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BACKGROUND

"I THOUGHT I WAS GOING TO DIE" 

The aboriginal concept of mental health is holistic, encompassing cultural
and spiritual, social and economic wellbeing, and physical and emotional

wellbeing of not just an individual but their whole community (5)
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The impacts of intergenerational trauma on the mental and physical 
health outcomes of Aboriginal people are increasingly recognised (1), with 
Aboriginal people experiencing far higher rates of psychological distress, 
post-traumatic stress disorder and other mental health conditions than 

non-Aboriginal people (1). The social determinants of inequities 
experienced by Aboriginal people exacerbate poor physical and mental 
health. With cardiovascular (CVD) disease the leading cause of death for 
Aboriginal people (1) and the link between incidence and survival from 
CVD and, social isolation, low social support and depression (2); holistic 

interventions are thus required. 

THE HEART HEALTH PROGRAM 
People coming together, sharing & supporting one another in health

ABORIGINAL NOTIONS OF MENTAL HEALTH 
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Dot is a 78 year old female with a complex medical history including diabetes, renal & heart failure, 
stroke, regular bouts of pneumonia and has had five bypasses and open heart surgery.  She is part of 

the stolen generation; taken from her mother at the age of two. 
 

There is a recognised disparity between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal understanding, experience 
and treatment of mental health (4). Characteristically definitions of mental health fail to acknowledge 

the impact of colonialism; trauma, loss and grief; separation of families and children; loss of land, 
culture and identity, and; the impact of social inequity, stigma and racism (4). 

The Heart Health program is informed and led by community and delivered at Derbarl 
Yerrigan Health Service in collaboration with Royal Perth Hospital and the Heart 
Foundation. 
Photos and quotes presented in this poster are preliminary findings produced by a 
Healthway funded project conducted by researchers at the University of Western 
Australia. 
We wish to acknowledge the support and involvement of all participants in this project. 
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Underlying this broadening focus on physical health, has been the creation of 
an environment where stress and mental health issues are able to be 

discussed without prejudice or shame. The Heart Health Program works to 
address each individuals’ health in a holistic manner and intentionally extends 
beyond the more narrow remit of traditional cardiac rehabilitation programs. 
For example, the Heart Health program considers the needs of clients who 

have experienced trauma related to the stolen generation, and can link them 
with relevant on-site counselling services. If people raise other issues in heart 

health sessions, these are not dismissed. The importance of social connections 
are valued, and the session times are longer to allow time for informal social 

exchanges. Family is paramount for Aboriginal people and as such participants 
can bring along family members.   

.

By contrast, medical models of healthcare traditionally compartmentalise 
physical and mental health, and this is seen in the treatment of heart disease 
as well as many other conditions.  As shared by one Heart Health participant: 
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She sat and explained it to me. You know it took a big weight off my 
mind to think, well I'm not going to die, I can do something about it.

She has been participating in the Heart Health program regularly since it commenced eight years ago 
and her health and wellbeing has dramatically improved in this time, with very few hospital visits. Dot 
attributes this not only to the education provided, but importantly, to the way it has empowered her 

take control of her own health. Highly valued by Dot and other participants is the environment of 
openness, trust and cultural security that allows a safe space for people to yarn about their health; not 

just physical health but how they are feeling emotionally, socially and spiritually.  

I think because of what I've learnt through Heart Health has made me 
more aware and to be able to cope with all that I've had to cope with.

For Dot and others, social connections and ties to family and community are seen to be an integral 
part of their heart health journey.  

it can be a little bit frightening especially when you don't understand 
things.  I think it's the understanding of anything, any illness, if you don't 
understand it then you think of all sorts of things that - if you did have the 
understanding and the knowledge, well, things wouldn't be so frightening 

to you and it give you more of a positive outlook on life for yourself.

  
In an evaluation of the Heart Health Program run by the Derbarl Yerrigan 

Aboriginal Medical Service;  the modalities of photovoice and yarning were 
used to explore participant’s experiences of the program and heart health 

journeys.  While participants may not use mental health ‘key words’ like 
social support, depression or anxiety, barriers and enablers to mental 

wellbeing are  very present in the stories they tell.  For aboriginal people, 
,health is viewed more holistically, and social and emotional wellbeing is 

intertwined with their lives and physical health.

 
Dot recalled an experience in the hospital, where a doctor came in and told her she had heart failure 
and how she assumed this meant she was going to die. This created enormous stress and worry for 

her. She noted it wasn’t until she came along to Heart Health that someone sat down and explained to 
her what heart failure meant, which alleviated her anxieties. 

The Heart Health Program was initially designed in response to the low rates of 
attendance by Aboriginal people in traditional cardiac rehabilitation programs. 
The program was developed by Aboriginal people for Aboriginal people.  It is 

run at Derbarl Yerrigan Health Service in a culturally secure environment with a 
focus on flexibility, both structurally and in terms of content. This flexibility and 

responsiveness to community need has seen the content covered by Heart 
Health extend from cardiac-focused symptom and risk factor awareness to 
cover topics including diabetes, dental health, renal disease, podiatry and 

optometry (3). 

ALLEVIATING EACH OTHERS ANXIETIES 
I was sitting one day up at the eye clinic and there's this dear old lady, she was absolutely terrified 
- and I said, what's wrong dear?  She said, oh, I'm so scared.  I said, what are you scared for?  She 

said, oh because I've got to have this laser and they told me they take the eye out.  I said, what? 
 She said, someone told me they take your eye out.  She said, I'm so frightened. So I 

said, look dear, I've had that laser and explained to her what's going to happen. 
  She went in before me and she came out with a big smile on her face 

and nodded to me, because I had bothered to explain to her what 
was going to happen.

 
 


