
We acknowledge the traditional 
custodians of the land on which we meet 
today and pay respect to Elders past, 
present and emerging. 
 
We also extend that respect to other 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islanders 
who are joining us here today. 

David R Horton, creator, © Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS and 
Auslig/Sinclair, Knight, Merz, 1996.  
View an interactive version of the AIATSIS map  
www.abc.net.au/indigenous/map/ 
 
Header Artwork produced for Queensland Health by Gilimbaa  
 

http://www.abc.net.au/indigenous/map/


Queensland University of Technology 

CRICOS No. 000213J 

 

Melissa Haswell, Sarah Gaskin, David Kavanagh 

with Ivern Ardler, Tanya Bloxsome, Martin Billingham 

Oolong House Nowra 
 

School of Public Health and Social Work 

Queensland University of Technology 

Melissa.haswell@qut.edu.au 

 

Growth and Empowerment Measure: 

Its Story and how can it assist in  

drug and alcohol settings? 
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Acknowledging the honour to be here among the many great 

cultures & learn, take responsibility and hence belong... 

... and reflect that for over 65,000 years these custodians sustained health and life  

all over this continent of extremes through intimate knowledge of the    

Australian environment... 
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One Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Definition of Health 

…not just the physical wellbeing of an individual, but 
the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of the 
whole community in which each individual is able to 
achieve their full potential as a human being 
thereby bringing about the total wellbeing of their 
community.  

 

(National Aboriginal Health Strategy 1989) 
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Empowerment and control …  
the often overlooked Social Determinant?  

Definitions from the Literature  
 

• As an outcome: Increased Control and Mastery means that people are better 
able to deal with the forces that affect their lives, (Syme 2003) and have 
greater capacity to deal with day to day challenges of life without being 
overwhelmed by them (Syme 1998).  

 

 

• As a process: A social action process that promotes participation of people, 
organisations and communities towards the goals of increased individual and 
community control, political efficacy, improved quality of community life, and 
social justice (Wallerstein 1992). 

 

 

• As a multi-level concept: empowerment at individual, organisational and 
structural levels 
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Power Over versus Power With 

• The idea of empowerment can be threatening 

• Power is seen as a finite property : lost and 

gained but empowerment implies sharing power 

which becomes limitless 

• Positive direction, values oriented and closely 

connected with increased SEWB (Diener & 

Diener, 2005) 
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Developed by the 

Aboriginal Education Development 

Branch, Office of Vocational Education 

and Training, South Australia 
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 Some Principles we’ve learned through 
the Family Well Being Empowerment 

Program 

Even in the most desperate of situations, there is always something a 

person can do to make things better.  

 

Empowerment occurs when people can recognise and apply their own 

strengths and inner qualities in their choices.  

 

Change starts from within.  

Skills and little successes make change sustainable. 

 

Empowered individuals can be supported to use this personal change as a 

basis for participating and leading organisational and  

community level change. 

 

Tsey et al., 2010; Laliberte et al., 2010; 2012 
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What is Empowerment?… how does it related to healing 
and wellbeing? …. some Aboriginal Australian 

perspectives: 

  
– Healing—coming to terms with the past and present situation, 

dealing with the pain  
– Gaining control 
– Becoming strong culturally and spiritually  
– Remaining calm despite turmoil 
– Finding your voice, participating in change 
– Working together for a strong community  
 

“When a person takes the first step towards becoming 
empowered, it is also the first step of healing” 

 

“It’s about knowing who you are and where you belong, 
it’s about being proud of who you are”. 

  

“With empowerment you are building people to have the 
power to stand up and make change - what you put 
into your inner self, it shows on the outer”  
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Underlying impacts of Disempowerment:  

Overarching opportunities for Empowerment 

Diagram developed by Dr Arlene Laliberte to summarise extensive qualitative research with people from rural and remote 

Aboriginal communities in Queensland. Building Bridges Report, page 27. 
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Thinking about measuring 

the process, impact and 

outcomes of change 

 

The story of the GEM 
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Why measure empowerment? 

 
Despite lots of qualitative descriptions of 

the impact of empowering programs on 

people, their growth has been restricted 

by a lack of quantitative evidence of 

effectiveness in helping people move 

toward change and achieve better health 

outcomes. 
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Empowerment tool  
Challenges: Getting it Right 

 

• Tool must capture shared and valued change in levels 
of empowerment (based on qualitative data from 

FWB participants) 
 

• Tool must reflect cultural context and definition of 
empowerment for Indigenous people (their own 

words and concepts) 
 

• Tool must be strengths-based and able to promote 
the empowerment process (promoting hope & 

guiding effort) 
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Iterative methodological process used to 

develop the GEM 

 Part 1. Defining the Pathway and Attributes of Empowerment 

 

Step 1. Interview Collection 

Step 2. Interview Analysis   

     Phase 1 - Manual attribute analysis  

     Phase 2 - Computer assisted attribute analysis 

     Phase 3 - Validation of Coding and of Data Saturation 

Step 3.  Validation/Confirmation Workshops and Adoption of the Tree Metaphor 

    

Part 2. Developing and Trialling the Instrument 

 

Step 4.  Identifying optimal types of questions  

Step 5. Selecting the most appropriate attributes and building the questions 

Step 6. Validation/Confirmation / Specialist Workshops  

Step 7. Piloting and improving the Instrument 

Step 8. Psychometric Validation Study  

Step 9. Testing as a program evaluation, service outcome and epidemiological tool 

 

Part 3. Confirmatory Factor Analysis – January 2017 – everything passed! 
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Methods Used 

• Analysed 50 interviews with people who 
participated in the FWB program 

• Identified themes in their explanations of how 
the program changed their life 

• Consulted extensively with participants and 
specialists to make sure we got it right 

• Increasingly improved visual representations of 
the pathway to facilitate engagement 

• Developed a series of scenarios and scales to 
enable people to identify where they are 

• Two studies now completed (Haswell et al, 2010; 
Berry et al., submitted) 
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Positive change and growth associated with empowerment: non-linear, 
mutually reinforcing process 
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THE TOOLS PROJECT: 

Tree of Empowerment;  six steps pathway to 
empowerment 

The Tools Packet: 
 
Aims to measure the 
empowerment pathway  

 

The GEM 
The Growth and Empowerment Measure 

“Its like a tree – there is a foundation (seeds, roots), then the energy and self-
esteem to look after yourself (trunk), so you can grow – the more you grow the 
bigger it gets… on the branches (of the tree) are education, job opportunities, 

housing”. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Kauri_Te_Matua_Ngahere.jpg
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Parts of the GEM 

• S12 (Scenarios): Process of empowerment – which 
‘story’ best matches your situation 

 

• EES14 (Emotional Empowerment Scale) - Impact 
measure – from the interview codings “showing and 
feeling signs of empowerment” 

 

• For validation, we used the Kessler scale but this 
component is interchangeable according to the 
Outcomes sought in a program or service. 



How do you see your relationships with other people? 
Please tick ONLY ONE box below that best describes the way you  
see your situation. 

Are you 
partly this 

&  
partly that? 

If so, please tick 
box 

  

Are you 
here? If so, 
please tick 

Box 

 

Are you 
here? If so, 
please tick 

Box 

 

 
 

 
   

 

Are you 
here? If so, 
please tick 

Box 

 
 

 
   

 

Are you 
here? If so, 
please tick 

Box 

 
 

Are you 
partly this 

&  
partly that? 

If so, please tick 
box 

  

Are you 
   partly this 

&  
partly that? 
If so, please 

tick box 
  

 
My life is now 

rich and happier 
because of many 

good 
relationships. 

 
My 

relationships 
give me peace 

and harmony in 
my heart. 

 
I am able to 
preserve this 
peace in my 

home and family, 
even when we 

disagree. 

I have made a 
lot of progress 
in improving 

my 
relationships. 

 
I think a lot 

about listening 
and talking 

sensitively to 
people. 

 
I see 

improvement 
in the way 

people 
respond to 

me. 
 

I am gaining an 
understanding 
of my difficult 
relationships. 

 
I have started 
to think about 
how to make 
them better. 
I think more 

about what I’m 
saying. 

 
I still have a lot 
of work to do to 

improve my 
relationships. 

 

I feel 
completely 

trapped in my 
relationships. 
I am dealing 
with things 

like: kids out of 
control, anger 
and fighting, 
gossiping, 
bullying. 

Most of my 
relationships 
are harmful, 
not healthy. 
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12 Scenarios  
Showed good reliability on a range of tests  Cronbach’s alpha consistently >0.85  

Two principle components emerged in factor analysis with oblimin rotation 

Healing and Growth Subscale 

 1  Dealing with painful feelings 

 2  Personal and Family Safety 

 3  Able to say no 

 5  Engaging with Learning 

 8  Able to speak out and be heard 

  10   Improving relationships  

  11   Reaction to judgement 

Meaning and Purpose Subscale 
 4  Able to make changes  

 6  Developing Spirituality 

 7  Establishing identity 

 9  Valued in workplace 

   12  Working toward a better community 



Scenario 11: 
Understanding & 

improving 
relationships 

 

Scenario 2: Creating 
safety for yourself 

and family 

Scenario 4: Having 
confidence in 

making changes 

Scenario 7: Sense of 
knowing who you 

are 

Scenario 1: 
Ability to deal with 
emotional pain and 

move forward  

Scenario 8: Ability 
to speak out in the 

community 

Scenario 3: 

Responding to others 
who are not taking 

responsibility 

Scenario  5: 

Engaging in learning 

Scenario 6: 

Thinking about your 
own spirituality 

Scenario 9: 

Being respected in 
workplace 

Scenario 10: 

Dealing with judgment 
and criticism 

Scenario 12: 

Community working 
together for change 

GEM: 12 Scenarios – w/ the six core scenarios that appear to be particularly  
linked to impact and outcome 
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half ‘n’ half 

 

 

I feel like I don’t  

know anything. 

     

I am knowledgeable 

about things 

that are 

important to 

me. 

14 item Emotional Empowerment Scale 

Feeling and showing the signs of 

empowerment  
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Emotional Empowerment Scale  
good reliability on a range of tests  

Two principle component factors 
Cronbach’s alpha consistently >0.85 

 

Inner Peace Subscale Items 

 

• Feel Skilful  

• Strong, full of energy 

• Confident 

• Centred, focused 

• Calm, relaxed  

• Happy with self & life 

• Safe and secure 

• Can deal with anger 

Self-Capacity Subscale Items 

 

• Can speak out, people listen 

• Satisfied with opportunities  

• Feel Valued and Admired  

• Feel hopeful for a better future 

 

 

Loaded on Both Subscales 

 

• Feel connected, I belong 

• Feel knowledgeable 
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Outcome Measures 

• Process 

• Impact 

• Outcome – we often use Kessler 6, but this part 

can be entirely tailored to what the program is 

trying to achieve 

 

– ? What might be relevant for your Program? 



Some examples of use of the GEM 

Team of seven AOD workers did  

all five stages of FWB. 

 

Six completed the GEM two or three times. 

 

 

Research led by Anthony Shakeshaft 

National Drug and Alcohol Centre, UNSW  



Results – Twelve Scenarios 

Total Scen12 Healing Purpose

Pre-FWB 4.7 4.9 4.5

Post Stage 1 4.9 4.8 5

Stage 5 5.6 5.8 5.3
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Individual Scenario change 
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The GEM’s development was intimately tied 

to the Family Well Being process, but has 

been shown to work well with many 

programs that effectively use empowerment 

approaches. 



Ivern Ardler 
Former Chief Executive Officer 
Oolong House (Oolong Aboriginal Corporation) 

11 Junction Street  
Nowra, NSW 2541 
P: 02 4422 0644 
E: ivern@oolonghouse.org.au 

 

Oolong House 
Residential Rehab. 

strong roots 
strong spirit 

http://www.nada.org.au/media/90
125/nada_advocate_2016_15dece
mber.pdf 



Oolong House Overview 
• Indigenous-managed residential rehab 
• 11 Junction Street, Nowra 
• Accept Aboriginal AND non-Aboriginal clients 

– About 60:40 

• Men only, 18-55 years old 
• 16 week residential AOD program 
• We work closely with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

services 
• Focus on AOD/ Mental health comorbidity 



Oolong House Program 

• Abstinence-based 16 wk program 

• CBT-based group work 

• Counselling 

• Cultural activities 

• Aftercare 

• Education and lifestyle activities 

• Referrals to Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal services 

• Focus on AOD/ Mental health 
comorbidity 

• Accredited under the ACHS 
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Oolong House’s Data Toolkit  

At Entry, 8 weeks and 16 weeks 

•Applied at entry alone: 

• Parts of Psycheck (brief mental health check, suicidal thoughts) 

• Two items from the Brief Treatment Outcome Measures (BTOM) 

• Indigenous Risk Impact Screen (IRIS) (MH SS, AOD SS) 

 

•Applied at entry, 8 weeks and 16 weeks (graduation) 

• Growth and Empowerment Measure (GEM) with 12 Scenarios 

(Healing SS, Purpose SS, Core6 SS) & 14 item Emotional 

Empowerment Scale (Inner Peace SS, Self-capacity SS) 

• Drug Taking Confidence Questionnaire (DTCQ) 

• Kessler 10 (K10) plus 2 questions on anger and feeling happy in 

yourself 
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Repeated measures during residential 

rehabilitation 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

EESIP EESSC S12HG S12CP

Entry

8wk

16wk

Berry, S., et al. (2012). Growth and Empowerment for 
Indigenous Australians in Substance Abuse Treatment. 
International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 10 (6), 
970-983. 
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PsyCheck questions  

• “Has the thought of ending your life ever been on 

your mind” (Question 5a) and, if yes, the person is 

asked “Has that happened recently?” (Question 5b).  

 

• We compared distress and disempowerment among 

three groups (total 388):  

– Never  had thoughts (n = 186, 47.9%) 

– Ever but not recently had thoughts (n = 140, 36.1%) 

– Recently had thoughts (n = 62, 16.0%) 
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Change over time at Oolong House - Kessler 6 Distress Scale 
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Core Six Scenario subset –  

Change over time at  

Oolong House 
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These tools are also sensitive to change; capable of guiding and 
capturing improvement in an empowering program or service. 

 

• By using these measures, we were able to see that men who 
had entered Oolong House with recent suicidal thoughts 
experienced lowered distress (Kessler), and scored higher on 
inner peace (GEM EES) and Scenarios (Healing and Growth, 
Connection and Purpose, Core6).  

 

• However, their scores remained lower than the men who did 
not have recent suicidal thoughts on entry – hence this 
suggests that an extended stay may be warranted for full 
recovery.  



CRICOS No. 000213J a university for the world real 
R 

Learning about 

trauma from an  

empowerment lens 
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The Family Business Findings  

(page 63) 
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PTSD is strongly associated with disempowerment of women in 

their daily lives – especially through unresolved emotional pain and 

lack of safety, voice and identity   
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GEM Scenario Item  

No PTSD PTSD

From Heffernan et al., 2015 
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Current Analysis: Questions we’re 

answering thru the GEM (PhD, Sarah Gaskin) 

• What are the most urgent areas of empowerment needing focus at 

individual and service level? 

• Any differences according to entry mode, age, Indigenous status, 

type of AOD etc? 

• What kinds of challenges are present for those with comorbidities? 

• Has there been any change in outcomes over time – linked to 

service changes? 

• Are there any items that predict program completion? 

• GEM Junior and Youth GEM in development 
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Yarning after the GEM: What are 

your empowerment challenges? 

How can the service assist?  



>15 Years of Collaborative Research on  

Empowerment & Social & Emotional Wellbeing 

Huge thanks to the Creators and Developers of the Family Well 
Being Program, the Aboriginal Education Development Branch, SA  
 
Some of our Key Collaborators in this Work: 
CREW/UQ: **Dr Arlene Laliberté, *Lyndon Reilly , *Rachael Wargent ,*Vicki 
Saunders ,*Teresa Gibson, *Victor Gibson (HV)  
ERP Partnership with James Cook University - Komla Tsey, *Yvonne Cadet-
James, and many others, Chris Doran (Newcastle Uni) 
David Kavanagh, Ian Shochet & Andrew Wilson (QUT), Ernest Hunter (QH), 
Tricia Nagel (M)  

Key Organisations involved along the way:  
ACCHS: Mulungu, Gurriny Yealamucka, Goondir, Waminda, Roworr 
Pormpuraaw, Wuchopperen, Tangentyerre Council, Apunipima CY Health 
Council, RFDS, Menzies, Queensland Health, Panyappi - SA  Metropolitan 
Aboriginal Youth and Family Services, Garma Festival Youth Forum, Balunu 
Healing Program, Ngala Nanga Mai pARenT Group, Gamarada Healing & 
Lifeskills, Oolong House, Waminda Women’s Group, Red Cross SAM Our Way, 
Gamarada Men’s Healing and Lifeskills Program, Life Life Well Mareeba 
 
 
Main Funders: QH, NHMRC, AHMAC, CRCAH, Apunipima, NSPS and FAHCSIA 



  

Graphic by 

Lyndon Reilly 



Thanks for joining us today!  
 

Please fill out a short evaluation 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/8Z8VSJK 

 
Join us next week for 

“Getting Ready for Change”: Improving entry and retention 
into allied health services.  

Presented by Kim Sander and John Kelly. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/8Z8VSJK
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/8Z8VSJK

