
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
‘Defying the Odds': Exploring factors among  
Aboriginal families and communities that impact early childhood health 
 
A healthy start to life is essential for life-long health.  Currently Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children (0-5 years) suffer greater rates of death and illnesses than other Australian 
children. The purpose of this project is to identify ways of reducing deaths and illnesses 
among Aboriginal infants and children. Population level linked health data from 
multigenerational Aboriginal families in Western Australia (WA) from 2000-2013 will be used, 
and factors within families and geographic regions examined. Also, information is being 
collected on the scope, reach and cultural security of relevant health and social services for 
Aboriginal children and families in specifically selected regions of WA will also be used to 
support the development of services. The aims of the overall study are: 
 
Aims: 
1. To gather information on characteristics that increase or decrease the chance of death 

and illness among Aboriginal infants and children  
2. To find out whether deaths and illness among Aboriginal infants and children varies by 

the area of residence and to gather information on the characteristics of the community 
which are making a difference on the number of deaths and illness among children 

3. To gather information on the objectives of existing community and State-run programs 
and services in regions of WA targeted towards health and social wellbeing of Aboriginal 
children and families  

4. To examine whether health and social services and programs are making a difference in 
reducing the number of deaths and illnesses among Aboriginal infants and children  

 
Analysis of the state-wide data has begun.  Health and social services supporting Aboriginal 
children and families in Perth, the South-West, Great Southern and Goldfields-Esperance 
have engaged with the project and survey data collection is nearing completion. 
 
Benefits and Importance of the study: 
This research will inform the development of family and community-centred services and 
programs to address the key causes of serious morbidity among Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children in the first five years of life, by providing empirical evidence on the 
pathways leading to ill health.  By examining data in different geographic regions across the 
state, the project will highlight areas of continued high need and those areas where existing 
programs are having the greatest impact to enable equitable allocation of resources. 
 
  



 

Proposed future research: 
This child health research will lead into future research, for which funding is being sought, 
predicting and preventing child removals and optimising the child protection system for 
Aboriginal children in partnership with Aboriginal communities and health services.  
Aboriginal children are over-represented in out-of-home care and at every stage of the child 
protection process. Our proposed research will examine trends in out-of-home care for 
Western Australian Aboriginal children born between 2000 and 2013, differences in health 
for children removed compared to those who remain in their parents’ care, and the views 
and perceptions of kinship carers and staff from Aboriginal primary health care services 
about how to improve the child protection system. 
 
Study Coordinator Contact Details: Bridgette McNamara (Bridgette.McNamara@unimelb.edu.au) 

 

 
 
 


