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Executive Summary

Townsville HHS is a diverse organisation 
serving a diverse community.  Townsville 
HHS acknowledges that Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander consumers and communities 
may require different engagement strategies 
to the non-Indigenous community.  This 
engagement strategy describes the way 
in which Townsville HHS will engage 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
consumers and community from 2018 – 2022.  

This strategy focusses our efforts on 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
consumers and communities in the 
overarching Townsville HHS Consumer and 
Community Engagement Strategy.

The Townsville Hospital and Health 
Service (Townsville HHS) recognises that 
effective engagement with consumers and 
communities enhances healthcare.  This 
is reflected in the health service ICARE 
core values of Integrity, Compassion, 
Accountability, Respect and Engagement.  

Engaging consumers and communities in the 
planning, design, delivery and evaluation 
of healthcare provides a foundation to 
deliver care that is responsive, appropriate, 
effective and person-centred to all patients 
and community members.  This will help 
Townsville HHS deliver its vision of ‘A Healthy 
North Queensland’.  
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About Us

Townsville HHS is dedicated to achieving 
this aim by developing and providing 
culturally appropriate, outcomes-oriented 
health care to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander patients.  Appropriate and effective 
engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander consumers is vital for the realisation 
of this objective.

A documented priority of the Townsville HHS 
Cultural Capability Plan 2016 – 2018 is to 
respectfully engage Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities. 

What is engagement?
The Australian Government Indigenous-
specific policy framework ‘Engaging Today, 
Building Tomorrow’ defines engagement as:

“…any process that involves Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Australians in problem 
solving or decision making and uses their 
input to make better decisions.  Engagement 
is about two things - first, the relationship 
between government and Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Australians and 
second, the way we work together to get 
things done.”2

Engagement is “a sustained and systematic 
interaction between groups of people working 
towards shared goals”.  It is ideal when it 
“results in the joint determination of outcomes 
and confers legitimacy upon them.”3   

This entails a deliberative intent by those 
engaging to ensure that those being 
engaged share their understanding of issues 
and solutions and hence inform enhanced 
decision making3.

Townsville HHS comprises 18 hospitals, 
community health campuses and two 
residential aged care facilities in the area 
from Townsville north to Cardwell south to 
Home Hill west to Richmond and east to 
Palm Island.  This is an area of approximately 
148,000 square kilometres with a population 
of more than 230,000 people - 8.5 per cent 
of the total area of Queensland and 5.1 per 
cent of the total population.  Townsville HHS 
also provides tertiary services to a catchment 
of 670,000 people throughout northern 
Queensland from Mackay to the Torres Strait 
and out to the Northern Territory border. 

More than seven per cent of the total 
Townsville HHS region identify as Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander – double the 
average for Queensland as a whole of 3.6 
per cent.  Of this 7 per cent, 76.2 per cent 
identify as Aboriginal, 12.6 per cent as Torres 
Strait Islander, and 11.2 per cent as both 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander1.

The Townsville Hospital (TTH) is among 
the largest in Queensland, and Richmond 
Hospital is among the smallest.  Townsville 
HHS provides a large continuum of care from 
highly specialised tertiary services to primary 
and community healthcare.  

Townsville HHS is the region’s largest local 
employer, employing more than 6,000 
people including 4,200 clinical staff and 
1,800 professional, technical, operational and 
administrative staff.  

Rationale
Townsville HHS shares the vision of closing 
the life expectancy and child mortality 
gap between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people and other Queenslanders.  
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difficult to meet the targets for overcoming 
Indigenous disadvantage”

- Engaging with Indigenous Australia,        
   Australian Institute of Health and Welfare5

Engagement provides an opportunity to 
listen, learn, build and deliver.  Engagement 
is a mechanism which enables organisations 
to better plan and deliver health services that 
are aligned to the needs of consumers.  In 
this way, effective consumer and community 
engagement is seen to improve the patient 
experience as well as enhance service delivery.  

What is required?
Effective engagement in this context is a process 
that provides Indigenous people with the 
opportunity to actively inform decision making. 

Effective engagement requires a relationship 
built on trust and integrity:  it is a sustained 
relationship between groups of people 
working towards shared goals5.  

Effective engagement is undertaken with an 
understanding of the historical, cultural and 
social complexity of specific local or regional 
Indigenous contexts.

Who are we engaging?
Townsville HHS will engage with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander consumers and their 
communities.

The terms ‘community’ and ‘consumer’ are 
defined by Health Consumers Queensland as:

Community:  a group of people or an 
organisation with a common interest.  While 
some communities may connect through a 
local or regional interest, others may share 
a cultural background, religion or language.  
Some communities may be geographically 
dispersed but linked through an interest in a 
specific issue4.

Consumers:  are members of the general 
public and their communities, who use or 
are potential users of health services.  This 
includes families and carers.  Consumers 
may participate as individuals, groups, 
organisations of consumers, consumer 
representatives or communities4.

Why are we engaging?
“Without genuine engagement of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people it will be 
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Development of the Strategy

This engagement strategy was developed on the basis of International, National, State and Local 
policies, service standards, frameworks, and principles.  

The key frameworks underpinning this strategy are:

 � The International Association for Public Participation Framework (IAP2) 

 � The National Safety & Quality Health Services (NSQHS) standards

 � Queensland Health Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultural Capability Framework  
 2010 – 2033

The development of this engagement strategy occurred in the context of:  

 � The Townsville HHS vision, purpose, values and strategic plan

 � The Townsville HHS Cultural Capability Plan 2016 – 2018

 � The Townsville HHS Consumer and Community Engagement Strategy 2016 - 2018

This engagement strategy is developed on the basis of:

 � The philosophy that Indigenous health is ‘Everybody’s Business’

 � Respecting cultural knowledge and diversity and cultural sensitivity 

 � Recognition and respect of the views of Indigenous people in relation to health and   
 wellbeing

 � Recognition that Indigenous people have diverse cultures, histories and life    
 experiences

 � That there is no ‘one size fits all’ in regards to delivery of health care and support 

 � Indigenous self-determination

 � Shared learning and responsibility

 � A continual improvement philosophy 

 � The requirement for effective communication and dissemination of information 

This strategy will be reviewed within three years and afterwards within three years from the previous 
review.



                    Page 11Engaging with our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Consumers and Community             

The Engagement Model

Element Public Participation Goal Promise to the Public

Inform 

To provide the public with balanced 
and objective information to increase 
awareness and respect, and assist 
them in understanding the problem, 
alternatives, opportunities and/or 
solutions.

We will keep you informed.

Consult To obtain public feedback on analysis, 
alternatives and/or decisions.

We will keep you informed, listen 
to and acknowledge concerns and 
aspirations, and provide feedback 
on how public input influenced 
the decision.

Involve

To work directly with the public 
throughout the process to ensure that 
public concerns and aspirations are 
consistently understood and considered.

We will work with you to 
ensure that your concerns and 
aspirations are directly reflected 
in the alternatives developed and 
provide feedback on how public 
input influenced the decision.

Collaborate

To partner with the public in each aspect 
of the decision including the development 
of alternatives and the identification of 
the preferred solution.

We will look to you for advice 
and innovation in formulating 
solutions and incorporate your 
advice and recommendations into 
the decisions to the maximum 
extent possible.

Empower To place final decision making in the 
hands of the public.

We will implement what you 
decide.

The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) is the leading international organisation 
advancing the practice of public participation.  IAP2 provides a model for categorising consumer 
and community engagement based on the level of participation.

The IAP2 model of public participation is the foundation of this engagement strategy.

The IAP2 model identifies five forms of public participation as detailed below:
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These elements form an increasing continuum of engagement:

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

INFORM

CONSULT

INVOLVE

COLLABORATE

EMPOWER

Applied to the context of Townsville HHS engaging with our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
consumers and community, the IAP2 spectrum of participation is as follows:

Townsville HHS provides information about the project or problem to 
be addressed and shares information about something that is going to 
happen or has happened.

Townsville HHS seeks an opinion or input to inform a decision.  A two-way 
communication process aimed at obtaining a public feedback about ideas

Townsville HHS and Indigenous community & consumers engage with 
stakeholders in order to understand and consider their input and 
feedback.

Townsville HHS and Indigenous community & consumers work in 
partnership to come to a decision.

Indigenous consumers enable self determination to participate in own 
health outcomes.
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Current Engagement Strategies
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Welcome to Country

A Welcome to Country is a protocol where Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander Traditional Owners welcome others to the land of 
their ancestors.

Under Townsville HHS policy a Welcome to Country ceremony is 
carried out at significant events and formal functions such as:  
 � Award ceremonies
 � Significant community and staff engagement forums
 � Events where Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander issues, 

programs and/or services are being promoted.

This practice demonstrates respect for the Traditional Owners 
and Elders of the region.  

This ensures that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are 
respectfully acknowledged as traditional owners, and that the 
guiding principle of ‘Indigenous health is everyone’s business’ 
is front of mind.  



Acknowledgment of Traditional Owners

This practice demonstrates respect for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultures and recognises the importance of 
acknowledging Traditional Owners.

Acknowledgment of Traditional Owners and Elders precedes 
the commencement of formal Townsville HHS meetings and 
committees such as those of the Townsville Hospital and Health 
Service Board.



Different engagement strategies suit different engagement aims.

Townsville HHS has numerous strategies currently in place to enable effective engagement with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander consumers and communities:
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Cultural Practice Program 

The Cultural Practice Program is delivered across the Townsville 
HHS and is guided by the principles within Queensland Health’s 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultural Capability 
Framework 2010 – 2033.

The Cultural Practice Program is compulsory for all staff.  This 
course fosters culturally appropriate behaviour at work by 
enhancing the understanding of Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander people’s history and culture.  An intended outcome is 
that through this enhanced understanding Townsville HHS staff 
will be able to better engage and consult with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander consumers.



Indigenous Hospital Liaison Officers 

The primary purpose of the Indigenous Hospital Liaison Officers 
(IHLO) is to ensure that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
clients, their families and carers accessing services receive 
effective, coordinated and culturally capable health care.  
Indigenous Hospital Liaison Officers play a valuable role in 
helping Indigenous Australians feel comfortable and safe when 
being treated in hospital.  

IHLOs also facilitate mutual engagement between Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people and Townsville HHS staff and 
services.

IHLOs help patients and their families communicate with health 
care professionals and connect with other community and 
government services.  These officers liaise and negotiate with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and health 
professionals in Townsville HHS for the development, planning 
and implementation of culturally capable health services. They 
also provide cultural consultancy to health professionals and 
provide health education to the patients of the health services.

IHLOs enable and enhance involvement of Indigenous 
consumers in healthcare.
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Palm Island Health Action Plan 2017 - 2027 

In 2017 Townsville HHS will launch the Palm Island Health Action 
Plan 2017 – 2027.  This succeeds the Palm Island Health Action 
Plan 2010 – 2015.  The 2017 – 2027 Action Plan will underpin 
health service provision on Palm Island for the next decade.

Significant community consultation occurred in development 
of the Action Plan to ensure input and direction from the 
community informed the delineated priorities and strategies.  
This included community meetings, a community health 
planning workshop, and six weeks of focused community 
consultation lead by local community members.

Further involvement is to occur throughout implementation of 
the action plan.



Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Leadership Advisory Council (ATSIHLAC) 

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Leadership 
Advisory council (ATSIHLAC) is comprised of senior Townsville 
HHS Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff, and exists as an 
advisory body to senior managers of Townsville HHS.  

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Leadership 
Advisory Council (ATSIHLAC) facilitated its first ‘Close the Gap 
Day’ forum on 18 March 2016 at TTH which was attended by 
staff and community members.  A second was held in March 
2017.  These are key engagement forums for both staff and the 
community.  



Partnering with other agencies

Townsville HHS collaborates directly with a number of key 
agencies which have an Indigenous Health remit, particularly:

 � Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Health Service (TAIHS) 

 � Palm Island Aboriginal Shire Council (PIASC)
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Ingham Yarning Circle

In a Yarning circle, all participants are provided with an 
opportunity to have their say in a safe space without judgment. 
Each participant speaks, one at a time, is heard and not 
interrupted.

Yarning circles have been used by Aboriginal people for 
thousands of years to discuss issues in an inclusive and 
collaborative matter.

A regular yarning circle has been in operation in Ingham for over 
three years.  Managed by the local Indigenous Health Worker, 
this Yarning Circle is a key mechanism for collaboration between 
the Ingham hospital and the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community.  



Future Strategies
A number of strategies to further enhance engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
consumers are currently in development.
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Development of a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP)

Townsville HHS is to develop its own organisation specific 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP).  The RAP will outline to 
Townsville HHS staff, consumers and communities the 
commitments of Townsville HHS as an organisation to improve 
Indigenous health outcomes and realise reconciliation.

Development of the RAP will centre on extensive purposeful 
engagement with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community.
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Development of a Townsville Indigenous Health Action Plan 

The development of an Indigenous Health Action Plan for 
Townsville City, in addition to the Palm Island Health Action Plan, 
will guide culturally appropriate health service delivery over the 
coming years.  Priorities will be set-out and articulated into specific 
activities to achieve designated outcomes.

As with the Palm Island Health Action Plan, a key facet in 
developing, implementing and evaluating the prospective 
Townsville HHS Action Plan will be dedicated involvement of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in planning their own 
healthcare provision.



Ongoing Engagement Through the Planning Cycle

Townsville HHS is currently developing an Organisation Master 
Plan amongst others.  A fundamental component of planning is 
dedicated consumer and community engagement throughout 
development, implementation and evaluation.   Townsville HHS 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander consumers and communities 
will be specifically involved through the Townsville HHS health 
service planning cycle. 



Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Advisory Council (ATSICAC)

This strategy involves establishing a Townsville HHS consumer 
advisory group consisting specifically of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people.  Membership of this group would be decided 
through formal nomination from the respective yarning circles.

The below diagram represents a vision of the prospective yarning 
circles and Townsville HHS Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Consumer Advisory Group.  Yarning circles will be established 
across the Townsville HHS region in addition to the one which 
currently operates in Ingham.  Each circle will nominate a member 
to the overarching Townsville HHS Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Consumer Advisory Group.  

The advisory group will report through to the Health Service Chief 
Executive and the Board via the Board’s Stakeholder Engagement 
Committee.  See Appendix 1.

The advisory group will be consulted by Townsville HHS Executive 
and the Board on pertinent issues and plans as they arise.

As an interim operation prior to development of the underpinning 
yarning circles, Townsville HHS will nominate community 
members to the initial ATSICAC.
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Yarning Circle Network 

The development of an Indigenous Health Action Plan for 
Townsville City, in addition to the Palm Island Health Action 
Plan, will guide culturally appropriate health service delivery 
over the coming years.  Priorities will be set-out and articulated 
into specific activities to achieve designated outcomes.

As with the Palm Island Health Action Plan, a key facet in 
developing, implementing and evaluating the prospective 
Townsville HHS Action Plan will be dedicated involvement of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in planning their own 
healthcare provision.



Ongoing Engagement Through the Planning Cycle

Building on that in Ingham, Townsville HHS aims to establish 
a system of several yarning circles across the Townsville 
HHS region to serve as conduits for engagement with local 
Indigenous communities.  

These yarning circles would occur on a consistent time 
basis in an easily accessible meeting place and would have 
administrative support.

Learnings from the Ingham example will guide the 
implementation of these additional yarning circles across the 
Townsville HHS region.



Transition of Palm Island Primary Healthcare Centre to a Community Controlled Organisation

The Palm Island Primary Healthcare Centre (due for completion 
in 2018) will significantly contribute to the achievement of health 
service objectives as set out in the 2017 - 2027 Palm Island Health 
Action Plan.

The Palm Island Primary Healthcare Centre is to transition to a 
Palm Island Community Controlled Health Organisation.

This transition will occur in accordance with the ‘Pathways to 
Community Control’ model and occur on the basis of collaboration 
and involvement with the local Palm Island community. 

Once transitioned to community control, the Palm Island Primary 
Healthcare Organisation will be overseen by a Palm Island 
Community Controlled Health Board.

The transition to community control will empower the Palm Island 
community to manage the provision of primary healthcare on the 
island.  
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Summary

Indigenous Consumer and Community Engagement Strategies

INFORM

 � Welcome to Country

 � Acknowledgment of Traditional Owners

 � Development of a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP)

CONSULT

 � Cultural Practice Program 

 � Indigenous Hospital Liaison Officers  

INVOLVE

 � Palm Island Health Action Plan 2017 – 2027

 � Development of a Townsville Indigenous Health Action Plan

 � Ongoing Engagement Through the Planning Cycle

COLLABORATE

 � Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Leadership Advisory Council (ATSIHLAC)

 � Partnering with other agencies 

 � Ingham Yarning Circle 

 � Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Advisory Council (ATSICAC)

 � Yarning Circle Network

EMPOWER

 � Transition of Palm Island Primary Healthcare Centre to Community Control
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Appendix 1 - Future State
Consumer and Community Engagement through an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community 
Advisory Council (ATSICAC) and local Yarning Circles:

THHS Board

THHS Board Stakeholder Engagement 
Committee

Health Service Chief Executive

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community 
Advisory Council

Yarning Circle 1

Yarning Circle 2

Yarning Circle 3

Yarning Circle 4

Yarning Circle 5
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