Yarning together: toward targeted, co-designed
parenting programs for Aboriginal Australians
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articipation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

caregivers, including fathers, in culturally appropriate

parenting programs is a fundamental right! Macdonald
and colleagues sought to explore their participation in trials of
such programs in the scoping review published in this issue of
the MJA.” The author team, including two Aboriginal researchers
(including the first author), reviewed published randomised
controlled trials (RCTs) of parenting programs in Australia that
quantitatively measured at least one outcome related to the health,
health behaviour, or wellbeing of children aged up to 18 years
old. This is the first review of this topic, and the authors asked
three questions: how well are Aboriginal parents represented in
such trials; what is the involvement of Aboriginal fathers; and
did investigators consider whether their program was culturally
appropriate for Aboriginal Australians? In the 109 eligible RCTs
published during 1990-2022, fewer than 1% of participating
parents were Aboriginal, only two investigated interventions that
were specifically for Aboriginal families, and the same two studies
were the only ones that included consultation with Aboriginal
participants during program development. No studies reported
whether any participants were Aboriginal fathers, and none of the
reports included the lack of consultation with Aboriginal families
as a study limitation.”

These findings are concerning, given that most of the
reviewed studies were published after 2009, by which time
acknowledgement of the ongoing impact of colonisation on the
health and wellbeing of Aboriginal peoples was increasing, as
were the requirements for targeted, co-designed, community-
led programs.””

The review by Macdonald and colleagues was limited to RCTs,
and other parenting programs may not have been examined in
this manner. RCTs are generally not the preferred method of
assessment for Aboriginal communities because direct benefits
are not evident and they do not conform with cultural views on
reciprocity and community-centred approaches.” As Aboriginal
people are less likely to engage with RCTs, alternative study
designs, such as stepped wedge randomised trials, should be
considered.” The findings of this review could be augmented
by another with the same aims but including studies other than
RCTs to definitively determine whether any relevant research on
parenting programs for Aboriginal parents and carers has been
undertaken.

Parenting programs should adopt a co-design approach, the
optimal method for designing and undertaking research in
Aboriginal communities; if applied correctly, it is a deeply
collaborative approach. Co-designed programs are more likely to
respond to the needs of the communities involved and therefore
more likely to engage Aboriginal families and to lead to positive
outcomes.”" The benefits of ensuring Aboriginal governance
and leadership in research and programs are clear."

An understanding of Aboriginal child rearing practices should
be apparent in parenting programs of the type reviewed by
Macdonald and colleagues. Their review would have been
enhanced by including a discussion on how these practices,
which are communal and often include the extended family,
differ from those of other Australians, and the probable
contribution of the lack of recognition of these practices to low
levels of program participation by Aboriginal people.

The review by Macdonald and colleagues provides strong
support for undertaking research that focuses on developing
and evaluating Aboriginal parenting programs. That there
are so few RCTs of programs including Aboriginal people or
describing specific interventions for Aboriginal families is
worrying, as is the general lack of consultation with Aboriginal
people during program development. Researchers should be
cognisant of the need to adopt a co-design approach, embed
community leadership, take Aboriginal child rearing practices
into account when designing programs, and consider alternative
study designs to RCTs. Aboriginal ways of knowing, being, and
doing must be privileged across all aspects of research in their
communities.
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