacity to distinguish between acceptable developmental behaviour and the predatory 

behaviours of those willing to exploit such vulnerability can impede safeguarding effort.  

 

Seen a lot of young girls, you know, acting inappropriately. While them young 
fellas looking at them and I seen one there - like one really young girl seen a 
group of men. Luckily I sang out to her "Come here. You know, you've got to 
be - you've got to be with somebody all the time. (P3) 
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5.6.3 Constraints to children’s protective capacity  

Children sexually abused by family members in remote communities as reported by some 

participants may not disclose the sexual abuse until they are safe and removed from the 

community due to the understandable concerns for their safety and wellbeing. One 

participant (P16) suggested that if asked what advice they would give to children in remote 

communities, it would be to ‘get yourself taken’ to be protected. The same participant 

recognised that younger children are more likely to return to their family and community 

due to their bonds. The comment opens potential future research involving young people’s 

perspectives on child sexual abuse and protection.  

 

As reflected by the data, disclosure involves reports by the child to police and reports to 

family. Still, such capacity to report may depend upon the child's power within the 

community and the offender's power as determined by their clan. Where offenders are not 

from family and community, there was no mention of children themselves reporting the 

harm. 

 

Participants mentioned that there are circumstances where a child may remain silent about 

their experience of sexual abuse, even when taken into care by child protection authorities 

for other protective reasons, for example, neglect. Fear, shame, and silence create the 

conditions for the ongoing vulnerability of children to sexual exploitation where such risk 

presents. The consequence of inaction or invalidation of a child’s disclosure can further 

shut down the efforts of a child or their protective guardian to secure physical and 

psychological safety necessary for development. 

 

Child sexual abuse prevention commonly involves a target hardening approach to crime 

prevention. Protective behaviours programs are discussed later in the community-based 

programs that support the protection of children. For individuals, the risks in taking 

protective action are reflected in the findings. They can include threats to harm or of actual 

danger by the offender towards the child or their protective family members. Some 

participants speak of retribution by the family of the offender/s, their need to subsequently 

leave their home community and face drifting into homelessness and becoming more 

vulnerable. Where ongoing domestic and family violence punctuates the parent's 
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relationship, their capacity to protect is mired by their efforts of survival. One mother 

reflected through the data, was supported to take a stand against those in her family whose 

behaviour jeopardised the safety of her children in the home. Although she knew the 

consequences for standing up to them, she persevered, resulting in her physical assault, 

hospitalisation and need to move with her family from that community. 

 

Families who afford protection to children from potential or actual threats of sexual harm 

try to work within the complexity of kinship relationships, roles and obligations. They are 

constantly trying to juggle between the different relationships required to ensure the child's 

safety while sometimes being required to support the offender, for whom they may have 

responsibility.  Depending upon their position within the community and that of the 

offender, protocols may guide decision making for the child and the offender. Family 

members required to be involved in decision making may not be in the same community as 

the child or offender, so the process requires care to be taken to ensure the right people are 

involved.  Decisions by individuals and families to act protectively considers the 

implications for the whole community and the consequences for action or inaction at the 

community level. Problem solving that invokes customary law and decision making 

processes can determine the timing and nature of the punishment and may involve a whole 

community. While participants spoke of the engagement of western legal procedures, they 

emphasised the benefits of customary law preceding the criminal justice system to ensure 

the timely resolution of the matter. 

  

The criminal justice system deals with offenders. Although this can occasionally involve 

communities in managing anger and fallout, the police involved in the investigation of a 

complaint of child sexual abuse are less focused on the broader community-led crime 

prevention strategies for keeping all children safe. The delay of customary punishment can 

have ongoing implications for family members, including physical retribution and the 

continuing fear and shame that cements the silence. Some participants indicated knowledge 

of matters dealt with customarily that authorities would not know. The hierarchy of the 

consequences from decision making at the community level can determine whether formal 

reports of harm are made or an alternative community response. Throughout the study, 
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participants and research advisors carefully consider their involvement with a sensitive and 

complex topic.  

 

5.7 The protective agency of individuals within the community 
Various responses within the community involve engagement with the child and the person 

who poses the threat to a child or children within the family or community.  The following 

table provides a snapshot of the individual protective actions reflected in the data, the 

enablers and constraints for individuals taking such action. As one participant from a 

remote community, states, “They go for a walk, and I say "oh you're going for a walk? How 

long?" And I monitor them, you know”. (P13) 

 

The following table presents the data relating to the protective efforts of individuals, the 

enablers of individuals to act protectively and the constraints to such actions. 

 

Table 3:  Individual protective actions, enablers and constraints to protective action 
Individual Protective Actions Enablers of Individual 

Protective Actions 
Constraints to Individual Protective 
Actions 

• Disclosure by child 
• Observed Physical indicators of 

sexual harm (STI, Injury, 
pregnancy) 

• Observing behavioural indicators 
in child 

• Protective silence (actively 
remaining silent to prevent 
further harm) 

• Asking others to act when they 
cannot themselves take action 

• Involvement with safe community 
activities to remain vigilant to 
dangers that may present in 
community 

• Holding family to account 
(assertive) 

• Providing care for other children 
as the need presents 

• Reporting to police 
• Noticing 
• Warning child and family 
• Running interference when 

someone in community poses a 
threat to child/children 

• Cognitive capacity 
(of child or adult) 

• To be believed  
• Support by others 

to be protective  
• Being attuned to 

child and 
surroundings (to 
notice if there is 
danger) 

• Time and 
encouragement to 
speak out 

• Commitment by 
family or 
community to 
listen and act 

• Common language 
(to communicate 
concepts and 
observations) 

• Value for the 
child/children 

• Fear of violence 
• Fear of being ostracised by family 

and community 
• Fearful of offender 
• Power and position (either 

through employment or cultural 
role) 

• Grooming by offender breaks 
down ability of individuals to 
respond 

• Family and community conflict or 
unrest 

• Competing cultural obligations 
(e.g. giving priority to obligations 
to other family members over 
the safety of the child) 

• Fear of removal by authorities 
(the impact of Stolen Generation 
policy and practice) 

• Loss of rewards (money, 
cigarettes, alcohol) offered by 
those grooming child, family and 
community 

• Inability / unwillingness to 
recognise danger  
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• Taking children out bush for a 
holiday and increase their 
connection with country and 
culture and to avoid 
family/household threats 

• Alerting the school (where staff 
suspected to be a threat) 

• Chastising/redirecting child (in 
association with behaviours that 
leave them at greater risk such as 
roaming community at night) 

• Listening and talking with 
children, young people, couples, 
parents about their worries 

• Vigilance/Hypervigilance in 
watching children with family and 
community members 

• Disrupting peer associations and 
behaviours considered to lead to 
higher risk. 

• Knowledge about 
offender tactics 
and behaviours 

• Cultural law – distance in 
relationships (e.g. poison 
relationships) and specific 
cultural roles and responsibilities 
within the community in relation 
to children can deter others from 
stepping in 

• Lack of cultural knowledge and 
identity 

• Own trauma experience (historic 
and current) 

• Unable to notice children due to 
substance abuse or addiction 

• Shame  
 

 

Participants speak of the many overt or covert actions taken to prevent, intercept and 

interrupt behaviours by those who present a risk to children. Such actions include 

confrontation of those whose behaviour includes paying particular attention to a child or 

children, taking children from households where there is drinking, providing safe spaces for 

children where parents are distracted from protective responsibilities or themselves unsafe, 

tuning in to those young people who seem troubled and spending time listening and 

mentoring, reporting concerns directly to police, taking decisive action to move away from 

the community. Other efforts at the individual and networked level include the immediate 

intervention of inappropriate sexualised behaviours by children. 

 

One participant speaks about the level of vigilance she adopts to ensure her grandchildren 

are monitored and kept safe, including her use of the explicit language of molestation and 

rape to identify the possible dangers clearly. Some actions taken by one research participant 

in a small community is reflected as follows: 

 

Who they're camping with and - and I am - sometimes trust families but not all 
the time. And grandkids but they say ‘oh like prison, prison’. Look anything 
can happen. I'm only trying to protect you. I can hug them, growl at them. Yes, 
I growl at them. Yes, I admit that. I say ‘Look this is not the way to go, I don't 
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want you to be molested, you know, raped, or even when you're sleeping the 
friend's or family's house’. (P12) 

 

5.7.1 Individual protective actions 

Some participants speak about the specific actions taken that ensure care and supervision of 

children. This role is the mother's primary responsibility, as supported by the grandmother. 

Some participants spoke more specifically about the role of fathers. In one region, 

participants detailed the expectations of mothers in the care of their children.  

 

According to the Ryapirri discipline system parents to follow then should not 
drink alcohol or fight and that they should work and look after their child 
‘really well.’ Expectations are on the mother to “work, sleep and when the 
morning comes wake up and start cooking for the family. This brings the family 
together and this way they can send the children to school and ‘Ralpa’ being 
punctual, dedicated on time for child’s needs to schooling. This is what we 
want and we do not want the white people taking them away. (P21)  

 

Further, there is an emphasis on the role of grandmothers and mothers who may share the 

caring responsibilities for the child and ensure the child is not forgotten. Spending time can 

include sleeping with the child, providing safety for the child from threats of sexual harm. 

 

5.7.2 Enablers of individual protective action  

The factors identified supporting protective actions by individuals include; knowledge of 

child sexual abuse and its impacts, knowledge to recognise the grooming behaviours of 

offenders, cultural knowledge to challenge assertions of the offender, family members or 

organisations that the behaviour is cultural and that obligation to family over-rides 

obligation to children, knowledge of western systems and processes and the ways that such 

processes, courage, strength and determination to remain involved. Further examples of 

individual protective action enablers include a knowledge and confidence to remain vigilant 

to the dangers associated with alcohol abuse in households with children, leaving them 

more vulnerable to sexual abuse.  

  

And in those days (80s and 90s) we had grog really bad. I used to get up, stay 
up till two or three o'clock in the morning - windows - checking the windows 
and doors if they're locked, you know. And now sometimes I still do, you 
know. (P12) 
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Crime prevention studies offer insight into the role played by others in affording protection 

to children from sexual abuse Smallbone, et al. (2014). A child, by virtue of their size, 

powerlessness and lack of voice, may not disclose their experience of abuse and require a 

concerned parent or another involved person to be paying attention when their behaviour or 

demeanour changes, be willing to engage with the child to see how they are and should 

there be a disclosure by the child, be willing and able to take protective action, both 

immediate and through appropriate reporting to police. 

 

 …her grandson ran in and hid under the bed and said “I don’t want to go with 
that bloke”. And she picked up on …she’s very vocal and she’s very articulate, 
a strong woman in the community. (P15) 

 

Although a strategy that is supported at the community level, there is discussion between 

some participants about the ways that greater emphasis could be placed on the role and 

responsibility of the mothers and the consequences for not caring properly for the child. 

  
How do we talk and give “raypirrri discipline to the mothers that does not take 
care of their children? By talking and giving them discipline or put them 
through a special ceremony ‘dadayun’ or cleanse them with special medication. 
We talk to them and say you follow this, this and this. This is the way you look 
after your child. We do not want the white people taking the children away. 
This is your child and you have to look after you own child because you wanted 
to have the child in the first place you know. We want the child returned to all 
the family and to the child’s “dharapul” place of belonging. (P23) 

 

5.7.3 Constraints to individual protective action 

Where mothers assume the greater responsibility for the rearing of children, many 

situations and circumstances can inhibit her capacity for surveillance, supervision, and 

nurturing of the child. Individuals are less able to afford protection to children if drugs and 

alcohol continually impair them as expressed by one participant from the Barkly region 

below. 

 

And grog has a great impact on people, even when you're a non-drinker and you 
see how alcohol affects you in so many ways, you know, and there's stuff with 
parents, and our mothers, they go drink with their partners, they leave the kids 
behind.  They both drink, you know, parents. If we need counselling for both of 
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them and tell them they can only drink, maybe, some time, not like all the time. 
(P2) 

 

Some participants strongly expressed the gendered role and responsibility for mothers 

ensuring the care and protection of their children. Other participants noted the risks that 

present when fathers of the child or children are not present and support the mother through 

providing respite in caring for the children. Noted by several participants, there can be 

several different biological fathers to the children in a mother’s care, and whether they or 

others may culturally hold responsibility for the children are available and engaged with the 

children. Solutions should ensure greater engagement by fathers in the care and protection 

of their children; however, the complexity of multiple fathers is likely tricky to navigate 

and may need to be supported. Where previously, in Aboriginal culture, many people 

assumed specific responsibilities for the care and development of children. Participants 

reported that the primary child rearing duties are those of the parents.  

 

Constraints identified by participants in taking protective action at the individual level 

include their powerlessness within relationships or community. The response below 

demonstrates the range of constraints to individuals taking action to protect a child. The 

question refers to whether there are differences in people’s ability to intervene and protect 

children depends on the identity and position of the perpetrator.  

 

Yes definitely. … Not only on who is suspected, it’s also to do with the victim 
as well. You know what I mean? So of course there’s all these – kinship rules 
and family rules and, you know. People can’t talk for another person’s, you 
know, kid. And certain people have got responsibility towards kids and other 
people can’t butt in, you know what I mean? (P15)   

 

Relationships held with the alleged perpetrator, being from a less powerful clan group, 

where the family of the alleged perpetrator are more powerful and act to silence the child 

and their family, or not being a traditional owner are identified by participants as factors 

that may detract from their ability to offer protection if the threat of child sexual abuse is 

realised.  
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5.8 Kinship and networked protection  
Mesosystems incorporate the network of personal settings. While the family is considered a 

microsystem, it is less clear when family and community within Aboriginal culture begins 

to blur, with kinship groupings and associated roles relating to different spheres of life are 

spread across geographic locations. Within the mesosystem, my research findings reveal 

the independent actions of some individuals, and scenarios that involved such individuals 

or family members collaborating through their family and personal networks to seek to 

draw attention to unwanted behaviours by some on the community, call out the threat, 

intercept or disrupt the activity. When networking with others, this may be through 

caregivers actively engaging children and young people to provide oversight and protect 

younger children should there be known danger. Many Aboriginal children from a young 

age assume the responsibilities of caring for younger children in the household and family. 

  

Caring for children is a shared responsibility within Aboriginal society. Those from the 

outside could rightly or wrongly presume that all circumstances of shared care are 

consistent with cultural practice. For example, participants cautioned that it was not cultural 

practice to leave children with grandparents or family to go into town shopping or drinking.  

An assumption is that children are just automatically cared for by family members, and that 

is not correct.  Absent from agency involvement and intervention with a family who may be 

supported by child protection is the fathers and could be an area strengthened across family 

support and early intervention programs. Participants called for greater responsibility to be 

taken by mothers and fathers in their children's primary care and not abandoning their 

responsibility and obligations as parents. 

 

5.8.1 Networked protective actions 

Identified throughout the data are the many networked actions. Included among these is 

family decision making that can involve family members from across several locations, 

depending upon the nature of the harm and the offender's identity.  The following table 

represents the networked actions by family and community members that have been 

observed or undertaken by them. 
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Table 4: Networked protective actions, enablers and constraints to action  
 

Networked Protective Actions Enablers of Networked Protective 

Actions 

Constraints to Networked 

Protective Actions 

• Family decision making – 
within community and between 
communities and other 
locations where family reside 
(e.g. a grandparent studying 
interstate) 

• Decision making to ensure the 
involvement of appropriate 
decision makers for the child 
and family 

• Change of primary carer to 
ensure safety 

• Collaboration with child 
protection agency to plan for 
safety 

• Child moved to safety with 
their family members 

• Offender moved on and out of 
community 

• Networked alert between 
communities within and beyond 
the region (e.g. youth worker 
having been moved on and 
arrived at different community) 

• Involvement of police by 
reporting concerns 

•  

• Understanding western legal 
system (child protection and 
criminal justice) 

• Knowledge of culture and 
right decision makers 

• Knowledge of cultural roles 
and obligations 

• Knowledge of decision 
making process 

• Ability to evaluate the 
presenting circumstances and 
challenge claims that taking 
action would in some way not 
be cultural (e.g. emphasising 
the value of children in culture 
over the obligations meet with 
family demands that may leave 
a child at risk of sexual abuse 
and the possibility of removal. 

• Cultural authority or access to 
cultural authority to challenge 
existing claims and 
assumptions about culture.  

• Time (not always consistent 
with the urgency of child 
protection investigations) 

• Knowledge/awareness of child 
sexual abuse and its impacts 
(to support prioritising the 
child’s safety) 
 

• Erosion of cultural 
knowledge and identity 

• Power and position of 
offender within culture, 
clan and community 

• Relationship of the child 
to the alleged offender 

• Blaming the child 
• Bullying between 

children (involving 
violence) 

• Violence by family of 
the alleged offender. 

 

Detailed by several participants are examples whereby the family of the child is alerted to 

the danger followed by the involvement of appropriate decision-makers within the family 

and community, or communities, to determine the required actions. Identification and 

coordination of the correct family decision-makers can take time and may occur 

concurrently with the Western criminal justice system's processes, triggered by a report to 

police, possible investigation and prosecution. For one participant, there was a desire to 

continue engagement with a family member believed to have offended against a child in the 

family that was reported to police however he remained living rough in the Darwin area.   
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She delineates between those who do take action and those who choose not to for a range of 

reasons, being more critical of them for their disinterest or inaction.  

 

I'd actually like to sit down and have a really good yarn with him about it one 
day (Mm’hm) to try and understand it. And I guess that's what happens in a lot 
of families on communities too, they try to understand it. Some people are in 
denial. Other people will take advantage. Males and females. Other families 
will just ignore it. Other families will actually put safety mechanisms in place 
so that other children aren't exposed, or can't be subjected to being sexually 
abused. (P1) 

 

One example included discussing and caucusing family members concerning the matter, 

ensuring the correct people are involved in making it through the next steps and 

maintaining oversight and involvement with some family members to support the action. 

Such outcomes may include the offender moving to another community to afford child 

protection and to help the offending family member. Such approaches risk the safety of 

other children at the new location and result in cascading consequences for the involved 

family members. Some participants spoke of the risk to children and the ongoing danger 

when an offender has been convicted and released with no parole conditions to a different 

community. Such communities have little knowledge, power and few tools for addressing 

the behaviours that continue in the new locations.  

 

Other networked actions include the spreading of the word between communities about a 

location or specific people that may pose a risk to children. A participant from a remote 

Central Australian community spoke about the connection between communities that open 

possibilities for thinking beyond the community location for strategies of networked 

protection that encompassed a range of communities. Word got around very quickly to 

watch out for this bloke between these communities yeah. (P7) 

 

Networked actions include the actions of an individual to involve family with information 

and cautions relating to risk, supporting children and young people to anticipate such risk 

and co-opting others to create a safety net of protection.  For example, where the 

behaviours of someone in the community are concerning, family distract or warn children 

from going near that person or location. Older children are tasked to be with the younger 
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children when moving through the community, and children are dissuaded from being out 

at night.  

 

Everybody would tell them, you know, "Be careful. We have to watch our 
kids," that women get together and start talking about it, you know. They would 
gather up all the women and they'd talk about it, "We have to watch. So-and-
so's back in town, that everybody watch out." If a cousin, or brother, walking by 
see his little cousin, or little sister, and he has to – even though she's playing, 
that cousin or brother would take that little one back home, and there was 
always be brother or cousin to take that little one. (P2) 

 

Some participants place the onus of responsibility on young girls for exacerbating risks to 

themselves through immodest dress and told to dress modestly to respect their brothers and 

uncles. While the perspective seems aligned with that of victim-blaming at first glance, 

bringing a cultural lens to safety is inevitably imbued with the view of parents and 

grandparents based on their own experience.  

 

(Young girls) showing too much flesh, you know. 
P4: Because I kept saying, you know, "we don't want to see you dressed like 
that." They just look away and I just tell them "no we don't - put on something 
decent. Yeah. Like if they dress up like that - like that it's - it's indecent in 
Aboriginal culture. 
P5:    nine-year-old girl dressed like that... 
P4:   inappropriate way it's like oh welcome. Here I am, come and take me. 
Yeah, that's what Aboriginal men thinks. It's all right to think like that (about 
being  cool)  but you've got to think about the other man's point of view. 
There's a lot of paedo - paedophiles here that we don't know, you know.  

 

Some examples provided include the collective representation made by families to the 

appropriate agency, such as a school, about teachers' behaviours and disappointment with 

the inaction. Where evidence is lacking for police investigation, there are no formal 

avenues available to address the behaviours of someone from outside that community and 

the community must remain vigilant. The scenario suggests the need for ongoing support to 

communities to enhance community embedded safeguarding strategies to consider the 

limited response by authorities. 
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Some participants have drawn upon their childhood recollections where their parents acted 

to ensure their safety from dangers that may be present in the community. This included 

moving their family to live in a safer place, such as an outstation. The following participant 

quote provides one example where their family relocated to live on their 

homelands/outstation as a strategy for protecting the children from the alcohol-fueled 

violence of that era.  

 

P5: It was a - yeah crazy thing. But we wasn't here to witness all them things 
(Violence and alcohol of 80s)….we was all up bush”. They just thought 
because the - in our family it was mostly girls. Yeah, only mostly girls and I 
think they seen too much drinking. 
P4: Family drinking. It must be they was thinking - worried for our safety  
P5:  We saw them drinking, probably worried about  
P4: Must be rape too. That must be why they got, you know, 
overprotective of us.    (P4and P5) 
 

By their cultural obligations, roles and kinship connections, Remote Aboriginal 

communities identify and relationships present opportunities for continued strengthening of 

their communities as safe spaces for all, including children. Remoteness and isolation 

represent a defined and geographically discrete space for taking control of the factors that 

compromise such safety, as supported by a renewal of culture and increased functioning at 

the community level. Most participants suggest the importance of engaging the expertise 

and resources of white settler culture and systems to enhance the capacity of Aboriginal 

communities to address such complex and sensitive social problems.  

 

If only we could only open our eyes and see what's happened, we could come 
together, white people and Aboriginal, we can work – we can try to work this 
both ways, because really we've got a really complicated culture where our skin 
groups prevent us from helping that 'other person. That's the most complicated 
thing in Aborigines in Australia today, you know. That's why sometimes if we 
can't do it we let the white people do it for us. (P2) 

 

5.8.2 Enablers of networked protective action 

Through cultural knowledge and kinship networks, interpersonal networking within and 

between communities is made possible. Communication is made possible through word of 

mouth, technology, and innovatively utilising others to report risk and harm. For example, 

legally mandated in the NT to report child abuse, one participant requested me to contact 
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the police concerning their concerns about the commercial exploitation of girls from a 

community when they are in town. 

 

5.8.3 Constraints to networked protective action 

Many of the factors that constrain the networked protective actions within communities 

align with the constraints of an individual. For example, the powerlessness of individuals in 

an overcrowded household may be due to them not being a leaseholder, therefore with 

insecure tenure of shelter. Where violence may be a factor within relationships or homes, 

there may be few options available and leaving the relationship is likely to present an even 

greater danger to adults and children. Similarly, on release from prison, convicted sex 

offenders may be supported to return to their homes, leaving children in the home 

vulnerable. This may be due to loyalty by family, lack of services or alternative housing for 

offenders or lack of awareness by the family and community about any ongoing risks to 

children. “That overall general knowledge, community knowledge is still not there.” (P6)  

 

Other constraints identified relate to the release from prison of someone convicted of 

sexually abusing children. There is a sense of powerlessness by community members who 

do not have the knowledge about whether that person still presents a threat to children, and 

if so, what can be done about this. This varies dependent on whether the person serves the 

full sentence or whether there are parole conditions. Families in the meantime are reliant 

upon their own networks prevent contact with their children. 

 

The problem is with him, you know, the sex offender. Do they need to go back 
community, or no? When they do go back community, the family, then the 
words gets around and they tell, "Oh we have to watch out. We have to watch 
our children. So-and-so's back in town," and they would keep a very good eye 
on him, you know, the community. They'll always be watching him. Yeah. (P2) 

 

The above quote refers to the dilemma posed for families when a convicted child sex 

offender is released into the community and the need for ongoing vigilance to ensure 

children are kept safe from his other offending behaviours. Some participants spoke of the 

difficulty in supporting family members released from prison and the children who 

continue to need protection from him.  Where the convicted offender is released into 
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another community or location, those in that location do not necessarily know the history of 

offending or any threat posed to children. The data reveals uncertainty by many about the 

corrections system, with some assuming the sentence has now been served and the offender 

will no longer offend. 

 

5.9 Community coordinated protective action  
The findings provide insight into Aboriginal informed, collaborative opportunities for 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse. This area of the findings differs from the actions 

taken by individuals as they connect with others to strengthen safety nets around children 

within their families and communities. Instead, community efforts reflected in the data 

represent a decisive and purposeful engagement by the leadership of the community to 

determine the appropriate cultural actions and solutions to address a threat of harm to a 

child by someone within the community.  The following table provides examples from the 

data about the protective actions that have been or could be taken to support the safety of 

children, and the factors that enable or constrain community coordinated protection. 

 

Table 5: Community coordinated protective actions, enablers, and constraints to 
action 
 

Community Coordinated 
Protective Actions 

Enablers of Community 
Coordinated Protective 
Actions 

Constraints to Community 
Coordinated Protective Action 

• Conflict resolution process that 
exist within the community – 
both customary and through 
formal mediation programs 

• Physical punishment of offender 
or person with relationship that 
holds responsibility for the harm 
caused to the child 

• Community endorsed decision to 
move offender from community 
(easier if the person is 
Aboriginal and from the 
community than from outside) 

• Cultural programs to support 
cultural identity  

• Intensive family support 
programs that are culturally led 
and informed 

• Knowledge of 
customary law and 
practice 

• Strong community 
infrastructure, 
governance and cultural 
leadership 

• Value for children – in 
their own right and for 
the continuation of 
Aboriginal culture 

• Knowledge of Western 
las 

• Erosion of culture 
• Impacts of intergenerational 

trauma (individual and 
community level) through 
past law, policy and practice 
(and continuing to present 
day) 

• Power and position of alleged 
offender 

• Blaming the child (attributing 
the harm to the behaviours, 
appearance or clothing of 
children) 

• Bullying or violence between 
children 
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It is unclear why some matters may warrant community-level protective action and others 

not. Safeguarding action may not be driven solely by the recognition of a child’s right to 

protection. Still, it may also depend on the broader implications of such harm to the whole 

community.  The practice described within communities required involved families in 

coming together and determining the consequences, including punishment of those deemed 

responsible. Some participants cautioned that they carefully considered the type of 

punishment as the same sentence may apply to them at some stage in the future. Sometimes 

the punishment included spearing, or that person leaving the community. Following is an 

example of culturally informed decision making to move a person away from the 

community who is suspected to present a danger to children.  

 

Sometimes they send him away. Yeah. The Elders might say, "No. We don't 
want so-and-so to come back here. It's better off he went off somewhere else, 
because if he comes back there and there'd be trouble for him now," yeah. Like 
every day, you know, that people would come, fight with him. (P2) 

 

Examples of community involved action are suggested by participants to be aligned with 

the existence of structured governance and decision making, blending customary practices 

and western systems of conciliation or restorative justice. 

 

Examples of decisions made at a formal level include moving on those considered by the 

community to pose a threat and the punishment of those known to have harmed children. 

Such actions may or may not involve the western criminal justice system. Where both 

approaches are required, the preference can be for traditional punishments to precede the 

offender's arrest; however, this depends on various factors. Further involvement by 

communities includes the forms of retribution decisions about whether an offender can 

return to the community after serving prison time. Again, such decisions are complex and 

dependent upon many factors. To ensure the most effective and targeted support to the 

child, family and community an astute protective supporter must take the time to 

understand the level of community involvement that is possible or already occurring within 

communities. Through such intercultural knowledge, sharing can be more productive and 

complementary efforts to afford ongoing protection to children.  
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Across most regions of the Northern Territory, Aboriginal communities adhere to 

customary law that guides relationships, behaviours and addresses breaches of law through 

determining punishment and retribution. Customary law has been examined by McGlade 

(2014) in its use as a defence in the case of a sexual assault of a girl by a much older man 

claiming her to be his promised wife. One participant suggested customary law as being 

limited in cases where the Aboriginal man who has offended against children comes from 

outside the community. In such cases where customary law cannot be applied, Aboriginal 

communities rely on the western criminal justice system. As articulated by a participant 

from Central Australia, “Everyone’s too frightened to do anything.  Um so they haven’t got 

that – and so they are reliant on a white justice system”, (P10) 

 

Even in cases where customary law is appropriate, traditional punishment of the offender 

(and sometimes the person believed responsible for their actions or the safety of the child) 

is required to take place before criminal prosecution and punishment. As identified within 

the findings, the complexity of Aboriginal customary law in the NT cannot be 

underestimated, and it is underpinned by distinctly different principles from the western 

legal system. It cannot be assumed that the consequence for sex offenders who are 

Aboriginal will align with the expectations of the criminal justice system, however, the 

outcome is designed to address the breach of law quickly and address all impacted and 

restore community harmony. The research undertaken by Blagg et al, (2020) into 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Law and Culture has examined how a code of 

conduct, intervention to stop abusive behaviours, and a framework for family healing could 

support an alternative approach tackling domestic and family violence.  “And it’s, to me it’s 

like the system from way back how they kept the harmony, you know what I mean?” (P14) 

 

5.9.1 Enablers of community coordinated protective action 

Participants reflected on the ways that they felt safe and protected growing up, suggesting 

learning from these ways to support the safety of children.  A participant from the Barkly 

Region stated,  

 
We were a very close-knit family, and we always look out for each other, you 
know, and there was always some other family member around to look after the 
kids, you know. When parents were busy doing something else, there was 
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always someone there to look after the family. Take them out. Grandparents, 
and uncles, and aunties, like one big family, look after them kids, and they 
share the responsibilities, you know, make sure that everyone was safe. (P2)  

 

Cultural knowledge is key to ensuring the full scope of options considered as appropriate to 

the families involved and community context. Some participants expressed the need for 

community-level punishment to be decided upon and implemented before police and the 

court involvement. 

  

We lived in humpies back in those days, you know.  We didn't have houses, and 
people were not, you know, like everybody was not too far from each other and 
like everything we'd do, everybody looked out for each other, like nowadays, 
like, if there's something happening and people say, "Oh it's not my business 
anymore," you know, and the whole community looked out for each other, and 
they look after each other, and we had that Law there that protected us from 
doing such things as these, you know. We couldn't break one little rule, or we'd 
get punished for that, and every time somebody mucked up in the community, 
or did something wrong, the Elders would gather the people around, the whole 
community would come together and they would bring those people that made 
trouble that morning, and they would stand before the Elders, you know, and 
everyone would sit down and just watch, you know, and the Elders would 
decide, you know, if – to remove that person from that community, yeah. And 
the parents had no say over it. (P2) 

 

5.9.2 Constraints to community coordinated protective action 

There may be resistance by other families or even organisations to decisions taken that 

would enhance the safety of children. There may be disbelief or disregard for the 

significance of the matter. There may not be a disclosure by the child of harm, and the 

concerns are speculative.  Community involved decision making, conflict resolution, and 

problem solving may not occur where there is community-level violence, dysfunction, 

community politics relating to power and resources and a focus on higher-order political 

and resource matters. In these circumstances, the priority of children for some is less of a 

priority than others in the community. Some participants speak of the lament by the 

community elders of cultural values and practices that are now gone and a lack of young 

people to take up their leadership roles.  The above participant from the Barkly spoke about 

parenting practices of those who drink rather than prioritise the care and safety of their 

children.  
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And grog has a great impact on people, even when you're a non-drinker, and 
you see how alcohol affects you in so many ways, you know, and there's stuff 
with parents, and our mothers, they go drink with their partners, they leave the 
kids behind.  They both drink, you know, parents. If we need counselling for 
both of them and tell them, they can only drink, maybe, some time, not like all 
the time. (P2) 

 

Additionally, the bonds that hold families and communities together can also work against 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse. One example provided is where the families of a 

group of boys accused of raping a girl in the community were protected by their families. 

  

Today families protect their sons, and even though they do wrong thing, they're 
always protective of them, you know, and sometimes they have to learn and see 
that they’re really doing something that is wrong. (P15) 

 

The above quote suggests the protection of men and boys over women and girls reflecting 

the lesser value for the experience of girls, and thereby the disruption of opportunities for 

securing safety and support following the sexual assault. The following section examines 

the findings of my study that relate to specifically to the programs mentioned for enhancing 

the ability of remote communities to protect children from sexual abuse.   These programs 

are not confined to but do include the programs that specifically focus on child sexual 

abuse, demonstrating the value for understanding a point of difference between western 

solution to child sexual abuse, to an approach considered by Aboriginal peoples to align 

with solutions that exist through emphasis on broader areas of cultural identify and 

community stability.  

 

5.10 Community-based programs for supporting safety  
The community coordinated efforts identified above from the data do not include the 

formal developed programs for addressing the care and protection of children within 

communities. The study identified specific prevention programs for children and 

communities that aim to raise awareness of child sexual abuse and skills to support 

children's speaking out. Some programs that may involve the whole community however 

the point of difference is that the programs are aimed at, or tailored to, a focus of child 
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sexual abuse, cultural enhancement programs and examples were also provided for suicide 

prevention programs that have been developed specifically by the community. Less well-

known are the programs or cultural activities within communities that support Aboriginal 

children to be more confident in their cultural identity, roles, and responsibilities within the 

culture and their kinship network. The diversity of funded and unfunded community 

programs signals the opportunity to identify innovative opportunities for preventing child 

sexual abuse. Resources such as those developed from the Yolngu family violence 

education program to support non-Yolngu practitioners in their work with Yolgnu people 

affected by family violence (ARDS, 2018). Some examples located in the data are provided 

below. 

 

5.10.1 Building on current programs supporting safety 

A protective behaviours program developed in the USA by Peg West was introduced to 

Australia in 1985 (Kerr, 2021). The program was designed in response to an awareness of 

the risks posed to children by people known to them and the limits of existing ‘stranger 

danger’ programs taught to children.  In these programs that have continued through 

schools, children are taught to recognise early warning signs of the danger and to tell a 

trusted adult.  Such programs continue in the NT in various iterations. Participants 

identified one program as Holly-Ann Martin’s Safe 4 Kids program and delivered through 

many remote communities in the NT. Participants demonstrated how they interacted with 

the children at school and in the community with a simple thumbs up or thumbs down sign 

as learned through the program. The program takes a whole community approach to raise 

awareness about child sexual abuse to promote responsiveness by adults who a child 

approaches with their concerns.  

 

When people come in from the cities and don’t know anything about solving 
problems, in your society but in our way. We just do it. Get those family 
members together, go around and put a meeting. Things like that. Some people 
do – we do handle things that are easy but not the hard part. Hard part is we all 
come together if we want to make the community strong and to see the future 
for our kids. We come together to make a plan to happen. See kids are the 
future in our life. Because they’re the ones that are going to be taking it over. 
They need to understand and learn from the elders in their family group. (P7) 
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Other programs and approaches identified through my study address and prevent such 

behaviours as sexual abuse to occur. Examples are drawn from participants' experience as 

children include the specific cultural knowledge and practices that can guide girls and boys 

in their roles and obligations as they grow and robust processes for community-based 

decision making and conflict resolution that sees swift responses to resolve such matters.  

 

Other programs to address child sexual abuse include a more comprehensive model of 

supporting young people to grow secure in culture and identity. Some examples include 

young men and women being taken out to bush camps in their traditional country to learn 

about cultural roles, kinship, and obligations.  Camps can involve dancing and information 

that explicitly details the risk of sexual harm for the girls. Some participants reported the 

boys to be involved with cultural mentoring and learning obligations in caring for the 

country. Some male participants said the opportunities provide boys with clear guidance 

about the behaviours that are appropriate or inappropriate from an early stage.  Attention to 

engaging boys also takes place within homes under the direction of grandparents attuned to 

and actively involved with the development of their grandchildren.  

 

Two participants suggested a specific after school program they would like to establish to 

guide and support children and young people to connect with their culture, thereby 

strengthening their self-esteem.  

 

We used to have a council of Elders and Respected Persons. We had 
organization that involved all the leaders and Elders from each of the language 
groups from across the region. Mostly from the ones that live around here in the 
town area.  And we presented this program that we wanted to start at Mulga.  
Mulga is our Indigenous living area, or town camp.  And we presented a really 
good program from the view about people.  People said, yeah, good one, yeah, 
but we never actually implemented it.  So it’s just sitting there gathering dust.  
I’ve got a copy of it.  (P18)  

 
In addition, they posit the importance of addressing the lack of content within mainstream 

schooling that tells the truth about the experience of Aboriginal people, a history of slavery, 

a concept representing other research participant emphasis on reclaiming power over the 

solutions developed to address child sexual abuse, and the readiness and ability to drive the 

required change, with support that may include advice in setting up business structures to 
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maintain control of intellectual property associated with the knowledge and programs 

implemented.   

 

Some participants also discuss examples whereby white men engage children in activities 

away from their parents, exploiting their trust, and abusing the children in their care 

sexually. Examples are not found in the data where such abuse occurs in culturally oriented 

camps or activities.  

 

Table 6: Community-level programs for preventing and responding to child sexual 
abuse 

 
 

The participants consider the power of western law with community driven approaches for 

combatting child sexual abuse to be critical to their effectiveness. For example, the use of 

laws that relate to tenancy, the use by the protective parent of by-laws to prohibit alcohol 

consumption at the house (by visiting family), the enactment of laws to address domestic 

violence can all support the protection of children where there are cultural and social 

factors that may exacerbate risk of harm. 

5.10.2 Enablers of community-level programs for safeguarding children 

As identified by participants, community-level collaboration and coordination between 

funded organisations can facilitate the focus, cooperation and funding allocation that 
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prioritises children’s cultural identity and safety. Several participants, the programs that 

support individuals, couples, families and communities can directly benefit the capacity of 

parents to be stronger in the support and protection of children should such threats present 

within communities. It is also likely that a strong, well-functioning and governed 

community will itself throw a safety net of protection around the community that can more 

explicitly deter the sexual exploitation of their children. Within such programs, men can 

play a pivotal role. 

  

The men need counselling and women maybe. Partners, relationship problem, 
maybe they need counselling, both of them. Not only women always get 
counselling and the man they missed out a lot on counselling. We just throw 
them away, you know. (P2) 

 

Community controlled and funded organisations and services may ensure greater alignment 

with community priorities. Where royalties or art sales fund the development of services, 

there is ownership of the service and outcomes. 

 

Because every time, we think white men got the answers for us, but we ourself 
got that answer ourself, you know.  We can actually do that but we're being too 
lazy and too blind to see. If we come together as one big community, you 
know, or we can help each other and make a better community, and keep the 
kids safe, you know, if everyone comes together. (P2)  

 

5.10.3 Constraints to community programs  

As identified by some participants, community and agency-level conflict and governance 

concerns can derail programs and jeopardize continuity. In remote communities and 

townships where the NT or Australian government are the primary sources of service 

funding, competitive tendering processes and funding cycles can create tensions and 

conflicts between community leaders. 

  

If we want to keep the people safe, the children, we need to make sure there are 
no alcohol coming into our communities, or drugs. That way the children will 
be safe in their home. You know. We don't want Children Services come and 
take our children away again, you know. They'll really miss family life. (P2) 
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Participants expressed uncertainty about the criminal justice and child protection systems 

and processes, the outcomes for those convicted and incarcerated, whether sexual offending 

is corrected while in prison, and any that risk that remains after release with or without 

parole. Some participants commented on the impact for the community when an abused 

child managed through the mainstream systems. 

 
When things like this happen, it hurts us in the community. We feel sad inside, 
you know. Sometimes if the police come along, it takes the little one away and 
we all want to be there as a support for that kid. Sometimes that policeman 
won't let us go in as a family group, you know. Yeah. We always be there for 
one another all the time. Even at clinic when we try to go in as one big family, 
they – the nurse won't let us go in and that's the way we live, you know. (P3) 

 

Remote communities and outstations or homelands, however, feature for many participants 

as essential strategies for renewal, regrouping, supporting and guiding young people 

through connecting to country and family. Remoteness can be a protective factor. Return of 

children to remote communities where there has been sexual abuse indicated must involve 

assessment by the community, with sometimes the support of allies, as to the capacity of 

families and the broader community to actively engage with strategies required for ongoing 

protection.  

 

The findings are depicted in the summary below and the following chapter will outline the 

identified conceptual sub-categories, how these subcategories are understood and the 

development of the subcategories to the substantive Theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding, a theory that incorporates collectivism, action along the continuum and a 

culturally informed paradigm for addressing child sexual abuse as it presents in remote 

Aboriginal communities. The theory that has been identified through the data suggests a 

dualism when the initial anticipated outcome of the study was to identify a culturally driven 

approach. What the data has revealed, however is the voices of Aboriginal peoples of the 

NT at this point in history specifically frame their solutions as being embedded in the 

knowledge of both worlds as the preferred and culturally supported vehicle for change.  
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5.11 Chapter summary 
The findings of my research address how child sexual abuse presents in remote Aboriginal 

communities, the understanding of child sexual abuse, the structural and individual factors 

associated with child sexual abuse, the role of individuals in identifying when child sexual 

abuse occurs, and efforts made to prevent and disrupt abuse.  The findings define layers of 

action, individual, kinship, community level, the nexus of Western and Aboriginal law and 

processes and drawing on knowledge of past and current practices to re-establish safety 

within communities.  The elements of the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding have 

been identified through the finding, representing the protective efforts that exist within the 

community at different levels and in response to differing threats to the safety of children. 

The findings serve to inform further the practical steps that could be taken to reduce the 

identified barriers that prevent taking protection action or the effectiveness of such action. 

 

The findings support the move towards establishing categories through reflection, analysis 

and checking back to ensure the strengths, limitations and barriers are incorporated in the 

theory that is identified.  My research aimed to consider the existing practices or 

approaches that exist within remote Aboriginal communities to address child sexual abuse, 

as the meaning is understood within communities.  The findings at this point reflect a wide 

range of behaviours that cause concern within communities at different times and to 

differing extents.  While there is not one definition of sexual abuse, there is also not one 

culturally informed solution to the problem, rather an invitation to those with knowledge 

about broader systems and child sexual abuse to join together with communities, or with 

some in communities, to enhance their protective capacity through also assisting them to 

overcome the constrains to their efforts to protect their children from such harm.  
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Chapter 6: Identifying new theory from data  
 

6.1 Chapter overview 
As discussed in Chapter 4 Methodology, the aim of CGT is to identify the ways that 

Aboriginal people understand child sexual abuse and the ways that they address it within 

their communities.  The following chapter identifies the analytical categories that have been 

identified through the process of data analysis, coding, theoretical sampling and theoretical 

saturation.   It is through the analytic categories identified of reclaiming power, navigating 

complexity and networking for safety that give rise to the deeper consideration of the ways 

that Aboriginal people can take protective action, given the considerable constraints that are 

presented from within their own culture, but more specifically about the constraints 

represented for a culture and peoples that have survived the impacts of colonisation.  Each 

of these categories will be first considered before moving on to the identified substantive 

theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding. When identifying new theory from data, I 

acknowledge the lens of Whiteness through which I am interpreting and analysing data and 

synthesing the conceptual categories that shape the substantive theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding theory.  It is through checking back and considering not just the individual 

participant statements, but the theoretical position that is suggested through the various 

collected voices shape the gradual identification of the theory.  

 

Within CGT data analysis involves the identification of analytical subcategories gathered 

through interviews.  It is through the constant comparison of the data that theoretical 

concepts are identified as the point of saturation is reached.  Subsequent interviews serve to 

further explore the concepts or analytical sub-categories and ensure there are no further 

concepts that have presented.  The theory identified through this study is Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding, a theory for action that privileges Aboriginal culture, appreciation of the 

protective efforts and actions within remote communities for keeping children safe, the 

conditions that enable or constrain the capacity within communities to enhance the safety of 

their children from threats that present from inside or outside the community.  It is theory 

that signposts the ways communities can be supported to grow in understanding about child 

sexual abuse, its impacts and the tactics of those who sexually abuse children.  In so doing, 
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the theory maps a new pathway for police, child protection workers and partner 

organisations to help remote communities to address the barriers they experience to taking 

protective action to keep children safe.  Furthermore, it is through a culturally informed 

paradigm that Aboriginal communities and mainstream actors can purposefully and safely 

address child sexual abuse along the continuum of child protection, from prevention to 

response and protection. 

 

The CGT research approach requires constant comparative analysis of the raw data, the 

memos that reflect the conceptual developments throughout the data collection and the 

discussion with Aboriginal research advisors.  The so-called emerging grounded theory 

categories (identified analytical categories) are then considered for all possible theoretical 

understandings of the data, the construction of a tentative category, the gathering of data to 

fill out properties for this category then checking the category against new data (Charmaz, 

2017). In Chapter 5 the findings have been detailed and from these findings the 

subcategories identified. This chapter demonstrated how the subcategories have been 

considered to arrive at the core theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding that represents a 

culturally informed paradigm as informed by Aboriginal peoples being a collectivist culture 

and the signposting of culturally secure action along the continuum of child protection 

intervention. 

 

The previous chapter provides comprehensive details about how children may be exposed 

to the harm of sexual abuse and the factors that combine to strengthen their protection from 

such harm in its various forms.  The chapter takes the next step in presenting my research 

findings identified through a rigorous process of revisiting the data and identifying 

theoretical sub-categories.  This chapter outlines the analytic categories that scaffold the 

core theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding that fill be further discussed in Chapter 7. 

The chapter is reflective and premised on the voices of research participants, with little 

referencing back to the literature at this early stage. The categories identified provide the 

cornerstones for the mobilisation of Aboriginal peoples to serve as a frontline defence 

against threats to children experiencing sexual harm and exploitation. These categories are 

reclaiming power, navigating complexity, and networking for safety. This chapter should be 

recognizable to participants as it synthesises their collected research conversations while 
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suggesting a practical pathway forward. For those who are allies in guarding children 

against sexual abuse, in reading this chapter, opportunities are presented for shaping 

practice, research, and policy. 

 

Diagram 2: Overview of the theory development process 
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importantly, the findings better position those working within mainstream systems to notice 

and hear these voices as steps forward to realising self-determination (SNAICC, 2021). The 

results have demonstrated the many points at which power is ceded by individuals and the 

times when individuals must covertly assert their dominance in decision making and 

safeguarding actions.  This helps avoid drawing attention to the efforts of those in the 

community who do not support the child or to avoid alerting authorities for fear of children 

being removed.  

 

Participants have identified a need for more information about child sexual abuse. Without 

knowing what to look for, sexually exploitive behaviours are more likely to continue 

unchecked. Child sex offending behaviours can be difficult to discern due to their secrecy 

and the isolation of the child. Through their research, Winters and Jeglic (2017) found that 

grooming behaviours are not easily noticed or understood, creating barriers to early 

detection and prevention. Without such detailed and nuanced information about how child 

sexual abuse may present at any time for Aboriginal children in their communities, or those 

who may pose a threat to children, assessment of safety or danger is limited, or may not 

occur. The need for two-way sharing of knowledge and power (between White and 

Aboriginal peoples) emerges strongly within this theoretical category of reclaiming power.  

 

6.2.1 Knowledge about child sexual abuse 

All participants identified the need for information and awareness about child sexual abuse, 

and many had questions about the criminal justice system's operations. To reclaim power 

over those who sexually abuse children, participants request that all community members 

are supported to understanding the indicators of child sexual abuse observed through the 

children, the grooming behaviours, and other tactics used by those who harm children. Each 

research participant spoke of the need for increased training and awareness, including a 

participant from the Big Rivers region (P14) who also holds many responsibilities and roles 

within the NT.   She stated that “I bring this up all the time at the meetings, people (should 

not be) so trusting.  People are not being told or explained to them what paedophilia is 

actually and the signs.  There’s no education around peadophilia”.  
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6.2.2 Knowledge of western law, systems, and processes 

Individual and collective community silence or inaction to safeguard children from sexual 

abuse can be associated with a lack of knowledge about the role of mainstream criminal 

and child protection system functions and processes. It can also be attributed to intentional 

deception of children and their families as a tactic to gaining access to children.  As 

explained by a research participant from the Barkly region,  

 

“they start even younger because you still have men saying, well, this one here 
is my right skin and she right for me now because she’s a woman” (has begun 
menstruating). “You know, people need to be educated on the age of consent, 
because a lot of these young people are used and abused and some people 
indoctrinate others in saying, well, ‘but she’s my right skin.  She don’t need to 
be educated’.  This child is at risk.” (P19) 

 

Increased understanding of these systems as they intersect with children, and those who 

may harm them, is pivotal to the effective engagement, criticism, or navigation of these 

systems to support child safety. This section details the information required by Aboriginal 

community members to better understand Western laws, systems, and processes.  A 

participant P4 from a remote community spoke about the health clinic role in talking to 

young men about the law and sometimes the men from the men’s shelter talk to the young 

men.  Her worries had been the girls, about 10 years old, walking around at night and being 

abused and there appeared to be greater focus on placing responsibility on the girls for 

leaving themselves vulnerable to abuse, rather than a focus of the behaviours of young men 

who may harm the girls. Despite the over-representation of Aboriginal peoples across both 

systems, several critical gaps are related to the criminal justice and child protection 

systems. Therefore, it is crucial to demystify the purpose, role, and limitations for many in 

communities, including police, child protection practitioners, and health workers involved 

with the forensic medical examinations of children in urban centres of the NT. Armed with 

the knowledge of western law, systems, and processes, those within remote communities 

can more effectively navigate and problem-solve the most appropriate strategies for 

ensuring children's safety. 

 

The information required by communities includes the specific nature of the offending; 

ongoing risks to children; treatment completed in prison, and the requirements of those on 
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NT Sex Offenders Register under the Child Protection (Offender Reporting and 

Registration) Act 2004 as per the Child Protection (Offender Reporting and Registration) 

Regulations. Families and communities require information to better support the offender 

from reoffending. The sexual abuse of adults or children thrives in conditions of silence and 

secrecy (Winters & Jeglic, 2017). Mandatory reporting is not the focus of the research. NT 

context for the research is one where everybody is a mandatory reporter.   I could critique 

mandatory reporting but this I consider to be outside the scope of the research focus.  This 

is an ongoing debate in academic and government circles.   The data did not suggest any 

criticism by participants of mandatory reporting, but a need for greater awareness across 

community.  While there are debates reflected in the literature about mandatory reporting, 

the debate has not been critically considered within the data, rather it is currently supported 

as a strategy to ensure ongoing awareness of child abuse and the need to report. 

 

A research participant (P14) from the Big Rivers region spoke about the increased 

awareness within communities about mandatory reporting requirements in the NT, but she 

was not sure if this translated to people making reports about their concerns. “There’s 

workshops always going on out in the communities about mandatory reporting (by the 

clinics).  I don’t really know the stats that come through the courts. It’d be very interesting 

to know…if they do actually get reported.” Child sexual abuse is an abuse of power where 

those more powerful, skillfully manipulate circumstances and relationships to access 

children for purposes of sexual exploitation, while ensuring their silence. Therefore, the 

greater awareness by families and communities about Western law and systems can support 

efforts to safeguard children. 

 

The following information is drawn from my professional experience, the knowledge of 

criminal justice processes in response to child sexual abuse is limited to child protection 

practitioners and police-involved responses within the community. It is included to provide 

the context of the mainstream system process that are activated when a report of child 

sexual abuse is made. Depending on the nature of the sexual abuse, whether this has 

involved physical contact, the forensic medical examination involves specialist 

paediatricians employed by the Department of Health. In addition, children are often 

transported with a family member by air or vehicle to the larger urban centres, removing 
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them from the naturally connected network that would otherwise have provided support in 

the child’s familiar environment. One participant was critical of the need for children to be 

removed from community at this time, as it limited the ability of the child’s family 

members to support them. 

 

Where a child is taken to the community health clinic and concerns raised about the 

possibility of sexual abuse, for example if there is evidence of a Sexually Transmitted 

Infection (STI), genital injury, other physical injury or pregnancy, a mandatory report is 

made to child protection authorities and assessed by the Child Abuse Taskforce (CAT) 

consisting of specialist Police, Child Protection Practitioners and Sexual Assault Referral 

Centre (SARC) medical and counselling practitioners. The decision for a child to be 

brought to an urban centre for medical and investigative follow up provides an opportunity 

to speak to the child without the influence of others. However, children commonly do not 

make a purposeful disclosure, or if they do, they may not continue to provide further detail 

during interviews or examinations. Education and information required by communities 

about the purpose of forensic medical examination of children, and interviews and the roles 

of police, child protection and health Memorandum of Understanding (2010), would 

support families to better support their child and the remaining family and community 

members to assist the child in supporting their safety in the longer term. Knowledge of the 

process will also empower Aboriginal peoples and communities to negotiate more broadly 

for a process that does not necessarily involve a child leaving the community. The real fears 

associated with this step of the process are the association of the actions with the historic 

removal of Aboriginal children by police and welfare authorities. 

 

Knowledge of child protection systems, and the rights of those alleged to have sexually 

abused children, support those involved with the system to better navigate and respond to 

the concerns raised. The delineation between the civil and criminal justice systems can only 

be made by those families who understand the law. Powers of child protection practitioners 

within the Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT), provide authority to speak to 

children, talk with parents, assess the protective capacity of the family and in cases where 

this cannot be assured, removal of the child – in emergencies, in the short term while safety 

is re-established for their return to the family. The powers are significant and 
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understandably cause concern for involved family members. However, given the sexual 

abuse of children may not involve family but instead has been perpetrated by someone 

outside the family, it is less likely that child protection authorities will need to remain 

involved. 

  

A police investigation will involve interviews with the child, other witnesses, and the 

alleged offender, with a greater focus on determining whether there is evidence to 

corroborate the allegations. Such evidence may include forensic evidence, eyewitness 

accounts, or admissions by the alleged perpetrator. If so, criminal prosecution may have a 

range of outcomes, including acquittal and conviction with or without a sentence, including 

incarceration. Increased awareness within remote Aboriginal communities, about these 

processes, will further support the decision making by the family and community members. 

In some situations, other community members may ostracise or turn on the child, with 

pressure on them to recant their allegations with the hope of interrupting legal proceedings. 

With a greater understanding of the criminal justice process, court times, and enhanced 

witness support, families could more confidently move forward to support their child 

through each step of the process.  

 

6.2.3 Power from cultural knowledge and ways of knowing 

Throughout my research, participants identify how cultural knowledge and customary law 

can support the safety of children and those who wish to sexually exploit children to justify 

the behaviours without fear of consequence. Cultural leaders, community members and 

allies could help children and their parents identify and challenge such tactics or question 

the claim's veracity. Standing up to those who are cultural leaders or more potent within the 

community can have consequences and result in the silencing of the child or their family 

member acting protectively.  

 

As identified in the previous chapter, community-level programs must support those most 

vulnerable within remote Aboriginal communities to understand their culture, law and 

obligations. Armed with such knowledge, they assume greater power and capacity to 

challenge threats of abuse individually, where this is justified through customary 

obligation. Most participants discussed their experience from childhood when they felt safe 
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and supported in their culture.  Ongoing explicit discussions about culture, law and 

traditional practices (Brown, 2007) may further support the clarification of principles that 

underpin customary law to ensure the safety of children and their protective guardians, 

often women, are kept safe within the culture.  Many examples are identified within the 

research data, including the ways that culture and language is learned from childhood by 

being with elders.  The following quote by a grandmother from the Barkly region brings to 

life the aspiration to maintain culture through the generations.  

 

We’ve got to, you know, spend a lot of time with the Elders.  My grandson 
asked me the other day, hey, Nana, how come you speaking language?  Who 
taught you that language?  I said, little man, I learnt language from sitting 
around the fire with Elders.   That’s what we need to bring back into here, into 
our life because there are too many distractions now. (P17) 

 

Participants who felt they had lost some connection with their language and cultural 

practice due to the impact of the policies of child removal within their family, equally 

spoke of the importance of renewal of cultural roles, knowledge and practices to bring 

leadership and stability to their communities, hopeful that violence and sexual abuse would 

be addressed.  

 

6.2.4 Appropriate use of power through continuous learning  

The corollary to the development by Aboriginal children, families and communities of the 

knowledge required to claim power is the commitment to learning by those in authority 

responsible for responding to reports of child sexual abuse. Deep knowledge of self, 

including culture, values, unconscious bias, racist or sexist beliefs and an appreciation of 

nascent privilege, are pre-conditions for practitioners to open themselves to learning about 

Aboriginal culture. Those with the power to assess the safety of Aboriginal children must 

have an awareness of their worldview, knowledge, value, and unconscious bias.  Equally 

crucial for the practitioner is to hold a position of curiosity and openness to critical 

reflection and learn about Aboriginal culture as it applies to the child, family, and 

community.   Such openness involves continuous learning from Aboriginal colleagues and 

community members about the existing safeguarding mechanisms or community level 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    204  

problem solving that could mitigate the danger of ongoing harm to a child. Through 

purposeful inquiry, assessment can incorporate the broader community context.  

 

The data suggests carefully ensuring the involvement of the right people in deciding the 

child’s safety and any consequences for the perpetrator. Punishment may be swift and occur 

before or concurrent with the western criminal justice processes. Often these conversations 

will involve the police in the first instance. Where evidence of sexual abuse is not available, 

and there has been no disclosure by the child about the offender's identity, the involvement 

by authorities is likely to be limited. However, communities can still consider an 

overarching response to the problem that extends beyond the power of mainstream services. 

  

Those in positions of power must continue to be curious and learn about Aboriginal culture 

over time and within different communities and continuously check with community 

members about the meaning of culture for all involved. In this way, assumptions are tested, 

and decisions are made appropriate to the circumstance. Such cultural knowledge and 

awareness build upon the foundations of cultural awareness training and brings the 

organizational cultural security frameworks or protocols that may exist within each of the 

organisations.  

 

6.3 Analytical category - navigating complexity 
The research findings establish the theoretical category of complexity and the importance 

for Aboriginal peoples and their allies to recognise and navigate this complexity.  As stated 

by one participant (P1), “It’s complicated” and another in the Barkly region (P18) referred 

to the need for navigating the complexity of intercultural relationships as being “puzzling”.  

Complexity is identified at the micro and macro levels and in the context of intercultural 

understanding. The findings revealed the complex nature of sexual abuse, the competing 

priorities for community members with responsibility for safeguarding children, and the 

complex nature of the relationships and power dynamics between white Australia and 

Aboriginal peoples, as realised at the community level. Navigating relationships, roles and 

responsibilities within Aboriginal communities relies upon a deep understanding of 

Aboriginal law, culture, and kinship as held by each of the research participants.  
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Safeguarding children from sexual abuse within remote community settings requires adults 

to recognise the child's value within a collective society. As explained by a research 

participant from the Barkly region (P19) region who is a law woman, grandparent and 

practitioner with children and families, there is a need to uphold the children’s rights as 

central to decision making within families, and that families can be encouraged to revisit 

their understanding of culture to ensure such priority to the safety of children is given when 

there are competing pressures and obligations to other family members.   

 
“When people talk about culture there are a lot of older people who will 
say…it’s no longer the way it used to be for our people.  And you have a lot of 
families now even marrying wrong skin. You know, being with wrong skin.  
You know, having a partner who they shouldn’t be with” (as required by 
cultural law). 

 

Participants of the study do not consider the safety of children to be at odds with the 

collective benefits of the community, however, the absence of such value for children is a 

factor that contributes to the exploitation of children. The safeguarding of children is 

enhanced when family and community recognise the child's rights and the importance of 

children fulfilling their roles in the future, within their family and community. Collective, 

versus individual rights and obligations within Aboriginal communities, can be likened to 

the debates of the early 1980s surrounding state rights to intervene in the family.  Within 

child protection practice and its supporting legislation, the child's rights to protection 

outweigh the parental rights where abuse has been discovered, allowing for statutory 

intervention to remove children from their families if required to ensure their safety.  

 

Research participants identify the responsibilities of parents to ensure the safety of their 

children and how substance abuse or overcrowding in the home impacts their capacity to 

ensure safety for their children, as considered by Stanley, Kovacs, Tomison, and Cripps 

(2002). While different family members held responsibility for the care of children, 

participants were decisive of the view that parents, particularly mothers, should not 

abdicate these responsibilities to grandmothers, for example, when parents went off to 

drink. Where parents are not physically or emotionally available to meet their children's 

developmental and protective needs, others with intentions to harm the children will more 
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easily move in to fill that void. Increased safeguarding is possible in such circumstances 

when grandparents or others seize opportunities for taking care of the children and remove 

them from the potential danger. 

  

Cultural complexity is also a component of this theoretical category. It is critical to 

understand the complexity of Aboriginal culture to be in a position to assess the safety of 

children within remote communities.  Understanding by Aboriginal people of law and 

culture can support them to challenge those who may justify sexual abuse through a 

defence of cultural obligation. Similarly, there are barriers recognised by some participants 

to their acting and speaking out against those who are suspected to be sexually offending, 

for example, the recognition of avoidance relationships, whereby family members are not 

allowed to talk directly with specific family members. A Participant (P2) from the Barkly 

region who spoke of her efforts to intervene or act if she is concerned about the possibility 

of sexual abuse although due to the avoidance relationship, she was unable to speak directly 

to family about her worries.  She did however talk about how that barrier could be 

overcome, through knowing the people she can talk to who can take action.  For some 

participants, this included engaging authorities through reporting to police. By appreciating 

the nature of this cultural expectation, an outsider can better understand the barriers to 

reporting or speaking out through seeming inaction or lack of care. Some within the study 

identified the barriers to overt safeguarding action, to identify some strategies or 

workarounds whereby others from outside the family or community, for example, police, 

schools, or child protection authorities, were asked to deal with the concerns. The risk of 

speaking outside the family and community is too significant for others and they maintain 

their silence. 

 

Many Aboriginal adults within remote communities similarly have formal and informal 

roles, including employment, voluntary work, and caregiving responsibilities. Additionally, 

people hold responsibility for kin who may live within the community or elsewhere. The 

multiple hats worn by Aboriginal community members are pivotal to the community's 

ongoing strengthening and functioning and supporting children to be stronger and safer. 

Juggling such responsibilities is taxing, and for many, their age and health may result in 

their limited availability to safeguard children. Where the burden of safeguarding falls to a 
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few, then the opportunities to stymy any threats to children are eroded. Sharing the 

knowledge and responsibility more widely across communities would undoubtedly result in 

safer communities for children, while addressing the factors that detract from parental 

responsibilities for keeping children safe, such as substance abuse. For example, the safety 

of children is compromised in households when their caregiver is subjected to violence.  

For some caregivers, their roles and obligations to others can overshadow their ability to 

safeguard children from harm that may occur by those in the household who are violent or 

those outside the home who forge connections by exploiting the caregiver's psychological 

absence. 

 

Communication between family members concerning problem sexual behaviours by 

children or toward children is complicated. All involved in the decision can take time to 

resolve or tackle the problem. Family meetings recollected by some participants as being 

more prevalent in the 1980s are considered critical to addressing conflict and resolving 

disputes as they provide an opportunity for solutions to be agreed upon by all involved.  

The data reflected in some locations that this practice is supported by formal mediation 

processes within the community and it an increased awareness of child sexual abuse can 

support both informal and formal conflict resolution and decision making.  

 

6.3.1 Navigating the hurdles to safeguarding children  

These factors were demonstrated earlier to include the express tactics adopted by those who 

exploit children sexually – and will manipulate any situation to secure access to children 

and ensure their ongoing silence. As knowledge increases, safeguarding adults can better 

navigate the complexity of the problem, community dynamics and politics and network 

with others to strengthen the effectiveness of their protective effort. There are challenges 

revealed through the research for children, families and remote communities to speak 

loudly and confidently against child sexual abuse. Critical to supporting the safeguarding of 

children, is to understand any feared, real and present danger to taking overt protective 

action, with or without authorities. 

 

As previously discussed, the decision-making process for individuals taking protective 

action if danger is understood can be immobilising. The fear of consequences is greater 
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than the danger presented by those who sexually abuse children or in situations where 

young people are engaged in sexually exploitative relationships. The dilemma creates a 

double bind that can deter a child’s protective guardians from acting protectively. This 

critical factor is unique to the experience of Aboriginal people in affording protection to 

their children. If they are immobilised from acting, the child is left more vulnerable, and a 

sex offender can actively exploit this circumstance. If authorities fail to recognise the 

protective efforts of family and others in a community or the structural factors that mitigate 

harm, then in that case, interventions may have a limited impact on safeguarding the child. 

At this juncture, existing child protection or criminal justice processes are rendered 

impotent, especially where children are separated from supportive families through the lack 

of differential responses to child protection. 

 

6.4 Analytical category - networking for safety 
Networking is the third analytical category identified through my study to address 

safeguarding children from sexual abuse. It involves the imperative for individuals with 

concerns about the possibility of child sexual abuse to join with others in identifying 

strategies for protecting children within remote communities. This type of networking is 

significant because it is between communities and other external allies. As identified in the 

previous two categories, the ability to safeguard children is premised on reclaiming power 

through knowledge of sexual abuse, as well as systems to navigate the complexity related 

to those phenomena. 

 

Barriers to individuals optimising their protection of children are commonly associated 

with fear of reprisal and disconnection from family and community. However, the agency 

of individuals provides the catalyst for action. Behaviour is noticed, discussed, and acted 

on, with examples provided that include increased surveillance of children, specific 

warnings to children or the person creating the threat, interruption of peer groups that 

threaten the sexual safety of children, and physically bringing children back home from 

being out at night or in households with unsafe people. Some examples are offered whereby 

the individual confidently takes charge and immediately reports the matter to the police 

without reaching an agreement first across family members. In this case, the individual 
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connects with authorities, thereby inviting a formal protective network around the child to 

attend to the immediate incident. Lessons from strong individuals can support the strategies 

that purposefully develop and strengthen the network of individuals to respond to a report 

of harm, or, more broadly, to support community development initiatives to demand safety 

for women and children. 

 

The networking example provided by the Tangentyere women’s safety group, demonstrates 

the power of collective action, where women and men join to combat violence. Other 

examples of individual networking include the direct engagement of family members 

through the kinship network within and between communities. Individuals also 

communicated with others within and outside communities, alerting them to dangers in 

specific locations. One example provided was for girls from a community being sexually 

exploited at a truck stop when they went to Alice Springs. Many options are available to 

individuals speaking out or connecting with others to safeguard children.  Through 

knowledge, claiming power, navigating complexity, and actively promoting community 

safety networks, creates a formidable point of resistance to those who pose a threat to 

children. Connected efforts by protective individuals provide a safety net for children to be 

heard and supported while addressing the threat. Purposeful connection supports 

communities' continued confidence and capacity to become safer.  

 

Many who sexually offend, are revealed through the findings, to target the vulnerabilities 

within families or communities. Their behaviours may be opportunistic, sustained, planned 

or a networked modus operandi. Where effort and resources are directed towards closing 

these gaps by protective adults, children are safer within the community. In addition to the 

anticipation and recognition of the danger posed by a sole offender, individuals within 

communities must be alert to the sexual exploitation that occurs within peer groups of 

children and young people, whereby the involvement and oversight of protective adults can 

deter and redirect activity once the nature of the harm is better understood. Early 

intervention and support can be made available to the children involved through increased 

engagement and connection with children.  Networked safeguarding is critical to ensuring 

remote communities are as safe as possible from sexual abuse. The joining of individuals 
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with family, other community members, family in different communities, and authorities 

provide an opportunity for interrupting the behaviours of those who pose a threat. 

 

6.5 The development of theory from analytical subcategories 
The following section examines in more detail the ways that the analytical categories that 

are identified through the data as depicted in the below diagram.   

 

Diagram 3: The process of identifying theory from analytical subcategories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The categories are further analysed to identify the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding, 

an approach to addressing child sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal communities that is 

drawn from the power of collectivism of Aboriginal culture, that provides access to actions 

or intervention along the child protection intervention continuum and promote the 

criticality of a paradigm for intervention that is culturally informed.   

The analytical categories identified through the data are reclaiming power, navigating 

complexity and networking for safety and the next section of the chapter details the core 

theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding that that is identified from these categories.   

Constructivist Grounded Theory data analysis involves identifying the actions, or gerunds, 

located within the data as offered by the research participants.   

 

From the data is the rigorous process of constant comparison to distil these conceptual, or 

theoretical, categories with opportunity throughout the data collection to revisit or 

examined these emergent concepts.  As the conceptual categories are synthesises and 
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distilled, decisions are made about the concepts recognised across the data that reflect the 

common threads, with other concepts parked to the side for use or consideration in 

subsequent studies.  The process of identifying the core theory is here explained and the 

latter part of the chapter dedicated to the measures of the theory against the requirements of 

CGT research. 

 

My research began with the question of remote Aboriginal community agency for 

addressing child sexual abuse, through eliciting the meanings of child sexual abuse within 

such communities, the existing approaches, and actions for tackling child sexual abuse and 

the ways that such strategies can inform mainstream approaches to child protection.  What 

is revealed by the study has been an array of actions by individuals, networks or 

communities that may support the safeguarding of children from sexual abuse.   The 

examples provided are drawn from past, current, and future possibilities for children to be 

kept safer. The suite of options available have been shaped through the experience of 

Aboriginal and it is the cultural lens that represents the point of difference for a theory to be 

developed on the protection of children from sexual abuse.  

 

Unsurprisingly the building blocks of the theory represent the ways that Aboriginal peoples 

in Australia are progressively positioning their ways of understanding issues that impact 

them and solutions most relevant to their peoples and places.  In the case of the study, the 

places are in Australia’s remote communities of the NT.  The research findings establish 

the links between efforts by Aboriginal peoples and communities to embrace their cultural 

knowledge and practice and by so doing, position themselves to identify the solutions to the 

many challenges faced.  The building blocks for reclaiming power involves cultural 

regeneration, but also awareness and knowledge about child sexual abuse, the various ways 

it impacts on children and their families in remote Aboriginal communities and the impact 

on the wider community and culture.  At this point it is clearly identified through the data, 

that Aboriginal peoples do not consider they alone can address child sexual abuse but 

consider their efforts in context of existing mainstream systems and approaches. For 

Aboriginal peoples to reclaim power, those who are allied in supporting the protection of 

Aboriginal children from sexual abuse, are required to appreciate and enhance the 

continuous strengthening by Aboriginal people in their cultural knowledge that can be 
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supported through deeper outsider understanding and appreciation of the value and strength 

of the opportunities that can be identified through a cultural lens.  

 

The research by Muller (2014) and Muller, Burton & Ludwig (2022) led to the 

identification of a theoretical framework used by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Social Health professionals that demonstrates how Indigenous knowledge can inform 

practice in social service settings.  She also undertook researched into non-indigenous 

mainstream culture from an Indigenous perspective, bringing together differences and 

similarities between cultures that supports increased intercultural understanding and 

respect.  Her findings resonate with those of my research that has identified a theory of 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding, representing the points of intersection between Aboriginal 

and mainstream child protection and justice systems to offer solutions that are culturally 

informed.  As such Aboriginal cultural values and perspectives shape not only solutions but 

ensure the re-examination of the nature of the problem of child sexual abuse, one 

inextricably entwined with Australia’s colonial settlement and subsequent law, policy and 

practice.  

 

While Aboriginal cultural knowledge represents the foundations for conceptualising child 

sexual abuse, the research findings represent the unanimous call for bringing the knowledge 

together from both worlds, Aboriginal and White Australia to understand the problem and 

strengthen the strategies for addressing the problem more deeply.  Further discussed in the 

chapter is the requirement of those from outside Aboriginal culture to invest in deeper 

understanding of the ways that Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing can open 

their minds and hearts to solutions that are more innovative and culturally appropriate 

ensuring strategies are also appropriate to the time, place and how the child sexual abuse 

presents as a threat at any given point in time and in different community contexts in 

remote Australia.  Demonstrated through the analysis of each of the subcategories is the 

theory that requires collaborative action that is led by Aboriginal peoples.  

 

Within the second of the third conceptual categories drawn from the data, navigating 

complexity signals the benefits considered by Aboriginal peoples of joining with those 

from outside of their culture and community who hold knowledge and support them to 
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manage the complexity of their roles and obligations within culture and the ways that 

problems can be resolved through seeking outside expertise or support.  Already discussed 

above is the complexity of Aboriginal culture, its laws and practices that Aboriginal 

peoples are required to comply with, and this is supported through the guidance of elders, 

customary practices of many communities the handing down of specific cultural 

responsibilities to individuals as culturally determined.  Where this is, or has been, 

fragmentation of culture through the impacts of colonisation, the navigation of cultural 

complexity is more difficult as the rules to guide relationships and practices have been 

diminished. In such communities, there is a need for those on the outside who are seeking 

to support the safety of Aboriginal children, are required to gain understanding of the 

cultural complexities within communities to know what is, or is not, culturally appropriate.  

The category of navigating complexity lays further groundwork that necessarily brings 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians together to identify the solutions appropriate to 

the circumstances of children within and across remote communities.  It is not something 

that my research findings suggest can be done by Aboriginal peoples in isolation of allied 

partners. 

 

To this end, the actions within the community to safeguard children require of their 

protective guardians and community members the ability to manage the complex 

requirements of relationships within community and with those from the outside. 

Throughout the findings is the reminder of the complexity within Aboriginal culture, in the 

relationships between Aboriginal culture and dominant White society.  It is equally 

important that those from outside of Aboriginal communities can appreciate subtle or overt 

protective efforts that exists within communities and the barriers to such actions. The 

extension from this conceptual category is the responsibility of those from outside 

communities, such as mainstream child protection workers, to understand that many and 

varied ways that protective effort exists and the need to support such effort. This may 

involve more careful assessment of the factors that increase or limit the risk to children of 

sexual harm within remote communities.   

 

The final subcategory of networking for safety brings the practical threats of connection 

within and between Aboriginal families, clan groups and communities that may present the 
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strongest range of frontline defences that are locally owned and driven, however even 

within these approaches, my research clearly identifies the place of mainstream child 

protection and criminal justice systems to work in conjunction with community identified 

strategies for keeping children safe and holding those to account who pose a threat of have 

already sexually harmed children in the community. 

 

Next, the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding is described and critically examined for 

its original contribution to knowledge and the potential for heralding a generational change 

to enhance Aboriginal children's safety within remote Australia, from sexual abuse. It will 

be argued that through the research methodology of Constructivist Grounded Theory, 

Aboriginal peoples' insights inform a collective, rather than an individualistic approach, to 

child sexual abuse. It is a perspective less valued by mainstream Australia, as the 

foundations of law, government, and child protection systems are already premised on 

individualism. The power of listening more deeply to Aboriginal peoples is through 

recognition of an alternative worldview, recognition of resilience, and the experience of the 

survival of Aboriginal culture in the face of colonisation (Mlcek, 2020).  From this 

experience of oppression, a new way forward emerges, one that situates child sexual abuse 

among the many complex and sensitive problems being tackled daily within remote 

communities. The new theory emphasises the importance of reclaiming power through self-

determination, navigating complexity, networking within communities and with outsiders. 

The theory is first described by examining the preconditions for intercultural collaboration, 

realising community capacity and the skills for creating and holding space for respectful 

collaboration towards problem solving. Finally, the power of Aboriginal knowledge for 

driving further research, policy, and practice is examined while considering the ongoing 

systemic failures of current mainstream approaches to safeguarding children in remote 

Aboriginal communities, from sexual abuse. 

   

The subcategories of reclaiming power, navigating complexity and networking for safety 

are considered here for the ways that each contributes to the identification of the new 

theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding, a theory that establishes collectivism, 

foreshadows actions and activism along the child protection intervention continuum that is 

underpinned by a culturally informed paradigm.  Reclaiming power, as distinct from 
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‘empowerment’ is drawn from the findings that confirm the inherent opportunities that exist 

within Aboriginal culture and society from which to consider complex and sensitive social 

challenges. Each of the research participants considered the challenge for tackling threats of 

child sexual abuse that may present in their communities as being possible through existing 

ways of knowing, being and doing as supported by outsider knowledge, systems and 

practices.  The privileging of Indigenous ways of being in the world is examined by 

Yunkaporta (2019) to lead knowledge development across disciplines through an openness 

to incorporate all available knowledge to address the range of issues or problems being 

faced at global levels.   

 

The concept of reclaiming power is emphasised within the data in how participants couched 

their consideration of the research question conversations within their recollection of times 

when they experienced greater safety and security as children when culture was considered 

to be stronger.  They identified strength was connected to their understanding of their 

gendered roles, relationship boundaries, kinship obligations and clear parameters for 

resolving conflict or addressing breaches of law.  Similarly, participants called for the 

strengthening of cultural practice and this extended to governance within communities.  

Common throughout the data is the strength of their cultural identity for all participants that 

did not vary between those with more direct family experience of child removal and those 

less impacted by policies of Stolen Generation, such as some interviewed on their country 

within remote communities.  The following quote by a participant from the Big Rivers 

region asserts the place for strengthening culture as an opportunity for reclaiming power to 

support the safety of children.  

 

When my Nanna was alive…the culture was still very strong, I think they had it 
all worked out. And I think they had all the behavioural rules and checks to that 
point. I think they had it pretty much down pat I think, kids were safe. And 
protected and…the whole harmony thing happening. (P14) 

 

Similarly, through the data and findings is the common category of the willingness and 

ability of Aboriginal peoples to navigate the complexities that are inherent in their 

navigation of living within the structures and systems of White Australia while maintaining 

strong Aboriginal cultural identity and obligations.  Each of the participants, for example, 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    216  

managed a multiplicity of roles within their communities, including for many their paid 

employment, their support of children, grandchildren and meeting other cultural and 

kinship obligations.  Many were on boards within the community or for Northern Territory 

wide bodies, involved with research or providing cultural advice to the many inquiries into 

matters pertaining to their country and people. Many were confident and competent in 

supporting family who came up against the legal or social systems, and all spoke of the 

impacts of broader social issues on their family members, such as mental health concerns, 

substance abuse and violence.  They are supported in their ability to navigate Aboriginal 

and White systems with which they interact through their cultural knowledge as supported 

by knowledge and experience of mainstream Australia.    

 

Networking for safety is underpinned by the strength of collectivist culture whereby 

Aboriginal people may take independent actions to prevent or respond to threats to the 

community relating to child sexual abuse but can also network with those in community 

and outside who hold positions or knowledge to broker solutions.  For example, the 

involvement by a family or community of police in addressing incidents of child sexual 

abuse.  The limitations of mainstream approaches to child sexual abuse are likely to be 

found in the Western individualist paradigms for responding to allegations of sexual abuse 

and the various barriers through the systems that suggest their inadequacy on their own for 

supporting the protection of children from sexual abuse.   There are however some 

impediments recognised through the findings to Aboriginal culture and collectivism to 

supporting safety.  Equally it is revealed through the findings that cultural expectations, 

obligations and laws can also prohibit community members or families from actively and 

overtly networking for safety.     

 

It is for this reason that the experience within Aboriginal communities of violence, violence 

that while holding the individual accountable, also involves the wider family and 

community.  The complexity as mentioned above, extends to the careful navigation of 

intra-community and inter-clan conflicts that may themselves be intergenerational.  The 

support for networking is found within the study to be drawn from outside support, 

knowledge and expertise and the continual intersection of Aboriginal and other actors.   It is 

where quiet activism is reflected by participants of the study who are joining with others 
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covertly to support greater safety for their family and community.  This emerges as being 

dangerous work at this point in history and within many communities.  

 

These categories are considered in combination for the ways that they are developed into 

the substantive theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding demonstrating the saturation of 

categories that are now synthesised to incorporate the requirement for the protection of 

children from sexual abuse to be one that represents collectivism, informs and compels 

action along the continuum of child protection intervention as supported by a culturally 

informed paradigm.  Each of these components of the new theory are examined below.  

 

6.6 Both Ways Child Safeguarding: a collective cultural substantive 

theory 
Identified through the analysis of the data are concrete and positive actions being taken by 

individuals within communities, through their networking with others, through community 

level actions, often informed by cultural practice.  For each of these actions to be possible 

against the constraints identified in Chapter 5, the question remained as to what was 

happening, or could happen to promote the protection of children within remote Aboriginal 

communities. The explanatory theory identified through my research is one that lifts the 

actions of those involved with keeping kids safe from sexual abuse to the theory explaining 

the process for how this can be achieved or promoted through the purposeful joining of 

those from dominant White society with Aboriginal peoples.      It is through the identified 

theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding that can assist us to appreciate the ways that such 

protective action is possible.  

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory reflects and further encourages intercultural 

collaboration that is shaped through the insights of Aboriginal people. It speaks to 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples as allies who draw upon the theory to inform the 

breadth of possible actions to prevent or respond to child sexual abuse. This theory calls for 

the purposeful collaboration between Aboriginal and western knowledge and expertise 

holders, including western law and systems. It is a theory that positions Aboriginal people 

as central to decision making, to assist in affecting change, and invites expertise from the 
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outside as required. The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding is grounded in 

Aboriginal peoples' collective culture that creates an opportunity to re-imagine the systems, 

structures, and practices to care for children within remote communities safer from threats 

of child sexual abuse. My research findings reflect the rich tapestry of Aboriginal culture, 

life and knowledge that frame both the problem and the solutions for complex social 

challenges in the context of the competing economic, political, cultural, and environmental 

priorities. Specific to remote Aboriginal communities is the disadvantage that exacerbates 

challenges associated with health, suicide, violence, substance abuse, education, disability, 

and ageing. Each of these challenges falls to a greater or lesser extent to family and 

community. It is the connection by culture and kinship of this collective society that such 

challenges are tackled. However, it can be overwhelming when the causes of such 

challenges are embedded in the intergenerational trauma experienced because of systemic 

racial oppression resulting from colonisation (Fejo-King, 2013). 

   

The debate relating to the impact of colonisation can serve to deflect the robust 

conversations that the research suggests are required to move forward, to address 

challenges experienced within remote communities. It is an important topic to place on the 

table, recognising the impact of child removal practices while continuing to be future-

focused. The complexity of reconciling present-day relationships while honouring the past, 

cannot be underestimated. The research suggests that non-Aboriginal people may also be 

immobilised from contributing to solutions where they have not fully recognised their own 

privilege and power within mainstream systems and structures where Aboriginal society is 

significantly impacted. By identifying the point of tension within intercultural 

communication and collaboration, innovation is born to draw from the power and expertise 

at the table. The key to joined problem solving, rests with the willingness of all parties to be 

present and to ensure the creation of a safe, respectful space for meeting. This is achieved 

through mindset and physically creating the most appropriate space for the conversation, 

like that identified through undertaking the study where I was required to check my values, 

biases, and power before coming to the discussion (research interviews); to listen deeply 

and to trust that the right people were in the room (or on the veranda), to discuss the topic 

and that the time and place determined by them would be most conducive to safe 

discussion. 
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6.6.1 Collectivist versus individualist theories 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory informed by collective culture, including 

Aboriginal culture, where the starting point for identifying problems is the way they impact 

the community or the individual in the community context.  To focus solely on individual 

needs and the impact of sexual abuse within a community, in isolation of the impact on all, 

would result in a solution that is not sustainable or erodes the strength and identity of the 

community. Therefore, the starting point for understanding child sexual abuse is to step 

back and consider if there is a meaning for such a term, or if the term is a western construct 

that involves many and various acts, players, situations, and impacts, including the impact 

on the family, kinship networks and communities. It has been previously identified in the 

thesis that child sexual abuse is not a term used by participants, nor does it have discrete 

meaning, like within broader society. The various acts described that specifically concern 

participants, reveal the shared need for Aboriginal children to be safeguarded from the 

range of potential harms.  

 

Knowledge from individualist disciplines and cultures supports theories to reduce child 

sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal communities. Although the problem is considered 

the result of individual actions by one person to another, it is also underpinned by broader 

human rights principles. As experts of a lived experience of survival, Aboriginal people are 

best placed to lead solutions to challenges experienced as part of their survival story. 

Within a colonised nation, Aboriginal people’s contribution to such conversation remains at 

the margins or through consultation within parameters bounded by the structures that 

maintain power over Aboriginal peoples. While the control is held outside communities for 

addressing child sexual abuse, an understanding of the problem will be limited to the 

dominant theories that inform current systems. These theories are centred within the 

individualist culture of white Australia. In contrast, through such vehicles as social 

activism, movements, representation within government systems, and policy and practice, 

Aboriginal perspectives can influence social change. Change from within may be limited 

but strengthened through research that represents collectivist culture, values, and expertise. 

 

The power of collectivist insight into defining the problem is perhaps the most crucial 

difference between mainstream, individualist responses that underpin contemporary 
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practice. However, individualistic responses that are ineffective may turn the blame onto 

the Aboriginal family or community for not having ensured the safety of their children. 

This no-win situation in which Aboriginal people find themselves, further demonises or 

blames Aboriginal people and culture for not caring about their children. There may well be 

circumstances where children are not kept safe and protected. However, there is no 

evidence that additional resources and support are made available for communities to 

enhance protective capacity. As informed by the theory of both ways of child safeguarding, 

such support will ensure that space is created and held, to consider the existing efforts being 

made by some within the community and the multi-layered barriers to safeguarding 

children from such harm. 

 

6.7 A theory to address multiple definitions of child sexual abuse  
There are differing standpoints to defining the sexual abuse of children in remote 

Aboriginal communities, however, the substantive theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding allows for multiple lenses and understanding of child sexual abuse. In 

addition, there are some fundamental considerations, including a rights-based approach to 

addressing the problem.  

 

A rights-based consideration of child sexual abuse that involved Aboriginal children cannot 

be considered in isolation of the rights of Indigenous peoples, rights of the group and 

individual members of this collective culture. There is a convergence rights-based response 

when Aboriginal children may be the subject of sexual abuse. The argument between 

individual or collectivist world views is identified within the rights-based approach of child 

protection and criminal justice, however, the capacity to privilege Indigenous cultural rights 

and aspirations in this field is not explicitly identified through the literature, law, or 

practice. By way of example, Yolngu research participants (P21, P22, P23) of East 

Arnhem, argue that Yolngu Rom Law supports children to grow safely within family and 

community and emphasise that,  

White people must understand our laws…they should be flexible and follow 
our laws as well and use both, not just use one-sided balanda white laws.(P21) 
Helping each other both ways and understanding both laws as well that is the 
main point. They should not just use the one law because we want that child.” 
(P22).  
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However, participants spoke about the ways that White law has disrupted Yolngu law 
and, that is why Yolngu is not living in the Yolngu system of law due to disruptions 
from foreign law. (P21)  
 

“Luku Waywaka” - and even the government can then be able to understand 
this too and not reject us.... We need to do this to bring the parents together and 
to make the wrong ways disappear, you know. They should not consume 
marijuana, kava or something else that is all rubbish we need to all throw those 
away. (P22) 

 

Participants spoke of the complexity and diversity within culture and communities living 

with both laws, and the benefits of emphasising Yolngu law that is less practiced by some. 

 
Different influences that were brought in by the white people and how these 
influences disrupted the old ways of Yolngu living, for example ceremony, 
dancing, caring, giving and how this is heart breaking, that is disrupted by 
Western influences. (P22) 

 

… the old ways of caregiving are no longer with the Yolngu people due to the 
new laws placed and other influences, people finding it hard to receive help and 
also turns a blind eye to help the children and how it is seen today towards 
vulnerable. (P21)  

 

One example of practical ways whereby the wider kinship network within Yolngu culture 

supports the care of children, is that,  

 
she helps the vulnerable when she is back in the community…feeding children 
or buying something for their needs or asking other family to help if she does 
not have any money to support. (P21) 

 

Participants P21, P22 and P23 also discussed how the welfare system can support the care 

of children and meet their needs or provide better opportunities for the child to connect to 

both sides of the family, an example of both ways of caring for children where this may be 

required. Participant P22 identified the gap between the White ways and Yolngu ways of 

law in caring for children and the need to reduce this gap. She considered that the gap can 

be reduced by greater Balanda regard for Yolngu law. She emphasised the connection by 

people with their own culture through songs and the child’s Giningarr (meaning the child’s 

connection through birth to mother and the land, culture, and place) and the importance of 
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sharing and giving education both ways. In this region, the Mikan Reference Group plays a 

pivotal role in connecting both worlds concerning the safety and care of children. 

 

6.8 Theory for action along the child abuse intervention continuum 
The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding emphasizes the need for collaboration 

throughout the child abuse awareness, prevention, and intervention continuum. Intercultural 

collaboration involves creating physically and psychologically safe, private spaces. 

Therefore, the dialogue may be planned or spontaneous, requiring allies to respond to the 

invitation by Aboriginal peoples within communities, either individually or collectively.  

For child protection allies, the current criminal justice and child protection processes 

embedded in Western constructs of individualism, may stymy such spontaneity and 

responsiveness if this falls outside the constraints of rules and guidelines. When the legal 

process drives timing, attention must include further dialogue by supporting the family and 

community to move safely forward for all children. The catalyst of a crisis for disclosure of 

sexual abuse and subsequent investigation, can be used to leverage conversation more 

broadly within communities about support to prevent, recognise and intercept any future or 

existing danger. Aboriginal communities can then drive change by incorporating the 

solutions across the broader range of decision making that simultaneously supports 

Aboriginal culture. Individuals within communities expressed being overwhelmed, and the 

safeguarding actions that each have identified, are not necessarily widespread. Therefore, 

supporters have a significant opportunity to be involved. Privileging Aboriginal voices 

establishes alternative pathway for tackling child sexual abuse within Aboriginal 

communities as underpinned by the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding.  

 

6.8.1 Intercultural collaboration  

The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding signposts practical strategies for safely 

connecting the Western and Aboriginal worlds to develop solutions to address child sexual 

abuse. Intercultural collaboration is similarly examined by Muller, Burton & Ludwig 

(2022). Collaboration requires creating a respectful space between the cultures whereby 

knowledge is shared. Throughout my research and flowing into practice, it is critical that 

practitioners and organisations anticipate and embrace ‘the discomfort zone’ of intercultural 
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work (Somerville & Perkins, 2003, as cited by Haynes, 2014), for it is here that the 

productive potential of difference is emphasised.  

 

Referred to by some as engaging in ‘yarning’ (Sharman & Katrak Harris, 2021), coming 

together requires a deep commitment to listening and sharing (Atkinson, 2017). As a result, 

a culturally safe space emerges where complex and sensitive subjects can be discussed and 

resolved. Research interviews exemplified respect, depth, and purpose. This space is also 

referred to as the ‘third space’ (Rutherford, 2000), first identified by Bhabha (1996). Within 

this space, the interaction involves different ways of relating, allowing for the consideration 

of other positions, views, and identities, including the disruption of colonial narratives, 

thereby creating new possibilities. One participant emphasised the coming together 

between both worlds as interculturalism, which he explained as being “a puzzling place” 

(P18). For purposeful collaboration, conversations may be spontaneous, carefully planned, 

and in locations and times that involve those most appropriate to the specific problem 

presented. Intercultural collaboration at the knowledge interface (Lindeman & Togni, 2021) 

encourages the identification of culturally appropriate solutions. 

 

Within this collaborative space, the partners in child protection must have insight into 

themselves, including their inherent biases, privilege, and demonstrate the expertise of the 

relevant laws, policies, as well as guidelines that frame their practice.  For those outside 

allies who hold non-statutory roles, the same legislation informs their mandated obligation 

within the same legislation to report child abuse, which may or may not result in an 

investigation by police and or child protection authorities.  

 

For Aboriginal people, creating a respectful space for collaborative conversations is likely 

to carry the weight of lived experience of colonisation and the impacts on their culture, 

family, and community against the backdrop of Australia’s race and political relations 

(Haynes et al. 2014). While explicitly recognising the effects of this experience, 

participants of the study move quickly towards the research interviews with caution but a 

commitment to pursuing the conversation, noting the desire to learn and support the safety 

of their children from sexual abuse and, importantly, to gain knowledge and strategies for 

driving the change. Collaboration relies on a shared commitment to a common goal within 
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this intercultural space, supported by respectful relationships. The conversations had a clear 

purpose and were marked by reciprocity of knowledge sharing that occurred in the average 

time of one hour. 

  

The collaborative discussion was also supported by creating a narrative that externalised the 

problem. Within narrative approaches to social work practice, the externalisation of a 

problem (Roscoe, 2009) is a technique that allows people to view more objectively their 

circumstance or a particular situation that is impacting them. It creates an alternate focus 

for the social worker to join as an ally with the person in better understanding how the 

problem affects them and the strategies they already adopt to deal with the situation. 

McKenzie-Mohr and Lafrance (2017) discuss narrative resistance to resist harmful storying 

of their lives.  My research similarly promotes the development of an alternative narrative 

in relation to child sexual abuse from a position of strength and community capacity.  The 

approach helps dialogue and reduces the experiences of shame or blame like the Aboriginal 

narrative practice within the work of Wingard, Johnson and Drahm-Butler (2015), who 

incorporate the creative inventions including the Shame Mat, the Language Tree of Life, 

Conversations with Lateral Violence and Narrative community gatherings that are used by 

Aboriginal communities to decolonise identity stories. Narrative therapy is also an 

approach I have used in my therapeutic practice with families and with children or adults 

who have experienced sexual abuse. It is a powerful medium to externalise and re-author 

the binding and immobilising feelings of guilt, shame, and hopelessness.  

 

6.8.2 Theory for prevention of child sexual abuse 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory to inform strategies identified above, that create 

a matrix for the prevention of child sexual abuse, and the response to known incidents. The 

prevention of sexual abuse is a component of responding to incidents, referred to in the 

literature relating to child protection, as paradigms for intervention (Arney, 2008). By 

identifying the perpetrators of sexual abuse, the hope is to intervene, thereby preventing the 

child from being subjected further to such abuse. However, it cannot be assumed that the 

criminal justice response completes the loop and stops the perpetrator from continuing their 

behaviours with the same or different children into the future.  
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6.8.3 Collaboration required to address child sexual abuse from prevention through to 

intervention 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory for practice. The theory informs personal, family 

and community level action within Aboriginal communities of the Northern Territory. 

Additionally, it is a theory to inform the practice of allies of Aboriginal peoples to share 

knowledge, skill, expertise and power to support the safety of Aboriginal children from 

sexual harm and exploitation.  The theory highlights the importance of what may be needed 

and when, how, and who may be best placed to provide such support. The theory supports 

actions that move beyond a current focus on criminological and psychological theories of 

criminal behaviour, causes and consequences, to a framework that considers rich contexts 

and the agency of those in the lives of children, to provide a frontline defence for their care 

and protection.  The following strategies are revealed in an analysis of my research findings 

as provided in Table 7 below. 

 

Table 7: Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory supports collaborative actions along 
the continuum of child abuse intervention 
 

Training of 
whole 
community 
(men and 
women) 
 

Identifying indicators of child sexual abuse.  
Mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse (applies to everyone in the 
NT, not only some professionals)  
Mandatory reporting of domestic and family violence (in the NT) – 
supporting parents to stay safe can support them to be attentive and 
vigilant to their children’s needs/dangers.  
Explaining western law – criminal justice, child protection, forensic 
medical examinations, sexual health support, counselling and 
corrections systems may apply to the children or child sex offenders. 
 

Sharing of 
information 
(intelligence)  
 

Sharing of knowledge about known risks/ threats (such as those 
convicted of child sex offending who live or come into a community, 
released from prison with parole conditions or without). 
 

Engaging with 
children about 
risks and actions 
to take 
 

Protective behaviours programs for children that involve parents and 
community 
 

Ongoing 
community 

Relationship building and maintenance. 
Creating a climate of safety within the community for discussing 
sensitive issues. 
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dialogue and 
engagement 
 

Forging respectful relationships regarding a range of social problems 
experienced within the community (e.g., discussions about youth 
suicide, substance abuse, youth violence, domestic violence or other 
issues can support the building confidence between the two worlds in 
finding culturally informed solutions. 
Learning about existing cultural practices that support the care and 
wellbeing of children. 
Learning about the customary law that may speak to the decision 
making or consequences where child sexual abuse is suspected or 
confirmed.  
Understanding the nuanced strengths and risks when assessing safety 
(not all matters may have the same solution, and sometimes the 
solution cannot be found within the existing customary practice – for 
example, where the offender is from another community or not an 
Aboriginal person). 
Supporting a child, family, and community to manage the crisis of the 
sexual abuse of a child.  
Protecting the child and their family as required as guided by 
immediate or ongoing threats of harm within the community. 
Recognising the protective people in a child’s network, talk with them 
and support their protection efforts. Unfortunately, these are 
sometimes limited, masked or misunderstood by outsiders. 
Problem solving to support a protective carer to utilise the law in all 
its forms to achieve safety for the child/ren. 
 

 

The creation of safe intercultural spaces is possible at any level. However, the ongoing 

building of relationships with families and communities is pivotal to more robust and 

effective safeguarding strategies.  

 

6.8.4 A child safeguarding theory that recognises mandatory reporting 

The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding draws from the voices of Aboriginal 

participants who endorse the mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse, and value the 

opportunity provided by western law to complement their individual and community-level 

efforts. Some participants asked for the training on mandatory reporting of child abuse to 

be made available to everyone in the community, not only those working in services. 

Within the NT, it is mandated in legislation that all people must report concerns where they 

believe that children are harmed or at risk of harm and failing to report leaves people open 

to prosecution. Interestingly, some research participants wanted explicitly this training to be 

made available to all in the community to support the awareness of child sexual abuse and 
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their responsibilities for taking action to involve authorities. The example of collaboration 

creates a space to empower Aboriginal peoples in putting concerns about child abuse on the 

agenda. All Aboriginal people from each community may not support this, however, those 

active in addressing child sexual abuse see it as an opportunity to involve the whole 

community. Through such suggestions, we are reminded of the ongoing need to not take a 

position on an issue without listening to the perspectives and wishes of Aboriginal people 

in remote communities. Mandatory reporting for most did not present as a threat to culture 

or community, but just another tool for keeping children safe, as participants already had 

confidence and security in their cultural identity, as well as the strength of culture in 

supporting other strategies that keep children safer. 

  

6.8.5 Transactional child sexual abuse – a theory to support child agency 

The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding establishes alternative pathways to 

contemplate and respond to the broader definitions of child sexual abuse that participants 

currently highlight to be a concern, both for boys and girls. The example is one that is not 

as easily addressed through the mainstream system without purposeful disclosure by the 

children involved.   

 

Child sexual abuse investigations are most suited to the circumstances where there is one 

alleged offender and a child, or sometimes children who has been harmed. It neatly falls 

within the victim/offender dichotomy required to gain entry to the criminal justice system, 

due to the suite of definitions that define the level of criminality of each of the behaviours. 

However, the criminal justice response requires clear and purposeful disclosure by the child 

during a child forensic interview. As already highlighted, the odds are stacked against 

children meeting this criterion and therefore reaching the threshold of evidence required to 

proceed. In addition, there is a focus within the data on sexual abuse that involves more 

than one child, male or female, being engaged in transactional sexual exploitation. Such 

forms of abuse do not align as neatly with child protection or criminal justice responses, 

particularly when children or young people may also be engaged in anti-social or offending 

behaviours. 
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The tension that is experienced explicitly by child protection practitioners, police and 

specialist sexual assault services is realised when determining if, or how, the experience of 

children and adolescents is characterised as sexualised behaviours by the child. This 

situation leaves them vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, or the focus then being shifted 

solely to the alleged perpetrator of the sexual contact. Determining consent and harm, 

where young people are actively drawn into sexually exploitative situations that attract a 

range of emotional or financial rewards, is a scenario viewed in multiple ways. For 

example, research participants worry for the safety of younger girls who are out in the 

community at night. The agency of the children is recognised, however their capacity for 

navigating their immature developmental stage belies their limited ability to navigate such 

scenarios or appreciate their lack of power within these situations. Research was conducted 

by Burbank, Senior and McMullen (2015) involving Aboriginal girls from remote NT 

communities including Ngukurr, Numbulwar and Borroloola. The authors suggest that the 

ethnographic evidence from other communities that sexual activity, teenage pregnancy and 

the tensions identified between young Aboriginal men and women by those in NT 

communities, may be widespread.  The behaviours mirror those spoken about in the current 

research whereby adolescent girls ‘walk around at night looking for boys’, seeing sexual 

intercourse as part of finding and keeping a partner. While some hoped to marry, they 

found that others were “less interested in forming partnerships and more in alcohol, drugs, 

and other goods that they may receive by having sex, often with married men or non-

Indigenous men” (Burbank, Senior, & McMullen, 2015, p. 247). 

 

The risk to children can be considered through a criminal lens, for example, the 

procurement of a child (with focus on the alleged perpetrator's actions). It is less likely to 

be screened in for a child protection investigation unless the child’s family are in some way 

negligent in their care and supervision of the child. The conceptual model posed by 

(Mathews & Collin-Vezina, 2019) goes some way to separate the various points and 

reasons for intervention by child protection authorities, however, fails to consider the 

responses that could support children and their families to address the threats that are posed 

to children through engaging in this behaviour. The theory identified by the current 

research provides a more comprehensive conceptual platform for establishing community 

driven solutions for the problems that they observe. These solutions are less bound in the 
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disciplines and theoretical assumptions that underpin contemporary child protection 

practice but encourage sharing knowledge from across a range of disciplines, to support the 

development of tailored and culturally appropriate solutions. 

  

Community driven action allow for the creation of alternative approaches compared to 

those offered by the limited child protection and criminal justice systems. However, it does 

not necessarily preclude them from playing a part in reducing threats that may present 

within communities at any given time.  There can be a renewed focus on innovative 

solutions by conceding the limitations of statutory child protection and criminal justice 

responses to such scenarios. Through recognising these limits, alternative frameworks and 

funding can support the safeguarding of vulnerable children in these circumstances. 

Notwithstanding the above, the following are also some of the ways that the substantive 

theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding can be applied to practice within the existing child 

protection practice in the NT.    

 

6.8.6 We need to talk – taking the extra step within child protection responses 

As discussed in the previous section, there are opportunities within child protection or 

police investigations for community-engaged assessment and support of safeguarding.  

Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory underpins how conversations about the specific 

nature of abuse must be central to engagement by authorities with families and 

communities. It is crucial to understand that many children who experience sexual abuse or 

exploitation within relationships may not become, or remain, the focus of police or child 

protection authorities. The many reasons discussed earlier include the willingness and 

capacity of children to disclose their experience, the discovery of corroborative evidence 

during the investigation (if there is one), the family's protective capacity, and the relational 

context of the alleged harm. Child protection authorities and police decide to screen out 

from investigating, or bring the investigation to a close, without further action. The child 

and community are left in limbo about what steps they should adopt to address any ongoing 

threat and how to support their child. At this critical point, children could be most 

vulnerable to continued or renewed sexual harm and exploitation. Recognised through the 

study, is the gap in knowledge by families and communities, of the dynamics of sexual 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    230  

abuse and the expertise required to manage any consequences or disquiet in the community 

when authorities have left.  

 

Within western law, the need to establish that a crime has been committed beyond 

reasonable doubt can result in the lack of investigation, prosecution, and conviction that the 

child has not been sexually abused, leading others to disbelieve the child. Child protection 

authorities and police hold significant data relating to the reports on the sexual abuse of 

children that may not result in a statutory response or referral for support. Families and 

communities require information and expertise to support them to navigate the concerns 

held for the child, speaking to the need for a cultural model of intervention to address the 

limitations of the statutory mode. It could be that through the first point of the report being 

made, that the suite of options for supporting the family and community is mobilised, 

including the possibility of investigation and criminal prosecution, the on-the-ground 

support to hold conversations with the family and community members, thereby 

capitalising on the crisis that is created at that time. The options for involvement are 

detailed further below and through the findings in chapter 6 of the thesis. As indicated in 

the following quote by participant 2 from the Barkly region, they are unhappy that children 

leave the community when they have been sexually abused for medical examination (at 

SARC) raising the question about the necessity of the specialist forensic medical 

assessment and what circumstances would require one.   

 

They shouldn't stop us from seeing our loved ones, you know. We got to be 
there to support them in every way we can, you know. Yeah. That's the problem 
sometimes. They stop us from being there as a support for our family. That's 
what happened with police, and with clinic. Yeah. We need a little special place 
to sit down and talk, you know. (P2) 

 

Although the most sustainable solutions will be Aboriginal community driven, it should be 

the obligation of authorities who hold information on the threats or concerns that may be 

present within any community to be proactive in the timing for supporting community 

strategies for keeping children safe from sexual abuse and exploitation. Such actions will 

ensure the topic of child sexual abuse remains at the forefront of community decision 
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making and planning while upholding the rights of those believed to present a threat to 

children within communities. 

 

6.9 Chapter summary 
Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory to support the implementation of safeguarding 

actions at the micro and macro levels that support children to be held safely within 

communities. The effectiveness of safeguarding actions depends on awareness of child 

sexual abuse and the ability to navigate the complexity of intergenerational trauma in 

various measures associated with colonisation and oppression. When danger to children is 

identified within the community, the child and other individuals can be supported to speak 

out and act when it is safe to do so. However, such barriers may result in a child remaining 

in danger or that safeguarding strategies adopted remain covert to avoid detection. The 

findings emphasise the need to identify and explicitly address the structural and 

interpersonal constraints that reduce the natural networks of a child from affording 

protection. 

 

The findings suggest that the individual decisions and actions that support children to be 

safe can be enhanced by supporting community-level initiatives and programs not usually 

considered concerning child sexual abuse prevention. Strategies for improving the capacity 

of communities to be at the frontline of safeguarding children must include specific 

programs, for example through protective education for children and communities in 

conjunction with support for communities to address child sexual abuse within Aboriginal 

customary law. These conflict resolution strategies support community harmony to support 

cultural perpetuity.  

 

As a development to mainstream systems and practitioners' existing policy and practice 

approaches, the findings suggest opportunities for supporting the protective effort of 

Aboriginal peoples attempting to navigate the complex obligations, relationships and 

sometimes danger for taking protective action, whether this is overt or covert. Appreciating 

the complexity of Aboriginal culture and the complicated legacy of colonialism, the efforts 

by Aboriginal people to safeguard children from sexual abuse must consider the possibility 
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of there being a threat more significant than the sexual abuse experienced by a child. Allies 

of Aboriginal people who may work in roles such as law enforcement or child protection 

must reflect on the constraints they may represent to the safety of Aboriginal children by 

their families. 

The rigour of the study is reflected through the process undertaken of data analysis that 

involves identifying the subcategories within the data of reclaiming power, navigating 

complexity and networking for safety that result from reaching a point of saturation in the 

development of the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding that embodies collectivism, 

action along the continuum of child protection intervention, and represents a culturally 

informed paradigm for the way that child sexual abuse is understood and addressed from 

within and outside remote Aboriginal communities.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion 
 

7.1 Chapter overview 
According to Charmaz (2006, p 181) grounded theory is a “conceptual analysis of patterned 

relationships…that suggest paths to learn about variations in a process or category and 

alternative interpretations”.   To evaluate grounded theory, Charmaz (2006, p 187-188) 

considers the measures to be found through examining the theory’s credibility, originality, 

resonance and usefulness. To this end, the theory that is generated through the study is held 

against the above categories through considering the importance, relevance, and 

implications for informing practice, community action and transformational change 

required to combat child sexual abuse within remote Aboriginal communities.  

 

It shifts the emphasis from a predominantly child protection system framed response to one 

that is culturally informed and locally driven, drawing upon Aboriginal ways of knowing, 

being and doing. The data analysis has led to identifying Both Ways Child Safeguarding as 

a theory to inform multilevel change. This discussion contributes to the current policy 

frameworks that seek to establish Aboriginal community-led approaches to keep children 

safe. My research findings reposition Aboriginal peoples of the Northern Territory (NT) as 

central to the national discussion on the broader transformational reform required to 

achieve safety for children within their families and communities for generations to come. 

The findings are drawn from the amplification of quiet conversations, reflection, and deep 

inner listening (Ungunmerr-Baumann, 2002) ten years on from the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response (NTER).  

 

The discussion follows the Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2017) approach to 

research that involves an iterative process of frequently moving between data, findings, and 

analysis as new concepts identified.   In this case, the core theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding emphasises the critical need for intercultural collaboration to share 

knowledge about child sexual abuse and the range of approaches identified by Aboriginal 

peoples from remote Australia. The findings support an alternative culturally informed 

paradigm that situates child sexual abuse within Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    234  

doing (Young, 2014; Yunkaporta, 2019) that creates the point of difference for shaping new 

directions for child protection.   The findings align with the aspirations of the Uluru 

Statement from the Heart (2017) that clearly outlines the transformational changes required 

at the national level for achieving Aboriginal self-determination.   The findings demonstrate 

how Aboriginal communities can inform change within the NT and the support necessary 

to safeguard children from sexual abuse.  

 

The identified theory informs further action and strategies that are premised on the 

respectful collaboration between Aboriginal and mainstream actors and the compelling 

argument that this can only be achieved through such a collaboration (even where this 

requires mainstream actors to create space to reduce the constraints caused by mainstream 

systems).  It is a theory that describes and further informs a process – an integrated and 

relational partnership that harnesses individual efforts and actions and the networking of 

such actors to strengthen the safety net for children.   

 

7.2 Critical importance of the findings 
Child sexual abuse is a problem worldwide (Barth et al., 2013) that disproportionately 

impacts Aboriginal children (Burbank et al., 2015; Gordon et al., 2002; Fernandez, 2014; 

Wild & Anderson, 2007). Gray (2022) contends that the child protection system is designed 

for White society, resulting in the over-representation of Aboriginal children that leaves 

them at higher risk of removal and being brought into care.   Equally, concerns have been 

expressed about that there may be no action is child sexual abuse is disclosed, leaving 

children, and sometimes their families left vulnerable to further harm (P15, P9). Examples 

of sexual abuse scenarios in the NT include the sexual abuse of very young children, 

involvement of girls and boys in transactional sexual abuse, ongoing experience of violence 

experienced by Aboriginal adolescent girls in the NT in research I was involved with 

(Moore et al., 2022), and the tragic deaths of girls in remote communities who have 

experienced sexual abuse, including those heard by the coroner (NT Attorney General, 

2020).    
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The effects of child sexual abuse are long-lasting (Royal Commission on Institutional 

Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 2017) for the child, family and community and represent 

the continuation of violence perpetrated on Aboriginal women, men and children since 

colonisation (King, 2011). Yet, with many commentators realising the deficits of existing 

systems to child abuse, there has been little focus on child sexual abuse or the potential 

benefits of shaping solutions through Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing 

(Yunkaporta, 2019). By amplifying the voices of Aboriginal peoples through the vehicle of 

Constructivist Grounded Theory research, the actions, strengths, and community capacity 

attest to the transformational power of research to support goals of social justice 

(Bainbridge et al., 2013; Charmaz, 2015). The safety of Aboriginal children in their 

families and communities despite the intergenerational impacts of colonial oppression 

(Freire, 1970) lays at the heart of cultural perpetuity (Blackstock, 2009). The research 

findings align with Aboriginal aspirations at the national level to achieve greater self-

determination in decision-making for children and families (SNAICC, 2021), including 

addressing the seemingly intractable, wicked problem (Young, 2004) of child sexual abuse.  

 

The narrative unfolding through this chapter suggests the benefits of consideration of child 

sexual abuse as distinct from the broader categories of child maltreatment while 

recognising the clear points of intersection across each category.  There is an opportunity to 

focus on the various definitions of sexual abuse and the meaning they hold for Aboriginal 

peoples in remote communities.  It is an essential step in the tertiary intervention 

(investigation) response when a child has been harmed and to ensure broader community-

level programs (secondary and tertiary) are designed to address the problem as it presents.  

For example, an approach to concerns about the vulnerability to children out at night, at 

risk of sexual exploitation, would differ from a protective behaviours program solution.  

The first scenario represents behaviours relating to the child's agency to be seeking the 

sexual connection, and messages for them to recognise the inherent risks would not be 

addressed through programs that rely on recognising and reporting sexual abuse.  

 

In response to the above, child sexual abuse is conceptually reintegrated into the fabric of 

childrearing and community life, ensuring capitalisation of the existing strengths within 

families and communities to provide holistic care for children, including safeguarding from 
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threats of child sexual abuse.   Participants identified the mother as the main child carer but 

supported by other family members, including aunties, uncles, cousins, and older siblings 

(Ellis & Petersen, 1992, in SNAICC, 2011, p. 102). To this end, mothers (and others who 

have caring responsibility) may be the primary focus of support and protection as a strategy 

to reduce the vulnerability of their children to sexual abuse.  Others within a child’s kinship 

system also hold responsibilities for different aspects of children's development.   The 

kinship system within Aboriginal culture creates opportunities less available to children 

from Western individualistic cultures.   The networked actions reflected in the findings 

present an intricate safety net of support to children within the community and when 

visiting other communities providing examples of the shared commitment to children 

within and between remote communities.  

 

Participants of the study discuss the many challenges faced by families and communities to 

ensure the safety of children, however, while seeing the benefit of increasing awareness of 

their culture and Western laws and systems. Some examples include the renewal of cultural 

practices while drawing upon the knowledge available to support them in their efforts. The 

alternative culturally informed approach is achieved through the privileging of Aboriginal 

voices through research and eliciting from the combined responses the identified analytical 

sub-categories and core theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding. The theory establishes a 

compelling and original approach to showcasing Aboriginal cultural capacity for addressing 

complex social problems within communities, including child sexual abuse. It creates a 

starting point to reposition Aboriginal people for their ability to address these matters in 

remote communities, with help as required. 

 

7.2.1 Effect on community action 

The findings detail the many examples of safeguarding efforts, actions, and the barriers to 

safeguarding and the community level conditions that support the safety of children. 

It is the strength of Aboriginal culture that can support collective community action for 

safeguarding children, consistent with community development approaches considered by 

Higgins (2010), Young (2004; 2006; 2011), and Ife (2019). The findings emphasise 

Aboriginal communities as being central to establishing holistic approaches to child 

wellbeing that embeds children’s safety with culturally supported child rearing practices, 
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Aboriginal law, custom and governance processes across the community. The research 

findings culminate to identify of Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory recognizing a 

culturally informed, community led paradigm for children’s rights to grow safe in culture.  

The theory holds the child at the centre, ensuring a focus is maintained on their rights to 

grow safe in culture (UNCRoC, 1989; Young et al., 2014a). Communities could further 

benefit from establishing shared commitment to the safety of children within the 

community.  The lack of awareness by many within communities about the indicators of 

sexual abuse or associated grooming behaviours can prohibit the mobilisation of 

safeguarding actions within the community.  The findings of the research provide examples 

of options available, and how these actions complement the mandatory reporting of child 

abuse in the NT (CAPOC, 2007). This includes moving someone on from the community, 

cautioning others and invoking customary law, and decision-making processes. The 

approach opens up conversations about any perceived cultural or knowledge barriers to 

ensuring safety for children. The theory is relevant because it advocates for more cultural 

responsiveness; more comprehensive and sustainable avenues to safeguard children from 

sexual abuse.  

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding reveals the many challenges to proactively addressing child 

sexual abuse, including cultural barriers to speaking out.  The approach is relevant as it 

encourages us to use a wide-angle lens to consider the broader cultural and community 

factors that give rise to the concerning behaviours. It is a culturally competent and 

culturally safe lens (Fejo-King, 2013), because it is responsive to the needs and 

expectations of Aboriginal communities. It is more than cross-culturalism to encourage 

exposure, it is transformative. By considering the broader factors across family, community 

and cultural levels, aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecosystems theory, prevention 

strategies can be identified. Current theories about child sexual abuse (Darling & Hackett, 

2020; Smallbone, Marshall, & Wortley, 2014) have begun to see opportunities for 

situational crime prevention to be established, opening new possibilities for sexual abuse 

prevention that were previously less recognised.    

 

I have discussed the importance of deep listening, embracing vulnerability, and personal 

risk-taking (Moore, 2021) in research and practice and identified that this includes creating 
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opportunities to discuss the strengths and challenges faced within communities to address 

child sexual abuse. As noted by some participants (P2, P19, & P20), Aboriginal peoples 

have come to sit back and wait for White people to solve their problems when they have the 

knowledge and responsibility to do this for themselves. Participants reflect on the impacts 

on the safe care of children in communities due to the gradual decline in the practice of 

Aboriginal customary law, kinship obligations and responsibilities to one another. 

However, they describe the many actions taken to mitigate the risk to children, including 

re-engagement of children with programs that build their cultural knowledge and identity, 

thereby supporting them to grow strong in culture and community. The theory re-

establishes Aboriginal communities as playing a vital role in speaking up for children and 

responding to behaviours that leave children at greater risk of sexual abuse and 

exploitation. The importance of the research and theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding 

is that these safe conversations have reflected the voices of NT Aboriginal peoples in the 

discussion about safety for children and reflect hopefulness and optimism for the shared 

development of solutions. 

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory to support the integration of knowledge across 

Aboriginal and mainstream society. It is possible that through focussed effort to engage at 

every point respectfully and safely, along the child protection continuum, those remote 

communities remain central to shaping culturally informed solutions.  This grassroots 

approach to children’s rights (Ife & Tascón 2019) provides the unique opportunity for 

localised, tailored actions within a paradigm that sees the movement of power and control 

where communities are ready and positioned to safeguard children from sexual abuse in all 

its forms. 

 

7.2.2 Important transformational change 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory has been identified through the reopening of 

discussion in the NT about the sensitive subject of child sexual abuse through a lens of 

action and the possibility of achieving broader transformative changes to enhance existing 

community approaches. The previous conversation about child sexual abuse involving 

Aboriginal peoples of the NT was in 2006 during a consultation into child sexual abuse in 

Aboriginal communities (Wild & Anderson, 2007).  Their report, tabled with the NT 
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Government, was the catalyst for the Australian Government’s rapid declaration of the 

NTER, a broad-ranging federal intervention that politicised crime (Anthony, 2009), 

conflated care with control as I identified in an article published that situates me at the 

outset of the PhD study (Moore, 2016) and demonised Aboriginal peoples of the NT, 

especially Aboriginal men. This has compounded the impacts of colonialism, as reflected 

through the research findings and in the work of Adams, Fleay, Jesse, and Mataira (2019) 

as leading to the atrophy of male identity. Expressing their sense of sadness and betrayal, 

several research participants considered (P14, P17, P18) that the NTER had a detrimental 

impact on the safety of children in remote communities. Conversations stopped about this 

issue or became whispers (P14) due to the consequences for communities for having 

spoken out in 2006.   

 

For other participants, there was no reference to the NTER, suggesting it to be another 

policy experiment, like the many before it, to target Aboriginal peoples that is now 

overshadowed by the many competing priorities for Aboriginal peoples and the many 

subsequent inquiries held in the NT relating to children and families including the Royal 

Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children in the Northern Territory (2017). 

The research and the findings are essential to re-establish the voice of Aboriginal peoples of 

the NT about the critical topic of child sexual abuse, positioning their expertise to 

foreshadow individual, family, community, and systemic change. For this to occur, the 

solutions should be community-driven, rather than waiting for others to develop approaches 

or simply take the ideas and leave them on the shelf. The research positions communities 

for a pathway forward, to be emboldened to drive what they consider necessary to achieve 

the outcome of keeping kids safe.  

 

When considering the transformational change that can occur at community level, there are 

no barriers to actively pursuing strategies appropriate for each community as the findings 

can support existing community conversations and decision making. The actions and 

approaches taken within communities can establish, maintain, or galvanise the ability of 

communities to safeguard children from abuse. From the outside, we can provide 

information about child sexual abuse to ensure continuous shared learning across 
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Aboriginal and White (and other) cultures.  Together, the partnership can anticipate and be 

responsive to challenges identified by participants that create barriers to safeguarding.  

 

While transformational change can begin at the community level, these approaches can 

further inform Aboriginal-controlled organisations' broader political agenda, for example, 

SNAICC and NACCOs, to establish a mechanism for more comprehensive child welfare 

reform.  There are mutual benefits that link local initiatives with the national political 

agenda.  Reform of child protection systems is also discussed in literature internationally, 

including by Hyslop (2017), who examines the racialised discourse in New Zealand 

relating to the protection of Māori children that has resulted in more children being brought 

into care. He considers the past thirty years of child protection systems, as I have done 

through my experience within and alongside child protection systems in Australia since the 

mid-1980s, an experience that provides a lens to the research interviews and analysis of the 

findings.  He is critical of the role of neoliberalism, scientific rationality, and 

managerialism that underscores contemporary child protection systems.  In conjunction 

with the criticism of the adequacy of child protection systems to address concerns about the 

abuse of children, Aboriginal peoples are mobilised to influence and lead the 

transformational changes required, re-establishing Aboriginal self-determining approaches 

to keeping children safe.  

 

Beyond the transformational changes organisations, structures and systems, the research 

findings represent the deep aspirations of Aboriginal peoples in asserting their place in 

Australian society as carefully presented as the Makarrata, or Uluru Statement from the 

Heart (2017).  The powerful message of the statement leaves no doubt as to the priority of 

children to Aboriginal peoples. The call to Australian people to ‘walk with us’, is consistent 

with the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding a identified through the research.  

 

“We are not innately criminal people. Our children are alienated from their 
families at unprecedented rates. This cannot be because we have no love from 
them.  And our youth languish in detention in obscene numbers. They should be 
the hope for our future.” (Uluru Statement from the Heart, 2017, p.1) 
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Although calls for constitutional change were not accepted by the Australian Government 

at that time, the power of the process involved the coming together of Aboriginal peoples 

from across the nation.  In addition, while transformation at this level has not yet been 

realised, the local community activism in addressing issues such as child sexual abuse and 

family and domestic violence has begun to shape narrative activism and possibilities. At 

times, this will involve courageous women who call for a safer community for women and 

children, such as those from the Tangentyere program, who often take significant personal 

risk that can result in violent repercussions by their partners.  However, evidence by 

research participants signals that they are already acting to ensure their children's safety, 

with the need for this to be recognised by others who hold the current power to make 

decisions for their children.   

 

The joining up of many local community actions and approaches will support in the long 

run the aspirations expressed by peak bodies and Aboriginal leaders to achieve the desired 

transformational change that moves the balance of power towards Aboriginal peoples to 

make decisions for children and families, as supported by the mainstream authorities as 

required.  

 

7.3 Reflections on the importance of the findings for child protection 

practice  
The findings culminate to identify Both Ways Child Safeguarding as a theory recognising a 

culturally informed, community-led paradigm for children’s rights to grow safely in 

culture. The results evolve from a quiet space of intercultural conversations at the 

knowledge interface (Lindeman & Togni, 2022). Through sitting quietly together and 

through ongoing immersion in the audio and written interview transcripts, the research 

process has involved deep listening (dadirri), as discussed by Ungunmerr-Baumann, (2002) 

and extended the practice of deep listening that occurs within the moment of research 

interview but also includes the handling and consideration of the recorded and transcribed 

interviews, sitting with increasing humility at the power of the ideas shared. The experience 

of these conversations resonates with Mlcek’s (2020) pedagogy of discomfort where 

intercultural collaboration takes cultural (Zubrzycki & Bennett, 2006) and moral courage 
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(Blackstock, 2011) for us to lean into a vulnerable space (Watego, 2022). Theory identified 

through the process of deep listening, uncovers how existing ways of knowing, being and 

doing by Aboriginal peoples can inform solutions for future generations, not only to 

address how child sexual abuse currently presents.    

 

As part of the transformational thinking, I have included here some reflections on the above 

topics.   

 

7.3.1 Reflection: Cultural and self-awareness 

The findings speak to the importance of establishing culturally safe and respectful 

relationships to enable accurate assessment of the risk and safety for children.  Recognition 

of power is a requirement of the researcher within Constructivist Grounded Theory research 

(Charmaz, 2017). Reflection on power is also critically important to child protection 

practice.  In the NT, child protection practitioners (CPP) engage with Aboriginal children 

and families daily and they must continue to reflect on the personal and positional power 

they hold. It is this authority that must be used appropriately to ensure unconscious bias or 

racism, does not impact investigation assessments.   It is critically important for CPP to 

continuously examine their cultural competency, and this is supported in the NT through 

mechanisms within supervision. The level of insight by practitioners into their own cultural 

values and associated privilege.  For example, a practitioner may be White, or from another 

cultural background but hold greater power through education and employment).  Less 

recognised in the literature relating to Whiteness theory (Young, 2004, Fejo-King, 2013, 

Sharman & Katrak Harris, 2021) is that practitioners may also be Aboriginal, with 

connection to the community, or from outside.   The findings speak little to the role of child 

protection practitioners within community, other than concerns about the ongoing practices 

of child removal.  

 

7.3.2 Reflection: Time – between Western and Aboriginal ways of thinking 

Timeliness standards for investigations within chid protection systems  

Child Protection Practitioners, (CPP), with Aboriginal Community Workers (ACW) 

undertake the investigation and assessment of child sexual abuse reports.  Police may also 

be involved in the criminal investigation if concerns suggest the criminality of the 
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behaviours towards the child.  The Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC) are also 

involved at the start to undertake forensic medical examinations and to offer crisis 

counselling support and if logistically possible, longer-term counselling.  Where children 

return to remote communities with their carer, it is unlikely that this will be an option.   

 

It is revealed through the findings, however, that more time is required to comprehensively 

assess risk and danger for the child in their community. The Signs of Safety practice 

framework requires the workers to bring together the child’s networks to create and 

implement a safety plan. Without a deeper understanding of community history, politics 

and dynamics, key information may be missed from the assessment. Those involved with 

the meetings may not be able to discuss sexual abuse concerns openly as reflected by 

research participant P15. The ACWs have a much greater understanding and connection to 

the community context for children and the factors that support safety, or that may pose a 

further threat.   

 

7.3.3 Reflection: Clarification of perceptions of child sexual abuse  

There is a range of sexualised behaviours involving children reported to Territory Families, 

Housing and Communities (TFHC), many of which do not meet the threshold for 

investigation.   The goals for child protection practitioners would not be to widen the net, as 

an investigation may have no bearing on the safety of a child where the family are 

protective. There are no clear pathways for children, families, and communities to be 

supported to manage their concerns as the professionals hold the specialist knowledge and 

expertise. This example resonates for Aboriginal people in remote communities, as 

identified by the research participants and in the NSW Ombudsman (2012) report relating 

to child sexual assault in remote communities.  A system based on the foundations are 

Western knowledge and values (Gray, 2022) is of limited relevance to the concerns that 

may be held in communities, for example, the behaviour of young people who take risks, 

seek, or respond to threats of sexual exploitation within relationships or from those who 

prey upon their vulnerability.  

 

Western ideology values the individual, rather than the collective. We conceptualise 

problems and their solutions through this limited lens. What has been demonstrated by my 
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research findings is the opportunity for defining issues more broadly and in context not 

only of the child and offender, by of the family and community.  The opportunity to blend 

these worldviews in child protection practice is limited due to the legislation, policies and 

processes that is based on assumption of individual rights and responsibilities.  In section 

8.7 some suggestions are considered whereby models of engagement are more 

appropriately achieved through community development practice to support children’s 

rights.  

 

The most significant reminder through my research is that child sexual abuse is preventable 

and that all efforts should be focussed on realising this outcome and the current child 

protection and criminal justice systems reflect only one small part of the response to 

achieve safety for children in remote communities. It is more likely that the range of 

services, programs and providers can work together in support of child sexual abuse 

prevention. Therefore, practice models (Young, et al., 2014) for addressing child sexual 

abuse in remote Aboriginal communities should start with strengthening and building 

community capacity as the cornerstone to safeguarding children from sexual abuse, making 

explicit the linkages between these programs and activities explicit. The theory of Both 

Ways Child Safeguarding underpins the actions of engagement with those outside 

community who may be able to offer their information or expertise in supporting the 

community to incorporate a child focus. 

 

Community development practice is a practice model suggested by Ife & Tascón (2019) 

can address human rights from below. Child sexual abuse is not commonly considered 

within a community development framework, however, the theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding reveals the criticality of Aboriginal Community led approaches to child 

rearing and child safeguarding. The research reveals the necessary conditions within remote 

communities (Higgins, 2010) that are conducive to a child growing free from experiencing 

violence. It is invariably the breakdown of culture through the impacts of British 

colonisation that have led to those occasions where children do not receive supervision, 

support, and oversight due to parents or guardians, leaving them vulnerable to sexual abuse. 

Where many in communities are impacted by substance abuse, mental health and subject to 

domestic and family violence, the strength of the collective culture of Aboriginal peoples in 
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sharing child rearing responsibilities has been eroded. Children without a protective 

guardian are at higher risk from sexual predators who may be in the community.  

 

7.4 Relevance of the findings 
The findings resonate with the ways that remote communities and townships in the NT 

support and nurture the connections between Aboriginal people and their ancestral lands.   

Even where participants had been removed from their families, they had re-established their 

connection to country and kin. The findings reflect the readiness for some within 

communities to move toward greater self-determination.  

 

7.4.1 Community action through self-determination 

Self-determination is fundamental to supporting the care and protection of Aboriginal 

children in remote communities, and specifically safeguarding them from sexual abuse.  

Self-determination involves decision-making by, and on behalf of Aboriginal peoples to 

decide the best way of doing things for their communities.  To move closer toward the 

aspiration of Aboriginal self-determination (SNAICC, 2021), Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding emphasises the criticality of bringing together Aboriginal and Western 

knowledge at the cultural interface (Lindeman & Togni, 2022), to ensure the safety of 

children in remote Aboriginal communities for generations to come. My research aims to 

position Aboriginal people as central to our understanding of sexual abuse and child 

safeguarding.   It reveals a critical point of difference by privileging Aboriginal 

perspectives, thereby developing an alternative theory to inform new policy and practice to 

promote Aboriginal self-determination concerning children and families.   

 

The theory is relevant as it joins both worlds that raise questions about the adequacy of 

current child protection systems to address child sexual abuse. It supports new thinking by 

those of us outside remote communities to rethink the appropriateness of funding models 

and service design to ensure the promotion of the safety of children by all within remote 

communities.  By aligning child sexual abuse as a whole community responsibility, it can 

be integrated into existing cultural and family life. This can be supported by the 

enhancement of service systems for protecting children (Higgins, 2008).  The findings align 
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closely with the current policy positions within the national framework for protecting 

Australia’s children (Australian Government, 2019), closing the gap (Australian 

Government, 2020) and Stronger, Places, Stronger people policy frameworks (Australian 

Government, 2021a) and all efforts to enhance the strength and resilience of remote 

Aboriginal communities has been identified by the research findings positively impact the 

safeguarding of children from sexual abuse.  With increased knowledge to better identify 

threats of sexual abuse within the community, existing childrearing and cultural practices 

can enhance the safety of children. Some examples of best practice in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander led early intervention as identified by SNAICC and including Watego 

(2022). 

 

Through Aboriginal decision making for children and families, the practice of self-

determination has a ‘knock-on effect’ for Aboriginal peoples and Western views to become 

transformed into a both ways relational engagement. 

 

7.4.2 Transforming ways of thinking, being and doing 

The usefulness of the theory, alongside the limitations, is to promote transformational 

change.  Such change involves a new paradigm for considering child sexual abuse and 

prevention as supported through giving more significant consideration to the opportunities 

for safeguarding children through the actions and activism of family and community 

networks.  Being open to understanding the complexity of culture, the relationships, and 

politics within remote communities can better positions us to appreciate the possibilities for 

keeping children safe through culturally informed and located approaches.  Through the 

transformational impact of the study on me, the researcher, that has led to a much deeper 

appreciation of complexity and possibility where communities are recognised to offer a rich 

tapestry of possibility for approaching the topic of safeguarding their children from sexual 

abuse.  

 

The research participants do not suggest an overhaul of child protection systems. They 

interestingly speak little of these systems, having little-to-no awareness of how they work 

other than for their children and families when removed and taken into care. However, the 

research findings locate culturally informed approaches to safeguarding children that would 
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be more effective if embedded within an alternative cultural paradigm. Through this lens, 

we can avoid the hollow recommendations of further reviews into child protection systems 

and instead consider opportunities for carefully dismantling systems in favour of 

community-driven paradigms for the care and protection of all Aboriginal children. This 

aligns with the discussion by Gray (2022), whereby the presumption has been made against 

Aboriginal ways of childrearing. He notes the limited benefits of reform or the 

implementation of practice frameworks that result in the same narrow or adverse outcomes 

for Aboriginal peoples.  

 

While many strategies are identified to safeguard children from sexual abuse in remote 

Aboriginal communities, greater benefits can be realised by understanding the power of the 

approach of Aboriginal peoples to addressing the challenges that confront them – the ways 

of thinking, being and doing (Young et al. 2014b).  The approach suggests the way we are 

in relationship to all around us, rather than a more compartmentalised approach to 

identifying problems in isolation of everything else.  The transformative power is thereby 

realised through the findings whereby community members consider their responses to the 

many challenges they face.    

 

The shift required in understanding the problem of child sexual abuse comes from realising 

the untapped opportunities within remote Aboriginal communities for driving change.  The 

protective effort realised in the findings involved cautious disruption, risk-taking, being 

courageous, navigating the hierarchy of consequences for speaking out, social activism, 

striving for the safety of children in strategies that address domestic and family violence 

and through anticipating the possibility of protective silence, or covert safeguarding to avert 

the risks for speaking out.   

 

The findings compel us to realise the capacity within Aboriginal communities to address 

complex and sensitive social issues such as child sexual abuse (Carmody, et.al.2009; 

Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Hendrick & Young, 2013).  For this to occur a transformational 

shift is required to ensure we, as individuals and child protection systems, sit with 

discomfort, forge space and listen deeply – to our inner selves and to Aboriginal peoples 

who are experts of their own lives and experiences (Young 2004), and perhaps most 
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importantly for individuals, systems and society more broadly recognise the political 

agendas of oppression, such as the NTER (Anthony, 2009) that continue to apportion blame 

to Aboriginal peoples for the sexual abuse of children.  This has resulted in driving 

underground those who can lead or contribute to transformational change within their 

communities.  

 

By considering child sexual abuse through a lens of Aboriginal cultural, and community 

capacity, there is an increased opportunity to identify solutions that are integrated into 

existing approaches to support the safe care and development of children and watching 

closely evidence of threats of sexual abuse and exploitation that could impact their long-

term wellbeing.  

 

7.4.3 Relevance to child protection practice  

Child protection practitioners, hold statutory powers to assess reports of child abuse. In the 

NT, these powers are determined by legislation (CAPOCA, 2007) and the actions informed 

by policy and practice guidelines.  Within Territory Families, Housing and Communities 

(TFHC), practice is aligned with the Aboriginal Cultural Security Framework supports the 

cultural safety.  Practice framework of Safe and Together (Mandel, 2020) and Signs of 

Safety (Turnell, 1999) provide tools for practice within a strengths-based paradigm. By its 

nature and presentation, and the difficulty for children to disclose Alaggia et al. 2017)                     

the sexual abuse of children may not meet thresholds for investigation intervention. The 

research findings provide alternative avenues for child protection practitioners to approach 

child sexual abuse once the child's forensic interview has exhausted any avenues to 

progress, and this resonates with my experience as a child protection practitioner in the 

West Pilbara.  The findings suggest new avenues of assessment of safety and danger, within 

not only the family but the community, considering levels of community cohesion, 

governance or levels of dysfunction.   

 

Understanding the situational contexts of child sexual abuse opens avenues for innovative 

approaches to safety, not only relying on immediate household members.  Where levels of 

community violence or dysfunction can be a place to start to safeguard children better, the 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    249  

existence of such factors does not mean suggest children should be removed from 

communities impacted by unrest.     

 

Additionally with greater appreciation of the depth and complexity of Aboriginal culture 

and community dynamics, child protection workers are encouraged to interpret better the 

level of protective action or efforts that are possible, realising the many reasons for not 

speaking out or taking protective action.  It will be essential to understand protective 

silence and awareness of more covert efforts. The Signs of Safety practice framework 

allows for the network to be brought into the room to consider solutions, however, some 

may not feel safe to contribute and openly discuss child sexual abuse. It is important for 

practitioners to realise the impacts of past policy to silence many Aboriginal people in the 

NT from being able to discuss sexual abuse openly.   

 

7.5 Implications of the findings  
Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory has implications for establishing a new culturally 

informed child protection paradigm to address child sexual abuse. Consideration has been 

given to the child protection paradigm over recent decades by Testro and Peltola (2007) in 

their evaluation of community involved models in North Queensland. The public health 

model (Arney et al., 2009; Higgins et al., 2019) includes levels of intervention into child 

abuse, ranging from primary intervention (comprehensive community-wide programs and 

emphasis on behaviour change strategies to prevent child abuse) through the tertiary 

intervention (investigations). Arney et al. (2009) proposes that child protection can be more 

effectively addressed through greater prevention investment than statutory intervention.  

 

Definitions of child sexual abuse vary widely and are framed through various knowledge 

disciplines (Smallbone et al., 2014). However, research participants define a range of 

concerning sexually exploitative behaviours that may not meet a threshold for sexual abuse 

within the definitions of legislation in the NT. For example, this may be the general 

behaviours of young people who are out at night and vulnerable to sexual exploitation. 

Within my professional practice, I have also worked with children, their families, and adult 

survivors of child sexual abuse to understand the many differences in the presentation of 
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child sexual abuse and of the unique impacts on all involved. This includes the trauma 

experienced by children whether the abuse has involved physical contact, through to the 

violent physical assaults upon children, threatening and sometimes ending their life. 

Trauma impacts children (Atkinson, 2002), their families, and communities. Within 

Aboriginal families, the trauma of child sexual abuse holds intergenerational suffering, and 

compounds the community level experiences of trauma associated with oppression that is 

related to the effects of colonisation and ongoing policies and practice.  

 

7.5.1 Collective community action 

The theory addresses the limitations of mainstream child protection and criminal justice 

responses to child sexual abuse, recognised through my professional experience when very 

few such cases proceed to criminal prosecution. These approaches that are premised on 

Western culture informed systems do not adequately provide for families and communities 

to be engaged in discussing the problem, presenting at the points of investigation where the 

role that families and communities may play, or are already playing, in addressing the 

problem. There is not one point of convergence for all involved to plan, with the support 

systems surrounding children risk being fragmented, resulting in poor long-term outcomes 

for children. Priority is given to the evidentiary requirements of the investigation that 

require children and their parents or networks not to speak further about what has occurred. 

Through opening up the possibilities for addressing child sexual abuse within communities 

through a collective community response (Lohoar, Butera, & Kennedy, 2014), it will be 

easier to identify the ways that the risks of harm can be assessed, and interventions 

considered, ranging from the direct investigation, safety planning, or removal of children 

from unsafe settings 

 

7.5.2 Transformational resilience  

Both Ways Child Safeguarding theory has been identified through the powerful vehicle of 

intercultural conversations between Aboriginal participants and me as a white researcher.  

They are conversations that have harnessed both the vulnerability and tenacity of 

participants who are also seeking further knowledge to inform how they can address child 

sexual abuse. My research establishes essential pathways for future action while bypassing 

moral panic (Anthony, 2009) that is commonly associated with child sexual abuse. Through 
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such heightened community level response, it seems somehow inevitable that child sexual 

abuse remains a ‘wicked problem’ (Devaney & Spratt, 2009; Young, 2004). My research 

uncovers the power and resilience of Aboriginal peoples within remote communities of the 

NT. Many have survived displacement from country, from ‘slavery’ (P19), from wage loss 

through station and homestead work, and from disconnection from family and culture 

(Cuneen & Libesman, 2002). All have weathered the impacts of the more recent law, policy 

and practice associated with the NTER where Aboriginal peoples were assumed to be the 

problem, or in some way condoning the sexual abuse of children in their communities. As 

explained by Yunkaporta (2019), it is not simply the cultural knowledge held by Aboriginal 

peoples, but it is their way of knowing, being and doing that has equipped them to adapt 

and resist the temporal impacts (Donaldson, 1996) of British invasion that have not 

succeeded to extinguish Aboriginal culture. The story of resilience and survival is peppered 

throughout the research findings, recognised as forthright and bold conversations, to 

exercise the juxtaposition of quietness and determined tones within conversations.  

 

In the face of lateral violence that is the consequence of a history of cultural oppression 

(Hunt, 2020), research participants acknowledge the risks at times to take protective action 

but are determined to collaborate with those who understand child sexual abuse to support 

their efforts of safeguarding. Because of the enduring strength of Aboriginal peoples, as 

supported by their cultural practices and kinship network, remote communities are well 

positioned to be transformed into safer places for children to grow. It is both possible due to 

their remoteness, connection to country and culture, as well as challenging due to the 

impacts of intergenerational trauma (Atkinson, 2002). The findings reflect an openness to 

addressing the challenges and a willingness to draw support that is available at the right 

time for the community. 

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding focuses on respectful interactions that honour reconciliation 

between Aboriginal peoples and White Australia, one conversation at a time. The theory 

reveals Aboriginal cultural values of obligation and reciprocity within a collective society, 

opening multi-dimensional approaches to the problem. For example, mainstream child 

protection systems focus on the incidence of child sexual abuse, the impact on the victim 

and the consequences for the offender if they are identified, charged and prosecuted. The 
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research findings emphasise the ways that all involved are connected to each other, as well 

as the result for all these relationships when laws are broken. The solution within remote 

communities invariably involves a range of families who have been impacted and 

consequences are swift and decisive, thereby allowing all to move on. The power of 

cultural difference is thereby a key to unlocking culturally informed approaches to complex 

and sensitive problems. The theory is important as a building block for repositioning 

Aboriginal culture and peoples as central to the approaches required for keeping children 

safe.  

 

Extended from the findings and identified theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a 

platform for reimagining the paradigm for tackling child sexual abuse. The paradigm is one 

that requires initial recognition of the harm that is caused to through the sexual abuse of 

children, then incorporates culturally informed approaches to childrearing, problem solving 

and conflict resolution in response to the types of threats that may present in communities. 

The paradigm reflects the focus on the collective or whole community when shaping 

culturally appropriate responses to child abuse, consistent with the ideas discussed by 

Libesman (2002). At the heart of the new paradigm of combating child sexual abuse, is the 

child, as they represent their individual goals and aspirations moving forward, including 

their role in supporting the continuity of Aboriginal culture. The paradigm emphasises a 

focused engagement in a child rights-based framework for practice. In concentric circles 

moving outward are the layers of family, community and culture and the intersection of 

mainstream child protection systems and practices that cut across each layer at each level. 

This paradigm emphasises the place of community and points of intervention to strengthen 

and support the protective capacity of individuals, families, and the whole community in 

attending to the care and wellbeing of all children. The theory and possible new paradigm 

encourage all involved to deeply engage with mainstream systems at each point of 

intersection to ensure knowledge sharing and solutions to be established appropriate to the 

presenting issue. The rights of children (Calma, 2008) can be thereby more 

comprehensively supported across many layers within the community. The new paradigm 

aligns to some extent with the approach developed by Young et al. (2014), that creates a 

model for practice from an explanatory theory that better positions child protection 

practitioners to model their practice on theory informed by Aboriginal peoples’ knowledge. 
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The key point of difference in approach, is that the child protection practitioner within the 

paradigm, underpinned by the research findings, will at some stage assume a lesser role, 

while Aboriginal families and communities in remote NT assume the reigns of decision 

making for their children, consistent with goals and building blocks of Aboriginal self-

determination discussed in the SNAICC Family Matter Report (Hunter et al., 2021).  

 

The research findings reflect limited understanding by some Aboriginal peoples within 

remote Australia about child protection and criminal justice systems as they manage the 

daily impacts and challenges associated with many legal (including youth justice), health 

and welfare systems (including Centrelink). They have called for such information to be 

made available to the whole community to share the responsibility for keeping children 

safe. However, the literature reveals extensive knowledge and critique by Aboriginal social 

work authors, researchers (Bennett et al.,2013; Bessarab & Crawford, 2013) and lawyers 

(McGlade, 2012; McGlade & Hovane, 2012) who point to the inadequacy of existing 

systems and practices to address the needs of Aboriginal children and their families (Gray, 

2022; SNAICC, 2021). Their suggested response falls within two main streams; to address 

the ways that Aboriginal children and families are better supported within current systems, 

or the radical overhaul of the child protection paradigm to more closely reflect Aboriginal 

cultural aspirations to reclaim control over decisions relating to the wellbeing and safety of 

their children. Blackstock (2009) presented such an alternative system to the Departmental 

Executive Leadership Group that I attended in 2010.   

 

The next step will be critical to harnessing transformational resilience of Aboriginal 

peoples to regain power over the decisions for their children and families within remote NT 

communities. The findings provide evidence of how Aboriginal people continue to 

demonstrate emphatically their inner strength against the horrendous legacy of colonisation, 

but what this theory and call to action provides, is for them in a both ways venture, to create 

tangible outcomes that build on that resilience and perseverance, because there is a lot at 

stake.     
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7.5.3 Implications for social work practice  

The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) has committed to addressing the 

role social workers have played as agents of the systems responsible for removing 

Aboriginal children as part of the so-called Stolen Generations and continuing.  The 

commitment has involved the development of a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) and the 

requirements of all Australian Social Work education programs to include Aboriginal 

history and Indigenist Practice through the Australian Social Work and Accreditation 

Standards (ASWEAS) (2021).  For social workers to practice in a self-aware and culturally 

secure way, they would benefit from deeper immersion into understanding Aboriginal ways 

of knowing, being and doing through a commitment to deep listening (Ungamerr-Baumann, 

2017).  A surface level cultural awareness can be a starting point for the development and 

ongoing maintenance of cultural understanding.  

 

Social workers are required to be reflective, and reflexive in their practice (Fook & 

Askeland, 2012), and the findings of the study emphasise the criticality of this practice 

when working in the field of child protection with Aboriginal peoples.   There are a range 

of lessons for social workers that would benefit from asking themselves, including the 

makeup of our worldview and the way we see others, how we define social problems and 

their solutions, whether we can step outside the service delivery lens of understanding the 

complexity of an issue, whether we are part of the problem, and whether we have the right 

and expertise to be part of the solution?  The key requirements of a social worker in this 

field of practice, is to be able to listen, observe, feel, reflect and act in collaboration with 

Aboriginal families and communities. As within Constructivist Grounded Theory research, 

our reflections on self-support in our practice, ensures that we make explicit our values, 

beliefs, assumptions and biases, as well as our subject matter expertise relating to child 

sexual abuse that can be shared for the benefit of communities.   Reflections on self 

necessarily involve deep discomfort (Mlcek, 2020), including the acknowledgement of 

power and privilege, our cultural and historical complicity as agents of oppressive policy 

and practice, our vulnerability the need for humility, reward and the courage to reclaim 

space through Indigenist ways of working. 
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Social workers should explore opportunities in their practice, or in collaboration with 

others, to support community led safeguarding strategies that could include establishing or 

supporting programs to address conflict within the community, particularly as this relates to 

child sexual abuse concerns. Social works also have the opportunity and responsibility to 

recognise and support social activism and grassroots approaches to enhancing safety of all 

children within remote communities. Other valuable areas of support to communities can 

be through the supporting governance and the design of programs that support children to 

be supported to grow strong in culture.  

 

The findings assist social workers to position themselves across a range of practice domains 

that can support children to be safeguarded from sexual abuse.  The opportunity to make a 

difference may not be in statutory child protection roles, but in roles that involve individual 

work with children, intensive support of families, working with communities to develop 

and enhance protective capacity (Young, 2014), provide specialist knowledge and expertise 

to communities as requested, support advocacy effort by Aboriginal peoples to address 

concerns about practice, procedures, policy and inform the design of funding guidelines for 

services to ensure priority is given to supporting the safety of children.  

 

7.6 Limitations of the research 
Constructivist Grounded Theory research makes original contribution to knowledge and the 

theory represents and encourages a conceptual shift of focus in how child sexual abuse and 

prevention is more commonly conceptualised. The key point of difference represented 

through the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding is that it has been identified through 

the privileging of the voices and experiences of Aboriginal people from Australia’s 

Northern Territory. The theory does not claim to be generalisable, that is, applicable to a 

wider population. However, the study does present opportunity for future research to 

similarly utilise CGT to ensure the ability of the research to meet its emancipatory goals, in 

terms of the research process, the findings, and ,and identification of culturally grounded 

approaches to complex social challenges as they impact remote Aboriginal communities.  
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The theory has been identified from the data of only 23 research participants, who have 

consented to be involved with the study. While this number is sufficient to meeting the 

aims of the study within CGT, a greater number or different participants may have resulted 

in different data, its analysis and subsequent identified theory.  For example, the missing 

voices in the study are the voices of those who have sexually abused children.  This 

perspective would no doubt provide findings more specific to the tactics and approaches 

they utilise or the circumstances they exploit to gain access to children for the purpose of 

abusing them.  While other voices missing are that of children, it is likely that adults can 

represent the perspective of children as during the interviews, they have drawn from their 

own childhood experience of safety or danger.     

 

The theory can be further tested through their application or through further research that 

tests the applicability of this theory in a different context. For example, would this theory 

resonate or achieve Aboriginal community driven approaches to child sexual abuse in a 

different state, country, or even a different cultural context within Australia?  How 

differently could this theory be applied in populations that did not have such a high 

proportion of Aboriginal peoples as the Northern Territory?  How does the theory support 

action within larger metropolitan settings?  

 

While the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding holds promise for practical and 

transformative change, the study’s limitations should be considered.  The theory extends 

the efficacy into more tangible aspirations of a culturally informed, community-driven 

approach to reducing child sexual abuse. Current policy frameworks to address the 

reduction of child sexual abuse, have also focused on the strategies supporting the 

amplification of children’s voices (Hollonds, 2022) and the future direction of 

incorporating Aboriginal controlled services to reduce the number of children that have 

been taken into care by child protection systems. The theory is considered to support an 

aspirational future for Aboriginal peoples to move one step closer to reclaim control over 

the decisions that impact children and families.  

 

While the theory holds hope for making the subject of child sexual abuse more accessible 

and discussed with greater confidence within Aboriginal communities, the barriers 
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identified through the findings emphasise the real and present dangers of speaking out. 

These dangers include violence by others, a pervasive fear of child removal from family 

and community for speaking out, and factors such as shame that encourage children and the 

networks to remain silent.    It cannot be assumed that tackling these barriers will be quick 

or easy as, for many people, their personal challenges, such as substance abuse or mental 

health concerns, have been long-standing and stem from a history of trauma. Research 

participants also spoke of their family members who had sexually abused children. 

Conceptually, the theory presents an alternative view however, of resilience and strength, 

whereby those who participated in the study had self-selected and demonstrated a depth of 

knowledge and understanding of their culture. There is much in the literature about the 

resilience of Aboriginal Peoples, including Wingard et al., (2015) and their work in 

‘honouring storylines of pride, strength and creativity’ through Aboriginal narrative 

practice. Participants drew from the knowledge of what has worked in their past, what is 

working now and what could be brought forward to work again, such as cultural knowledge 

and ways of living in remote communities.  

 

Participants in the research also had insight into the topic and wore many hats of 

responsibility across the community. They were strong women and men who were active in 

supporting and raising children. Barriers such as domestic and family violence or substance 

abuse that were identified can have lifelong implications for the capacity of parents to care 

for their children safely.   The availability of others to care for children positively and 

safely can be limited as energy and resources of grandparents and family members become 

drained.   At a point in time, the child remains vulnerable to sexual abuse and exploitation, 

being drawn to those with time to provide sustenance, attention or rewards. Families have 

also been revealed to be vulnerable to child sexual abuse. These behaviours are not 

confined to the sexual exploitation of Aboriginal children but have created a well-worn 

path to the door of many vulnerable families throughout society and in institutions.  

 

Through opening the possibilities for addressing child sexual abuse within communities 

through a collective community response (Lohoar, Butera, & Kennedy, 2014), it will be 

easier to identify the ways that the risks of harm can be assessed, and interventions 

considered, ranging from the direct investigation, safety planning, or removal of children 
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from unsafe settings. An approach may also involve direct against relation to those who 

threaten children by the wider community or authorities. It has been important to identify 

the connections between supporting caregivers to be safe and well, and the likely reduction 

in the risk of harm to children through child sexual abuse.  

 

7.7 Chapter summary 
The research findings reveal and detail the capacity of Aboriginal peoples within remote 

Australia to inform a new cultural paradigm for safeguarding children from sexual abuse. It 

brings together current knowledge on situational crime prevention that opens new avenues 

to consider child sexual abuse prevention.  My research brings to the fore the voices of 

Aboriginal peoples from the Northern Territory in their contribution to the critical next 

steps towards transformational changes to the child protection system, to ensure. Aboriginal 

ways of knowing, being and doing are central to rebuilding communities and service 

systems through strengthening cultural knowledge and practices that promote the care and 

safety of Aboriginal children within their families and communities.  The study has taken 

seven years to complete, and at no time has the topic of child sexual abuse and Aboriginal 

children been less relevant.  Every effort to support Aboriginal peoples in their aspirations 

of self-determination contributes to establishing an alternative cultural paradigm through 

which to support safeguard children from sexual abuse.   The key question to be considered 

in taking steps towards a new paradigm, involve the readiness of remote communities to 

assume greater control of this complex and confronting system. From the research findings, 

these steps are already being taken and integrated into cultural and community practices. 

The findings support an ongoing role for the police and expertise available from those who 

hold the knowledge about child sexual abuse, however, the paradigm shift to safeguard 

children may see the abandonment of child protection systems as we currently know them.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and recommendations  
 

8.1 Chapter overview 
This concluding chapter draws together the thesis, explaining the significance of the study, 

the original contribution to knowledge, and information about applying the theory of Both 

Ways Child Safeguarding to communities and practitioners and the structures and systems 

that potentially constrain safeguarding. Ultimately, my research demonstrates the power of 

privileging Aboriginal knowledge concerned with the complex social phenomenon to 

identify solutions. Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) research signposts a way 

forward for such seemingly intractable problems. In addition, the research findings point to 

the relational process underpinning the grounded theory problem solving approach that can 

address the multiple presentations of child sexual abuse over time and place. Finally, the 

chapter considers future research directions that speak to other missing pieces of the puzzle 

for combatting child sexual abuse outside of Aboriginal communities. Further research is 

also required to incorporate the perspective of those convicted of sexual assault of children 

to elucidate further opportunities for ensuring child safety. More focused research that 

amplifies the needs of a community could provide for additional profound, place-based 

conversations. Through that research process, these would support opportunities to allow 

more participant self-determination, and perhaps for the whole of the community, who 

boldly and courageously take the conversations forward. Against the national and 

international backdrop of women’s empowerment for speaking out against violence, 

including sexual assault, I would anticipate rapid changes in the form of individual and 

collective agency and activism. The research paves the way for new qualitative research 

directions that amplify the voices of those Aboriginal people who strive to keep their 

children safe from sexual abuse and exploitation while ensuring they are supported 

themselves to be safe. 

 

My research into remote Aboriginal community driven approaches to safeguarding children 

from sexual abuse allows the use of a new lens from which to consider child sexual abuse 

prevention within remote communities. Supported by Constructivist Grounded Theory 

methodology, the new lens represents a departure from research that is informed primarily 
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by the disciplines of psychology and criminology, such as around the impact of trauma. The 

methodology and findings are consistent with the aspirations for research to support the 

emancipation and empowerment of Aboriginal peoples in caring safely for their children in 

remote settings. The results recognise the barriers caused by social disadvantage born of 

intergenerational trauma and oppression. However, they reveal that despite significant 

individual or systemic barriers, there is hope, energy and drive within Aboriginal 

communities to continue to build safety for children to ensure they achieve their full 

potential and contribute to the perpetuity of culture and the community (Blackstock, 2009). 

 

8.2 The significance of the research 
The colonial legacy of oppression paradoxically joins the two worlds in navigating such 

sensitive social problems as child sexual abuse. The sexual abuse of children is a global 

problem that can be tackled through a closer examination of child sexual abuse and its 

solutions from the standpoint of Aboriginal peoples.  The research findings reflect the value 

of strengthening a both ways approach, combining the knowledge and expertise from 

within Aboriginal culture, and the expertise that has emerged within Western society. Child 

sexual abuse is considered by participants to have coincided with colonial influence and the 

taking of Aboriginal lands by pastoralists and associated massacres and atrocities inflicted 

upon Aboriginal peoples, including women and children. 

  

Law and social policy became the vehicles for building and sustaining the structures of 

white power. Aboriginal children removed from families as part of native welfare days 

serve to remind Aboriginal participants of state intrusion into their lives that threatened 

their cultural survival. Through recognising the limitations of the current systems to 

addressing child sexual abuse space if forged for the creation of alternative culturally 

informed paradigms to address child sexual abuse. The substantive theory of Both Ways 

Child Safeguarding that foreshadows a pathway forward involves risk-taking by Aboriginal 

peoples and their allies within the child protection systems to create a safe, respectful space 

for problem solving and willingness to sit with discomfort.  This willingness to come 

together can be in response to an incident concerning broader community concerns about 
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risk. However, it must also involve ongoing relationship-building to support all children's 

safety within the community continuously. 

 

The theory demonstrates the importance of incorporating a both ways working relationship 

that involves a deep appreciation of the power differentials deeply rooted in past abuse and 

trauma associated with Australia’s colonisation.  It is a theory to emphasise the common 

concerns held about child sexual abuse by at least some within Aboriginal communities and 

their desire to address the problem.  The sexual abuse of an Aboriginal child is not only 

about the traumatic incident or series of incidents of sexual exploitation. It is a problem for 

the family and community. Where the offender is Aboriginal, the findings offer examples 

of how cultural decision making and practices can support the approach taken to address 

these behaviours, including the engagement of Western law and systems to support the 

required response.  

 

With a disposition of respectful collaboration between those supporting the safety of 

children, there is an opportunity to take a whole community approach to tackling child 

sexual abuse. Approaches would incorporate services to address healing from the impacts 

of personal and community level trauma (Atkinson, 2002).  This can include substance 

abuse, parenting support, and addressing relationship or community-level violence, all 

factors that leave children more vulnerable to sexual abuse if there is no solid network for 

sharing caring responsibilities.  Education and awareness have been requested by all 

participants for the whole community to ensure a better understanding of child sexual 

abuse, the dynamics, indicators and the range of options through mainstream systems for 

addressing the problems. With this knowledge, communities can more effectively consider 

the strategies that exist within culture that can inform community driven approaches to 

child safeguarding.  

 

The Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) study into the Northern Territory remote 

Aboriginal community perspectives and strategies for addressing child sexual abuse 

establishes a new conceptual paradigm to consider law, policy, practice, and future research 

for safeguarding children.  The findings are grounded in the specific context of child sexual 

abuse. However, the substantive theory informs the critical need to ensure Aboriginal ways 
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of knowing, central to identifying solutions for such complex, pervasive social problems, 

are privileged.  The study invites new thinking about how such issues impact Aboriginal 

communities and society more broadly. 

   

Australia’s dominant Western ideology maintains the dominant culture's power through the 

laws, systems, structures, and professional practice of those working in child protection. 

Research and inquiries into the successive failures of child protection systems continually 

fail to recognise the limitations of ideological assumptions that underpin the definition of 

the problem and the solution. The result of child protection reform that fails to examine 

such substantive analytical constructs is the refinement of the existing legislation, policy 

and practice with a narrow focus on responding to reported incidents of child sexual abuse. 

I have critiqued the wisdom of rebuilding such systems (Moore, 2016) on already fractured 

foundations or fault lines. Child protection system reviews typically remain silent on the 

cultural values or the underlying theoretical assumptions that presume the ongoing 

relevance of a child protection system to support the safety of children.  At best, the 

recommendations are limited to incremental changes to the organisation of procedures. 

Gray (2022) goes further to criticise the presumption that child protection reform can be 

achieved to reduce the impact of child protection systems on Aboriginal children and 

families, suggesting that a system based on Western values of childrearing can only result 

in continued over-representation of Aboriginal children and families who come to the 

attention of such system and accordingly assessed against such Western assumptions.   

 

8.3 Original contribution to knowledge 
While the findings reveal specific strategies at the individual and community levels for 

safeguarding children and the support required to enable such methods or address the 

barriers to effective safeguarding, the research emphasises a process rather than a system or 

program for combatting child sexual abuse. Both Ways Child Safeguarding is a theory for 

action and provides a platform for immediate action. The thesis identifies the need for 

sharing knowledge and ongoing commitment to strengthen intercultural relationships, 

working together to combat child sexual abuse in remote Aboriginal communities today 

and into the future. The research outcomes offer a significantly different lens through which 
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to consider child sexual abuse. The research findings reflect the recognition by Aboriginal 

people of the place for Western law in responding to child sexual abuse. However, 

Aboriginal people must be central to all conversations to map appropriate, culturally 

informed, and supported solutions. These solutions may look different at any given point in 

time or place. Strategies for addressing child sexual abuse may be well established in some 

circumstances within communities. Given the complexity of Aboriginal culture and sexual 

abuse, such safeguarding strategies may not have been attempted or effective, given the 

identified barriers. The research findings support the ongoing, intergenerational 

development of knowledge by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples about child sexual 

abuse, Aboriginal culture, and Western systems to reclaim power and inform problem 

solving.  

 

Aboriginal people are invited to draw from the study's findings and discover what 

participants from a range of communities suggest as strategies or cultural strengths that 

support the safety of children from sexual abuse. These findings will be further developed 

in a more readily accessible format in future publications with further involvement of 

community members. The research may join both the tentative and forthright voices that 

support child safety within communities and support them to share these strategies with 

allies from other cultures, including White Australia. The safeguarding actions were 

identified within Aboriginal culture, with community and childrearing practices. The theory 

of Both Ways Child Safeguarding has amplified Aboriginal people’s voices, and their 

experience of the systems that have impacted their lives.  Theory premised on capacity 

rather than disadvantage and deficit positions Aboriginal people as proactive decision-

makers for children and families. The study participants demonstrated courage and risk-

taking to continue the conversation about child sexual abuse through the impacts of past 

and social policies that have contributed to silencing conversations about child sexual 

abuse. The theory underpins community ownership and relevant skill and knowledge 

shared by outside experts rather than being held across the disciplines. Through the theory 

of Both Ways Child Safeguarding, remote Aboriginal communities can continue 

strengthening their communities as safe places to support their children to grow strong and 

safe in culture. Through the vision of Aboriginal participants, an alternative theory for 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    264  

safeguarding children can inform mainstream child protection approaches through guiding 

a collaborative approach to understanding and responding to child sexual abuse. 

 

The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding is premised on collaborative efforts of 

individuals, families and communities to take decisive actions and priorities children’s 

safety within the community.  This approach is complementary to avenues available 

through mainstream systems, that approach child sexual abuse that focus on narrowly 

focussing on the actions taken in response to a report of harm. Child sexual abuse within 

Aboriginal communities is not a static problem but presents in various forms and for 

multiple reasons which may not meet the threshold for investigation.  Families and 

communities are best placed to create the community conditions that promote the safety of 

all children and raise the alarm if there is a specific threat or general worry. Communities 

can be supported to understand identify child sexual abuse and act. The solutions, therefore, 

must be driven by Aboriginal individuals and their kinship networks within and between 

remote communities. The connected solution more closely reflects the aspirations of 

Western policymakers over the past few decades that child protection is everyone’s 

business.  

 

Noting the previously mentioned limitations of the theory, the theory underscores a new 

approach to child sexual abuse prevention and response that is premised on respectful and 

meaningful engagement with the community (not only the child and family) impacted or 

hoping to find ways to strengthen the prevention of such harm to children in their 

communities. The reminder for such engagement has been provided through listening more 

deeply to Aboriginal within the study that in itself can be translated to deeper listening with 

any community, recognising existing efforts and constraints to child protection by 

individuals or those who could more purposefully connect within the community to achieve 

this goal.  As such, the approach is one that may yield results that continue to be shared 

between communities.  The starting point would be to understand what defines the 

community for example, culture, place, diversity or common experience of adversity and 

from that consider the existing strengths that represent common purpose and tenacity to 

protect children from sexual abuse, or perhaps other threats to their development or 

wellbeing. Most importantly the identification of barriers to acting protectively must be 
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mapped and discussed in open and honest forums, while ensuring the safety of all involved 

for taking protecting action and speaking out.  

 

8.4 A theory for structural change – breaking down barriers 
Not only does the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding inform specific networked 

actions that directly benefit children, but it also unlocks conceptual pathways to tackle the 

structural barriers to safeguarding. These barriers can be political, legal and organisational 

and a system that continues to reform and build on the unstable foundations of Western 

ideology and values as I (Moore, 2016), and others (Gray, 2021) have suggested. The 

evidence suggests the lack of perpetrators of child sexual abuse reported, investigated, and 

subsequently convicted through the criminal justice system.  To rely solely upon 

strengthening the legal and organizational structures that maintain the power of Australia’s 

white settlers, continues to risk the alienation of Aboriginal peoples to drive the solutions 

most appropriate to their local needs, and consider the desire to work collaboratively to 

address child sexual abuse.  

 

Service design and delivery in remote communities takes shape through government 

funding and grants to organisations to delivery on strategic social policy priorities. Aided 

by the research findings, all funded agencies and government agencies represented in 

remote communities could better contribute to the safety of children through ensuring 

children are factored into all funding agreement.  While some services are specifically 

focused on the safety of women and children, such as women’s shelters other organisations 

could be demonstrating the ways that they support children’s cultural development and 

safety. Such funded services could include those which support broader community 

infrastructure such as housing, economic development, conflict resolution and employment 

while ensuring priority is given to the conditions that promote the safety of children from 

sexual exploitation. Additional considerations within communities could be decision 

making to prioritise children’s safety and wellbeing through spending royalty payments, to 

address the allocation of royalties to promote children's safety and well-being. 
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The research findings demonstrate the critical opportunity to make the topic of child sexual 

abuse accessible through collective problem solving. It has done so by assuming Aboriginal 

peoples' strength, agency, and capacity in defining the problem and driving solutions. It is a 

subject that requires the establishment of safe and respectful spaces that support 

collaborative problem solving. Should the government be involved with conversations 

about child sexual abuse through their political or public servants, it is beneficial to focus 

on strengthening safeguarding capacity. This drives solutions instead of being stuck in 

shame or guilt. 

   

8.5 Immediate change 
The expectation and responsibility of a PhD study is to produce a thesis with ideas and 

recommendations that can inform further examination of the topic; continuing to challenge 

and build upon the research to inform future research, policy or practice.  The analysis can 

inform immediate changes or developments so that social workers and others interested in 

the area can shape quick changes on the ground, substantially influencing outcomes for 

those with whom they work, including children and families and colleagues. For example, 

the research and substantive theory can inform how to promote culturally safe 

collaboration, open sensitive conversations and together, develop solutions. Such change 

can begin immediately and have a significant impact on practice and outcomes. That is, the 

research supports the empowerment through self-determination of Aboriginal peoples to 

support others in listening to their experience of individual incidents of sexual abuse. The 

worry may be at the community level about the behaviours of children or adults who may 

sexually abuse them, or how young people are engaging, leaving them vulnerable to 

coercive control within their peer relationships. 

 

The inherent value of research that develops new theory is that it can inform change at 

many different levels and not rely upon the systems or structures that may also be complicit 

in the perpetuation of the problem. A theory does not rely on funding however can inform 

Aboriginal peoples and communities to be supported by research to inform submissions for 

funding or Aboriginal controlled programs or services. Most importantly, a theory for 
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change poses no overt political threat, although it quietly challenges the power-based of 

status quo as practitioners and community members work towards change.  

 

8.6 Both Ways Child Safeguarding – a theory to support a culturally 

informed paradigm 
For an individual child protection practitioner, the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding 

supports a deeper understanding of protective effort within communities that allows them to 

comprehensively assess a child's safety in the context of the family and broader 

community. Previously, the community has not been incorporated into safety and risk 

assessment as there has been no research that explicitly considers the community-level 

factors that would support the safety of children from sexual abuse within remote 

communities. Where protective effort is understood, the practitioner can further evaluate 

the most appropriate strategies of intervention to ensure the safety of the child and their 

protective guardians. A response may require statutory intervention but simultaneously 

engage or support family and community networking and problem solving to enhance 

safety. The approach aligns with the strengths-based practice framework of Signs of Safety 

(Turnell, 1999) and encourages the practitioner to move between statutory intervention and 

community development. I first incorporated the combination of child protection practice 

with community development as part of my child protection practice in remote Western 

Australia, aligning with the later application of community development as a mode of 

practice to support human rights (Ife & Tascón, 2019). The theory of Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding establishes the foundation for addressing immediate danger while 

concurrently working with Aboriginal communities, listening deeply and working together 

to build on community strategies to ensure the safety of all children from threats of child 

sexual abuse in its many forms.  

 

For the practitioner, Both Ways Child Safeguarding provides an avenue for the immediate 

pragmatic integration of the structural contexts that give rise to child sexual abuse within 

Aboriginal communities. The theory encourages and provides a space for sitting with 

discomfort and the feeling associated with representing the systems that have contributed to 

the trauma of Aboriginal children and families through the generations. The impact of 
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colonisation on Aboriginal peoples is often quoted, however, not yet meaningfully 

incorporated into child protection practice. Both Ways Child Safeguarding supports the 

creation of a third intercultural space for honouring the knowledge of Aboriginal and White 

Australia.  

 

Awareness of this history and its impacts continues to sit awkwardly on the ‘other side of 

river bank’ from where child protection practitioners practice. There has not yet been a 

mechanism whereby the protection of children from sexual abuse can be reconciled with 

Australia’s bleak colonial history. The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding invites 

parties to explore solutions through working together, with vulnerability. Yunkaporta 

(2019) articulates the Aboriginal way of seeing the world that draws in knowledge from all 

places, to move forward, and not only be limited to the binary of Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal worlds.  A next step for considering the developments of the theory would 

therefore reflect an even greater voice by Aboriginal peoples in shaping solutions that draw 

from not only Western knowledge but also the very many nationalities represented across 

Australia and within child protection practice. Many of these cultures share histories of 

oppression and colonisation and it is perhaps through these connections in child protection 

practice that even more creative solutions are recognized, (Bessarab et al. 2014).  

 

Both Ways Child Safeguarding explicitly provides tools for actors within the mainstream 

child protection system and amongst other allies. The theory encourages the practitioner to 

come with open eyes, ears and heart to the culturally informed strengths and barriers to 

safety, as part of their assessment, and seek direction from the family and community as to 

the most effective way to safeguard the child or children. Actions by the practitioner 

include decision making about the substantiation of allegations of child sexual abuse. 

Respectful and meaningful engagement with Aboriginal families and communities can 

serve to identify, enhance, and support the safety of children. It is the knowledge that 

supports the formal and discretionary decision making of the practitioner to identify or re-

establish a safety network for the child within community. Creating opportunities for 

slowing down the process of child protection investigations, while ensuring immediate 

safety, are supported by the theory. In essence, Both Ways Child Safeguarding emphasises 

that immediate and long-term change are two sides of the same coin in addressing the 
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immediate safety of children while enhancing community level, sustainable safety for all 

children 

 

8.6.1 A theory promoting Aboriginal community decision making 

Underpinning the theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding, is the recognition of the rights 

of Indigenous peoples by the United Nations, to engage in self-determination, which could 

include Aboriginal controlled decision making in child protection in the NT. Both Ways 

Child Safeguarding theory puts Aboriginal people at the centre of community driven child 

protection. Recognition of the rights of Aboriginal peoples of the NT is promoted through 

increased focus on local decision making by remote communities. For some communities, 

there is a demand for increased ownership of the decision making in children's removal, to 

restrict the removal of children from their families and communities where concerns are 

held for the child’s safety (Moore, unpublished evaluation of Mikan, 2020). Alternative 

family decision making is considered within some regions, with active advocacy through 

the courts where necessary to formalise the role of relevant kin to assume the parenting 

responsibility for children unable to remain with their parents. The formation of Mikan, a 

Yolngu and Territory Families collaborative initiative, provides one example of the effort 

and impact of community driven cultural authority groups to guide and support decisions 

related to children harmed or in danger, including sexual abuse and exploitation. In the 

evaluation of the Mikan Reference Group, Moore (2020) highlights the strengths of 

Aboriginal communities to organize in support of the safety of children. However, she 

points to tensions within communities as they grapple with the crisis at the moment of a 

child’s disclosure or discovery of incidents regarding widespread sexual exploitation. 

 

8.6.2 Theory for community action and activism  

The research findings support the shared concerns for children within remote Aboriginal 

communities from being exposed to sexual abuse. In other words, it is a problem that 

requires solutions. Participants hold Aboriginal people within their communities, and others 

from outside, responsible for their behaviour and call on their communities to rally to 

address the problem. While making this call, they recognise the risks involved in taking 

overt action. One participant discusses the need for action within local communities and 
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globally, recognising the immediate impact on children and for the community into the 

future.  As expressed by a female Aboriginal elder,  

 

I worry a lot for these people, my people and hope they can wake up and the 
reality of what's happening round the world and in the community - it's a real 
life suffering. (P12) 

 

(My grandchildren) ...I fear for their safety. Don't want to be abused and you 
know, they're not an object to be used either. I mean they've got a life ahead of 
them. When they grow up and to be free and safe and grow up. (P12) 

 

The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding establishes an alternative foundation for 

approaching child sexual abuse that requires clear explanation and communication about 

the specific nature of the worries held for the safety of the child. Through being mindful of 

the assumptions that underpin mainstream definitions of child sexual abuse, a dialogue can 

invite discussion with those involved (individuals, families or the community), about 

alternative perspectives around the events, and to establish clear points of alignment in 

assessment of the harm and strategies for intervention. 

 

8.6.3 Theory for building community capacity 

Informed by the new theory, Both Ways Child Safeguarding signposts the strategies and 

opportunities for continual capacity building that contribute to the prevention of child 

sexual abuse and the protection of children from such harm. Examples are provided of the 

many formal or informal programs, cultural guidance, and skills development that support 

children's safety. At a preventive level, the building of children’s confidence and sense of 

self and place in culture and community, children may be less likely to be co-opted into 

engaging with those who subsequently harm them. For example, protective adults in some 

communities engage with children and young people who are out at night and vulnerable to 

sexual exploitation and take the child home. Some grandparents discuss expectations with 

children about sexualised behaviour, particularly lessons about prohibited sexual 

relationships related to skin group. Their involvement and interception with children are 

swift and incorporated into the broader caregiver role. 
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Actions to move on those who pose a danger to children is an action that may address 

immediate safety for children in the community, however, do little to address the risks 

posed by this person in another location. The intercommunity coordination of messages and 

planning provides a starting point that gives evidence of safeguarding action, but the 

effectiveness of such action could be enhanced through timely networked activity with 

authorities. Alone, police also may be unable to address suspect behaviour. However, 

joining together with Aboriginal communities to solve the dilemma could yield innovative 

solutions. 

 

8.7 Theory for community development and the rights of the child 
The theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding involves a collective effort to uphold human 

rights, specifically children's rights to be kept safe from sexual abuse. In September 1990, 

Australia became a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCROC). Authorising the development of legislation to align with the UNCROC, there 

was a rollout across Australian states of child abuse awareness and prevention programs, 

led predominantly by statutory child welfare agencies. Having participated in the early 

programs in New South Wales, and then in Western Australia, it appeared that the statutory 

responses to child sexual abuse were in an experimental phase. Criminal justice systems 

were slower to respond to the nuances of child sexual abuse, with ongoing wariness of 

children as reliable witnesses in the justice system, and the attitudes of the court reflecting 

the ongoing myths held by the community that child sexual abuse did not happen, or that 

children lie.  

 

While efforts of whole of community engagement in child protection in the early 90s was 

part of my professional practice, the approach did not lead to a reduction of child sexual 

abuse in the communities where I worked in the West Pilbara. In fact, on the contrary; 

Roebourne is a community that in recent years has uncovered, through the disclosure of one 

child, at least 224 children have been identified as child sexual abuse victims and resulting 

in 54 men being charged with more than 360 child abuse sex offences that go back several 

decades as reported in the media (Knowles & Clarke, 2018). The data from my research 

and the resultant theory of Both Ways Child Safeguarding suggests that my practice 
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approach of community development within a statutory child protection role, did not 

adequately identify and understand the deeper cultural constraints to those within 

communities from taking overt protective action and the risks to their safety for speaking 

out. Upon reflection of my community development practice approach to child sexual 

abuse in the West Pilbara, I consider that I was at that time less able to listen deeply and 

take the time to understand existing protective approaches within communities.  More 

importantly I had underestimated the constraints to community members taking protective 

action, including the risk of further harm for speaking out. My research has provided 

opportunity for a deeper and longer lasting focus on listening and analysing through CGT 

processes the voices and experience of Aboriginal peoples of child sexual abuse and their 

approach to prevention and response to incidents.    

 

Ife (2014) considers the place of community development in supporting human rights from 

below. The model of social work practice is underpinned by knowledge and skills to 

support the empowerment of the community in defining and addressing the priorities, 

problems, and solutions in relation to many social, economic and political agendas. As 

evidenced by the research, Aboriginal peoples of the Northern Territory are actively 

engaged in all these activities and decision-making processes with each other, and with 

those from outside who can support their agendas in moving forward. Child protection 

practice and the involvement by police and the criminal justice system are responses to 

child sexual abuse that can be supported by harnessing Aboriginal communities' capacity to 

be owning and driving the actions that ensure the safety of children within their 

communities. The research findings support the consideration of community development 

models of practice to protect children's rights within remote communities; to protect from 

sexual abuse and exploitation. 

 

The strategies identified by the research at the individual, kinship or family networked level 

and community levels all represent opportunities for understanding and enhancing the 

knowledge and skills of community members in recognising the situational and behavioural 

risk factors associated with child sexual abuse within their communities. Armed with such 

knowledge, some communities will be well-placed to draw upon the available cultural 

knowledge and practices to enhance child safety.  
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8.8 Recommendations 
The research signposts clear directions for recommendation regarding keeping children 

safety from sexual harm in remote Aboriginal communities for child protection 

practitioners and other allies, policy, and research into the future. The research 

recommendations will bolster Aboriginal peoples' confidence to navigate the complex 

nature of child sexual abuse while asserting their capacity for its management or identifying 

what supports are required from the outside to enhance their ability to safeguard children. 

These recommendations have evolved from the yarning in which they have been involved. 

  

The other audience for the thesis is made up of those supporting Aboriginal communities 

who have engaged already or could be differently engaged to support community driven 

safeguarding. The findings and theory support such partners to position themselves to 

recognise their privilege and incorporate this awareness into creating safe spaces for 

dialogue with Aboriginal peoples. Additionally, those allies are required to provide more 

information and transparency about the expertise or knowledge to enable Aboriginal 

peoples to be included in the expertise that may be specifically required at any given time. 

This may still be in the form of legislated powers of intervention and investigation, 

knowledge about child sexual abuse, and offending shared with Aboriginal communities. 

Finally, the role of those supporting Aboriginal communities may include having deep 

awareness and increased knowledge about when to step back and when to move towards 

the strategies that keep children safe in the present as well as into the future.  

 

The following sections align specific topic area outcomes to recommendations from this 

research, including: a focus on what Aboriginal peoples can provide [8.8.1]; opportunities 

for child protection practitioners to incorporate new theory to practice [8.8.2]; new 

approaches that could be considered through government funding processes [8.8.3]; 

consideration of legislative amendments in relation to sex offenders [8.8.4]; policy 

implications of the findings [8.8.5]; and, opportunities for future research to continue 

building Aboriginal self-determination for children and families [8.8.6]. 

 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    274  

8.8.1 Recommendations related to Aboriginal peoples 

 Find the courage to speak out. Children must be supported to speak out about their 

worries and experiences of sexual abuse and exploitation at the earliest opportunity. 

 Ongoing education about child sexual abuse and conversations within the family 

and community can happen without an imminent threat, but a position that a 

community will take to prioritise the safety of all children from sexual abuse and 

exploitation. 

  Engage with experts on developments in knowledge about child sexual abuse, its 

impact on children and indicators for identifying sexual offending behaviours within 

the community. 

 Protective adults must be supported and kept safe in their efforts of safeguarding 

children. 

 Decision making within the community to ensure awareness and vigilance regarding 

known sex offenders to limit unsupervised access to children. 

 Commit funding through royalties to programs that support the safety and wellbeing 

of children. 

 Continue to engage expertise in the provision of training and education for children 

and communities. 

 Recognise and support women and others who are actively promoting the safety of 

women and children within communities. 

 Share stories of safeguarding and the barriers to safeguarding with Aboriginal 

peoples from across the NT. 

 

8.8.2 Recommendations related to child protection practitioners  

 Ensure the creation of safe spaces for engagement to undertake a comprehensive 

assessment of danger and safety for the child subject of a child sexual abuse report. 

 Ensure current knowledge on child sexual abuse and its presentations, recognising 

and creating opportunities for disclosure at any point of involvement with the child 

or young person. This includes throughout the investigation and if a child is in care 

and feeling safer and more confident to disclose past or current experiences of 

sexual abuse. 
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 Undertake ongoing engagement and education about the specific meanings of 

culture for those involved with child protection or other systems. 

 Provide ongoing and Aboriginal peer-supported reflections on self, power and 

privilege to ensure continued recognition of the barriers that practitioners or the 

systems they represent may be actively inhibiting the safeguarding capacity of the 

child’s family and community. Specifically, and continually address this with 

children and families. 

 Keep in check unconscious bias and assumptions that lead to inaccurate assessments 

of safety and danger. 

 Explicitly consider the family and community context when assessing the safety of 

the child and their protective guardians. 

 Together with Aboriginal communities, meet regularly to discuss child sexual 

abuse, worries held within the communities, commit to collaborative resolution of 

the concerns, and be open to creative and innovative approaches to supporting a 

community to enhance their safeguarding capacity. 

 Recognise and support women and others who are actively promoting the safety of 

women and children within communities (also applies to Aboriginal communities). 

 

8.8.3 Recommendations related to government funded programs 

 Explicitly include child safety and well-being in all tender specifications, which 

promotes collaborates with other providers and assures child safety for those 

coming to communities working on projects or programs.  

 Ensure the funding is conditional upon demonstrated collaboration and outcomes 

that speak to child safety within remote communities.  

 Ensure evaluation of funded programs occurs against collaboration with others to 

ensure the safety of children. 

 Undertake collaboration between government, community, and other stakeholders is 

critical to developing a co-design approach to examining Aboriginal community-led 

solutions to child sexual abuse that can be nuanced by location and time taken to 

establish for each location the meaning of the problem to be addressed.  The 

approach should occur in an ongoing way, with funding to support the initiative and 

at the time a community is ready. 
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8.8.4 Recommendations related to legislation 

 Provide legal requirements to share with communities the data relating to known or 

suspected risk factors such as reports of child sexual abuse and the prevalence of 

registered child sex offenders within the community. This is complicated by 

legislated privacy provisions of the 2004 NT Child Protection (Offender Reporting 

and Registration) Act and Regulations that prevent public access to this 

information. However, a package of support to families and communities, with the 

consent of the released convicted offender, could be proactively incorporated into 

pre-and post-release programs. 

 Support communities upon release of sex offenders from prison as to the specific 

risk factors that may still present and the strategies and supports for addressing the 

danger. 

 

8.8.5 Recommendations related to policy 

 Child protection operational policy remains silent on the supports that should be 

made available to children and families where reports of sexual abuse do not 

proceed to criminal or child protection investigation or where the investigation does 

not result in the substantiation of harm. A strategy for supporting families and 

communities should be triggered within legislation and procedures to engage with 

family and remote communities to ensure support is offered (and funded) for 

managing any ongoing danger or the behaviours and impact for the child/ren 

involved.  

 Adopt a co-design approach to rolling engagement with Aboriginal communities to 

support ongoing community-led strategies for addressing sexual abuse as it may 

present in their community. 

 

8.8.6 Recommendations for future research 

• Research that includes child sex offenders to ensure their knowledge of their own 

offending and the factors that prevent this within remote communities supports 

strategies for ensuring children's safety.  
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• Participant action research within one community into applying Both Ways Child 

Safeguarding Theory to practice – tracking the processes, challenges and learning 

for a community addressing child sexual abuse. 

 

8.9 Chapter summary 
The reader is encouraged to consider the detailed actions and efforts by Aboriginal peoples 

in remote communities to protect children from sexual abuse.  Individuals may take direct 

action to disrupt or report suspicious behaviours, the kinship network within and between 

communities can operationalize to alert others to potential dangers and families or 

communities involve child protection and police as a requirement of mandatory reporting, 

but also complement their capacity for responding through cultural law.  The preconditions 

for a safer community have also been identified and can involve the regeneration of cultural 

practices for decision making or conflict resolution.  The findings identity how cultural 

knowledge can inform the identification of community driven strategies for addressing 

child sexual abuse.  The research offers the powerful insights of Aboriginal peoples from 

remote communities in the Northern Territory, providing compelling evidence to support 

national child protection reform that is underpinned by theories identified through the 

voices from local communities, as Aboriginal people understand the challenges of 

addressing such complex and sensitive problems as child sexual abuse. The findings 

encourage the creation of safe intercultural spaces to ensure the best possible outcomes for 

keeping children is in family and communities to they can fulfill their goals and carry 

Aboriginal culture into the future. The biggest barrier to achieving Aboriginal self-

determination for safeguarding children from sexual abuse, will be the ability for those of 

us from the dominant White culture, to relinquish power and control and this will be the 

greatest challenge to moving forward.  It is through working together, guided by Aboriginal 

peoples that we can be supported to safely let go. 
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Appendix 2: Participant invitation 
 

Invitation to participate in a PhD study 

 

NT remote community approaches to protecting children from sexual abuse 
 

Are you from a remote Aboriginal community in the NT? 

Would you like to share the stories about your approaches to keeping kids safe in your 

communities? 

 

From these many stories, I will be exploring the way that communities approach this 

issue. Child protection has not been researched in the past from the perspective of 

Aboriginal people and remote communities.  

 

If you would like to learn more about the research or would like to participate in an 

interview, please contact me. 

Sue Moore 

PhD Candidate, Charles Sturt University 

mooresusan0465@gmail.com 

0400 892 558 

  

Susan Moore 

PhD Candidate 

mooresusan0465@gmail.com 

Tel:    0400 892 558  

 

mailto:mooresusan0465@gmail.com
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Appendix 3: Plain English flyer 
 

Invitation to participate 
in a PhD study 

 
NT remote community approaches to protecting children from sexual abuse 
 
Are you from a remote Aboriginal community in the NT? 
Would you like to share the stories about your approaches to keeping kids 
safe in your communities? 
 
From these many stories, I will be exploring the way that communities 
approach this issue. Child protection has not been researched in the past 
from the perspective of Aboriginal people and remote communities.  
 
If you would like to learn more about the research or would like to 
participate in an interview, please contact me. 
 

Sue Moore 
PhD Candidate, Charles Sturt University 
mooresusan0465@gmail.com 
0400 892 558 

The image part with relationship ID rId191 was not found in the file.
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My family 
Originally from Sydney, I left in 1989 inspired by 
the stories and photos taken by my great Uncle 
Jack who was posted to Darwin with the Army 
during WWII. He is reported to have had a close 
relationship with a top end tribe. It is these 
photographs that inspired me from the age of 9 to 
live and work in remote Australia. 
I have lived in Darwin since 1993 where I have 
raised my two sons. 
 
My work: 
A social worker for 30 years in Sydney, West 
Pilbara, NT and Kimberley 

• Child protection Snr social worker and 
Executive Director  

• Sexual assault counsellor and manager 
• Defence social worker - Community 

Development Officer  
• Family Court counsellor  
• Centrelink snr social worker, Indigenous 

Call Centre and Social work manager 
• Snr Lecturer in Social Work at Charles 

Darwin University. 
 

My story:  

 
 

This study aims to 

amplify your voices 

and support remote 

communities in their 

efforts to protect 

children from sexual 

abuse. 
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Appendix 4: Information for participants 

 
 

 

Susan Moore, PhD Candidate 

mooresusan0465@gmail.com  
Date  

Tel:    0400 892 558   

  
Dear    

    

Keeping kids safe in remote Aboriginal communities: exploring community driven 

approaches for the protection of children from sexual abuse.  

  

 Thank you for your interest in participating in the research project.  The study is a project 
being undertaken as part of my PhD studies through Charles Sturt University.  
 The aim of the study is to explore from your perspective the ways in which remote 
Aboriginal communities approach the protection of their children from sexual abuse.  It is 
acknowledged by the researcher that existing child protection systems may be limited or 
assist only some children to stay safe.  It is hoped that your knowledge of this topic will 
help to inform the way that communities can be better supported in their efforts to protect 
children.  
You are invited to meet with me on your own or with others, to talk about to the 
approaches within your community that protect children from sexual abuse. I will not 
be asking you about any personal experience of child sexual abuse as part of this 
study. There will be information provided to all participants about the support services 
available to those who have been impacted in some way by sexual abuse or by any 
concerns that emerge because of participation in the study.    

Interviews will be held in Darwin and Alice Springs or in a community location nominated 
by you. All interviews will be recorded in writing, audio or video recording depending 
upon your preference.  Interviews are anticipated to last for approximately 2 hours and 
interpreters will be available at your request.  
  
While the research ensures confidentiality of all participants, you may like to discuss the 
ways to acknowledge the contribution of your knowledge and experience in any 
publications developed from this study.   

The image part with relationship ID rId191 was not found in the file.
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Should you wish to be involved as participant in the study, please contact me by 
return email. You will be required to sign a formal consent form that outlines the 
confidentiality and limits of confidentiality of the study.  

 Thank you for considering your involvement in the study and I look forward to talking 
further with you to clarify any questions or making a time for interview.  
     

Charles Sturt University¹s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this 
study.  
   
I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research I can 
contact:  
   
Executive Officer  
Human Research Ethics Committee  
Office of Academic Governance  
Charles Sturt University  
Panorama Avenue  
Bathurst   NSW 2795  
  
Phone:  +61 2 6338 4628  
Email:    ethics@csu.edu.au  
  

 Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will 

be informed of the outcome.  

  

Sue Moore  

PhD Candidate, Charles Sturt University   

October 2015     

 

  

Th  i  t ith l ti hi  ID Id191  t f d i  th  fil



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    320  

Susan Moore 

PhD Candidate 

mooresusan0465@gmail.com 

Tel:    0400 892 558  
 

Appendix 5: Invitation to Aboriginal research advisors 
 

 

 

 

 

INVITATION TO JOIN ABORIGINAL RESEARCH ADVISORY GROUP 

Research Project: 

 

Keeping kids safe in remote Aboriginal communities: exploring community driven 

approaches for the protection of children from sexual abuse 

 

I invite you to consider joining an Aboriginal Research Advisory Group for my PhD research 

study to explore the approaches within Aboriginal remote communities across the Northern 

Territory remote communities that support the protection of children from sexual abuse. 

My long-standing interest in the research topic is informed through my work over 30 years 

across a range of social work positions such as child protection, sexual assault, the Family 

Court and in leadership roles within Centrelink and the Department of Children and Families.  

My early career and subsequent experience of working with Aboriginal children, families 

and communities within Western Australia and the NT has suggested strongly that we have 

not fully appreciated the strengths and challenges for remote communities at the grass roots 

level that may afford protection to children from sexual abuse.  

The study is designed to privilege Indigenous voices through exploring the meaning and 

responses to child sexual abuse.  From in-depth interviews with key community members 

who have an interest in this topic, the research will help to enrich our understanding of child 

sexual abuse as considered by those living in remote communities of the NT.   



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    321  

The development of a theoretical framework that informs our understanding of how best to 

protect children in remote areas from sexual abuse will contribute to the broader conversation 

about policy and service designs that are premised upon community-based strategies.  

Integral to the research will be the establishment of an Aboriginal Research Advisory Group 

to guide and inform the research process to ensure cultural safety, to inform key decisions 

relating to issues that may arise during field interviews, and to advise on the management of 

information obtained through the study and analysis of the findings. 

The data collection phase of the study will commence in November 2015 with an anticipated 

completion of the study by 2018.  Members of the Advisory Group may choose to be involved 

individually or through meeting as a group, in person or by phone. Your support of the 

research will be formally acknowledged in publications relating to the research. 

Charles Sturt University¹s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this 
study. 
I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research I can 
contact: 
Executive Officer 
Human Research Ethics Committee 
Office of Academic Governance 
Charles Sturt University 
Panorama Avenue 
Bathurst  NSW 2795 
Phone:  +61 2 6338 4628 
Email:    ethics@csu.edu.au 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you 
will be informed of the outcome. 

Please reply by email or call me if you would like to be involved with the research advisory 

group, or should you have any questions about the research being undertaken. 

Warm regards 

 

Sue Moore 

PhD Candidate 

Charles Sturt University 

 

October 2015 

tel:%2B61%202%206338%204628
mailto:ethics@csu.edu.au


 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    322  

Appendix 6: Participant consent 

                                                                              mooresusan0465@gmail.com  

                                                           Tel:    0400 892 558   
 

        

    

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS   

  

Research Project: Keeping kids safe in remote Aboriginal communities: 

exploring community driven approaches to the protection of children from 

sexual abuse  

  

Please circle the appropriate response.  

  
I,…….................................…………………………………………………………… 
(participant name, please print), have read the information contained in the 
Information Sheet about the above research project and any questions I have asked 
have been answered to my satisfaction.               

Yes / No  

   
I agree to participate in this activity, realising that I may withdraw at any time prior 
to completion of the project.                                                                                  

Yes / No  

   
I understand that the interview is estimated to take approximately 2 hours unless 
there is agreement or a request by me to continue for a longer period of time.      

Yes / No  

  
  

  
Susan Moore   
PhD Candidate   
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I agree to the researcher utilising the Aboriginal Interpreter Services (AIS) to ensure 
her understanding of the key issues being discussed during the interview.      

Yes / No  

   
I understand that I can decline the use of the AIS for the purpose of the interview, or 
of an individual interpreter that may be assigned to this interview.    

Yes / No  

I understand that I can involve others I consider appropriate to support me or share 
their views with the researcher and that they will also be asked to provide consent to 
be involved with the research.  

Yes / No  

   
I agree that research data gathered from me may be published without identifying 
information and may be used for training and further research purposes.         

Yes / No  

  
I understand that any information discussed that relates specifically to the harm or 
risk of harm to any child is required by law to be reported to the police or the NT  

Department of Children and Families.                                                                   

Yes / No  

   
I understand that any threat or risk of harm to myself or others that is discussed 
during interviews may be reported to NT Police or Mental Health services as 
appropriate.  

 
Yes/No 

                                                                   
 
I understand that I will be provided with information about available support services 
if participation in the study raises personal concerns for me.  

Yes/No 

  
  

I understand that the interviews will be recorded for the purpose of reviewing their 
content during the research.  

  
I prefer that the interviews be only recorded through note taking.  Yes / No  

I prefer that the interviews be audio recorded    Yes / No  
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I prefer that the interviews be video recorded         Yes  /No  

   
Charles Sturt University¹s Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this study.  
  
I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research I can contact:  
   
Executive Officer  
Human Research Ethics Committee  
Office of Academic Governance  
Charles Sturt University  
Panorama Avenue  
Bathurst  NSW 2795  
  
Phone:  +61 2 6338 4628  
Email:    ethics@csu.edu.au  
  
  
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the 
outcome.  
     

 .............................................  .............................................  ....................................  
 Participant  Signature  Date  

      
  
  

Thank you for agreeing to be involved with the research.  

Please contact me at any time you have questions or concerns about your involvement or if 
you would like to recommend someone else who would be interested in participating.  

  
email:  mooresusan0465@gmail.com 

  
Phone:  0400 892 558  
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Appendix 7: Participant interview guide  
Keeping kids safe in remote Aboriginal communities: exploring community driven 

approaches to the protection of children from sexual abuse.  

 Demographic information:  

Name  

Age  

Gender  

Country  

Clan  

Languages spoken  

The purpose of the study is to learn more about the way that Aboriginal peoples from 

remote communities or homelands of the NT understand child sexual abuse and the way 

that communities respond to the issue.     

1. Can you tell me what interested you to become involved with the study?    

2. Can you tell me what you understand child sexual abuse to mean in relation to your 
culture and community?     

3. Can you tell me whether you think this problem exists within your community?   

  What impact does this have on children, family and community?    

4. Do you think that child sexual abuse is something that has happened only in recent 
years, or has this been something that was a problem before white settlement?  
  

If child sexual abuse has happened for many years, do you think it has changed over 

time?   

5. Who do you think has been most responsible for the sexual abuse of children? (For 
example: community members, outsiders living within or visiting communities, 
adults, older children)  
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6. Can you tell me about the things that have happened in the experience of Aboriginal 
people from your community that have made it more difficult to ensure the 
protection of children from sexual abuse?   

7. Are there ways that your kinship system, cultural law and custom already support 
children to be protected from sexual abuse?  
  

8. Of all the things that affect a child growing up in your community what would 
support their safety and wellbeing?     
  

9. What worries you most about the safety and wellbeing of children in your 
community?   
  

10. Where a child has been sexually abuse, what do you consider to be the impact of the 
abuse on the child as they are growing up?   
  

11. Do you think it would be hard for a child to talk about what has happened to them if 
they have been sexually abused?   
  

12. Can you tell me something about how your community responds to concerns 
relating to the sexual abuse of children?    

For example, seeking supports from outside the community, drawing upon 

cultural law or other networks of support for the child, family or offender.  

  

13. Mainstream investigations of child sexual abuse.  
If the police become involved in the investigation of child sexual abuse, what do 

you observe happening?  How is this viewed and managed within the community?  

  

If child protection agencies become involved in the investigation of child sexual 

abuse, what do you observe happening?  How is this viewed and managed within 

the community?   

14. If the person believed to have harmed a child lives in or returns to live in your 
community, are there any things that happen to protect children from this person?  
Does the community response depend upon who that person is? (e.g. 
elder/Traditional owner, teacher, police)  
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15. What, if anything, makes it difficult to protect children from sexual abuse within 
your community?   
  

16. Do you consider there are opportunities for strengthening your community’s ability 
to protect children from sexual abuse?  
  

17. Can you describe to me the ways that your community is already discussing and 
responding to the issue of child sexual abuse?  (For example: formal committees 
and programs, organized, informal, community action, community 
education/enforcement of customary law through ceremony, payback, punishment).    
  

 Was/is the approach supported by funding or programs developed outside of your 

community?    

18. Ideally, what do you think would most support the protection of children from 
sexual abuse within your community?  
  

19. Is there further information you believe your community needs to better understand 
and response to the issue of sexual abuse?   
  

20. Is there further education you believe is needed across mainstream society about the 
way that Aboriginal people within remote areas are supporting the safety and 
protection of their children from sexual abuse?  
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Appendix 8: Participants 
Limited demographics are provided to preserve the confidentiality of participants (P). 

Interview 
number 

Participant 
Number 

Interview 
time (mins) 

Location of 
interview Age  M/F Language 

1 1 90 Darwin 50-59 F Yolngu Matha, Iwaidja   
Gunwingku   Wakka  
(mother from Qld) 

2 2 90 Barkly 40-49 F Warlpiri, English 

  3   Barkly 40-49 F Warlpiri, English 

3 4 60 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

  5   Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

4 6 50 Central 
Australia 60-69 F Warlpiri, English 

5 7 50 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

6 8 50 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

7 9 90 Central 
Australia 40-49 M Warlpiri, English 

  10   Central 
Australia 40-49 F Warlpiri, English 

8 11 50 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

9 12 70 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

  13 50 Central 
Australia 40-49 F Warlpiri, English 

10 14 40 Central 
Australia 50-59 F Warlpiri, English 

11 15 120 Big Rivers 50-59 F English  

12 16 50 Big Rivers 40-49 M English (mother Brunette 
Downs station) 

13 1 50 Alice 
Springs 50-59 F English 

14 18 90 Barkly 50-59 F  Warlpiri, English 

  19   Barkly 50-59 M Warlpiri, English 
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15 20 130 Barkly 60-69 F Warlpiri, English 

16 21 130 East 
Arnhem 70-79 F Yolngu Matha 

  22   East 
Arnhem 60-69 F Yolngu Matha 

  23   East 
Arnhem 60-69 F Yolgnu Matha 

TOTAL   1260         
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Appendix 9: Example of analytic memo 
 

Analytic Memo 6 – Quiet activism – volume and whispering 

Where protective capacity is exercised within communities it takes form through 

individual, family and/or community actions. At each of these levels there appear to exist 

pre-conditions for the taking of action. Common across the research was the cautiousness 

from which participants approached their interviews. As distinct from silence, the quietness 

of actions seemed to be in deference to the power dynamics within a community or family, 

but also cryptic awareness of the risks posed by white systems upon revelation of incidents 

of abuse and of the timing of cultural decision making as it aligns with criminal or welfare 

responses. 

Preconditions: 

 Broader protective 
strategies 

Incident based 
responses 

What is needed 

Knowledge about 
sexual exploitation 

Confidence and safe 
spaces to talk about 
the issue.  
Noticing and 
vigilance 

Positional and/or 
personal authority to 
act 

Information about 
offending and 
impact 

Knowledge about 
child welfare and 
justice systems 

Engagement with 
authorities about 
negotiated processes 
for managing sexual 
abuse. 

 Platform to 
demonstrate 
protective capacity 
in community where 
child can remain. 

Ability to prioritise 
child’s rights where 
there is conflict 

Support to children 
in violence 
households. 
Guidance to parents 
abusing alcohol and 
leaving kids at 
greater risk. 

 Resources to 
support the 
complexity of 
process across 
western and 
Aboriginal law 

Knowledge of 
culture 

Conversations to 
clarify culturally 
condoned 
relationships – skin 
groups 
Clarification of 
promised marriage 
 
 

To anticipate and 
manage family and 
community 
aftermath around 
incident. 
Networked decision 
making to afford 
protection to child 

Resources 
Aboriginal 
controlled cultural 
programs and 
associated media 
platforms/resources 
 
Education and 
support to children 
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and support to 
offender. 

to understand sexual 
exploitation is not 
culturally condoned 

Customary law Strengthened 
identity of children 
Role and 
responsibility 
clarification  
 
 

Engagement of 
community decision 
making and problem 
solving, including 
traditional 
punishments. 

 

Personal courage  
 

Raise the issue Interception 
Interruption 
Report the matter to 
police and support 
the victim 

 

Engagement with 
children 

Warning   
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Appendix 10: Initial coding of early interviews  
Name Sources References 

Child Sexual Abuse 5 24 

Beginning of CSA 5 24 

Case Examples 5 36 

Causes 8 65 

CSA Definitions 13 39 

Impact of Child Sexual abuse 5 11 

Impact of child sexual abuse on the community 4 10 

Normalised 1 1 

Offender Type 3 10 

Prevalence 5 9 

Victim blaming 3 4 

Cultural and Community Context 10 61 

Emotion 2 4 

Gender 6 24 

Kinship - culture 4 15 

Language 1 1 

Multiple Roles 1 3 

Obligation 1 2 

Power 1 2 

Religion Christianity 1 3 

Remote 2 4 

Resilience 3 3 

Protective approaches 13 169 

Programs 7 29 

Protection actions 12 71 

Protective behaviours - noticing 7 18 

Protective Strategies 11 51 

Responding to Child Sexual Assault 12 245 
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Community connection 1 1 

Complexity 3 7 

Cultural Approaches 11 84 

Family and Community Responses 6 23 

Offender support 3 7 

Punishment and consequence 5 22 

Relationship with mainstream law 10 45 

Support for children and families 4 7 

Western vs Aboriginal 8 49 

Social Issues and Policy Contexts 12 54 

Broader social concerns - most worry 10 25 

Multiple social issues 2 3 

NTER - social policy 3 24 

Protection from the removal of children 2 2 

What is needed 10 61 

Barriers to Protection 9 61 
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Appendix 11: Sample of comparative analysis 

 

P2 and P3 Barkly P18 and P19 Barkly P20 Barkly P15 Big Rivers P16 Big Rivers 
Creating private safe 
space for conversation. 
 
Private talking 
 
 
In the past (before 80s) 
kids kept safer through 
culture and through 
family meeting. 
 
Nostalgia for safety and 
protection provided 
through culture, law 
and kinship 
 
Less people drinking 
then. 
 
Erosion of protection  
 
 
Family close knit 
Always someone to 
look after kids when 
parents doing 
something else. 
Always someone there 
to look after the family.  
One big family look 

Community driven approach 
important: night patrol as set up by 
elders – initially voluntary then 
paid coordinators after 15 years. 
Community driven approach -  
 
Approach now Australia-wide. 
 
Suicide story program – developed 
with Elders and Mental Health 
Association of Central Australia 
 
Information developed for remote 
community training and adapted 
for other wider audiences. 
 
Kids program - Previously a 
council of Elders and Respected 
Persons – from each language 
group from across the region.  Not 
delivered. 
 
Programs sitting and gathering 
dust. 
 
Program focussed on children 
having contact with elders, 
involving parents in activities.  
After school.  Quality time 
together.  Strengthening 

Anonymity, privacy for conversation. 
 
Making time to discuss – priority 
 
Defining remote – including TC 
(remote town) 
 
TC – 7 communities in region 
 
Defining community – language 
groups. 
 
Old people – “it’s no longer the way 
it used to be for our people.” 
 
Defining ‘culture’ – fluid and moving 
on over time 
 
Erosion of culture = less protection 
 
Marrying wrong skin (eg of changing 
culture) 
 
 
 
Overcrowding as it impacts safety of 
children. 
 
Situational risk factor - overcrowding 
 

Policy – impact of intervention 
‘on us’.  
Old girls hiding and scared kids 
would be taken. 
 
Education/information 
Need for information on 
paedophilia and grooming 
behaviours. 
 
 
Grooming family and community 
Use of alcohol by white men to 
access children and keep parents 
quite. 
 
Abuse in residential school in 
Darwin. Shop keeper, school 
principal. 
 
Take children camping.  Abuse of 
own children and others.  
Drugging of wife.  Use of wife to 
garner community confidence.  
No support for boys where 
offender dies prior to trial for 
abuse of other children. 
 
 
Policy and hiding children 

Brunette downs.  
Mother stolen gen at 
Croker Island mission 
then Sydney after 
evacuation by Margaret 
Somerville. Protection 
of 97 children from 
invasion by Japenese. 
Bigger threat – 
government told her to 
leave children there. 
 
Stolen gen children 
gradually finding 
family and learning 
about culture. 
 
Gender – fathers more 
involved with kids 
Dads now more 
involved with their kids 
than before. Happened 
over time and 
supported by 
posters/images/advertis
ing of father’s role. 
 
Gender role changes – 
women working, 
fathers with children. 
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after kids, share 
responsibilities and 
make sure everyone 
was safe. 
 
Live in humpies.  
Didn’t have houses. 
People looked out for 
each other. Nowadays 
if something happens 
people say ‘ oh it’s not 
my business anymore’. 
 
Collective 
responsibility 
 
Whole community 
looked out for each 
other. 
 
Law to protect us from 
doing things as these. 
We couldn’t break one 
little rule or we’d get 
punished for that. 
When someone did 
something wrong 
Elders would gather 
people round, whole 
community would 
come together, those 
who made trouble that 
morning (SAME DAY) 
stand before the Elders, 
everyone would sit 
down and just watch.  

relationships through activities.  
Growing up our culture. 
In past learned language sitting 
with elders around the fire. 
 
Too many distractions now – 
petrol sniffing, kids staying away 
from school, school not user 
friendly and scaring people off. 
 
Schools value anglo stuff, not 
learning about land rights issues in 
the NT, history of slavery etc.  
Efforts to engage with schools to 
teach this. 
 
 
Need to teach history of Australia 
and that our people were treated 
really badly, and still are. 
 
Don Dale, incarceration, health. 
 
Losing language, kids and rights. 
 
Kids need education both-ways. 
 
Talk and no action, lack of support. 
 
What happens to research. Call for 
action and resources 
 
Need to be looking at kinship, 
duties and obligations to cultural 
law – pushed aside by white law. 
 

Release of sex offenders without 
families knowing – risks/barriers to 
protection 
Not knowing who is dangerous 
 
Prisoner release and risk 
 
Divided loyalty between offending 
family member and other family 
members and grandchildren 
 
We need our son 
 
Support to offending family member 
– gender 
 
Women get help, male offender 
needing family support/shelter 
 
 
Opting for release without probation 
– no conditions or anklet 
 
Abandonment of daughter (mother of 
children) 
 
Loyalty of parent to offending family 
member (brother) 
 
Importance of maintaining 
relationships with offending family 
member 
 
Active engagement by service to 
implement safety measures upon 
release (family support) 

Kids taken out bush (intervention) 
for protection from authorities. 
NTER – Stolen Generation 
Links between experience of the 
stolen generation with the 
intervention. 
 
 
Painting kids up with charcoal 
and hide them in the banana fields 
(stolen generation).  History and 
impact of social policy. 
 
 
Reluctant to come forward – fear 
of consequence 
Since the intervention people are 
reluctant to come forward and tell 
their stories because of the Little 
Children are Sacred Report did 
this already. 
 
 
Intervention a blanket approach 
on everyone. 
 
People reluctant to tell their 
stories and bring it out in the 
open. – Silence 
 
Hiding mode again. 
 
Child sexual abuse is not 
addressed because stories can’t be 
told. 
 

 
 
Stigma in communities 
of father’s involvement 
– men work. 
 
Culture may prohibit 
involvement by men 
(poison relationships) 
Poison cousins – 
practice of avoidance.  
Fathers not involved if 
poison relationship 
with someone in group. 
 
 
Role for specialist 
services – possibly a 
risk if only sitting with 
specialist services? 
 
No discussion about 
sexual abuse while 
visiting community in 
support service role.  
Only SARC would 
know about this or 
DCF, police. 
 
 
You get this feeling 
that something might 
be happening but can’t 
point your finger at it. 
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Elders decided whether 
person should be 
removed from 
community and parents 
had no say. 
Now sons are protected 
by families if they do 
the wrong thing and 
don’t learn it is wrong.  
Back then there was no 
sexual abuse. 
 
Sons now protected by 
families 
 
People kind to each 
other. 
Drinking, supervision, 
no surveillance of risk 
to children. 
 
 
In childhood family 
together and bonded, 
sharing, kindness and 
love.  No fighting and 
violence then. 
 
Taught to forgive and 
forget and be friends. 
 
Impact of drugs and 
alcohol. 
 
Need to ensure no 
alcohol or drugs 

Roles, duties and obligations not 
appreciated or respected by 
agencies dealing with people 
struggling to look after their kids. 
 
Child sexual abuse global issue 
and various definitions/meanings. 
 
Learning from Aboriginal people – 
what has been put in place already. 
 
 
Need for culture to be valued. 
 
Two-ways learning – 
Interculturality. It’s a space.   
 
That is where the two worlds meet, 
you know.  The Aboriginal culture 
and mainstream.  And that’s a 
really puzzling place for a lot of 
white fellas and for us. 
 
Ignorance of our cultural ways is 
killing us. 
 
 
For looking after our kids, 
everything’s too white. 
 
Don’t trust Aboriginal people with 
their children. 
 
Ticking boxes or kids are taken 
away.  
 

Intensive support post release – 
situational risk mitigation 
 
Likelihood of further abuse after 
release. 
 
 
Imprisonment does not end risk to 
children. 
 
Community where many offenders 
are being released where community 
is not aware of offending. 
 
 
Lack of knowing offender history if 
not from their community 
 
 
Connecting of sexual offenders and 
escalation of risk in some locations 
 
Overcrowding, Alcohol, Drugs – 
escalate risk, reduces capacity to 
monitor children’s safety  
 
Young people having children too 
young 
 
Young parents – grandparent over-
burdened 
 
Burden on grandparents to care for 
children 
 

 
People less likely to ask for 
outside help. 
 
 
Mandatory reporting messaging 
takes place. Unsure if clinics and 
others are reporting. 
 
Need education on paedophilia 
and signs to look out for. 
 
Vigilence, noticing, watching – 
alarm bells. 
 
Manipulative behaviour of 
predators gets in the way of acting 
– buying people.  Easy to exploit 
poverty.  
 
 
Predators allowed to stay in 
communities through trading off 
with alcohol. 
 
Perception of white man’s power 
allows them to remain in 
community – someone working in 
community.  Silence  
 
 
Hard to speak out because of the 
job they are in and because a lack 
of belief that the person could do 
this. (trust?) 
 

Observation – attention 
to shifts in child’s 
demeanour 
Stand back and watch. 
Difficult to tell if this is 
just the way kid is. 
 
Watching for meaning 
behind mood and 
behaviour changes.  
Don’t want to push 
them due to age. 
Clinic may know 
something about it. 
 
Noticing behaviour 
change from cheery to 
sad.  Wonder what’s 
happening at home. 
 
Only confident if 
health professional 
finds this out. 
 
A child might just 
bring the story out. 
(disclosure) Touch and 
go situation – 
momentary window of 
opportunity 
 
In community, visiting 
services talking to 
mothers and fathers 
after rapport lost due to 
intervention in 2007.  
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coming into community 
for children to be safe 
in their home. 
Don’t want children 
taken away again.  
They’ll really miss 
family. Threat of child 
removal. 
 
 
Support, there for each 
other.   
 
Now circle is broken – 
the circle that kept the 
family together.  
“Family Circle’ 
The grog destroyed 
everything for us. 
 
We have no respect for 
each other anymore. 
 
Were all treated special 
in some way ‘as human 
beings’.  How to care 
for each other, not to 
hurt each other. 
Drinking affects non-
drinkers. Mothers 
drinking with their 
partners, leaving kids 
behind. 
 

Governance – Aboriginal 
controlled under scrutiny. 
If given the chance we can prove 
we can do these things – as well as 
or better than the white people with 
our own kids. 
 
They hold our kids away from us. 
Complicity by white people to 
erode culture.  No language, 
culture, history and no kids sitting 
down with us and valuing these 
things. Structures for transfer of 
culture eroded – sitting down 
together.  Interrupted stories and 
learning.  Value’s going. 
 
White ways of working 
patronising. 
 
Like Intervention (NTER) no 
consultation. 
 
National governance of Aboriginal 
organisations – need to know how 
to work in intercultural spaces. 
 
Resources – Managing the Two 
Worlds 
 
Cultural way of governance and 
managing.  Resources developed 
but not being used. 
 
Lack of research application on 
ground. Reflexivity and research 

Situational crime prevention/ 
Adaptive protection strengthening - 
Invoking tenancy legislation to 
address overcrowding to protect 
children 
 
Intensive work with families 
 
Overcrowding reduces ability to 
monitor children’s safety. 
 
Movement between communities and 
townships 
 
 
Children left in households with now 
knowledge of risks by others. 
 
Children vulnerable 
 
Risk assessment involving physical 
security (fences, locks). 
 
 
Supporting family to undertake risk 
assessment at household physical 
level. 
 
Risk assessment of behaviours that 
leave children vulnerable 
 
Leaving door open 
 
Creating safe spaces 
 

Community action taken: 
Employee from outside 
community working for shire 
 
 
Warnings across communities 
about man’s behaviour.  Moved 
on but still working with young 
people somewhere else. 
 
 
 
Breaking silence – child refusal to 
go with that bloke and behaviours 
– hiding under bed.  Noticed by 
grandmother and protective stand 
taken for child. 
 
Networked action – based on 
suspicion and observations 
Start talking about bloke who’s 
bad – made more difficult to stay. 
Moving on, moved on.  
 
No complaints made. No specific 
details. Just coordinated and 
collaborative interception and 
disruption of the risk he presented 
to children within communities. 
 
At community level may not 
report if they didn’t think they 
would be believed and person 
came back. 
 

Building and regaining 
trust. Impact of policy 
– contribute to 
silencing.  Takes time.  
When they know they 
can trust they will let 
you know what’s going 
on. 
 
Relationship and 
follow through  
Importance of ‘coming 
again’.  Word of mouth 
vouching for credibility 
of worker/service. 
 
They’re here to help 
not to judge us.  
Importance of non-
judgemental approach 
to building 
relationship. Can take a 
couple of years.  
Timing 
 
Observe community 
protocols. 
 
We are the new ones – 
blow-ins. They are 
going to live there for 
the rest of their lives. 
 
Slowly spill the beans, 
let out some signs and 
then take it back next 
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Need counselling for 
both parents about 
drinking less. 
Keep alcohol out of 
homes. 
 
Reinstating gender 
roles and 
responsibilities 
Women are mothers 
responsible for keeping 
their kids safe. 
Men responsibility to 
guide young men. 
 
Men elders involved at 
school looking after the 
younger boys and 
keeping them out of 
trouble.  Men taught 
about men’s stuff. 
Elder women (for us 
ladies) kept an eye on 
us at school. Taught by 
grandmothers, women’s 
stuff. 
 
Waiting for white man 
answers – asserting 
capacity for solutions 
 
No one teaching kid 
about anything. 
We think white man go 
the answers for us, but 
we ourself got the 

process.  Ethical dimensions and 
considerations. 
Capable of setting up and 
developing own programs with 
clans. 
 
Evidence of successful programs – 
Night Patrol 
 
Needing to bring family together. 
 
Initiative limited by time and 
commitments across many areas – 
employment, political, social and 
environmental causes, 
constitutional reform. 
 
Ideas for programs after school – 
Monday and Thursday 
 
Lacking money and people to pull 
this together in paid capacity. 
Skills there – facilitation 
 
Lack of knowledge/coordination 
between organisations with the 
funding.  Accountable to 
community and government. 
 
Transparency about funding 
required. 
Communication within township 
required between organisations. 
 
Organisational culture of locking 
doors, keeping to themselves. 

High level of support needed to coach 
and support this approach to 
parenting. 
 
Erosion of protective capacity - 
Vulnerability of young women 
 
 
Abuse masqueraded as culture – 
exploitation of uncertainty – cultural 
transitions 
 
Power over – power exploited to 
justify harm 
 
Challenges to view that ‘its our way 
of doing things’ 
 
Encouraged to talk about safety 
 
Violence in the home by partner 
 
Modelling of violent behaviour to 
children. 
 
Observing  and supporting to 
understand family dynamics. 
 
Reading the behaviours of favouring 
one of the children as a risk factor for 
sexual abuse. 
 
Making explicit links between 
parenting behaviour and risks to 
children of sexual abuse. 
 

Covert – no open discussion of 
sex 
Talking about sex is still very 
shameful.  You can’t talk about it 
openly. 
 
Inaction 
Something needs to be done about 
the teenage girls being abused. 
 
Whispers.  Shame job to talk 
about it. 
 
It can’t be spoken about in 
conversation;  Barrier taboos 
about talking 
 
Even with mandatory report 
training it is still hard to report 
and speak out. 
 
Need for wider community 
education 
General community knowledge 
still not there are health workers 
and school workers are targeted. 
 
People need information and 
support to understand the barriers 
to reporting. 
Barriers to speaking out – identity 
and position of victim or suspect 
 
Identity and position of suspect or 
victim may impact ability within 

time for more 
conversation. 
 
Relationship builds to 
being just like family 
then they open up 
things. (trust 
foundation of 
disclosure by family 
and community) 
 
If something happening 
they would probably let 
you know. 
 
Gender specific.  If 
women talking, woman 
to be involved in 
discussion. 
 
 
Barrier to action or 
reporting 
Sexual Abuse 
normalised for a lot of 
mums – part of 
growing up – but now 
there are places to go 
and numbers you can 
call up. 
 
 
 
Accessing help from 
outside 
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answers. We are too 
lazy and blind to see.  If 
we come together as 
community we can 
keep kids safe.  
 
 
Men need counselling, 
not only women. We 
just throw them away. 
 
Working both ways, 
white people and 
Aboriginal. 
Culture is complicated 
where skin groups 
prevents us from 
helping another person.  
If we can’t do it we let 
the white people do it 
for us. 
 
Cultural barriers to help 
(skin groups) and 
workarounds. 
 
Sometimes when things 
like this happen it is 
hush-hush. Silence 
People may not talk 
about it because it 
affects them. (Silence) 
 
Child are the future  
Need to keep kids safe, 
teach them kids are 

Commercial in confidence works 
against collaborative approach. 
Trust, come together, open 
minded. 
 
Keep in mind child’s world view.  
We keep forgetting about the child.  
What is the child looking for? 
Child focus – child world view 
 
Child world view –  searching for 
identity - culture, language and 
nobody’s around.  Adults and 
families too busy. 
 
Looking at what we think we know 
of that child rather than putting 
selves in position of  ‘ What’s he 
searching for? What does this child 
need for next 12 months and 
beyond? 
 
 
Give that child a voice. 
 
What do you want? 
 
Children’s participation. 
 
Kids need to be part of community 
and social activities. 
 
It starts with families.  Foundation. 
 
Living all together with extended 
family.  

Leaving children with drinkers. 
 
Teaching parents to secure premises. 
 
Support to enforce no-drinking orders 
and standing against family pressure 
 
 
Securing houses 
 
Family obligation conflict  
 
Support and coaching to understand 
risks and address the physical and 
behavioural risks. 
 
 
Risks from visitors 
 
Managing visitors 
 
Learning and implementing strategies 
for improving safety. 
 
 
Physical security 
 
Assertively prioritising and acting 
children’s safety, setting 
limits,managing numbers in 
household  
Intensive ongoing support to get 
families to this stage 
 
Intensive support required to increase 
safety 

community to speak out, 
intervene and protect. 
 
Culture – barrier and enabler 
Kinship and family rules – 
prohibit and enable protection.   
People can’t talk for another 
person’s kid. Culture: Rights and 
responsibilities for children rest 
with some and others can’t but in. 
(Privacy, rights work against 
child’s rights) 
 
 
Mandatory training needs to 
include and understanding of the 
blocks to reporting and how to 
overcome these. 
Conversations difficulty of 
reporting. 
 
Information about grooming 
Too trusting of people coming 
into community. 
 
Information about impact of 
abuse for victim 
No information about impact of 
abuse to victim – short or long 
term.  ‘no one has any idea at all.” 
 
 
Lack of information about sexual 
abuse makes it hard for 
community to respond. 
 

Parents and 
communities taking 
advantage of the help 
available. 
 
If they can do it there 
we can do it here 
(mainstream lessons of 
taking action) 
Confident community 
will be heard now – no 
longer just a little 
community. 
 
 
Negative perception of 
community as abusing 
or drinkers impacts 
both ability to speak 
out. (impact of stigma 
on causing silence) 
The door swings both 
ways.  
 
Opening up now rather 
than just forget about 
it.  Value of high 
profile of sexual abuse 
within and outside of 
communities. Breaking 
silence.  (campaigns, 
media) 
 
 
Everyday people trying 
to stop it now. 
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important for future. Be 
there to help them see 
which way.  
A big road that 
everyone is 
travelling..how you’ve 
got to turn, which 
way….Just stay on the 
right path. 
Reflective awareness, 
joining together as 
community, helping 
each other. 
 
When things like this 
happen it hurts us in the 
community, feel sad 
inside. 
Community impact - 
sadness 
 
Child taken away by 
police is isolating for 
child from family 
group. 
 
Need to involve family 
when child taken to 
clinic.  A space to sit 
and talk. 
 
Need counsellors based 
on communities. 
 

 
Research project (PhD) ‘it starts 
there,  from little one when the 
kids are 
 
Instruction of little ones – can play 
with right people as determined by 
culture.  Relating and relationships 
dictated by kinship.  Kinship 
Offers protection. 
 
Kinship law 
 
Judiciary system taken over.  
Customary punishment system 
harder. 
Punishment of person who did 
wrong thing and their family 
would get a flogging. 
 
Family base – secure, abusive 
 
Not supporting families – didn’t 
get alongside family to build the 
family together. 
 
Emotional, financial, physical 
abuse happening across the board. 
Context of violence and abuse 
across the board. 
 
Kids run away at night and end up 
on the street – offending. 
 
Run our programs. 
 

Many families not being protective in 
these concrete ways. 
 
Drugs – ice  
Managing alcohol in the home 
 
Sly grog 
 
Culture way – but old ways lost. 
Transitions of culture and gap in law 
leaves kids vulnerable and unsafe 
 
 
Culture in transition that leaves 
children at risk 
 
Oversighting/preventing the exposure 
of children to pornography and adult 
shows 
Prevention of things that arouse 
sexual feeling 
 
Limiting ability for grooming 
children 
 
 
Education with families by support 
workers 
 
 
Break down of culture – disrespect 
for elderly has ‘skyrocketed’ 
 
Drunken women on streets in 60s 
 

It is from colonisation. 
 
 
Culture was protective 
Culture was still strong when 
Nanna was alive and I think they 
had it all worked out. 
 
Promised marriage – when girls 
start menstruating you are a 
woman. 
 
Ready to be married as a woman. 
Culture provided behavioural 
rules and checks to that point and 
kids were safe and protected. 
Definition of a child.  Protected 
for marriage? 
 
Strength of culture, rules and law 
provided safety for children. 
 
 
Stolen gen/mission experience of 
safety 
Experience of safety with 
surrogate family (stolen gen) and 
in Darwin mission. 
 
Childhood carefree and no threat 
from any men out there. 
 
No child abuse or inkling of it 
back then. 
Community safe in my childhood.  
Allowed to roam around. 

Government waking up 
to themselves now. 
 
Community members 
working with 
government. 
 
Places to report – task 
force. 
 
 
Community conflict for 
reporting to police 
Sometimes conflict in 
community if csa 
reported to police. 
 
Hierarchy of 
consequences for 
speaking up 
Takes a lot of courage 
in community to make 
a report.  Steps of 
thinking about decision 
to report, weighing of 
consequences – doing 
the right thing. 
 
 
We can’t let kids get 
abused. Someone in the 
community has got to 
stand up and let their 
voices be known. 
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Need family 
counsellors not tied to 
schedules. 
 
Counsellor/support 
about how to keep their 
home safe. 
Counsellor support for 
problem solving (sort 
things out with family 
at home). 
 
Traditional conflict 
resolution – process. 
 
There was a 
peacemaker in 
community but not 
now.  
Cultural law was 
broken.  It’s still here 
but we’re not practicing 
our law. 
 
Attempts to use 
mediation ‘white man 
way’ now  
 
Problems not solved by 
going to gaol. 
Need to live with white 
man law and our law. 
 
 
Offender accountability 
to community 

 
How to teach children differently 
about history and culture. 
 
Strengthening connection to 
culture. 
 
Conversations about treaty 
happening across Australia. 
 
Healing roles 
 
Healing and voice needs to come 
from Traditional owners, not just 
those who are living on land. 
 
Foundation of authority. 
 
Distractions from focus on children 
- conflict 
 
Bullying that extends between 
school to community. 
 
Not feeling safe 
 
Teaching language and culture 
about cultural responsibilities – to 
help children. 
 
Cultural erosion  
Physical abuse at ceremony. 
 
Every community needs to have a 
community plan. 
 

Lack of capacity / ability to support 
care of children 
 
Alcohol part of culture lived by 
Aboriginal people 
 
Challenge to meaning of culture – 
what does culture really mean to you? 
 
Challenges – what is your way? 
Age and childhood/adulthood 
 
Starting younger – 12, right skin.  
“this one here is my right skin and 
she right for me now because she’s a 
woman. 
 
Law states 12 year old is a child 
 
Education needed about age of 
consent 
 
Young people used and abused – 
vulnerability of youth exploited in 
guise of culture 
 
Men sabotaging girls’ access to 
education to secure them in 
relationship. 
Deterred from education – she don’t 
need education 
Need to uphold age of children under 
western law 
Human rights/children’s rights 

White blokes 
Paedophilia has only been the 
white blokes. 
CSA been introduced through 
certain missionary types. 
Contradiction to above statement 
of safety on mission. 
 
Royal commission stories – 
Rhetta Dixon, probably Croker 
Island the same. 
 
 
Commission, somebody just 
started talking about it. 
 
Began with stolen generation in 
30s 
Child sexual abuse began with 
stolen generations in 30s. 
 
Never heard of it being any tribal 
Aboriginal man ever committing 
one of those crimes. 
 
Own experience when kids started 
going to high school in Darwin in 
the 70s. 
 
Abuse of residential school 
students – boys from 70s. 
 
 
6 men taking him to court but 
suicide the day before. 
 

Consequences of not 
speaking out is that it 
keeps ‘lingering 
around’. 
 
It won’t stop until 
someone steps in. 
speaking out 
 
Mainly women speak 
out – grandmas. 
 
Children with 
grandparents.  
Grandparents authority. 
 
Barriers to speaking 
out 
Mum and dad too shy 
to talk so won’t talk 
about it. 
 
Authority of 
grandparents to tell 
parents the behaviour is 
wrong.  Told to report 
to authorities to make it 
stop. 
 
Grandparents courage 
and authority. 
Happens by people 
from within community 
and those coming in.   
Grooming tactics -
Access to community 
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After imprisonment, 
little girl’s family 
would  punish him.  
Returning to another 
community is better. 
 
Sending him away, 
stopping him from 
returning to community 
as there would be 
trouble for him eg 
others would come and 
fight with him. 
Cause greater conflict 
and violence. 
 
If returning to 
community they will be 
watching him. 
 
Mobilisation 
 
If known about women 
network and instigate 
protective strategies 
involving older children 
to protect younger. 
Women talking 
together and warning 
each other.  ‘Gather up 
all the women and talk 
about it’ 
Younger child taken 
back home by brother 
or cousin if playing 

Yalu – employ people who work 
with children at school who are 
struggling with bullying. 
 
Suicide story – our way – 
culturally concept of clouds 
(pressure from kids, bullying from 
kids) 
 
Resource – Suicide Story Program.  
MACA office in Alice Springs.  
Intellectual property.  Resources 
taken.  
 
Programs and training developed 
from within culture 
 
Request for business expertise and 
support 
 
Expertise of knowledge and 
experience within cultural space. 
 
Alternative approach to welfare – 
business 
 
Views of Aboriginal organisations 
by others  
 
Community discord and violence 
distracts from efforts 
 
Community politics 
Community level violence has to 
stop  
Multiple roles and responsibilities 

Need for more education of 
Aboriginal people about the age of 
consent. 
 
Rights of the child education needed. 
 
Active education at individual level 
on rights of children 
 
Alcohol abuse disrupts culture 
 
Drug use, kids in care 
 
Direct talking – as a grandmother 
your’e going to have to change your 
ways 
Blame by children to parents for their 
upbringing. 
 
 
Child finding voice – demanding 
parental care and protection 
Children protesting  - individual.  
‘You have never protected me all my 
life’ 
Intergenerational consequence of 
sexual abuse and neglect 
 
Children in care 
 
Violence to -protective parent 
(stabbing) 
 
Asking what is important to you – 
individual agency and responsibility 
 

Many more kids abused that 
didn’t make formal complaint. 
 
 
One offender and impact of this 
on many children. 
 
Long term impacts on young men 
Impacts a generation of young 
men. 
 
Noticing actions and interrupting.  
Driving with kids on lap around 
community all the time. 
 
 
Shop manager – supply grog all 
the time.  Run community.  Worst 
I’ve seen community. 
 
Transactional sex by boys – death 
of perpetrator as consequence of 
actions (not convicted) 
Shop manager in community at 
same time as principal that had 
his throat slashed. Boys had been 
selling themselves to him.  Tutor - 
CDU 
 
FACS involved – reported. 
 
Involving police 
Reporting to police.  Vigilance 
across communities.  Report to 
police to place child is safety of 
other family – not care of 

through selling grog, 
cigarettes or dope then 
taking advantage of it. 
Just abuse. 
 
Movement between 
town and 
commumunity. 
 
 
Years ago mainly in 
community itself. 
 
 
Parents may bring 
people back to 
community. 
 
Resources about CSA 
limited if literacy skills 
low 
Role of health 
organisations in 
promoting awareness 
of sexual abuse.  
Posters limited due to 
lower literacy and 
numeracy. 
 
Reliance on health 
professionals for 
expertise.  
 
Growing awareness 
Information filtering 
through to community 
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near that person.  ‘don’t 
hang around that bad 
person.  He does 
rubbish things to hurt 
kids.’ 
Warning kids, taking 
them home – ‘You 
can’t stay around 
there’, chase all the 
kids away. Physical 
action of interception 
and diversion from 
proximity of known 
offender. 
Where someone from 
outside community, 
Elders speak to their 
elders and determine 
where he needs to stay. 
 
Offender from within 
community, from 
outside community or 
white. 
White people go to 
gaol. 
 
Need to speak to people 
that hurt children – seen 
them.  Messed up in the 
brain, sitting quiet then 
he does silly things. 
Describes behaviours 
that are pre-cursor to 
hurting kids. 

Overcoming exhaustion and being 
drained. Sustained pressure is 
turned to motivation 
Educated – University 
Stay here because of country, 
family connections, duties and 
obligations to language and 
culture. 
 
Duty to grandchildren 
 
Culture will endure 
History of survival 
 
Knowledge of genealogy and 
history 
 
Knowledge from ancestors 
 
Need some space for ourselves – 
outstation remote place 
 
No grog, gunga or petrol.  No 
Violence. Cultural healing. 
 
Teach kids in the bush. 
 
Homeland where we can teach 
kids. 
Cultural healing. 
Detox 
 
Limitations of research – not 
translating to practice 
 

Accessible support (family in paid 
support roles) 
 
Explicit conversation about priorities 
 
Women saying ‘ we are all human 
beings.  We all have needs.’ 
 
Needs come first. 
 
Two way culture but old ways not 
longer here. 
 
Young people don’t listen to old 
people. 
 
Erosion of culture -  
Old people and influence of 
advertising about what’s out there. 
 
Priorities and needs now more 
consumer based rather than cultural 
side. 
 
Need for shelter and food but no talk 
of culture. 
 
Need for safety as priority. 
 
Support to manage overcrowding – 
calling police, assertively managing 
numbers.  
 
Erosion of protective capacity – 
abuse of mothers 
Mothers subjected to ongoing abuse. 

principal.  Acting on prior 
knowledge of step-children being 
complainants against him. 
 
Known to police assisted quick 
intervention. 
 
Shop keeper moves out of 
community suddenly. 
 
Grooming family and community 
to access children and take them 
off community (including 
interstate) 
Collecting kids from community 
and taking to his caravan park. 
 
Good bloke cause he provides 
money and grog. 
 
Shop keeper abuse of step 
daughters. 
 
Took my nephew to Sydney for 
father’s funeral when he was 
about 7.  Transporting children 
interstate. 
 
That boy’s probably got stories to 
tell in years to come. 
 
Tactics of offenders – 
borrow/allege power or 
coordinate with other powerful 
actors 

from outside (summits) 
via health 
professionals. 
  
Information needs to be 
translated. 
 
Women stand up and 
speak out in 
community. 
 
Women’s yarning 
circle – information 
exchange. (Gender as 
part of solution) 
 
Working together 
Agency/community 
information exchange 
conduit. 
 
Outside mob come in 
and try to help make 
safer community. 
 
Working both ways – 
cultural and white 
man’s way.  Effort to 
do this as a way to 
address the clash. 
 
Some can relate to 
culture and white 
man’s way (bicultural 
competence) 
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Observable? Early 
intervention options. 
 
Counselling in prison?  
They need therapy. 
 
Priority for child safety 
(child) then offender 
That person needs to 
stop hurting people. 
First deal about keeping 
kids safe then deal with 
sex offender. 
 
Offender may be in 
prison for life.  Problem 
also hurting himself. 
 
Keep kids safe by 
keeping the grog out 
and the problem is him. 
He has to stop hurting 
kids. 
 
Consequences for 
offender if doesn’t 
address problem 
Get rid of the problem 
or he has to go 
somewhere, do 
something to change 
his life to make him 
better person. 
 

Consider sexual abuse in context 
of broader community 
 
Need to assess options for children 
if need to removed. 
 
Family obligations – 3 or 4 
generations related.  Need this 
visible to children at school. 
 
Reclaiming cultural authority and 
influence.  Pushing back against 
whitewashing. 
 
Too white out there – destructive. 
We teach them something 
different. 
 
Children being hurt by school. 
 
Children not valued at school.   
 
Early intervention – get kids to talk 
about this (sexual abuse) at early 
stage.   
 
Guidance at home ‘no you’re not 
allowed to do this’ 
 
Closer involvement and guidance 
of children – explicit instructions 
to deter harmful behaviours 
 
Kids tell us if someone does this 
and we tell them not to do that. 
 

Support to realise the conflict 
between meeting family obligations 
against own needs. 
 
Children vs obligations to family. 
Involving police to have people 
moved on from home. 
 
Education and health promotion. 
 
Keeping self safe to keep children 
safe or work towards reunification. 
 
Children speaking out – demanding 
better care once they have outside 
intensive support. 
 
Family support and continuity that 
supports children to articulate needs. 
 
‘You say you love me but you’re not 
at home.’ 
 
Children demanding better parenting. 
 
No feeling safe with overcrowding. 
 
Sub-contracting care to others. 
Risks from adults unknown to child 
sharing their bedroom. 
 
Friends invite friends to home. 
 
Learning parenting responsibilities 
for keeping children safe.  
 

Threatened that police were a 
back-up for him. 
 
Gave credit in shops.  Pay off 
debt or I’ll call the cops. 
Shop keeper was ex-copper – 
insinuated his connection with 
coppers. 
Tactic of holding something over 
those responsible for protecting 
kids. 
He’s got something on the people 
who are meant to be protecting 
kids. 
 
Interception by physical attack of 
offender 
Physically attacking man taking 
little boys away from community. 
 
Families trust him – a good bloke. 
 
Trust 
Families believe he is looking 
after them but he’s doing things. 
 
Grooming through offering 
activities (motorbikes) 
Grooming children and boys 
through riding motorbikes. 
 
Trust. Wife legitimates credibility 
of man.  Sense of security. 
 
Public disclosure by wife via 
social media upon knowledge of 

Role for men – child 
rearing 
Stigma, in Aboriginal 
communities, men left 
out of child rearing. 
 
Role for men – role 
models for boys 
Need male role models 
when younger. 
Initiation by men’s 
side. 
 
Women to women’s 
side of things for 
initiation. 
 
 
Both laws 
Mix of white man law 
and Aboriginal law. 
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Limits of violence to 
address offender 
behaviours 
Need to do something 
with him, not just go 
around bashing him up 
all the time. That is still 
violence. 
 
Remove offender or get 
help. 
 
Sexual abuse is not part 
of our culture. Became 
a problem in the 70s. 
 
It is wrong in every 
culture over world to do 
that to a child. 
 
 
We’re all human being 
really. 
 
Grog has separated us 
from being a close knit 
family. 
 
Lost, wandering 
around. 
 
Experience of family 
ruled by grog.   
 

Openness and availability to 
disclosure through close 
relationships within family. 
 
Telling kids not to draw rude part 
of a boy (example) – maybe 
missing indicators – what’s normal 
and healthy? 
 
Grandparents, parents correct 
behaviour. 
 
We are onto these kids. 
 
Paying attention. 
 
Tell whole group so they keep 
reminding each other when we’re 
not around. 
Group reinforcement of rules and 
behaviour. 
 
Housing families in home for 
many years.  
 
Family obligation 
 
Taking a break from housing 
family. 
 
Multiple level of intervention: 
Child, Family/Household, Children 
in groups 
 
Motivation to start and process 
mapped for workshopping ideas 

Organising responsible care by those 
who can keep child safe. 
 
 
Education needs to be ‘in your face’ 
at a community level. 
 
 
Education about what safety means at 
the household level. 
 
More intensive family support. 
 
Young mothers not retaining care of 
their children. 
Multiple fathers to children – giving 
children away when money runs out. 
 
Families are fragmented. 
 
Drugs and mental health used to 
suppress trauma experiences. 
 
Men feeling disempowered. 
 
Transience and impact on school 
attendance. 
 
 
 
Anger and frustration taken out on 
young women. 
 
Abuse of culture – power over 
Lies about right skin when they are 
not. 

abuse of grand-daughter. 
Mapping disclosure – 2nd degree 
disruption Protection afforded 
without victim disclosure, support 
or healing – no closure 
 
Offender died prior to police 
interview. 
 
No support for victims where 
disclosure has not occurred. 
Didn’t know how to address 
matter for boys at centre of 
allegations by the wife of 
offender, now deceased. No 
disclosure – no intervention or 
support. 
 
When is the right time if risk has 
passed? Problem with relying on 
legal frameworks for responding. 
 
Inaction 
Boys and transactional sex with 
teacher. Family not 
noticing/acting. 
 
Physical retribution by boys 
resulting in death. 
 
 
Barriers to help once offending 
happens.  Silence 
 
Consequences of abuse victims 
not getting help – perpetrators? 
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Grog breaks spirit 
down, mentally, 
physically, spiritually. 
They must be hurting 
inside – 
drinking.(Alcohol - less 
available and connected 
to kids – less 
protective) 
 
Family network 
decision making for 
children 
 
(Extended) family 
oversight and decision 
making about where 
kids should be. 
Family members 
making decision about 
where kids should be – 
e.g. holidays back out 
to community, making 
sure they are going to 
school. 
 
Woman’s duties as a 
mother. Women born to 
carry child. What 
women are for.  Father 
role to help get kid on 
the right track.  (adult’s 
roles).   
 

for after school program and 
resources. 
 
Advocacy. 
 
 
Developing resources for those 
working with kids. 
 
Value, appreciation of culturally 
based resources. 
 
Marketing and funding of 
resources.  Business. 
Ownership – telling our story our 
way 
Workshops – community owned 
and driven.  Pay to attend. 
 
Support and resources  - online 
learning for students. 
 
 
Need for neutral space. 
 
After school learning space.  
Learning and discipline. 
 
Instruction, rules. 
 
Children’s program ideas 
 
Relax. 
 
Same age groups and write 
programs. 

Person of two bloods and risks. 
(pastoralist father).  
 
Gender and cultural law – cultural 
erosion 
Men’s business.  Unable to get young 
boys to go to men’s law where they 
can become men. 
Boys frightened and prefer to go to 
other places or playstations. 
Efforts to encourage boys to go 
through men’s business.  Families 
relied on to force boys to go out. 
 
Alcohol has taken over. 
 
Overcrowding dysfunctional homes 
leave boys and girls at risk of sexual 
abuse. 
 
Education lacking. 
 
Household by household approach 
needed to address overcrowding and 
returning to communities. 
 
 
Enforcing legislation in tenancy as 
tool to support protecting children. 
 
More time spent explaining 
legislation and avenues for using this 
to protect family.  Role for police. 
 
Both Ways - law 
 

Absence of men’s voices 
How are men dealing with this – 
not much evidence of action. Role 
of men -  
 
 
Culture not strong now – 
previously women would have 
forced the issue.  Cultural hiaitis  
 
Culture is all but gone. 
 
Everyone’s too frightened to do 
anything. 
 
Reliance on white justice system.  
 
Men disempowered. Evidence 
gathering and process doesn’t 
work for them. 
 
Different country – different 
strength of culture. Place 
Each community and country 
different. Some places culture is 
stronger.  Strong men who can 
speak out. 
Strengthen culture required. 
 
 
Cultural transition – impact of 
Christianity.  Crossroads?  
Intersection of Christianity and 
effort to return to culture. 
 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    347  

In culture, uncle 
responsible for the kids, 
teaching his nephew. 
 
Active involvement  
and interception of 
children’s peer 
relationships  
Grandmothers teach 
young girls, how to be 
safe, separating 
friendships (bad 
influence).  Tell girl’s 
parents. 
Discourage peer 
interaction (not to join 
gangs) 
 
Past childhood 
experience of ‘places to 
go’ woman and men.  
Mother was a spiritual 
leader, helped women 
in the community. 
Alternative supports 
drawn from culture and 
roles 
 
Previously, violence 
was tribal wars.   
Family, people were 
really good people, 
happy, singing dancing. 
We don’t sing and 
dance like that anymore 

Start language school on 
weekends. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Engagement of police to monitor and 
support tenants in their efforts to keep 
others away from house. 
Intensive support and education 
required. 
 
 
Intensive family support to show 
there is a better life. Building hope. 
 
 
Response by mother to intensive 
support and ensuring security and 
safety for child. 
 
 
More employed support workers are 
needed and more child protection 
staff. 
 
 
More family education of families 
needed about safety of children and 
of vulnerable women. 
 
Erosion of parenting - Alcohol 
Babies unsupervised and neglected 
late at night. 
 
Children seeking out drunk parents. 
 
Impact of drinking on parenting. 
 
Sex between adults in view of 
children – door open. 
 

Prayer not action – silencing of 
such behaviours 
Christianity means they don’t 
address the nasty bits. Silencing? 
Pray for them – (not act?) 
(silence?) 
 
 
Education better in community 
than church setting. 
 
Education and information about 
Child Welfare processes 
More education about child 
welfare processes.  Fear of FACS 
involvement creates silence. 
Kids being taken away by FACS 
and placed with non-Indigenous 
families. 
 
 
Current practices continue to 
traumatise stolen generation.  
Barrier to reporting  
 
 
Decision making for child 
placements.  
 
 
Child protection court cases –our 
mob don’t come to court, not 
cause they don’t care but court 
scares them.  No understanding of 
legal terms. 
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back home.  Just sit 
around. 
 
 
Teaching girls about 
artefact making, bead 
making and singing 
songs to them, 
traditional painting, 
body sign and take the 
young girls back to the 
bush.  I can’t do that 
cause I have live in the 
town and am studying. 
 
 
Wanting to build a 
rehab for boys. 
 
Aboriginal determined 
solutions  
Strengthening spiritual 
well-being. 
 
Need to do it on our 
own. – what is both 
ways and what is 
Aboriginal determined? 
 
Community garden, 
bush medicine, artefact 
making. 
 
Ideas to get young 
fellas off the grog, good 
environment for kids on 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Erosion of parenting - despair 
Despair in a person’s life has 
contributed to people forgetting about 
the importance of their children. 
 
Need support and expertise – two-
way 
 
Need more professional staff, social 
workers, clinical psychologists, 
neoropsychologists. 
 
Support with mental illness. 
 
Drugs and alcohol – marijuana. 
 
 
Legislative solutions – pregnant 
women in bars. 
 
Intensive support to access specialist 
for pregnant women re FASD. 
 
Virtual specialist access. 
 
Lack of safe alternative care options. 
 
Education about the rights of children 
– shelter, health, medical, food and 
being kept safe.  Parents understand 
what we are talking about but some 
have never discussed that (making 
children’s rights explicit) Importance 
of conversations 
 

Unrealistic orders.  No services 
and courses available.   
 
Process daunting. 
 
 
Kids stay in care as parents don’t 
remain involved. 
Parents aren’t supported through 
process. 
 
Need a care house – crisis care for 
mothers having babies. 
 
 
Care house for families outside of 
child protection system.  Paid 
staff, 
 
 
Rush – court and investigation 
time frames resulting in kids in 
multiple care settings. 
 
Taking time to find right 
placement for children. 
 
People not expected to take extra 
kids at once in their house. 
 
Alternative approach to keeping 
kids safe with the right people. 
 
Physical reaction to boys in care 
of gay men who foster.  Not right 
culturally. 
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weekends and holidays, 
camping out bush.  
(wider approaches) 
 
We are doing our best 
to keep the kids. 
 
I can’t do it alone.  I 
need someone there to 
support me, guide me 
through.  Options for 
community driven 
program 
approaches/solutions 
 
Whole family talking 
about setting up 
something for the 
family out bush. 
Solutions connected to 
country Place. 
 
Spiritual healing with 
family out bush.  Get 
them off the grog – 
court or police ordered 
treatment/diversion. 
 
Not only for the kids 
but the people living 
this life. Community 
driven healing and 
support 
 
AFL makes them happy 
but also need kids to 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Grandmothers looking after so many 
children but worn out.  They lose 
count. 
 
Grandmother’s intervention from 
interstate when grandson not cared 
for by mother.  Relocation interstate 
again with grandmother. 
 
Being dumped from house to house 
by mother. 
 
Finding culture – ‘what culture’ – my 
mothers’ drunk all the time. 
 
Active family intervention to take 
child back interstate away from harm. 
 
Children valued for welfare payment 
but not cared for with the money. 
 
Attempts to bring children back to 
country for connecting with family 
and culture not successful. 
 
Family intervention by stolen 
generation grandparents. 
 
Grandson bed-hopping as not 
supported financially by his mother. 
 
Private family agreements for 
children to live with other family 
members. 

Questioning quality and 
motivation of carers.  Financial 
motivation. 
 
Carers with history of sexual 
abuse 
History of family sexual abuse 
within carer family. 
 
Police clearance for all who come 
to house. 
 
 
Formal protections also present 
risks to children. 
 
Responding to hunches – 
education about how 
How do community members 
speak out and respond to their 
hunches about people with their 
children. 
 
Determination and drive to 
investigate hunches self but 
without ‘getting done’ for slander. 
 
Education needed on behaviours 
of peadophiles, grooming, impact 
of abuse on children 
 
Hard.  Don’t want to stop men 
that are caring and looking after 
kids or them being targeted. 
 
Role for men 
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play cricket and 
basketball, volleyball, 
hockey, soccer. 
 
More activities with 
kids – taken them 
swimming. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Culture not strong or supporting the 
safety of children. Cultural erosion 
Obligation without reciprocation. 
 
 
Consequence for speaking up – 
enforces silence 
Being ostracised because she stood 
up and said no more. 
 
Risking ostracism by standing up for 
a decent life for myself and children. 
 
Standing up so that I can wake up and 
not find somebody standing over my 
bed or my child’s bed. 
 
 
Talking about what culture means to 
her and basic human needs. 
 
Although it is hard, standing up 
against family pressure who aren’t 
thinking the cultural way as it used to 
be. 
 
Culture has changed and its more 
grog, DV, sex, sex when you’re 
drunk.  Wake up and not know where 
you are.  Waking up not knowing 
where I left my kids.  It’s the norm. 
Kids are vulnerable. 
 
Leaving kids with family members 
and going off to do your own thing is 
not how it used to be.  It was 

Men need to drive this. Say what 
abuse is, what is or is not 
acceptable and to teach all the 
young boys. 
 
 
No men are coming forward. 
 
Policy disempowers and 
immobilises men  
Men immobilised by NTER – 
disempowered. 
 
Men not talking about issue for 
fear of being targeted. Silencing 
effect of policy approaches. 
 
Rapes of girls – gang rapes on 
young girls.  
Action (gang rapes) is determined 
by power struggles within 
communities. 
For speaking up, girls further 
victimised by boys’ families – 
(including women) Silenced by 
threats to victim and victim 
family. 
 
 
Girls further victimised and 
broken – leaving communities to 
homelessness and drug and 
alcohol problems.  Disengaged 
from school and everything. 
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intertwined with women’s and men’s 
law. 
 
When getting ready for puberty girls 
spend time and learn women’s side of 
things, about her music, about 
herself, everything, her place in 
society.  That was the giving of 
children to families.  With the 
grandparents they were learning.  Not 
just giving children to Nana to look 
after for several months when mother 
is tired. 
 
Role of grandmothers 
Children not dumped with 
grandmothers.  Grandmothers sick of 
it. 
 
When grandparents apply for 
Centrelink money after they get 
beaten for it. 
 
Kids snatched by parents from 
grandparents.  Nastiness.  Erosion of 
culture, violence. 
 
Use existing legislation and fund 
more organisations to provide 
intensive family support. 
 
Be on the ground. 
 
Support to persist with focus on 
children (not drinking) 
 

Role for men and culture. Gender.  
Not protecting boys who commit 
offences. 
Men should take boys out bush 
for cultural law – consequences of 
their behaviour rather than 
protecting them. 
 
Culture – erosion  
Break down in cultural law and 
respect for elders. 
 
Whispers – not talking openly. 
(silence) 
Gaol should be for serious crime 
not lesser offences. No degrees of 
the bad stuff. Gaol too much like 
a sick bonding session.  
Comrades. 
 
In gaol less accountable to 
community or victims for 
behaviours. 
 
Bushlaw – mediation, punishment 
and discerning between these 
situations.  Not just about being 
speared. 
 
Family involvement in mediation 
and decision making about 
punishment.  Depends upon crime 
and level of pain caused.  What is 
asked for may be on their own 
family one day. Very delicate. 
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Conversations to invite new 
thinking/approaches for men/fathers. 
 
Helping mother to bring up children – 
not removing them. 
 
Gender roles - strengthening 
Men’s obligations and responsibility 
– caring and protecting. 
 
Complicated by multiple fathers. 
 
Step-father commitment to all 
children? 
 
Absent fathers. 
 
Conversations – decisions about care 
of children while drinking 
 
Conversations about safety of 
children and safe parenting. 
 
Conversations about shared 
responsibility if harm comes to 
children away from mother’s care. 
 
Legislation  
 
Intensive family support that 
specifically gives focus to sexual 
abuse and safety. 
Importance of prevention of sexual 
abuse. 

Cultural law kept harmony. 
 
 
Process of law as important as 
outcome. 
 
 
People talking up, from their heart 
(cultural law process).  Sense of 
belonging for victims.  Justice 
system silences the voice of 
victims. – victim impact 
statement at the end. 
 
 
Men from some communities 
came out about NTER. 
 
 
Tape – possible solutions and 
different way of doing things. 
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Education about sexual abuse so they 
understand. Materials and resources 
for this. 
 
Families not well. 
 
Impact of trauma and mental illness. 
 
Addressing overcrowding through 
tenancy action and issue of trespass 
notices. 
 
Clients may not have own tenancy. 
 
Work with legislation to keep kids 
safe. 
 
Use of existing legislation that 
contributes to safe children – 
different from child protection. 
 
Model or framework for keeping kids 
safe. 
 
Involving schools. 
 
Safety classes run in schools as part 
of curriculum. 
 
The kids can identify who are good 
people. 
 
Children can be taught that they can 
go to people if feeling unsafe (doesn’t 
have to be specifically allegations of 
abuse). 
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Prevention is key. 
 
Educating mothers who are left with 
the children the strategies for keeping 
themselves and children safe. 
 
A question for many decades – how 
do we keep our kids safe? 
 
What is culture?  Where are the 
dancers? 
 
Culture lost.  Trying to get it back.  
One thing our kids should be able to 
see.   Part and parcel of culture. 
Going to country with family.  
Women’s law. 
 
Culture lost but needed to be stronger 
 
What is family? Rules within family, 
respect, expectations.  Talk about 
safety. 
 
Taught respect for elderly. 
 
Culture is family, sport, work, values, 
opinion. 
 
Culture – All the good stuff has gone. 
Unable to be in own home, treated no 
good. 
 
Family erosion 
Elderly staying away from home 
conflicts, hungry kids. 
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What hope have our children got? It 
would be very rare to find a sober 
home. 
Law. Education.   
Advertising and educating impacts of 
overcrowding 
 
Messages about returning to 
communities – limited stays in town. 
 
Messages about safety of our kids, 
future generations.  In your face. 
 
Our children matter. 
(Child value campaign). 
 
Stop transient lifestyle. 
 
Little kids dropped here, there and 
everywhere. 
 
Need more housing.  Out bush and in 
town. (Mobility and safety) 
 
If living culturally, do completely. 
 
Small town conditions and lifestyle 
unhealthy. 
 
Police presence assists to feel safe. 
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P9 and P10 
Central 
Australia 

P13 
Central 
Australia 

P8 
Central Australia 

P11 
Central 
Australia 

P16 Alice Springs 
Central Australia 

P1 Darwin 

Important to 
talk about this 
among elders 
and leaders. 
(who) 
 
Meetings not in 
open spaces 
but in meeting 
places. 
 
 
Not big 
community 
meeting 
 
(Who) Elders, 
organisation 
staff working 
with kids and 
young men, 
school 
teachers, health 
workers. 
 
Hypothetical – 
problem 
solving 
approach to 
sexual abuse. 
 

Privacy for 
conversation 
Transactional sex 
(grog and smokes) 
by 11 and 12 year 
olds from 
neighbouring 
communities in 
town. 
Women from 
across 
communities 
sharing intelligence 
on risks and 
behaviours. 
 
Mobility 
 
 
Protective 
behaviours 
program run 
 
Reporting to police 
as required.  
Support needed 
sometimes from 
outside person. 
 

Risks for kids out at 
night. 
 
Reminding and warning 
kids not to go around at 
night – in the dark area.  
Sexuality and 
development? 
 
Warn grandkids  not to 
be with some others – 
protection from that 
child being dragged 
away by other 
(monitoring peer 
influence). 
 
Arrange supervision of 
kids if unavailable – by 
daughters, great 
grandmothers. 
(Protective Network 
established and utilised) 
 
Establishing safe spaces 
coordinated between 
houses.  Safe Space and 
place – possible in 
remote communities 
 
Family involve children 
visiting country and 

Important to talk 
about this among 
elders and leaders. 
(who) 
 
Meetings not in 
open spaces but in 
meeting places. 
 
 
Not big community 
meeting 
 
 
(Who) Elders, 
organisation staff 
working with kids 
and young men, 
school teachers, 
health workers. 
 
Hypothetical – 
problem solving 
approach to sexual 
abuse. 
 
Hold meeting with 
staff at Mt Theo 
program to talk 
about issues like 
that. 
 

Abuse more apparent in Central 
Australia 
 
Effort to make it better 
 
 
Visible – noticing 
 
 
seeking direction 
 
Frustrated, immobilised 
 
Wanting incarceration and 
perpetrator exposure as outcome 
 
Revealing offender helps protection 
through avoidance 
 
 
Perpetrator detention and training 
 
 
Frequent involvement with child 
sexual abuse and also sexual abuse 
histories of family members (mum, 
grandmother) 
 
Interruption of cycle required 
 
 

Connecting to country/people – 
not just one community 
Establishing expertise, elite 
 
Identity and language 
 
Competence, cultural 
competence 
identity 
 
Kudos- reason for involvement 
from western perspective 
Identity and purpose as 
Aboriginal woman 
Protection of children interested 
me for a long time 
 
Ways of knowing – alternative 
healing for kids 
 
 
Need for education about what 
sexual abuse is 
 
 
Normalisation can result in no 
action by people 
If understood, place for  
customary law if criminal justice 
system doesn’t address 
satisfactorily. 
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Hold meeting 
with staff at Mt 
Theo program 
to talk about 
issues like that. 
 
Tackling petrol 
sniffing 
through 
stronger people 
working in 
program like 
elders and 
staff.  
Community 
involved. 
(drawing from 
experience of 
solving 
complex 
problems) 
 
Community 
based program 
looking after 
girls and young 
men. 
 
Support young 
children 
12,13,14 with 
problems by 
taking them out 
on day 
excursion – 

show them the 
dreaming.  But not 
reinforced when they 
come back. 
 
Family involved with 
kids arguments. 
 
 
Older men tease and 
bully that other child 
when out at night. 
 
Role for strong men and 
women supporting each 
other. 
 
 
Gendered roles: Men 
talking with boys and 
young men teenagers to 
30s 
 
Boys become men 
around 12 and 13 with 
men’s responsibilities. 
Men guiding boys. 
 
 
We’ve been giving our 
stories, people like you 
come in from the cities, 
then nothing is 
changing.  Speaking 
out, sharing 
information. 

Tackling petrol 
sniffing through 
stronger people 
working in 
program like elders 
and staff.  
Community 
involved. (drawing 
from experience of 
solving complex 
problems) 
 
Community based 
program looking 
after girls and 
young men. 
 
Support young 
children 12,13,14 
with problems by 
taking them out on 
day excursion – 
buy kangaroo tils.   
 
They talk to us, we 
ask questions and 
they tell us their 
stories what’s 
going on in the 
community. 
 
 
Teach them about 
paedophiles and 
things that’s not 
right. 

Presentation of historic sexual abuse 
in the elderly and young people 12-
18 yo 
 
 
No disclosure in early childhood 
through fear of consequences 
 
 
Disclosure after removal from 
community 
 
Town camps 
 
Open discussion about sexual abuse 
supports young people to speak out 
now 
Efforts to curb offending and 
substance abuse resulting from 
abuse 
 
Losing their sense of belonging 
 
 
Moving to town and loss of 
connection with family network 
 
Reliance on peers, sense of 
belonging 
 
Crime as part of belonging 
 
Disclosure, notification but no 
action 
 
Advocacy limited by inaction of CP 

Community response can 
include alienation of some 
people and families – outcasts in 
their own community. 
People let others know about 
behaviours of Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal people and what 
they have done. 
Safety measures put in place to 
ensure person cannot sexually 
abuse outside their family group 
– what does this mean. 
 
Warnings to stay away from 
people places whose behaviour 
is harmful.  
Retribution at ceremony time – 
immediate or after the fact. 
 
Open communication with 
Aboriginal kids out on 
community – in contrast to 
Western European culture.  Kids 
join adults and we all talk 
together openly about a lot of 
things. 
 
 
Exceptions to knowing about 
risks within community. You’re 
either in the know or people 
don’t tell you nothing. 
 
 
Within community there is 
knowledge of who presents risk.  
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buy kangaroo 
tils.   
 
They talk to us, 
we ask 
questions and 
they tell us 
their stories 
what’s going 
on in the 
community. 
 
 
Teach them 
about 
paedophiles 
and things 
that’s not right. 
 
Role of 
women’s 
centre, clinic, 
talking with 
young girls. 
 
Protective 
behaviour 
programs in 
schools.  Bi-
lingual 
program 
delivery. 
 
Warning about 
offering lolly 
or asked to go 

Power – people from 
cities come and don’t 
know anything about 
solving problems in 
your society. 
 
 
Position of strength – 
we just do it, get those 
family members 
together and put a 
meeting. 
 
 
 
We handle things that 
are easy then when they 
are hard come together 
if we want to make 
community strong and 
make a plan. 
 
Aspiration for kids - 
future 
 
Night patrol. 
 
Mediation 
 
Cultural way first then 
police with western law. 

Role of women’s 
centre, clinic, 
talking with young 
girls. 
 
Protective 
behaviour 
programs in 
schools.  Bi-lingual 
program delivery. 
 
Warning about 
offering lolly or 
asked to go inside 
his room. 
 
 
Explicit teaching 
and messages to 
boys. 
 
Meetings about the 
this and other 
topics at 
community-based 
programs. 
 
 
Girls night out 
program – 
women’s safe 
house. 
 
Wearing many 
hats. 
 

Networks of influence to advocate 
police action 
 
Networking 
 
 
Support to navigate service supports 
 
Effects of worker transience – 
relationship 
 
 
Sharing their story repeatedly then 
give up – counselled out 
 
Revert to crime and peer support 
 
Youth pregnancy 
 
Pregnancy prevention 
 
 
Prevention of pregnancy as strategy 
to prevent neglect of babies by 
young mothers 
 
Compounding effect of pregnancy 
and parenthood on abuse history 
 
 
Promised marriage implications - 
violence and child protection 
inaction – considered to be DV 
 

This knowledge is not known 
about people coming into the 
community. 
 
Everybody knows but 
sometimes they won’t say things 
about the particular person 
because of who they are in the 
community. 
 
Position, power. Disrupted 
power of women when men sole 
the dilly bag they stuffed it all 
up. 
 
Understanding of when things 
have gone wrong in creation 
times. 
Stealing the law from the 
women except in desert areas.  
Women’s business is extremely 
sacred business. Men tell 
everybody everything. 
 
Richness of understanding about 
causes that isn’t taken into 
account when considering social 
issue responses in the 
mainstream. 
 
Existing theories linked to law, 
culture and history in the areas 
of ‘child sexual abuse’. 
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inside his 
room. 
 
Explicit 
teaching and 
messages to 
boys. 
 
Meetings about 
the this and 
other topics at 
community 
based 
programs. 
 
Girls night out 
program – 
women’s safe 
house. 
 
Wearing many 
hats. 
We get 
involved. We 
talk and meet. 
 
Awareness of 
abuse. 
 
Preparedness to 
speak out on 
record if csa 
happened here. 
 
Engagement 
with people 

We get involved. 
We talk and meet. 
 
Awareness of 
abuse. 
 
Preparedness to 
speak out on record 
if csa happened 
here. 
 
Engagement with 
people about 
what’s not right in 
community, around 
camps and houses, 
not just through 
work.  Available 
mechanism for 
identifying and 
managing 
problems at 
community level. 
 
 
Involvement by 
elders at school to 
address kids issues 
(fighting, 
bullying). 
 
Thumbs up and 
thumbs down. 
 

Agency parameters and 
compartmentalisation of categories 
of violence. 
 
Accommodation and support 
options reduced 
 
 
Problem of violence and risks for 
accommodation providers from 
family locating them. 
 
Support system gaps and limitations 
 
Pursuit of children by promised 
husbands 
 
Children hiding 
 
 
Promised at 13, multiple pregnancy 
and violence to abort the baby 
 
 
Reunified with mother who had 
offered her for marriage 
 
Questioning perception that the 
behaviour is culture so accepted. 
 
Others say it’s not culture any more. 
 
Uncertainty results in indecisive 
action 
 

Cultural obligations, defined 
roles at different times.  You’re 
supposed to be looking after the 
kids not sexually abusing them. 
 
 
Responsibility and 
accountability is complex.  
 
 
Complicated. 
Courage to speak the truth, be 
aware of reception and aware of 
protections available for 
speaking the truth. 
 
Intra-familial, intergenerational 
sexual abuse of boy in family by 
man then abuse towards other 
boy. 
Indicator- I knew there was 
something wrong with his spirit 
because I could see it but I just 
didn’t know exactly what it was. 
 
Retrospective – did not make 
inquiry about whe less 
emotionally developed.  
 
Further abuse as adult of other 
child. 
 
Family decision making. 
Moving offender to other 
community/family. 
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about what’s 
not right in 
community, 
around camps 
and houses, not 
just through 
work.  
Available 
mechanism for 
identifying and 
managing 
problems at 
community 
level. 
 
 
Involvement by 
elders at school 
to address kids 
issues 
(fighting, 
bullying). 
 
Thumbs up and 
thumbs down. 
 

Need to understand the damage to 
young women through promised 
marriage 
 
Service response implications – 
legal response 
 
 
Need to understand promised 
marriage. Looking for a frame of 
reference 
Prevalence of DV – visible and in 
your face 
 
Impact of alcohol and DV on streets 
 
Not improving 
 
Happening in particular families for 
generations 
 
 
Children say it has happened to 
mother, farther and they have to 
accept it. 
 
 
 
Normalised (this would have 
implications for intervention and 
prevention) more powerful than 
messages to promote safety, 
 
 

Policy and family involvement. 
 
 
Retribution – according to 
customary law, you hurt the 
child so we need to hurt you – to 
give you the same amount of 
punishment, the same amount of 
pain. Does this mean sexual 
assault? 
 
A lot of families on communities 
try to understand  it. 
 
Other families ignore it 
 
Other families put safety 
mechanisms in place so children 
aren’t exposed or subjected to 
being sexually abused. 
 
Complex 
 
 
Some people in hospital, nearly 
on death bed for doing stud like 
this. 
 
 
Punishment happens regardless 
of involvement by western legal 
system.  
 
Grandmothers may make 
decision to report.  Sometimes 
people don’t have the coping 
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Low aspirations of girls – to be 
drunk and make babies and go to 
gaol 
 
 
Intervention and supported needed 
for under 10s 
 
Protective behaviours should be 
introduced at pre-schools 
 
 
Undisclosed sibling abuse by family 
and between children 
 
Mobile online access to rape porn 
through sex education curiosity 
 
Noticing – questioning and 
subsequent disclosure (accidental) 
 
Lack of communication to carers re 
children’s history of sexually 
abusive behaviour 
 
 
Ongoing risks between children 
 
Police intervention, warning (under 
10)  
Assessed to be continual predator 
 
Age impacts ability to understand 
and disclose 
 

ability – have to deal with a lot 
‘day-to-day and night-to night’ 
Competing priorities 
 
 
?? Draining.  Enabling/allowing 
healing for kids straight away – 
regardless of accountability of 
person who has done it. 
 
Use of traditional healing – bush 
medicines, singing, smoking, old 
women and old men talking. 
 
Belief system – when someone 
abused or rapes those other 
people are carrying a bad 
spiritual seed and its like a vine 
– a choker vine.  They implant 
that into your body when they’re 
abusing you and it spreads, it 
impacts upon   your spirit, 
emotions, psychologically and 
physically. 
 
Spiritual understanding of child 
sexual abuse.  
 
Spiritual understanding not 
acknowledge by western 
systems because they’re not 
interested. 
 
Need to take stuff out of 
people’s spirit. 
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No access to treatment for child 
victims who offend 
 
Limitations of binary of 
victim/offender 
 
Lack of acknowledgement and 
discussion abuse within sibling 
groups. 
 
Lack of safe family support and 
care options. 
 
Lack of treatment services 
 
 
Relying on innovation and best 
efforts of carers. 
 
Isolation, remoteness and lack of 
specialist services. 
 
Creative access to specialist 
resources 
 
Cost of specialist care a barrier to 
treatment 
 
Strategies of working with young 
people meeting barriers through 
lack of knowledge –‘hitting another 
block. Couldn’t move back or 
forward 
Impact of sexual offending 
behaviours on the young person – 
for some, suicide. 

 
Negative seed in someone with 
that behaviour may have been 
ignored by family or managed 
through surveillance but it 
continues to happen when away 
from family. 
 
 
Difficult for people to take it on 
themselves. 
 
Don’t understand why.  Need to 
talk to those who sexually abuse. 
 
 
A lot of families don’t want 
people to go away because if the 
person has a major role or 
cultural status such as a 
ceremony man.  
Families in some situations work 
it out. 
 
 
 
Families draw upon advice and 
expertise and perspective from 
family members with knowledge 
about child sexual abuse. 
 
Family decisions to relocate 
offenders that is followed by 
further incidents of abuse. 
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Young men who have been victim 
and perpetrator ‘chose to take their 
life because it was too hard.’ 
 
 
It is getting higher (frequency) 
 
Need for assessment and treatment 
for perpetrators 
 
Need consistency of counsellor, not 
many changing counsellor 
(remoteness and specialist service 
access) 
 
Place of women’s think tanks in the 
80s-90s 
Speaking to women’s activism, 
exposure of sexual abuse and 
putting it on the table – ‘but we 
haven’t gone far enough’ 
 
Barriers to activism include insular 
services and individuals that won’t 
work together. 
 
Organisational imperatives to 
demonstrate service usage ‘ bums 
on seats ‘ 
Impact of policy and funding. 
 
 
Need outcome focus. 
Children in system out of sight for 
several years – finding children 
 

Family decision making (phone, 
in person)- inviting people to 
come together to discuss. 
 
 
 
 
Clarification of story/facts 
Punishment by family planned 
 
Blaming family member for 
taking son there. 
 
Advice to female family 
members to be explicit about 
what he has done and be very 
descriptive. 
 
 
Male members might go and kill 
him out of anger. 
 
Women’s business decision. 
Father, mother and close family 
have to know about this. 
 
 
Tell the sister who is a healer. 
 
 
Police too statement, DCF not 
involved. Police now unable to 
find him. 
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Transience and inexperience of 
workers limits outcomes 
 
Case-loads limit outcomes 
Lack of fit between worker and 
location, climate and culture a 
barrier to effectiveness 
 
Subversive tactics by staff in 
reporting to improve outcomes 
 
Removal of children when report 
made results in blaming the trusted 
person/worker. 
 
Young people have some solutions 
– need to be asked. 
 
Desire to be more vigilant and listen 
deeply. 
Learning from your client 
 
Integrate learning from clients into 
practice 
 
 
 
 
Use of self in practice 
 
Management support of worker 
‘have your back’ 
 
Happens in NGOs 
 
External supervision important 

Prior claims of similar incident 
overlooked when a minor did 
not progress to interview by 
police that shows the young man 
there is no consequence. 
 
Family deals with it be sending 
to boarding school. 
 
Family decision making and 
involvement in managing matter. 
 
Energy and effort 
 
Tracing back original source of 
intergenerational abuse now an 
adult. 
 
Deal with it back on country. 
 
Perpetrator in exile, alcoholic, 
not wanted. 
 
Intergenerational.  Efforts to sit 
down and talk with family about 
what this person does, has done 
and the need to protect own son. 
 
 
Education, conversation about 
protection – warning of risk 
posed and strategies to protect. 
 
Not judging. Loving and 
needing ongoing family 
connection but prepared to have 
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Distrust of managers 
 
Organisational culture- layers of 
management, miscommunication, 
misrepresentation 
 
Difficulties of reintegrating to 
remote life after urban living 
 
 
Isolation of remote communities. 
 
Not being accepted so again silent 
and back to where they started 
 
They still have no voice 
 
What some young people would 
say. 
 
Get yourself taken because you’re 
out of it then. 
 
They don’t perceive it as a safe 
place. 
 
Being in trouble in urban centre is 
different to the trouble that they 
couldn’t control. 
 
Still required to respect your Elder 
and do as you are told. 
 
 
 

difficult conversations. Risk 
taking 
 
Foetal alcohol disorder and 
possible risks by those with 
limited cognitive capacity. 
 
Ongoing family obligation and 
responsibility. 
 
Timeless – ongoing 
conversations.  
 
Families have own strategies. 
Families do not consider 
criminal justice is enough. 
 
Beating, spearing and resolution 
of matter but not in the open. 
 
Customary law and community 
justice invoked with little 
knowledge by police or outsiders 
of the nature of the dispute. 
 
We all know who the rapists and 
paedophiles are and who 
sexually abused children, who 
groomed children.  In out 
outside of community people in 
denial. 
 
People with knowledge support 
families with such matters but 
this can be onerous. 
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Now limited internet access in 
communities. 
 
Pornography now online rather than 
hard copy – can access anything but 
more hidden. 
 
Consequently not seeing what has 
let to a young man becoming a 
perpetrator. 
 
Technology has put us backwards. 
 
Social media – discussion 
 
Solutions offered by young women  
(adolescents)  - remove the men and 
you won’t get hurt. 
 
Younger children just want mum 
and dad who will look after them ( 
even if they hadn’t before) 
 
Mother nurture and father working 
if in care.  They want their parents 
to be like this. (value of economic 
development, employment etc on 
parenting) 
 
Abuse by priests in remote 
community – legacy. 
 
Untouchable as man of the cloth.  
Power, trust. 
 
 

There are many ways to work 
with the issue – through Western 
law or Aboriginal law. 
 
Fear of legal consequences for 
taking action at 
family/community level. 
 
Gaol may not be a deterrent. 
 
Intra-familial rape of child based 
on power – power over and 
sexual gratification. 
 
Threats by offender to kill after 
release from gaol of mother and 
victim then return to gaol. 
 
 
Gaol has left perpetrator angrier 
and more dangerous. 
 
Family members’ disbelief of 
abuse allegations and supporting 
offender.  Discrediting victim 
accusation in spite of physical 
evidence. 
Victim blaming. 
 
Discounting victim claims. 
 
Family may discredit victim but 
can still be protective of own 
children. 
 
Education is needed. 
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More known about than 
investigated back then. 
 
Grandmother too scared to take 
concerns about the priest’s abuse 
further because of what might 
happen to her. 
 
She probably would have got killed. 
 
Consequence of wrong way (incest) 
baby was killing of the baby. 
 
Persistence and determination to 
make a difference. 
 
Physical attack of authorities for 
intervening. 
 
Culturally supported practice. 
 
No consequence for perpetrator. 
 
Police indifference – don’t bring me 
trouble. 
 
Solutions – conversations with 
elders about concepts that no child 
asked to be here.  It was your choice 
to have a child – Elders – liked how 
this was put into words.  Two way 
conversations. Culture not static – 
scope for two-way learning. 
 
Sharing of stories as way to join 
across cultures. 

Complexity.  Community play 
part in trying to manage sexual 
abuse. 
 
Trying to find solutions and 
strategies. 
 
The most helpful thing that 
could happen for kids to be safe 
on communities – education 
about this.   
 
Culturally appropriate way, not 
with mixed groups.  Start during 
first year of school through to 
high school and involving 
families in those groups, the 
women’s groups and the men’s 
groups and the community elder 
groups. 
Keep conversation alive. 
 
Program not going to anything 
as Aboriginal people over-
researched. 
 
Fly in/fly outs who are going to 
save the world and look at issue 
through own cultural lens.  Some 
people have absolutely no idea. 
Strengthening what exists rather 
than a change or something new. 
 
Within and between community 
significant effort is being made 
to address the problem. 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    368  

Need to come from ‘down there’ 
 
Elderly women then talk to their 
children –breaking the cycle. 
 
Breaking the cycle 
 
Need to also reach young men. 
 
It’s incredibly complex. 
 
Chip away 
 
Small shifts then become bigger and 
bigger, more safe and more 
productive. 
 
Overcoming challenge. 
 
Persistence  
 
Changing the status quo. 
 
Overcoming apathy. 
 
Alcohol abuse. 
 
People are a bit dubious at the 
moment because we’ve got the 
Royal Commission in town 

Competing pressure, issues, 
challenges of survival need to be 
understood when considering 
space for conversations about 
protecting children. 
It is very, very hard. 
Sometimes families accept the 
behaviour because of 
intergenerational stuff and they 
don’t know its bad. 
 
Not just an Aboriginal issue. 
It’s a social issue, a societal 
issue, a global issue. 
 
Responses by families in 
community include retribution 
against other family members at 
ceremony time eg flogging him, 
sing him, curse him. 
 
We need to be supported to 
actually start healing these kids 
the way we want to heal them. 
 
Others may be interested to 
speak about this. 
 
Some have views and expertise 
about how to work better with 
paedophiles. 
Working with paedophiles and 
sexual abusers. 
 
Need to work with things from 
this perspective (abusers) 
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P3 Central Australia P4 and P5 Central 
Australia 

P6 Central Australia P12 
Central 
Australia 

P7 
Central Australia 

Formal program/service 
Active in Night Patrol 
 
Culture and gender 
Role of elders  - fathers 
for males, mother for girls 
separately (active 
engagement with children) 
Engagement with young 
women dance camp – 
telling stories, education 
about sex, pregnancy and 
alcohol.  Age for babies 
16/17 but no younger. 
Formal mediation 
available. 
Community organization 
working with young men. 

Big families.  3 wives and share 
everything. Cultural protective 
 
Government don’t want us to 
share food, money with other 
families, just keep to ourselves. 
(Cultural erosion - Government 
policy) 
 
Brought up to share and be 
generous to family members. 
 
Taken away from us. 
 
They’re trying to make us live 
like white people. 
 
World view – deficits of white 
people 
Negative view of white people 
– they don’t show their feelings.  
No family living in their 
households. 
We used to fit in a humpy. We 
made space. 
 
They were overprotective. 
 
When we played the 
grandparents and parents, aunts, 
uncles were with us.  Watching 
us (Supervision involvement) 

Child abuse – one incident in past – 
not now. 
 
People got together as group and 
started talking about watching kids 
(organised protective actions) and 
restraining movement of kids at 
night. 
 
Engage police, clinic, people and 
community. 
 
Community problem solving 
approach applied also to abuse 
Managing new problem of abuse as 
it presents – like the way other 
problems are managed. 
 
Attend workshop delivered on 
community with the ladies or men. 
Formal targeted  
education/program from outside. 
 
Alcohol and drugs. 
 
Education/information Workshop 
with ladies – wanting at any time to 
learn more about what’s happening. 
 
Worry most about 10 year olds in 
community – young girls walking 
around at night who get abused. 

Fear  
 
Responsibility 
 
Fear 
 
Determined 
 
Aspirational 
 
 
Wanting safety 
 
Seeking information/ 
Education 
 
Remaining vigilant – 
hypervigilant 
 
Alert to community 
violence to children 
and wider society 
 
Experience of alcohol 
in community 
 
Increased vigilence 
 
Protecting actions 
 
Noticing factors that 
threaten safety of 

Family violence – involve police 
 
16 yo girl married too early 
 
Offering shelter in home (FV) or 
with other family for safety. 
 
Looking after family and kids. 
 
Language –child sexual abuse. 
Young man molests a little girl or a 
little boy.  Father to his daughters. 
 
Not a problem here. 
 
Aboriginal station worker example 
long time ago.   
 
Girls kept inside and movements 
constrained where abuse was 
occurring at home. (protection / 
harm at home) 
 
Some of us got away from there – 
moved by family to different places 
then to college and school (for 
protection)  kept safe through going 
to school. Boarding school. Use of 
existing systems/opportunities. 
 
No one did anything but knew it 
happened.  
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Adult supervision. 
 
Looking after us, telling us what 
to do and what not to do. 
 
Adult involvement in life from 
birth. 
 
Educate children about stranger 
danger – that was new to 
parents. 
 
Changed when a teenager – 
started to see family drunk and 
abusive to each other. Alcohol 
 
Childhood good but strict. 
 
Roles and responsibilities as 
children – chores 
 
Making chores fun – talking to 
one another. 
 
Cultural difference – perception 
of other (white). You’ve got to 
be serious about cleaning 
things. 
 
Resisting – overcoming 
pressure and reclaiming cultural 
way (parenting) 
 
Purposeful use of activities for 
bonding 

Night patrol response. 
 
Police involved and noticing risks 
for young girls. 
 
Risk posed by people who are 
drunk. 
 
Collaborating and planning for 
protection at night. 
 
Families not involved or worried. 
 
Blame: Families blaming children 
for being out at night. 
 
Young men and teenagers a 
problem. 
Men and women involved. 
 
Gender – role for men 
Worker to talk with young men. 
 
Drugs and alcohol. 
 
Clinic talk to the young men, not 
police. 
 
People from men’s shelter talk to 
blokes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

children – alcohol 
less, now drugs – 
gunga 
 
 
Fearing Ice 
 
Organised activity to 
engage in protecting 
behaviours/ 
Actions 
 
Protecting all kids 
 
Actively surveying, 
monitoring 
 
Questioning always 
 
Protecting and 
cautioning about 
general and specific 
risk 
 
Community as unsafe 
 
Active inquiry 
 
Active surveillance 
 
Use of position and 
authority  
 
Nurturing 
 

Wife conflict with husband about 
incest. 
 
None of went back there. 
 
Perpetrator stayed on station. 
 
Young girls married too young. 12, 
14, 15 
 
Other community – 12- year- old 
with baby.  Police not told. 
 
We talk to young kids and 
encourage them to wait until 20 to 
be married. 
 
Talking, noticing behaviour.  
 
Encouraging later marriage. 
 
Children good listeners. 
 
Gender – male role models 
Importance of good role models for 
young men. 
 
Intercommunity threats to girls 
Attempts to take girls back to other 
community (over border).   
 
Individual initiative to be available 
and talk to young girl. 
 
Providing safe people and spaces. 
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Positivity – overcoming 
adversity. Resilience. 
Tomorrow’s another day. 
 
Supervision – always had an 
adult or older person. 
 
Adults or older teenagers 
supervising, looking after.  
Involved. 
 
Active protection from drunks 
being next to us – Protection 
and interception 
 
Influence of pirated videos – 
violent movies. 
 
Little kids watching violence 
movies, not outside. Influence 
of outside world through 
movies. 
 
Acting violence in movies. 
 
Responding to white culture 
influence. 
 
Critical of white culture – don’t 
share their emotional problems. 
 
Cultural way – dealing with 
emotions everyday ongoing 
therapy. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Explicit messaging, 
warning 
 
Active surveillance 
Personal 
responsibility for 
protection 
 
Perennial 
surveillance and 
vigilance 
 
Family safety 
prioritising 
 
Delegating 
responsibility 
 
Assuming danger 
 
Tensions between 
freedoms and 
protections 
 
Shame as motivator 
 
Silence around 
outcome – not all 
family know   
 
Silence within family 
post abuse/ 
Conviction 
 
Suspicion and 
deterrence 

Available to listen and talk to 
young people when own parents 
and grandparents not available. 
 
Drinking and lack of supervision –
of some children. 
 
Family stepping in to support 
children. 
Look out for young girls like her 
not supported by parents or family.  
 
Informal and formal care for 
children left behind. 
 
Parents fighting and use little kids 
for shield. 
 
Burden on families to care for other 
children. 
 
Husband and bloke from town take 
him hunting and keep him out of 
trouble. 
 
Aware of risks of rape, being hit or 
run over by drunks 
 
 
Warn kids never go near drunks. 
 
 
 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    372  

Checking in with each other – 
how are you? What have you 
been doing today? 
 
Telling on each other. 
 
Providing space for letting our 
feelings daily. 
 
Kids run away from kartiya 
parents 
 
Comparing value of what is 
provided within Aboriginal 
culture in NT and white kids. 
 
Always someone there waiting 
for us to lend a hand and listen. 
 
Easy to live in two different 
cultures – Aboriginal and white 
 
Fight, argue, talk about it and 
laugh it off. 
 
Protection of kids from 
observing disagreements and 
fighting. 
Disagree without kids looking 
at us. Protect children from 
picking up fighting. 
 
Preventing exposure of children 
to violence to prevent them 
using violence. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Distrust 
 
Tensions – 
 
Preconditions of 
silence 
 
Family Level 
Loyalty, 
Shame, 
Consequence of 
family break up 
 
Warning girls and 
boys 
Searching, 
surveillance, 
vigilance 
 
Mobilising with 
others for 
surveillance 
 
External protective 
behaviours program 
awareness at 
community level 
 
Engaging, warning 
young people 
 
Caring for family, 
alert to indicators 
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Remove kids away from people 
fighting. 
 
Policy/pressure causes fighting 
Pressure from government 
causes fighting. 
 
Dispute resolution Aboriginal 
way and white law. 
 
Aboriginal conflict resolution 
would involve both sides and 
also kids. 
 
Impact of petrol sniffing and 
stealing. 
 
Kids avoiding (mental and 
fighting) abuse at home by 
stealing food from elsewhere. 
Personal level resistance 
 
Family meetings and problem 
solving 
Family meet and work things 
out with the elders.  Talk about 
it. 
For sexual abuse they’ll go and 
hit that person, start a fight. 
 
Won’t go to police. 
 
Aboriginal response – hit him 
and don’t hang around next to 
him. 
 

Curiosity and active 
exploration of 
indicators 
 
Personal 
responsibility for 
protecting 
 
 
Personal burden of 
protectors 
 
Support to sustain 
protection of 
children/ Personal 
burden 
 
Coordinated/ 
networked informal 
surveillance 
 
Moderating alcohol 
intake – to be more 
alert to danger 
 
Securing premises – 
protection from 
intruders 
 
Motivated to protect 
children to avoid long 
term impacts 
 
Valuing children 
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Sometimes authorities told 
(police) 
 
Protecting children from abuse 
and violence by taking them out 
bush (outstation, homelands) 
Physically intercepting and 
protecting. 
 
Physically relocate family to a 
safer place. Coming back for 
education. 
 
Remove family from family 
drinking as a threat to safety. 
Removing family from risk of 
rape due to drinking. 
 
Family actively overprotective. 
 
Gender roles for women 
Open discussion about risks 
from rape – by grandmothers 
and aunties (for girls) 
 
Women talk first to children 
then the grandparents talk.   
 
Gender – fathers Father talks to 
daughter through the mother 
because of shame. 
Responsibility for talking to 
girls – gender. 
 
Law – men not allowed to say 
anything to a little girl. 

Personal impact of 
hypervigilance 
 
Making protection of 
children a priority 
Awareness  
Intergenerational 
strategies for 
protection –  
Teaching younger 
ones 
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Fathers are overprotective. 
 
Less safe in 1980s. 
Cultural erosion – fading away 
slowly 
Old people were alive to keep 
culture. Culture fading away 
slowly. 
Girls dress now immodest – too 
much flesh. (erosion of cultural 
standards/mores?) 
 
Guidance on dress standards for 
respect for brothers and uncles 
and other people and self. 
(Gender) –protection? 
 
Dress – indecent in Aboriginal 
culture and signals welcoming 
the man at 9 or 13 years old. 
(Victim blaming) 
 
Specific warning about 
possibility of paedophiles even 
in own family. Assumptions of 
risk/danger and warning. 
 
Awareness of sexual abuse 
through education/training. 
Responding to training through 
enacting proactive actions. 
 
Being more aware after 
training. 
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Interception – sang out to girls 
with a group of men.  
 
Direction to girls to be with 
somebody all the time. Targeted 
child protection strategy (child) 
 
Education/awareness training 
Training heightens awareness of 
problem being everywhere. 
 
Both ways law 
Involving police after 
traditional punishment of man. 
Call police first to prevent 
children from being exposed to 
violence in community. – 
community violence 
consequences 
 
Retribution by children when 
they grow up – bashing and 
violence Ones who are abused 
hold it tight.  Treasure chest 
analogy – boxed up. 
When abused, don’t let it out to 
closest family or relative. 
White society, children run 
away. Aboriginal children 
don’t.  Hold it in 
 
Barriers to victim reporting – 
they’ll think I’m lying, I’m 
going to get a hiding, get in 
trouble for telling. 
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Listening, overcoming anger 
that kids aren’t talking, empathy 
– from their point of view. Stop 
Listen and think. 
 
Individual barrier to telling – 
feeling hurt inside 
 
Overcoming own frustration 
that kids won’t tell, can’t force 
a child because they still feel 
hurt inside. 
 
Guidelines for action and 
intervention 
 
Time – urgency vs patience for 
disclosure 
Be patient – never pester a kid. 
 
Are you alright? Offer to talk 
about whatever is on their mind. 
Take them back home (active 
noticing and protective actions) 
Notice when kids withdrawn. 
 
Engage them in activity then 
become more direct with 
questioning if child not looking 
them in the eye.  Persisting – 
what’s wrong with you? 
 
Active retrieval of children 
from unsafe places and people 
(parents) 
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Involving police as necessary. 
 
Useful both ways – police and 
Aboriginal way.  
 
Noticing behaviours.  
Distraction from noticing – 
many children 
Managing other children can get 
in the way of noticing 
behaviours. 
 
Grandparents knowledge – role 
models. 
Parents not abusive. 
Children loved and cared for. 
 
Some drinking life away from 
abuse when they was small. 
 
Strong mind. 
 
Father strong.  Told us about his 
point of view about men who 
can be abusive towards young 
girls.  Cautionary – warning 
children of risks. 
Situational risks 
 
Warning children not to walk 
round at night. Protective 
lessons and strategies for 
personal safety. 
 
Gender roles for men 



 
PhD Thesis  
Susan Janelle Moore, November 2022                    379  

Role of maternal uncle 
protective. 
 
Kids a priority in those days. 
Cultural erosion – erosion of 
protection 70s,80s  
Overprotective of kids prior to 
alcohol breaking family down. 
Abusive to kids from 70s and 
80s. 
 
Good and bad times of 70s and 
80s.  
 
Roles of family together – 
protective and looking after 
each other’s kids.. 
Several wives. 
Grandparents love a drink. 
Still some promised marriage 
but not here. 
 
We need to be heard. 
You just have to get to know us. 
Kardiya and Aboriginal sides.  
Working together for the sake 
of the kid’s safety. 
 
Main priority. Trying hard to 
make it happen. 
 
We’re doing our best.  
Starting from infant or school 
age.  Make it fun. 
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Involvement in campaign and 
awareness raising – child 
protection week in our 
community. 
 
Beyond community – 
communities networking. 
 
Trying to inspire neighboring 
community as well – To be 
more protective.  Child 
protection week 
 
Contraception – implanon – 
question of consent and sexual 
activity (10-15 yo) 
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