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Abstract

Increasing cultural competence when working with Indigenous Australian clients can affect therapy outcomes, but little is known about the ways Western practitioners can focus on ways to work more effectively and in a more culturally sensitive manner within the mental health field.  The aim of this exploratory study was to investigate what skills therapists are utilising to effectively engage with their Aboriginal clients.  A qualitative methodology was used with data collected from twelve semi-structured interviews which were conducted with Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants who were registered psychologists or therapists.  From these interviews five main themes were identified, which were the need to develop effective relationships, therapist qualities, cultural understanding, boundaries and limitations of the therapist and a need for change in work practices.  Participants described these areas as crucial to effectively engaging clients in therapy and vital to the success of the therapeutic alliance.  In addition, results suggest that persistence was a necessary quality for therapists to be useful. Findings highlighted the need for therapists to work ‘both ways’, utilising what works within the Western psychotherapy framework, but being prepared to step outside this framework and do things the ‘Aboriginal way’ to successfully engage Indigenous clients.  

