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Forward from the CEO 

A ground breaking Victorian program has helped to reduce the risk of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children being placed in out-of-home 
care and helped build stronger families.

The Bumps to Babes and Beyond program found that giving vulnerable 
mothers parenting education and support during pregnancy and during the 
first 18 months of their child’s life improved outcomes for children during the 
critical early years of life. 

The two year program, developed by Queen Elizabeth Centre (QEC) in 
partnership with Mallee District Aboriginal Services (MDAS), has worked with 
18 women and their families in Mildura. The program has been funded by the 
Victorian Health Department.

The program success has been attributed to the genuine partnership between 
a local Aboriginal health provider and a mainstream organisation with expertise 
in supporting mothers and babies. We believe that this innovative approach 
could be replicated in other vulnerable communities and we are pleased to 
share these learnings with you. 

We acknowledge the work of the QEC and MDAS team and the primary author 
of this paper, Beverley Allen, Director of Nursing / Learning and Development, 
QEC. 

Athina Georgiou
Chief Executive Officer 
QEC

The Artist

Sharon Kirby, a Barkindji woman is an Aboriginal artist who grew up on the 
Murray River at Dareton, NSW. She has a great passion for arts and crafts that 
was passed down from her father; her inspiration comes from the river and 
the animals that surround it.
 
Sharon was commissioned to paint a series of canvasses in early 2012 for the 
Bumps to Babes and Beyond program (BBB), an exciting project between 
Queen Elizabeth Centre and Mildura District Aboriginal Service. The series of 
paintings illustrate the journey of the women in the program and represent the 
hopes of the program which is to provide support to pregnant Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women and their children in the first 18 months of life. 



Bumps to Babes and Beyond
– How effective partnerships can create a better future

Introduction

The process of mainstream organisations working with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander organisations to deliver community programs has often been a 
difficult one, marked by mistrust and harm.

This paper explores the processes, structures and ways of working that were 
part of the successful partnership between Mallee District Aboriginal Services 
(MDAS), an Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisation and Queen 
Elizabeth Centre (QEC), a mainstream, state-wide specialist organisation with 
expertise in delivering early parenting programs to vulnerable families.

The collaborative partnership that developed between MDAS and QEC 
resulted in a shared understanding of the issues experienced by families and 
children within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in the 
Mallee region. This enabled the identification of a gap in service delivery, a 
successful submission for funding and the development of Bumps to Babes 
and Beyond, an innovative early parenting program.

The achievements of this program demonstrate how a mainstream 
organisation can effectively and respectfully engage with an Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisation and work together to build capacity 
within an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community. 

Our hope is that our experience will further develop understanding about how 
mainstream and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations can work 
together, and will be helpful for other organisations looking to develop similar 
partnerships.

“Achieving better outcomes requires a shared commitment to building deeper, 
respectful and more genuine relationships.” (SNAICC 2014)
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities experience significant 
disadvantage in comparison to the broader Australian population. National 
statistics indicate children within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities face higher safety, health and developmental risks than the 
general population. 

A baby born into an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in 2015 
has a life expectancy of 9-11 years lower than babies born in the general 
population (ABS 2013). 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander babies are more likely to experience health 
and developmental delays and there is an increased likelihood of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children being placed in out of home care. This 
has lifelong impacts on the child’s physical and emotional health, education 
and employment opportunities, the development of healthy relationships 
and their connection to family and culture (Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s 
Report 2015). 
On 30th January 2015, the chairperson of the Secretariat of National Aboriginal 
and Islander Child Care (SNAICC), Sharron Williams stated that since the 
National Apology to the Stolen Generations in 2008 the number of indigenous 
children in care has increased by 65 per cent. 
Ms Williams suggested “an urgent need for new approaches” including a focus 
from state governments on early intervention and family support programs as 
a way to strengthen vulnerable families (SNAICC 2015).
The National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children 2009-2020 notes 
the importance of developing “partnerships between indigenous agencies, 
mainstream service providers and governments”. These partnerships are 
seen as vital to improving health and developmental outcomes for Aboriginal 
children. 

This framework informed the development of Bumps to Babes and Beyond 
and the partnership between QEC and MDAS.
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Background to Bumps to Babes and Beyond

In 2008, QEC was approached by the Victorian Department of Early Childhood 
Education to deliver training to Aboriginal In Home Support workers at Mallee 
District Aboriginal Services. Following the training QEC staff continued to 
travel to Mildura to provide reflective practice supervision and training to 
MDAS workers. 

This ongoing relationship enabled MDAS workers to approach QEC for 
support around their concerns that vulnerable mothers were falling through 
gaps in service delivery in the Mallee region, impacting on the mother’s ability 
to care for their baby and the child’s health and development. 

MDAS workers were concerned about the number of children being referred 
to Child Protection services and being placed in out of home care. The MDAS 
workers wanted to develop a program that would engage with hard to reach 
mothers and keep Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the care of 
their family. 

In 2011 QEC and MDAS received three years of funding from the Victorian 
Department of Health. The program, Bumps to Babes and Beyond, was based 
on the successful QEC program, Tummies To Toddlers and was adapted 
to ensure it was culturally appropriate for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community in the Mallee region of Victoria. 

The Program

Bumps to Babes and Beyond provided intensive support and education for 
vulnerable mothers during their pregnancy and until their child was 18 months 
old. A small team of workers built a relationship with the mother` based on a 
flexible approach to connecting with the mother and keeping her engaged in 
services.  

The program had a “no wrong door” approach and provided support for 
the mother, her partner and her family. The mother received antenatal and 
postnatal care and help with any housing, social or financial concerns.  This 
practical support helped the mother to alleviate major stressors and prepare 
for the arrival of her baby. 

The strength of the relationship built between the mother and the team enabled 
ongoing care and learning opportunities for the mother and her child. The 
mother chose where she received the program; either at her home, at MDAS 
or in another area where she felt safe. Building connection to community and 
culture was integral to the program.

QEC provided the Bump to Babes and Beyond MDAS staff with program 
guidance, case supervision and training. There were regular meetings to 
discuss and adapt the content of the program so that it was appropriate and 
accepted within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community.

In 2012 QEC received funding from Collier Charitable Fund to evaluate Bumps 
to Babes and Beyond. This strengthened the partnership between MDAS and 
QEC as they worked together and developed the shared research project – 
the first time MDAS had partnered with a mainstream organisation to conduct 
research. 

The research project had a grassroots approach and the framework was 
developed with representatives from both organisations and the Aboriginal 
community. The research identified and adapted the successful components 
of the Bumps to Babes and Beyond program and enabled the voices of the 
mothers to be heard, allowing them to share their story and identify how the 
program helped them.
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Key Learnings of a successful partnership

Effective partnerships between mainstream and Aboriginal organisations are 
built on a relationship of trust and mutual respect. Aboriginal organisations 
have different ways of doing business and represent the voice of the Aboriginal 
community. They focus on the relationship first and projects and activities are 
manifestations of these relationships (SNAICC, 2012). 

Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Association (VACCA, 2010) suggests the best 
opportunities for a successful partnership between Aboriginal and mainstream 
organisations are:

• A genuine and respectful partnership;
• Cultural competency;
• Development of individual and community leadership;
• Social empowerment; and
• Aboriginal led and managed solutions.
This guided the way QEC and MDAS developed their working relationship. A 
Memorandum of Understanding was developed between both organisations 
to ensure a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities. This enabled 
open communication, which helped to prevent misunderstandings and 
negotiated the sharing of knowledge and information.
Mutual respect developed between the two organisations which provided an 
environment of joint learning and opportunity to share expertise.

Regular meetings were held to ensure communication was clear and there 
was a shared understanding of the program goals. The following meetings 
occurred:
• QEC and MDAS senior management including a MDAS Board Member;
• Key stakeholders including members of the Aboriginal community;
• Meetings with the Bumps to Babes and Beyond team;
• Individual meetings with the program coordinator; and
• Research special interest group
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Cultural Competency

“There must be an understanding of Aboriginal history and culture written into 
mainstream service guidelines. Cultural competency is critical to effective 
partnerships and community engagement” (SNAICC, 2012). 

QEC is committed to being a culturally competent organisation and has 
incorporated this into its strategic plan, policies and the schedule of staff 
training. Prior to commencing the partnership with MDAS, all QEC staff 
participated in Cultural Workshops and the educators completed a unit of 
study: ‘Work Effectively with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander People’. 

The QEC training packages were examined by Aboriginal community workers 
to ensure cultural appropriateness.  QEC educators were accompanied by 
a respected Aboriginal worker whilst delivering the first training courses 
at MDAS. This ensured cultural safety for participants and also provided 
feedback for QEC educators to ensure they were culturally appropriate.
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A mutual understanding

The relationship between QEC and MDAS was built over several years. During 
this time, QEC gained an understanding of the significant issues MDAS 
workers faced whilst helping their community. The MDAS workers had strong 
relationships with the families they cared for and were eager to enhance their 
knowledge and skills of working with families and children.

During the six-month lead in period to commencing the Bumps to Babes 
and Beyond program, planned workshops and preparation days allowed 
for relationship building and getting to know each other to be enable the 
exploration of issues and the sharing of knowledge. 
During the planning phase, the following ongoing actions were developed:
• Identifying what service mothers and families wanted;
• Identifying wise women who were respected and would promote the  
 program to the community;
• Engaging a MDAS Board member to participate in regular meetings to  
 inform the Board. The QEC project leader informed QEC Board; 
• Identifying gaps in knowledge and training requirements for MDAS  
 practitioners;
• Identifying stakeholders from other organisations to encourage  
 respectful collaboration;
• Ensuring QEC were culturally respectful and competent  and there were  
 communication lines to check in and receive feedback.

During the planning phase, the aims of the program were clarified with the 
health and wellbeing of the child and their mother as the central focus of all 
program goals and objectives. 

A local Aboriginal artist developed a painting depicting the program, which 
was then used as a logo and appeared on all written information about 
the program. When the research commenced, the artist painted images 
to represent key themes which emerged from research interviews with the 
mothers. The mothers who participated in the research were involved in 
choosing the paintings that they felt reflected their experiences of pregnancy, 
birth and parenting.

Bumps to Babes and Beyond was launched with a celebration at MDAS, 
attended by members of the local community, board members, CEOs and 
staff from both organisations. 

This was a positive introduction to the program, allowing the sharing of 
information about the program and acknowledging its acceptance within 
the community. Following the launch, six referrals to the program came from 
individuals within the community and professional sources. 

The conclusion of the Bumps to Babes and Beyond project was also marked 
by a celebration. This provided an opportunity to meet with some of the 
mothers and their children and discuss aspects of the program they had 
found helpful and celebrate their accomplishments.

The CEO, Board Member and staff involved in Bumps to Babes and Beyond 
celebrated by taking a trip to Lake Mungo, a place of spiritual and cultural 
significance within the area. This was an opportunity to meet together in the 
open, under the stars, and the significant findings from the research project 
were discussed and plans for dissemination of the research were made. 
There was an agreement that the partnership between both organisations 
would continue with different projects. The knowledge gained from Bumps to 
Babes and Beyond was now embedded into MDAS’s early years’ programs 
and there was ongoing project support.
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Development of leadership and social empowerment
Empowerment consists of “personal, group and social aspects of power and 
capacity ranging from leadership, resources and strengthened networks to 
critical thinking trusting relationships and increased group participation” 
(Beyond Bandaids, Anderson, Baum, Bentley 2007). 

Capacity building within the community and social empowerment occurred in 
the following ways:

QEC and MDAS shared knowledge and expertise which enabled the 
development of an innovative program.
• The opportunity to develop and conduct a joint research project.
• The enhancement of organisation and worker knowledge and skills.
• The recognition at a local community level of Bumps to Babes and  
 Beyond and the positive outcomes for the mothers and children. 
• The mothers gained knowledge and skills in parenting, future life skills  
 and connection with other mothers.
• The recognition of the rich cultural heritage through using Aboriginal art  
 as a voice of the program and the mothers.
• The building of professional networks as both organisations shared  
 established networks.

The sharing of knowledge and skills was key to the success of Bumps to Babes 
and Beyond program. As the program advanced the research evaluation was 
showing positive outcomes for the mothers, children and families involved. 

These results were shared in the following ways:
• Presentations at international and national conferences.
• Media reports on radio and in newspapers.
• Winning awards at a local and state level.
• Presentations to Department of Health and other professional gatherings.

The conference presenters were members from both organisations, and 
on some occasions a mother from the program. Co-facilitation between 
organisations enabled the building and enhancement of the following 
leadership skills:

• Public presentation skills;
• Representation of  an innovative early parenting program within the  
 Aboriginal community at an international forum; and
• Program development and evaluation.
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Aboriginal led and managed solutions

The Aboriginal community definition and ownership of the issues involved 
in the program occurred at every step in the partnership between QEC and 
MDAS. 

There was a mutual understanding that lasting solutions had to come from 
the community themselves. MDAS workers and members of the community 
were involved in all planning of the program and the research. Each partner 
listened to the other and the solutions were developed to fit the unique needs 
of the community. 

As the Bumps to Babes and Beyond program developed it was embedded 
into the services delivered by MDAS. At the end of the three year program 
period, MDAS is now developing the key learnings from the project across 
five Aboriginal Controlled Community Organisations in the Lodden Mallee 
Region.

Conclusion 

This paper identified the elements that contribute to genuine and respectful 
best practice partnerships between an Aboriginal Controlled Community 
Organisation and a mainstream organisation. 

The partnership between QEC and MDAS was built on an equal platform of 
respect and sharing of knowledge and expertise. This enabled the growth of 
organisational knowledge and skills.

The success of the partnership enabled the development of an innovative 
program that improved health and developmental outcomes for children and 
their mothers, and all children involved in the program remained in the care 
of their families. 

The research project attached to Bumps to Babes and Beyond, with its 
culturally appropriate evaluation tools, provided the opportunity to evaluate 
effective solutions that fitted the community. 

Ultimately, the strength of the partnership and the success of the Bumps 
to Babes and Beyond program enabled capacity building within both 
organisations.
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