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B R I E F  R E P O R T

Community co-selection of measures to evaluate the health 
and wellbeing impact of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community running groups

Abstract
Issue addressed: Physical activity participation can im-
prove the physical health and social and emotional well-
being of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
The evaluation of physical activity programmes can elicit 
a clearer understanding of where these impacts occur 
and to what extent. We describe applying a collabora-
tive approach to the selection of a set of measures that 
can be used to examine health and wellbeing impacts of 
Indigenous community running groups.
Methods: Physical activity, health and wellbeing meas-
urement tools previously used with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples were collated. Participants in the 
collaborative process were nine female running group 
members aged 30+ years from a regional New South 
Wales (NSW) town. The Indigenous research method, 
Yarning, explored views of participating in the group on 
health and wellbeing and how these could be measured 
using those collated measurement tools.
Results: Runners described participating for holistic physi-
cal, mental and social reasons and stated the importance of 
the group participating together and providing social sup-
port to each other. There was broad support for the identi-
fied physical activity, lifestyle, physical health, and social 
and emotional wellbeing measures, with social networks 
and sports injuries identified as additionally relevant.
Conclusions: Co-selecting measures to evaluate a physical 
activity programme for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
participants can better inform the development of relevant 
future healthy lifestyle programme evaluation, revealing 
factors that may be missed as relevant by researchers.

So what?: This process presents an example of determin-
ing evaluation measures with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander participants that could be applied more broadly 
to evaluation design.

1  |  INTRODUC TION

The importance of physical activity for health has been identified 
as a priority in previous research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people.1 Previous community studies demonstrate how 
physical activity improves Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander phys-
ical health and social and emotional wellbeing.2–4 Many community 
programmes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples aim 
to increase physical activity for health and social benefits.5 Yet the 
evaluation of physical activity and health promotion programmes 
could be improved through greater community involvement, to bet-
ter understand the health and wellbeing effects from an Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander perspective.6

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concepts relevant to 
physical activity, health and wellbeing may not be included in 
existing instruments, indicating the need to develop meaningful, 
culturally relevant measurement tools to measure programme 
impact.7–8 Participatory action research processes are essential 
for all aspects of research involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, but are rarely used in the development of pro-
gramme evaluation measures.7,9 It is optimal for such processes 
to use Indigenous research methods like Yarning, a culturally 
grounded research method which is conducive to Aboriginal ways 
of doing things that engages conversation to share stories and ex-
change knowledge.10

The Indigenous Marathon Programme involves annual squads 
of Indigenous people aged 18-30 years are selected to train to run 
a marathon while living in their communities; they are also encour-
aged to establish, coordinate and coach local community-based 
running groups.11 These groups are targeted for Aboriginal and 
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Torres Strait Islander adults and children although non-Indigenous 
participants can join. Group participants typically train together 
three times a week and beginner participants can take part in a 12-
week programme to increase their running and undertake a 5-km 
continuous run. This level of physical activity and programme du-
ration has previously demonstrated chronic disease risk factor im-
provement among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander males and 
females.3–4

A retrospective study examined the perceptions of the im-
pact of these programmes on the overall health and wellbeing of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples residing on Thursday 
Island in the Torres Strait, Australia.12 Perceived increases in 
physical activity and broader health and wellbeing improvements 
among participants were described and potential future physical 
activity, health and wellbeing measures were also tested with par-
ticipants to gauge their relevance. This perceived impact could be 
definitively tested in a future study with more methodologically 
rigorous methods, chosen as part of a collaborative approach with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. This brief report de-
scribes the process of collaboratively selecting evaluation meth-
ods to examine the health and wellbeing impacts of community 
running programmes and to provide face and content validity of 
proposed measurement tools.

2  |  METHODS

Firstly, the researchers collated physical activity, health and well-
being measures sourced from scientific and grey literature previ-
ously used in research projects with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples by. searching the comprehensive Australian 
Indigenous HealthInfoNet Bibliography for the health topic ‘physi-
cal activity’.5

Subsequently, in December 2019, purposeful recruitment 
for the Yarning circle took place during a regular group training 
session of one of the local community-based running groups, 
with the assistance of the Aboriginal group co-ordinator. The 
researchers had commenced a partnership with the group after 
meeting at a fun run event in September 2019. A week ahead of 
formal recruitment, the group co-ordinator explained to group 
participants that they would be invited to take part in the re-
search. Two researchers (RM & AW; one of whom is Aboriginal) 
were introduced to the group, and an explanation of the project 
was provided, and participants were invited to take part in the 
Yarning circle, held immediately after the group training session. 
All group members agreed to participate. The Yarning circle ex-
plored participant views of the effects of the group on health 
and wellbeing and how these could be measured and provided 
space to discuss examples of evaluation tools, both direct and 
self-report, for their relevance in evaluating Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander health and wellbeing.

2.1  |  Data analysis and interpretation

This initial Yarning group was audio-recorded and transcribed ver-
batim by a professional transcription service. Transcripts were 
initially reviewed by Aboriginal and non-Indigenous researchers. A 
grounded theory approach13 was used to identify key themes, with 
supporting quotes. Subsequently, researchers developed a draft 
suite of evaluation measures to present back to the participant 
Yarning circle group. In March 2020, the two researchers conducted 
a follow-up Yarning circle with the same participants to present the 
initial Yarning transcripts for ‘member checking’13 and to seek their 
further views and feedback to finalise the measures and determine 
their suitability.

3  |  RESULTS

Existing relevant measurement tools were categorised into three 
domains: 1. social and emotional wellbeing, 2. physical activity 
and other lifestyle behaviours, 3. physical health, including clinical 
measures.

The Yarning circle participants were nine female members of 
the community running group (five self-identified as Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander) aged 30 years and over (age-range 
30-68 years). Runners described how they participate for holistic 
physical, mental and social reasons and explained the importance 
of the group participating together and providing social support 
to each other. There was broad support for the proposed physical 
activity, healthy lifestyle, physical health, and social and emo-
tional wellbeing measures presented by the researchers, with 
social networks and sports injuries identified as additionally rel-
evant for the evaluation. The participants also described their 
use of objective health data (such as via health apps) to moni-
tor change over time. The researchers presented potential social 
networks quantitative tools at the follow-up Yarning circle14 that 
were considered suitable by participants, with sports injuries and 
other challenges to be captured in qualitative research. Figure 1 
depicts the four main themes from the initial Yarning circle, with 
most example quotes from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
participants.

The collaboratively selected evaluation measures that were 
considered suitable by participants are presented in Table 1. 
Measures include self-report quantitative questionnaires to mea-
sure social and emotional wellbeing, physical activity and other 
lifestyle behaviours, along with anthropometric and point-of-care 
blood tests measures to evaluate physical health variables. The 
measures include social networks questions as a fourth domain, 
as well as sociodemographic data on sex, age, education. Yarning 
circles will be used to examine the barriers, enablers, benefits, 
challenges and other participation experiences in the future 
evaluation.
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F I G U R E  1  Yarning circle themes
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4  |  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

We have described the process of collaboratively selecting the eval-
uation measures for a physical activity programme for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people with an existing participant group, 
through understanding their perceived benefits of participating and 
how these benefits can be measured. The group described partici-
pating for physical, mental and social reasons which is consistent 
with holistic Indigenous worldviews of wellbeing,8 and previous evi-
dence of the benefits of physical activity participation for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples.2,23 Participants described the 
importance of group participation and providing social support to 
each other, consistent with evidence for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander group-based physical activity programmes in improving 
health and quality of life,23 and association between social support 
and physical activity.20 While the group included non-Indigenous 
members, most of the supporting quotes from Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander participants, to privilege their voices.

Using participatory action research processes9 and Indigenous 
research methods,10 we identified meaningful measures to evaluate 
the 12-week pre-post impact of the Indigenous community running 
groups. There was support for the proposed physical activity and life-
style behaviours, physical health and social and emotional wellbeing 
measures in the Yarning circle. While each resulting measure has been 
previously used with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research 
participants in Australia or Indigenous peoples internationally, there 
is sparsity of tools that have been specifically developed or selected 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Previous use alone 
does not necessarily infer suitability, so direct, local community input, 
giving both an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander worldview and 
local cultural relevance, is essential. We were also able to incorpo-
rate participant suggestions to include the measurement of injuries 
and social interaction through additional measures,14,20 as well as the 
importance of proposed inclusion of qualitative yarning methods to 
capture additional participation context.

This suite of measures will be combined for the first time in the 
impact evaluation, planned for during 2022, with 20 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander adult running group participants. The 
groups will be determined in collaboration with local communi-
ties. We recommend further community stakeholder engagement 
to determine the measures’ local relevance and suitability, noting 
the present community group was small, female only and included 
non-Indigenous participants. This recommendation applies both to 
the planned impact evaluation as well as for other culturally spe-
cific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander research. Future yarning 
with males is recommended prior to evaluation with female and male 
participants. Data will be collected by trained Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander community research assistants, building community 
capacity, as recommended for self-determination and community 
control of research.24 The 12-week pre-post impact evaluation will 
provide evidence to inform a potential nationwide evaluation, which 
may be used to guide future programme planning and implemen-
tation of both the existing Indigenous community running groups 

and other healthy lifestyle programmes that engage Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples.5

This Brief Report provides a model of participatory research to de-
termine evaluation measures with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
participants that could be applied more broadly.10 Such an approach 
has been used to develop mixed methods and experimental design 
methodologies that have been described as optimal for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander health programme evaluation.25 While research 
with, and for, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples increasingly 
uses collaborative methods to develop strategies and programmes,2,5 
there are fewer examples of using participatory processes to determine 
research or evaluation measures.7 Our approach contributes to the lim-
ited evidence base of determining community evaluation measures in 
collaboration with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

KE Y WORDS
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, chronic disease, community 
based intervention, physical activity, participatory action research
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