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1 | INTRODUCTION

Older Aboriginal people play vital roles in promoting
well-being within their communities."™ These roles are
practised through connecting with, caring for and men-
toring younger generationsl"4; safeguarding identity; pass-
ing down knowledge'; healing; seeking balance between
health services and their community's foundations®; and
nurturing the cultural,® social, and emotional aspects of
well-being.* Decolonising occupations® and programs™* to
better reflect the cultural obligations of older people and
reinforce community well-being requires the ongoing at-
tention of researchers, policy makers and funders.'>>7
Adding to this work, our Participatory Action Research
(PAR) study explored how three Aboriginal community-
controlled art centres support the role of older people,
Elders, and people living with dementia. Although the
study included aged care providers, this paper analyses
stories shared by those associated with the art centres.
There are about 90 Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander community-controlled art centres, with ap-
proximately 30% of artists over the age of 55 and poten-
tially eligible to receive aged care services.® We use “art
centre” to describe organisations operating in Australia
owned and controlled by Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, where the principal pursuit is facili-
tating the production and marketing of arts and crafts.
Art centres are diverse, with the majority in geographi-
cally remote areas. Creative practices include painting,
weaving, woodwork, ceramics, and textiles. Central to
these practices is the exercising of each artist's author-
ity, responsibility, and relationship to their Country.’
Previous studies have identified the social, cultural,
economic,®'®" and health-promoting benefits of art
centres.'? Although little is known about how art cen-
tres support people living with dementia,® a recent
national survey identified they provide older people
with substantial day-to-day care and collaborate with

Conclusions: Our analysis articulates an ontologically situated model of care
within Aboriginal community-controlled art centres. The model sees that older
people receive care from art centres and provide care to each other, to younger
generations, to art centre staff, to Country, and to their broader communities.
In this model, those in receipt of care, many of whom are older people, art
centre directors, and important artists, govern how care is conceptualised and

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, art centres, Australia, decolonising, First
Nations, Indigenous, intergenerational, model of care, older people, participatory action

Policy Impact

Australian Aboriginal community-controlled art
centres keep older people strong and connected
within a reciprocal, relational, and intergenera-
tional model of care. Emerging from and respon-
sive to each Country, the model prioritises law
and culture, purpose, and healing. The model
could help to meet recommendations from the
Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and
Safety.

Practice Impact

This study presents an opportunity to better recog-
nise, learn from, and resource the role Aboriginal
community-controlled art centres play in sup-
porting the health and well-being of community
members across the life-course. This could include
resourcing and piloting partnerships between art
centres, aged care, and other care providers.

health and aged care services.® The survey indicated
that art centres could play a role in responding to rec-
ommendations from the Royal Commission into Quality
and Safety in Aged Care."® Building on this emergent
evidence, our study engages with decolonising and
Indigenous theoretical frameworks'* ¢ to highlight an
ontologically situated model of care within art centres.
The relational, reciprocal, and intergenerational model
emerges from and is responsive to each centre's Country,
(hi)story, and contemporary context. Foregrounding
Indigenous scholarship,'*'® we articulate a locally re-
sponsive, intergenerational, and healing-centred” model
that reconceptualises “person-centred” care as “caring
for Country.”"’
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2 | METHODOLOGY AND
METHODS

We, the authors, are employed by participating art cen-
tres and academic institutions and have diverse heritages
and relationships with the three participating art centres.
Author 6 identifies as a Yurriyangem Taam Kija woman and
dementia-care researcher who has strong connections with
one centre; Author 7 is a Bidjara woman and researcher
who has generated knowledge with art centres in central
Australia. Author 9 is a Walmajarri Nyikina woman, sen-
ior arts worker, curator, and board member of one of the
participating centres. The remaining authors are White,
with European heritage and various degrees of pre-existing
relationships with each other and the centres. Our expertise
includes Indigenous methodologies, health and ageing, arts
practice, anthropology, archaeology, community develop-
ment, history, science, social work, and physiotherapy.

Our collaboration was established by Author 1, a White
Irish-born woman, social worker and researcher, living on
Wurundjeri Country, and enabled through relationships she
developed over several years in research, health care, and
Aboriginal arts roles. The three art centres represent diverse
sovereign nations of the Pintubi-Luritja peoples of Ikuntji
Artists; Bunuba, Walmajarri, Gooniyandi, Wangkajunka
and Nyikina peoples of Mangkaja Arts Resource Agency;
and Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara, Yankunytjatjara peoples
of Tjanpi Desert Weavers. Each centre wished to generate
and share evidence of the holistic ways they support older
people. Ethical approval of the study was granted by four
Human Research Ethics Committees: Aboriginal Health
Research Ethics Committee (ID: 04-17-742); Central
Australian Human Research Ethics Committee (ID: CA-
17-2986); Western Australian Aboriginal Health Ethics
Committee (ID: 829); Western Australian Country Health
Services (ID: RGS 915).

Conscious of the harm researchers have inflicted on
Aboriginal communities, PAR was chosen to align with
principles of self-determination and reinforce social and
emotional well-being."®** All involved were positioned
as co-researchers and the cyclical knowledge-making
process was responsive, reflexive and negotiated during
field trips and in the study's project, methodology, and
advisory meetings.”* We use the term “co-researcher” to
describe researchers associated with the art centres, and
“visiting co-researchers” for those employed by academic
institutions.

Visiting Aboriginal (Authors 6, 7) and non-Aboriginal
co-researchers (Authors 1-5, 12, 13), all of whom except
Author 5 identify as female, were invited by the Boards
of the three centres to listen, learn and develop an under-
standing of the centres’ daily routines and rhythms. Co-
researchers (Authors 8, 9, 10, 11) prepared their centres

and with Elders, determined the right time and way to
proceed.”

Enacting reciprocal and relational ways of know-
ing, being and doing,'*'° visiting co-researchers pro-
vided transport, helped older artists with shopping,
and supplied, prepared, and shared food at the centres.
semi-structured individual and group interviews were
undertaken (Authors 1, 5, 6, 7) with 75 people associated
with three art centres. Recognising art centres had many
competing demands, decision-making processes were
guided by local protocols, and interviews were conducted
at a time and place of their choice, usually amidst day-to-
day business.*

Co-researchers, including Elders, invited their col-
leagues and kin to share their story and organised in-
terpreters for those who chose to speak in their first
language. Interviews were conducted between June and
December 2018, took between 20 and 90min, and were
digitally-recorded and transcribed in English by Author 3
and Queensland-based Smart Docs Transcription Services.
Visiting co-researchers often sat on the ground, side-by-
side with artists and staff, gained informed consent, and
referred to a broad set of questions. Co-researchers also
invited colleagues from nearby art centres to participate.
Visiting co-researchers made field notes after interviews
and noted that the co-researchers had multiple roles, with
50 people identifying primarily as artists and 25 primarily
as art centre staff or stakeholders. Visiting co-researchers
also observed their co-researchers included people who
were aged in their twenties up to their eighties, and that
several were receiving community aged care services or
were residing in residential aged care.

When visiting co-researchers identified that no new
themes were emerging, they proposed ceasing inter-
views to Elders. Elders directed they continue, so those
who wished to share their stories could continue to do
so. Enacting Elders' wishes disrupted norms where “data
collection” is finalised once saturation or no new themes
are identified.”® This decision extends recent debates re-
garding saturation by reorientating to Indigenous sover-
eignty and decolonising Western research practice.'*'%*
It led to additional field trips, 60% more people being in-
volved than anticipated, and a richer qualitative story.

Transcripts were entered into NVivo12, coded, and an-
alyzed by pairs of visiting Aboriginal (Authors 6, 7) and
non-Aboriginal co-researchers (Authors 1-5, 12). Six visit-
ing co-researchers had some experience in qualitative anal-
ysis (Authors 1-3, 5-7) and two had extensive experience
(Authors4,12). Most transcripts were coded independently
and discussed in pairs, with an iterative inductive analysis
identifying themes.* Informed by Indigenous theoretical
and methodological scholarship, the analysis emphasised
an holistic, reciprocal, and relational interpretationl‘"16
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and was strengthened through critically reflexive dia-
logue with co-researchers.'®*' A preliminary analysis
was presented at a participatory action research workshop
in March 2019, where themes were further explored and
endorsed.

3 | LESSONS LEARNT (RESULTS)

Three meta-themes, each with important subthemes, were
identified to describe the vital role of older people within
a relational, reciprocal, and intergenerational model of
care. The themes—connection to law and culture, pur-
pose, and healing—are best understood as interwoven
and interdependent. Themes are illustrated using quotes
from co-researchers attributed by their primary role in re-
lation to the study, and observations from the field notes
of visiting co-researchers.

3.1 | Connection tolaw and culture

Art centres are grounded in the cultural protocols of their
specific sovereignties. Subthemes include the role of older
people in governance, holding knowledge, and the art
centre enabling people to “be who they are.”

3.1.1 | A place to practice governance
The art centres were established by Elders for their com-
munities, many of whom sit on the boards of their re-
spective centres. Elders are at the helm of each centre's
strategic vision, often present every day, guiding the im-
plementation, and being recipients of these decisions.
One Elder, who is an art centre director and a senior
artist, explained her role as:

Lots of helping. Give them a hand and go to
meeting, lots of things.
(Artist, Elder, Director)

Art Centre staff emphasised that the role of older people
was embedded within the model itself:

Of course, the [artists] particularly are going
to be pleased with our organisation, their or-
ganisation, because it's acting and responding
to and consistent with the operating rhythm
of Aboriginal culture, because cultural acu-
men is an incredible component of our gov-
ernance acumen.

(Senior Art Centre Stakeholder)

There is local staff that make sure old people
are being looked after and that's a very large
part of what [our centre| does as core busi-
ness and what the directors want is to support
culture and old people throughout everything
they do as an organisation.

(Art Centre Staff)

Visiting co-researchers observed that the centres priori-
tise implementing this governance. Examples included pro-
viding transport, renumerating board members, organising
interpreters, preparing materials that reflect oral languages,
and extensive preparation to enable older artists attend
meetings held on Country.

3.1.2 | A place to hold knowledge
The subtheme of older people and Elders as “knowledge
keepers” was identified as fundamental:

We have a very rich cultural heritage on our
land. We refer to this as ‘“Tjukurpa pulka’. Our
old people held this cultural heritage well...
They were holding it... The Tjukurpa is not
open to all, but they were looking after it, re-
taining it, keeping it strong, thinking about it,
holding it, keeping it present...

(Artist, Elder)

The [artists] are doing what they love and
they are drawing on knowledge and legacy,
their custodianship. And it's thousands of
years, it's not just their living memory.
(Senior Art Centre Stakeholder)

The artists come from inaccessible terrain,
Country. And the art that they do... brings
them closer to home. And it relives that part
of the memory. What home was, what home
is, what home should be.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

3.1.3 | A place to be and belong
Art centres were often viewed by older people as a place
to be and belong:

Oh, we like it because it's nice and quiet and
there is no humbug, you can concentrate
here, do your painting. And then you've got
people to talk to, sit down and talk to, we just
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yarn a lot and do our painting. It's good. We
love coming to this place.
(Artist, Elder)

Make me feel good when I paint my Country.
(Artist, Elder)

Visiting co-researchers noted that the centres employed a
predominantly local workforce, who knew the artists, their (hi)
stories and families. Younger staff were often emerging artists.

3.2 | Purpose

The art centre provides a sense of purpose for older artists,
with subthemes of teaching and learning; routine, important
work, and income; and continuing and creating a legacy.

3.2.1 | Teaching and learning

The art centre is a place of intergenerational connection.
Creative practices, such as painting or weaving, were
rarely separated from the priority of teaching and learning
through watching and listening to stories. This was noted
as a vital role of older artists, who had learnt from their
“old people” who have passed away:

I like learning young people... niece, nephew,
family, they can come and look... make them
happy, make me more proud.

(Artist, Elder, Director).

We learn when they talk stories. We sit down
and listen to the old people talking and we
learn. Yuwa [yes]. And we want to learn that
young people, family.

(Artist, Elder, Director)

And they're the ones that like teaching us for
law and culture.
(Artist)

A central aspect of the model is its pedagogical frame-
work, which is informed by local ways of knowing, being,
and doing:

They take notes in their head, not on a pen
and paper... It's not looked at as an instruction
book, you know or a lesson in school. It's not
a class. It's not noticed as that, like the kids
just grow into it. Learning, you know and
Elders just continuously doing that.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

3.2.2 | Routine, important work, and income
Many artists described their time at their art centre as
culturally important work, with the ability to earn an in-
come noted by staff and artists. One staff member also
stated the centre gave her ‘a reason to get out of bed in
the morning’:

...lot of old people, they still work in here...
[they] come in every morning... nothing to do
out there.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist, Elder)

They don't like seeing other family group

going hungry.
(Artist, Director, Elder)

I mean, most of our senior artists are funding
their families, their grandchildren, you know,
everybody.

(Art Centre Staff)

Visiting co-researchers noted that each centre's model
includes supporting the management of the older artists'
money and exploring opportunities to generate revenue for
artists and families.

3.2.3 | Continuing and creating a legacy
Creating a legacy for future generations was a key purpose
of the art centres:

..when we go, we need someone to step in
our shoes, to make it better, stronger, keep it
going.

(Artist, Director, Elder)

Because if it wasn't for my old people, I
wouldn't have a job here... There would be
nothing.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

I'm doing for my future, for my grandkids and
for my son and my nephew and niece, so they
can understand.

(Artist, Elder)

3.3 | Healing

The third meta-theme is the art centre as a place of heal-
ing, and includes the sub-themes: social and emotional
well-being; a safe place; and being with Country.
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3.3.1

The centres were described as a place that nurtures the

MACKELL ET AL.

| Social and emotional well-being

social and emotional well-being of artists:

3.3.2

Art centres indicated they worked hard to be a “safe place”

Good for your mind... good to learn... in a
quiet way... Because we was losing a lot of
families.

(Artist)

So, you can talk about the benefits, health
benefits and mental health benefits, and we
absolutely agree that's what [our centre] pro-
vides... to senior [artists] who are suffering in
their senior years, because it draws on who
they are and who they want to be.

(Senior Art Centre Stakeholder)

So, any problem, what problems in commu-
nity they have, they talk about it. It's a good
place, like, if you've been going through a
lot of trauma and you've gone to [the cen-
tre], you can relax, it's like place where you
relax your mind... you can forget about any
problems.

(Artist, Director, Elder)

| A safe place

that was responsive to older artists:

[The centre] is a safe space, there is food,
there is always cups of tea; we always make
sure old people are comfortable.

(Art Centre Staff)

Keeping spirit strong, telling story of Country.
We help with meals and laundry, medica-
tion, medicine. Even money story and stuff,
Centrelink, like the art centre is good to help
all the old people for all that stuff... Their own,
like business, you know. Like Centrelink,
funerals, pay for funerals, help pay for, you
know, bills if they need something or family
members need help with the payment going
somewhere, like getting bus fares.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

Local and people you know, they feel trust.
Yeah, they feel safe.
(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

Staff noted that responding to the multiple needs of older
artists was resource intensive, but saw this as a responsibility
within their model:

We don't stop caring for them just because
they have gone to aged care... We still see
them, and we still feel a sense of responsi-
bility... we want to be there for them in the
twilight.

(Art Centre Staff)

I know we can't do everything but we try and
help the best we can do and sometimes we are
limited due to our funding.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

Visiting co-researchers noted that staff provided trans-
port, addressed housing and vehicle concerns, provided
personal care, monitored hydration, nutrition, and cognitive
and physical function. Staff liaised with artists' families and
advocated and implemented care plans with local health
and aged care services.

3.3.3 | Being with Country
The art centres’ model prioritises being with Country:

Going back to Country... when you take them
back, they open up. Their spirits are alive,
and they're like young men and women out
there.

(Artist, Former Director)

We go and collect bush dyes from back to
Country, boil them and we do that, yeah. I
just love doing it, you know? Yeah, it's relax-
ing... Once you get started you can't stop.
(Artist, Elder)

Art centre staff members recognised the importance of
assisting older artists, particularly those with declined mo-
bility or cognitive function, or those in residential aged care,
to be with Country:

Every time I saw her [there], she was sur-
rounded by other women and she was smil-
ing... I think it was really important that she
was there. You know, it's her Country.

(Art Centre Staff)

Furthermore, staff were creative in “bringing Country”
to those in residential care:
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You don't have to take them to camping, you
can bring camping to them... I bring back ar-
tefacts, that sort of stuff.

(Art Centre Staff, Artist)

3.4 | Limitations

The interviews were conducted in English, many with the
assistance of an interpreter. Some of the depth and rich-
ness may not have been recognised as well as if they had
been conducted in the person's first language and trans-
lated later. The generation of the PAR methodology, and
the analysis of interviews with aged care providers, will be
presented in future publications.

4 | DISCUSSION

This study aimed to develop an understanding of how art
centres supportolder people and people living with demen-
tia. Critically engaging with decolonising and Indigenous
theoretical frameworks,'*® we articulate “support” as
an ontologically situated model of relational, reciprocal,
and intergenerational care. The model emerges from each
centre's Country, embedding the vital roles of older people
and Elders through upholding law and culture; providing
purpose; and promoting healing. While the model oper-
ates outside of the context of mainstream aged care fund-
ing, it is responsive to the context of communities where
chronic illness and functional decline are prevalent,zﬁ‘28
and often includes those living in residential aged care.®

Situated within Indigenous ways of knowing, being
and doing,“’16 the model reorientates from mainstream
models of aged care that assess consumers’ eligibility
for services based on an individual's age and functional
disabilities. Instead, it emphasises interdependence of
Country and people, old and young, artists and staff, art
centres and communities. Given mainstream models of
aged care have been described as systemically flawed and
requiring radical and urgent redesign,'® our analysis pro-
poses three main points for aged care providers, funders,
and policymakers.

First, an arts centre's governance structure is situated
within the cultural protocols of the specific Country or
sovereignty where it is located, a strength highlighted
in an exploration of a Warlpiri model of community-
controlled aged care over a decade ago.”’ Older people
provide care by keeping culture, language, and law strong,
teaching younger generations, supporting their (often
large) families through income generation, and in turn
they receive care from their centres to uphold these roles.
Governance maintains older artists' roles as knowledge

keepers and lifelong learners within their centres, fami-
lies, and broader communities. These concepts decolonise
mainstream understandings of occupations and support
the social and emotional well-being of older Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples* and the well-being of
all community members.***!

Strong governance and an Aboriginal workforce have
been identified as a preference of older Aboriginal peo-
ple when accessing aged care services® and integral
to creating a safe environment to integrate Aboriginal
community-controlled aged care with primary health
care.”® We note the art centres have a predominantly local
workforce, and the directors are often at their centres on
a day-to-day basis, both receiving and delivering care to
each other, their workforce, and broader communities.

Second, art centres are not exclusively places for older
people, creating space for the purpose of intergenera-
tional connection. Similarly, to studies exploring the roles
of older Aboriginal peoples, artists of all ages emphasized
the role and purpose of older artists in teaching younger
generations through culturally appropriate methods,
such as storytelling."™° Older artists emphasised that
while they have a responsibility and gain great satisfac-
tion from teaching, they too are still learning, which was
also raised in a recent study.” The art centres facilitate this
and enable older people to practice their cultural obliga-
tions through everyday occupations as an artist, director,
and/or staff member.

Furthermore, staff recognise that responding to phys-
ical, cognitive, social and spiritual needs is necessary to
create an environment where older people feel comfort-
able to work. For example, during this study, the work of
several artists who were residing in residential aged care
featured in a fashion collaboration. This venture saw staff
and artists working with younger members of their com-
munities to nurture the health and well-being of existing
generations, with the well-being of future generations in
mind. The importance of this future and culturally cen-
tred focus has been highlighted by Indigenous scholars.**
While there is interest in developing programs that pro-
mote intergenerational connection in aged care”*> and
calls for decolonising healthy ageing programs,’ this re-
search is in its infancy. Researchers, providers, funders,
and policymakers can learn from art centres who embed
this approach.

Third, the art centre as a place for healing, with staff,
many of whom were also artists, describing their centre
as a safe space. The importance of safety has been high-
lighted in scholarship exploring the role of older people in
the context of historical and ongoing everyday structural
racism, economic disadvantage and loss."™® Safety is in-
terpreted as time out from daily stressors and those result-
ing from loss, grief or trauma; to access supports without
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judgement; and to be “who they are” where elsewhere
colonial and racist norms dominate health, social, educa-
tion, and justice structures.””*® Examples of being with
Country, or bringing Country to those unable to travel,
are critical in nurturing well-being. Crucially, the art cen-
tre provides routine ways to practice these roles,® and as
Elders recently raised, spaces such as these are not always
readily available,! or in the case of art centres, not formally
recognised for their value nor adequately resourced.’

5 | POSSIBILITIES (CONCLUSIONS)

The ontologically situated model we present is embedded
within relational, reciprocal, and intergenerational proto-
cols of each specific Aboriginal sovereignty. The model is
a significant reorientation from mainstream models that
deliver care in the form of a transaction from service pro-
viders to individual consumers. It reinforces the vital roles
and responsibilities of older people, who receive care from
staff, and provide care to Country, staff and their broader
communities as well as to younger and future genera-
tions. The model sees those in receipt of care governing
how care is conceptualised and enacted to uphold law and
culture, provide purpose, and centralise healing.

This study holds significant lessons and could help to
address recommendations made by the Australian Royal
Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety. These in-
clude the need for aged care services to centralise cultural
safety and connection to Country, as well as integrate with
local Aboriginal community-controlled organisations."
Our collaboration calls for further work to better recog-
nise and resource the art centres themselves and invest in
novel partnerships such as between art centres and aged
care providers. This could go some way towards decolonis-
ing mainstream approaches to conceptualising and opera-
tionalising care across the life-course.
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AN INVITATION

We invite you to watch our 20-min film. You will hear di-
rectly from artists, Elders, and staff of three art centres,
who share the vital role they play in keeping older people
strong and connected. Older people are the backbone of
the art centres and play a critical role in maintaining in-
tergenerational connection https://www.nari.net.au/art-
centres-supporting-elders-a-good-news-story.
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