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Highlights at a glance 

State what is unique or innovative 

- This engagement used a three-phased approach, working closely with local Aboriginal 

community members to listen, learn and develop a framework to guide future engagement. 

The three-phase approach included awareness building, information-gathering to inform the 

development of a draft Framework and gathering feedback on the draft Framework. 

- In each phase, Aboriginal organisations, Traditional Custodian groups, key knowledge 

holders and individuals were engaged. Methods included face to face meetings, 

presentations to community groups, phone conversations and ‘Yarning Circles’. 

- The targeted, iterative engagement reset and strengthened relationships between 

Wollongong City Council (Council) and the local Aboriginal community, it also improved 

Council’s knowledge, consistency and ongoing practice.  

- Council commissioned an Aboriginal artist and used the artwork (shown above) throughout 

the design of the Framework, to further connect community with the content. 

Identify organisation, sector and geographical location  

- Wollongong City Council, Local Government (Public Sector), Wollongong, Dharawal 

Country, NSW 

State engagement objectives, purpose and scope  

Where policies, strategies and projects directly impact Aboriginal people, Council undertakes 

targeted engagement. The purpose of this engagement project was to develop the 

Aboriginal Engagement Framework (Framework). The Framework establishes guidelines 

and principles for culturally appropriate engagement practice, to meet the needs of both 

Council and the local Aboriginal community. 

The goals of the engagement were to involve local Aboriginal people to: 

- Build trust and stronger relationships with local Aboriginal people and communities. 

-  Seek ideas from local Aboriginal people on principles for meaningful engagement, 

expectations for engagement activities, culturally appropriate protocols, key 

stakeholders, significant Aboriginal sites and gathering places. 

- Enable an informed, enhanced and consistent approach to engaging with local 

Aboriginal communities.   
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The scope of the engagement project was broad as there was no existing framework to 

guide Council’s targeted engagement with local Aboriginal people and communities. The 

scope included a three-phased approach, outlining the intent to work closely with local 

Aboriginal community members to listen, learn and develop a framework together to guide 

future engagement. 

State spectrum level  

Involve/Collaborate  

Three key outcomes showing impact of engagement: 

 1) Voices of local Aboriginal community were heard and directly reflected throughout new 

Aboriginal Engagement Framework. 

2)  Building of trust and relationships through the engagement, with local Aboriginal people 

involved throughout the engagement and supportive of the Aboriginal Engagement 

Framework.  

3) High levels of commitment from Council Executive, people leaders and staff, 

demonstrated through early-stage delivery of the Aboriginal Engagement Framework.  

Three key engagement takeaways: 

 1) We heard the importance of using culturally appropriate methods and processes, 

including a preference for face-to-face conversations. 

2)  Meeting locations, meeting arrangements and language can be enablers or barriers to 

Aboriginal people participating or sharing feedback. 

3) Deliberative, collaborative process are most valued and valuable for Aboriginal people. 
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Section 1 – Objectives  

Background 

The Aboriginal Engagement 

Framework engagement project was 

delivered by Wollongong City Council, 

Local Government (Public Sector), 

Wollongong, Dharawal Country, NSW. 

 

Council delivers a diverse range of 

services and projects for our 

community. Engagement strategies 

are delivered based on the level of 

impact on the community, their level 

of interest and the influence they can 

have on the project scope and 

outcome. An endorsed Community 

Engagement Policy and Framework 

guides how Council engages with our 

community.  

 

Goals, purpose and scope  

Where policies, strategies and 

projects directly impact Aboriginal 

people, Council undertakes targeted 

engagement. The purpose of this 

engagement project was to develop 

the Aboriginal Engagement 

Framework (Framework). The 

Framework establishes guidelines and 

principles for culturally appropriate 

engagement practice, to meet the 

needs of both Council and the 

Aboriginal community. 

The goals of the engagement were to involve local Aboriginal people to: 

- Build trust and stronger relationships with Aboriginal people and communities. 
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-  Seek ideas from local Aboriginal people on principles for meaningful engagement, 

expectations for engagement activities, culturally appropriate protocols, key 

stakeholders, significant Aboriginal sites and gathering places. 

- Enable an informed, enhanced and consistent approach to engaging with local 

Aboriginal communities.   

The scope of the engagement project was broad as no existing framework existed to guide 

Council’s targeted engagement with local Aboriginal communities. The scope included a 

three-phased approach, outlining the intent to work closely with Aboriginal community 

members to listen, learn and develop a framework to guide future engagement. 

The Framework is now developed and being implemented. It provides Council’s elected 

members, staff and consultants with knowledge about local Aboriginal people and 

communities and how to engage with local Aboriginal people in a culturally appropriate way. 

The Framework provides a set of principles, protocols and resources to support engagement 

with local Aboriginal people and their communities. Underpinned by local Aboriginal culture, 

knowledge and heritage, the Framework outlines our commitment to the Aboriginal 

community to engage in a meaningful and consistent way.  

Stakeholder involvement in the decision-making process 

The engagement was targeted towards local Aboriginal people, communities and 

organisations. This included Council’s Aboriginal Community Reference Group, Local 

Elders, Traditional Owners, representatives from local Aboriginal organisations and groups 

and other community members.  

The sentiment across these stakeholders was varied, with many people feeling disengaged 

with Council/government in general. Thus, one of the key objectives and outcomes was the 

building of connection and trust between Council and the local Aboriginal community. 

The local Aboriginal community were involved and provided input via a three-phased 

process. This approach was utilised to ensure local Aboriginal people were involved from the 

early stages. Working in a situation where stakeholder were somewhat disengaged through 

a lack of trust, it was important to build connection and trust throughout the engagement 

process.   

There were no legislative requirements for the engagement.  

The three-phased process is summarised as: 

Phase 1 - Awareness building  
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Information about the intent to develop an Aboriginal Engagement Framework was shared 

with key community groups and organisation. Council sought feedback on the engagement 

process, stakeholders, methods and timing. This feedback informed the ensuing phases. 

Phase 2 - Information Gathering  

Local knowledge was gathered from the local Aboriginal community and key stakeholders 

about local Aboriginal cultural practices, engagement/meeting protocols, identifying groups 

and organisations and how to demonstrate a deeper understanding of local Aboriginal 

heritage. 

Feedback from Phases 1 and 2 was used by Council to draft the Framework. 

Phase 3 - Check in  

The draft Framework was presented back to the local Aboriginal community for their 

feedback. Additional input during this phase was used to finalise the Framework. 

Communications and supporting materials  

Council developed communications and materials to share information on the project 

objectives, community feedback and progress with identified stakeholders.  

Communications and materials included: 

- PowerPoint presentations (stakeholders and Council management) 

- Letters to stakeholders 

- Phone calls 

- Frequently Asked Questions  

- Meetings 

- Notes from Yarning Circles (for stakeholder review) 

- Engagement Report 

- Report to Council 

- Aboriginal artwork 

- Draft and final Aboriginal Engagement Framework 
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Section 2 – Methodology 

 

 

The community were involved via a three-phased process. This methodology was developed 

iteratively, involving Aboriginal people from the early stages. The three-phased process is 

summarised as: 

Phase 1 - Awareness building  

Information about the intent to develop an Aboriginal Engagement Framework was shared 

with key community groups and organisation. Council sought feedback on the engagement 

process, stakeholders, methods and timing. This feedback informed the ensuing phases. 

Phase 2 - Information Gathering  

Local knowledge was gathered from the Aboriginal community and key stakeholders about 

local Aboriginal cultural practices, engagement/meeting protocols, identifying groups & 

organisations and how to demonstrate a deeper understanding of local Aboriginal heritage. 

Feedback from Phases 1 and 2 was used by Council to draft the Framework. 

Phase 3 - Check in  

The draft Framework was presented back to the local Aboriginal community for their 

feedback. Additional input during this phase was used to finalise the Framework. 
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Table – Summary of Methods 

Method Details of Methods 

Communication Methods  

Letters  Letters were sent to Aboriginal community members informing them of 
the intent to develop an Aboriginal Engagement Framework and 
letting them know how they can get involved. 

Email  Emails were sent to key stakeholders, community groups and 
individuals informing them of project.  

Phone calls Phone calls were made to key community members and 
organisations.  

FAQ FAQs were developed to provide information about the project and 
how people can get involved.  

Meetings  Meetings were held with the Aboriginal community members to 
provide information on the project.   

Presentations  Presentations were made at community meetings to raise awareness 
of Council’s plans to develop an Aboriginal Engagement Framework 
and Aboriginal Language Signage Guidelines. 

Engagement Methods  

Yarning Circles  Two Community Yarning Circles were held (day and evening) to 
develop principles and establish greater understanding of protocols 
and expectations of both Aboriginal Community and Council. 

Community 
meetings 

Participants at community and interagency meetings were invited to 
provide feedback through open discussions.   

Face to face 
meetings  

Face to face meetings were arranged with community members to 
discuss their ideas and gain their input.  

Workshops  Two internal workshops were delivered to Council staff to discuss their 
ideas and gain their input into the Aboriginal Engagement Framework.  
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IAP2 Core Values  Example of how this was considered in the design 
of your project methodology 

1. Public participation is based 

on the belief that those who 

are affected by a decision 

have a right to be involved in 

the decision-making process  

Our methodology was informed by our stakeholder 

analysis and with input from local Aboriginal people. 

Stakeholders were involved throughout the process 

and directly influenced the Framework. 

2. Public participation includes 

the promise that the public’s 

contribution will influence the 

decision  

Our methodology prioritised community voices and 

influence, using an iterative approach to seek 

community feedback. 

Working from a blank canvas, the final framework is a 

direct reflection of the priorities and ideas we heard 

from the local Aboriginal community during the 

engagement.  

3. Public participation 

promotes sustainable 

decisions by recognising 

and communicating the 

needs and interests of all 

participants, including 

decision makers  

Our stakeholder analysis mapped the needs, interests 

and influence of all stakeholders. The stakeholder 

analysis informed our overarching strategy and the 

communications and engagement methods we used. 

 

4. Public participation seeks 

out and facilitates the 

involvement of those 

potentially affected by or 

interested in a decision  

Our stakeholder analysis mapped the needs, interests 

and influence of all stakeholders. Conversations were 

held with key local Aboriginal stakeholders to 

understand who the stakeholders were. We utilised our 

direct community relationships and leveraged 

connections to seek input from everyone potentially 

interested or impacted by the Framework.  

5. Public participation seeks 

input from participants in 

designing how they 

participate  

Our strategy and methods were informed by 

stakeholder analysis, and community/cultural 

preferences sought from local Aboriginal people. 

6. Public participation provides 

participants with the 

information they need to 

participate in a meaningful 

way  

We utilised a range of communication methods to 

share information and seek feedback. This ranged from 

email, phone calls, presentations and face-to-face 

meetings.  

7. Public participation 
communicates to participants 
how their input affected the 
decision  

Stakeholders were updated throughout via an iterative 

process. We shared the draft framework with 

participants for their feedback, including both soft and 

hard copies to address challenges in accessing 

technology. Following the engagement, we shared the 

final version with stakeholders, demonstrating their 

input and our appreciation.  
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Quotes from community representatives during the engagement: 

 

On cultural knowledge                                                               On communication  

 

On cultural protocols                                                           On stakeholder identification 

 

 

Quotes from Council representatives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Council needs to be aware that there are 

cultural sensitivities around certain 

information and needs to make sure that they 

have permission to use or share.’  

 

‘Face-to-face is the best form of 

communication and engagement 

with our mob.’ 

 

‘Cultural protocols must be done right and the 

only way they can be done right, is if we talk 

to the right people.’ 

 

‘We know our mob.’ 

‘The Framework was developed to 

help us build trusting relationships and 

to create opportunities for 

conversations. It provides guidance on 

culturally safe practices and 

engagement protocols. 

We didn’t develop this Framework 

alone. We are grateful for the support 

of Traditional Custodians, individual 

community members and Aboriginal 

organisations who were involved in the 

process as we sought local input on 

culturally appropriate engagement, 

Aboriginal sites of significance and 

cultural practices.’ 

‘We are committed to working 

closely with local Aboriginal 

communities, organisations, people 

and staff. The Framework is a 

resource to support culturally 

appropriate, meaningful and 

effective engagement.  

By listening to the diverse voices 

within our local communities and 

engaging in a way that is consistent 

and culturally appropriate, we will 

build stronger, more meaningful 

relationships. ‘ 
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Engagement Participation figures 

During the engagement period for the Aboriginal Engagement Framework a range of internal 

staff members, community members, key knowledge holders, Aboriginal organisations and 

individuals were engaged.  

Engagement activity  Participation 

Aware – notified and provided opportunity to provide feedback  

Community meetings (10)  167 

Aboriginal community groups 13 

Aboriginal organisations  8 

Government authorities 6 

Individual community members 40 

Feedback received   

Staff Workshop (2) 32 

Yarning Circles (3) 48 

Aboriginal community groups 4 

Aboriginal organisations  4 

Individual community members 7 
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IMAGE: Aboriginal Artwork commissioned for use during Framework design 
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IMAGE: Front cover of Engagement report 

 

 

 

 



14 
 

Section 3– Manage Engagement  

Risks and Challenges 

Risks and challenges were identified through the engagement strategy for the project. 

Communication risk Mitigation  

Capacity to deliver Identifying key timeframes and project deliverables. 

Perception that others are 

given more preference on 

engagement process 

Make sure that information is shared equally and 

consistently with all groups. 

Make clear at the start that Council is seeking 

information and input from all community groups and not 

a particular group, person or organisation.   

Not all stakeholders are 

informed/involved 

Undertake extensive stakeholder analysis. 

Leverage community connections. 

Use a variety of methods. 

Internal expectations of 

engagement process and 

participation  

Clearly identifying what areas may take longer to 

find/access information. 

Outline the importance of using a culturally sensitive 

approach. 

Lack of trust and/or buy-in 

from community 

Use phased approach to build trust and gain buy-in. 

Be transparent and seek input from stakeholders.  

Consistency of engagement and key messaging about 

what Council is trying to develop. 

Engagement fatigue 

(Aboriginal Community)  

Communication the key objectives of the engagement 

and the Framework. 

Provide relevant information in different forms. 

Use culturally sensitive methods, timeframes and 

approaches. 

Throughout the engagement process, we modified elements of our approach and 

methodology to ensure stakeholders were aware and able to share feedback on the project. 

This included extending some timeframes to allow time for community feedback, sending 

hard copies of documents in the post and phone conversations with stakeholders.  

As we moved through the process, it became increasingly apparent that seeking input from 

local Aboriginal communities on a framework to guide Aboriginal engagement showed a 

genuine commitment from Council and began to build trust. 
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Data collection, management and analysis  

All data collected was qualitative, through workshops, meetings, Yarning Circles and 

conversations. Summaries of meetings and feedback were shared with participants for their 

review, amendments and approval. Feedback was de-identified and permission was sought 

before using information, particularly that which was culturally sensitive. 

Council collated feedback and comments, before analysing and theming the data. The key 

themes from the feedback, and those reflected in the Framework, were: 

- Aboriginal language                    - Consulting the right people 

- Cultural knowledge                     - Relationships 

- Communication                           - Meeting places 

- Realistic timeframes                    - Cultural protocols 

- Training for staff                          - Other/general comments 
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Section 4 – Outcomes, impact and insights  

Appropriateness and effectiveness 

The engagement process was highly effective and lessons gained through the process 

enhanced the appropriateness of our engagement with Aboriginal people and communities. 

Through this engagement, we built trust and connection with Aboriginal stakeholders and 

increased the reach of our engagement with local Aboriginal communities. 

Throughout, we looked to the community for advice and acted on their recommendations to 

the maximum extent possible in the final Framework. With a framework directly based on 

local Aboriginal perspectives we heard, it is evident the engagement was a success in 

achieving collaboration.  

Evaluation and lessons learned 

Following the engagement, and with the finalisation of the Framework, we have been able to 

learn some valuable lessons. We learned the importance of arranging meetings at preferred 

venues for Aboriginal people, rather than at Council or other government offices. This was 

not something we had planned for when holding initial meetings for this project. 

We learned the importance of extending our reach through the community and being open 

and transparent that we are meeting with a range of stakeholders. This was reflected in the 

feedback we received from community members during the engagement and incorporated 

into the Framework. 

Reporting 

Key stakeholders were kept informed throughout the process, using a variety of 

communication methods. Community stakeholders were informed as the engagement 

progressed and asked to review and share their feedback. Community feedback was used to 

enhance methods throughout the engagement process and directly shaped the details in the 

Framework.  

Council leadership were informed through briefings and reports to both the Senior 

Leadership team and Executive Management Committee (EMC). The final Framework was 

reported to and endorsed by EMC and the elected Council. 

Stakeholder satisfaction 

Throughout the engagement, stakeholders from local Aboriginal communities shared their 

satisfaction that Council was actively looking to learn from local Aboriginal people on 

engaging in a culturally appropriate way. 
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With the Framework drafted, community members shared their satisfaction at how the 

Framework was based on local approaches and what we heard from the local Aboriginal 

community, rather than more general approaches to Aboriginal engagement. 

Since the Framework has been completed, groups from outside of Wollongong have shared 

how helpful the Framework is as a resource for guiding their engagement with the local 

Aboriginal community. 

Innovation and Uniqueness – how this project advances knowledge and practice 

The Aboriginal Engagement Framework is underpinned by local Aboriginal culture, 

knowledge and heritage, and outlines our commitment to local Aboriginal communities to 

engage in a meaningful and consistent way. 

The Framework provides a set of principles, protocols and resources to support engagement 

with Aboriginal people and their communities, namely:  

• We will value and respect Aboriginal culture  

• We will allow time for authentic engagement  

• We will include Aboriginal people in matters that directly affect them and involve them 

throughout the life of the project  

• We will act with integrity and seek to build trust  

• We will be transparent and open with information and processes  

• We will listen, learn and talk We will deliver on our commitments. 

 

 


