
 

23 January 2015 
 
 
Senator Deborah O’Neill 
Chair, Senate Select Committee on Health 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA  ACT  2600 
 
 
Submission from the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth) to the 
Senate Select Committee on Health regarding Indigenous health 
 
Dear Senator O’Neill 
 
VicHealth was pleased to recently receive a copy of the interim report of the Senate Select Committee 
on Health. We also noted that the Committee is taking additional submissions regarding term of 
reference (e), particularly around Indigenous health.  
 
Considering our initial submission to the inquiry focused more generally on health promotion and 
disease prevention, VicHealth would like to take the opportunity to provide an additional short 
submission on this area. We have a long history in working to improve Indigenous health, and while our 
experience is shaped by the Victorian context, many of our learnings may be relevant across Australia.  
 
VicHealth’s work in promoting the health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is based on the 
evidence-based resource Life is health is life: Taking action to close the gap. This resource was 
developed by VicHealth in partnership with the Victorian Department of Health in 2011, and includes a 
framework for action that focuses on: the key determinants of Indigenous health; key contributing 
factors; priority settings; and health promotion principles and actions. A copy of the summary of 
learnings from the resource is included as Appendix 1, and the framework is included as Appendix 2.  
 
VicHealth recommends that the Committee considers the following issues when responding to term of 
reference (e). 
 

Indigenous concept of health 

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, health is something that connects all aspects of life. It 
is ‘not just the physical wellbeing of the individual but the social, emotional and cultural wellbeing of 
the whole community. This is a whole-of-life view and it also includes the cyclical concept of life-
death-life’.1  

Because of this and the impact of colonisation, certain factors can exert a strong influence on 
individuals’ health. Therefore, VicHealth urges the Committee to ensure that any action they 
recommend to improve Indigenous health must recognise and address each of these factors.2 
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http://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/Publications/Health-Inequalities/Life-is-health-is-life.aspx


 

Health promotion approach 

VicHealth notes that term of reference (e) relates to the provision of health services. VicHealth 
strongly recommends that the Committee broadens the focus of this area to include health promotion 
and disease prevention. 

The World Health Organization defines health promotion as the ‘process of enabling people to 
increase control over and improve their health.’3 Health promotion is central to improving Indigenous 
health, with its foundations in empowering people and communities to exercise control over the 
determinants that affect their health and lives.  

This is also critical to Aboriginal health given the disempowerment of Aboriginal people and 
communities that occurred as a result of colonisation. Helping to ‘…restore Indigenous peoples’ 
control over their lives and destinies’ through self-determination is recognised as a requirement for 
reversing the effects of colonisation.4 

Social and economic determinants, key contributing factors and themes for action 

Life is health is life provides a summary of available evidence across the key determinants of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander health (see Appendix 1), including: 
• educational attainment 
• family and community connections 
• access to economic and material resources 
• freedom from race-based discrimination 
• connection to country. 

These determinants affect peoples’ daily living conditions and their place in society, which creates an 
environment where people have different levels of exposure and vulnerability to risk and protective 
factors, such as education, social participation and employment. Individuals’ health-related 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours result from and are responses to these factors.5 

Therefore, VicHealth strongly recommends that the Committee’s response to term of reference (e) 
includes a focus on the social and economic determinants of Indigenous health.  

Evidence on key contributing factors and themes for action to improve Indigenous health is also 
included in Life is health life, such as: 
• tobacco 
• physical activity 
• nutrition and access to food 
• alcohol 
• access and treatment in the health system. 

Life is health is life also includes a comprehensive, evidence-based framework for action (see Appendix 
2). The Committee could potentially utilise this framework in the inquiry and subsequent report.  
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Good practice principles for action in Indigenous health 

The evidence review conducted during the development of Life is health is life found that to be 
effective, health promotion action in Indigenous communities must be guided by good practice 
principles. Adhering to these principles ensures that self-determination and the ability to have control 
over the determinants of one’s health and life is at the heart of work to improve the health of 
Indigenous Australians.4 

The key features of good practice in Indigenous communities are as follows:  
• Inclusive of historical, social and cultural context. 
• ‘Community-centred practice’ – community owned and driven, and builds on strengths to address 

community identified priorities. 
• Flexible, allowing for innovation, and accountable. 
• Comprehensive with multiple strategies to address all the determinants. 
• Sustainable in terms of funding, program and governance. 
• Evidence-based with built-in monitoring and evaluation systems. 
• Builds and sustains the social, human and economic capital from a strengths-based perspective.6 

VicHealth urges the Committee to ensure that any recommendations to improve Indigenous health 
utilise these good practice principles. 

 
 
VicHealth would be pleased to share our knowledge of promoting Indigenous health with the 
Committee, and would welcome the opportunity to work in partnership with the Commonwealth 
Government to identify, develop and implement health promotion efforts at the national level. 
 
If you would like to follow up on any of the information in our submission, please contact Cassie 
Nicholls, Senior Policy Development Officer   
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Dale Mitchell 
Acting Chief Executive Officer 
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Appendix 1: Life is health is life: Taking action to close the gap – Summary of key learnings (VicHealth 2011) 
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Appendix 2: Victorian Aboriginal health promotion framework (VicHealth 2011) 
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