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Structure versus flexibility: How should an 
Indigenous cancer support group operate? 
 

Background 
•  Indigenous Australians have poorer outcomes from cancer  
•  Peer-support programs for people with cancer provide benefits to participants, including 

emotional and practical support 
•  There is limited evidence on peer support programs for Indigenous people with cancer in 

Australia 
Ø  Mainstream service providers know they aren’t getting engagement so can’t deliver best 

treatment and care 
Ø  Deficiencies in the way care is provided have been identified by Indigenous people 

•  This paper explores unresolved tensions between Aboriginal and mainstream stakeholders 
around operations of an Indigenous women’s cancer support group 
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Methods 
- Purposive sampling, semi-structured interviews; qualitative analysis using NVivo including ‘model’ feature 
- Informants were from Aboriginal and mainstream health services, and network members & clients 
- Observation 
 

Results 
The group was “finding its feet” 
and “evolving”  
Success was seen as due to its 
‘organic’ and ‘fluid’ approach 
The absence of structure 
featured frequently in 
participants’ accounts with 
strong and opposing reactions 
from Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal participants 
 

Construct	   Aboriginal Perspective	   Mainstream Perspective	  
Structure (terms of 
reference, guidelines)	  

Bureaucracy	   Confidentiality	  
Whitefella way	   Clinical safety	  
Government language	   Sustainability	  
Government control	   Clarification of roles	  
Formality	   Boundaries	  
 	   Clarity	  
 	   Transparency	  
 	    	  

Flexibility (absence of terms 
of reference or guidelines)	  

Laid-back	   Confidentiality issues	  
Holistic	   Clinical safety issues	  
Grassroots	   Sustainability issues	  
Community-controlled	   Lack of transparency	  
Organic	    	  
Inclusive	    	  
Relaxed	    	  
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Aboriginal and mainstream perspectives on the constructs of ‘structure’ and ‘flexibility’	  
	  
	  
 

 



Different ways of working 
....the more you get to yarn and the more you get to meet that person, the more they give of themselves to 
you. If you come in all stiff and rigid and you have got a set thing and you have got timelines, deadlines 
and you have got other people and other things to do, they are going to know that. So therefore, they are 
going to say, ‘Okay, I am only going to give you that much of me’. So all you will get is the answers to your  
questions. You will never get a part of that person’s life. 

 
Network strengths were attributed to 
its being a grassroots initiative – a 
testament to the strength, passion 
and commitment of its members 

‘Speaking and learning from the heart’ 
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It is also important that you are not emotionally 
driven and demanding, because a couple of 
times there has been an absolute ‘This is 
happening now, this is a crisis. ‘You need to 
come’ or ‘We need to see you’. I can’t sustain 
that. Like everyone else, you wait three weeks 
for a doctor. I am not that important, but I have 
got lots of clients and am often pre-booked, and I 
can’t respond on that minute.’ 

Confidentiality –  
an unresolved issue 


