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Behind Bars - contextual background  

Rehabilitation programs in Australian prisons:  

 Often based on programs developed or evaluated in USA, 
without evidence re how transferable these are to Australian 
context (Currie et al. 2012, Ogloff 2002) 

 Often implemented without evaluating effectiveness               
(eg the WA Skills Training for Aggression Control program offered to around 450 
violent offenders/year for several years before any evaluation conducted, then 
continued despite ‘cautious’ results)         

 

Western Australia Australia 

Total Number of Prisoners in 2014 5,242 33,791 

Number of Indigenous Prisoners 2,079 (39.7%) 9,264 (27.4%) 

Number of Prisoners with Prior Incarceration  3,220 (61.4%) 19,780 (58.5%) 



 Evidence-based intervention developed by Holyoake (Drug and Alcohol not-
for-profit agency)  

 program aim is to improve mental, social and emotional wellbeing within 
high risk populations 

 incorporates both experiential and cognitive based therapies addressing 
factors influencing mental health, including emotional regulation, 
communication skills, self-esteem, resilience and social relationships 

 began as a youth and schools based intervention but has since been run in 
a variety of community settings and population groups around Australia. 

 recently expanded to US, with a training course in Toronto in April!   

 

DRUMBEAT  
(Discovering Relationships Using Music - Beliefs, Emotions, Attitudes, and Thoughts)  

How did this research come about?  



How did this research come about?  

 previously assisted Holyoake with evaluation of DRUMBEAT in schools   

 Closing the Gap in Indigenous wellbeing in Australia a major priority 
– incarceration rates much higher 

 Some indication to Holyoake that correctional services may consider 
offering the DRUMBEAT program if can show “evidence that it works”     

 Close the Gap funds obtained by Holyoake to trial in prisons with 
focus on Aboriginal prisoners 



What happens in a DRUMBEAT program? 

 The program incorporates themes, discussion and 
drumming analogies to self expression, communication, 
emotions and feelings, self-worth problem solving, 
confidence and teamwork.  

 The facilitator encourages participants to explore a 
range of issues through drawing analogies from what 
is happening in the drum circle.  

The series of DRUMBEAT programs (n=22) were run 
in participating prisons as either as a ten week 
program (one session per week) or a five week 
program (two sessions per week).  
 
Each DRUMBEAT program was facilitated by two 
trained Holyoake facilitators 



  Research and Evaluation Aims  

  
1) To investigate the effectiveness and 

impact of the DRUMBEAT program in 
assisting prisoners to improve their 
mental wellbeing and resilience 
 

2) To examine how well the specific 
research measures and methods 
worked in evaluating an intervention 
in a prison setting 

Retrospective aim 
 

To explore barriers 
and enablers to 
research and KM in 
correctional services 
sector!   



  The challenge we were set  

7 different prisons with different staff &  protocols 

22 DRUMBEAT programs  be delivered and evaluated   

9 months 

1/7 of 3 research staff 

$25 000 
1 overly cautious Dept of Corrective Services 



 
Research and Knowledge Mobilization in 
‘tricky settings’ 
 

1. challenges 
2. enablers 
3. applications  

Along the research journey  

Uptake of findings and 
implications for 
practice and policy  

With grateful acknowledgement to: 
my research colleagues -  Dr Karen Martin, Jennifer Tasker, Catherine Coletsis.   
the Holyoake DRUMBEAT team – Simon Faulkner, Geoff Parker, Vanessa Trengove, Brian Zoch 
Holyoake and Healthway media consultant – Joanne Fowler 
Prison staff who assisted in this project   



1. challenges 

Research and Knowledge Mobilization  
in ‘tricky settings’; prisons 
 



“prison staff input is desirable as operational 
staff have the most contact with offenders, the 

most day to day interaction, are privy to 
anecdotal and off the cuff remarks from 

offenders re what courses they find useful etc 
This is really the best way to get the 

information from those ‘on the ground’ and to 
design the program so that it is attractive to 

offenders.”  staff, Prison X  

Challenges…. Ideally would involve target group 
and prison staff from the very outset of research  
 

But, we were brought in to  help evaluate just as program about to 
commence… + lack of direction re who ‘the right people were’    

And identify all relevant people to ‘get on board’!  



Challenges…. Impediments to critical trust building 
and confidentiality with research participants 

 

Implications for  
 Prison Counselling 

Services   
 Participants  
 Researcher rel’ship with 

participants 
 Participation rates 
 Workload!  

In addition to University ethics approval and associated study  consent 
forms, had to comply with Dept Corrective Services requirements  
 



Challenges… Unintended consequences 
of research on program participation  

In accordance with new DCS 
risk management protocols, 
researchers required to notify 
the prison of any concerns 
about the mental wellbeing of 
study participants 
 
- participants are advised that 
“If any of your answers indicate 
you are at risk of emotional 
distress, we must provide your 
name to support services in your 
prison”. 
 
- We had to assign ‘cut points’ 
on Kessler scale for referral      

At one prison, this led to the referral of two 
prisoners to a psychiatrist - neither returned to 
future DRUMBEAT sessions 

 
DRUMBEAT facilitators and staff at several 
prisons expressed concerned that the referral 
protocols may inadvertently affect prisoner 
wellbeing if –  
-   it results in discontinuing the program, or  
- damages trust established between program 

facilitators and participants 
 

Moreover, the DRUMBEAT program itself was  
regarded as a valuable form of mental health 
support, providing CBT in a culturally secure 
and safe group setting 
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Challenges… just because you have ‘approval 
doesn’t mean it will happen as planned! 

Things we had approval to do that were thwarted in practice 

 Comparison group and wait list control group 
 Recordings of interviews for transcript generation 
 Collection of behavioural incident data 

 
Hence, need for pragmatism and being 
able to ‘let go’ of some research intentions 
– and dialogue with program and prison 
staff re how far to persist – and which 
battles to pick! 



Challenges… Even good results may not 
carry favour with bureaucracy  

 
 “The fact that the research achieved very positive results, led to a 

Catch 22/no-win situation when we tried to publicise it. If the 
research had shown the program was a failure, then getting 

permission from the Department to promote it in the news media 
might have been easier, but then would have been pointless of course.  

 
But as the research showed the program was a success, they did not 

want it promoted in the media. We were told by Head of 
communications and adviser to the Minister that if people found out 
the program was such a success then would expect it to be run in all  

WA prisons and the Dept. didn’t have the money for that.” 
(Holyoake and Healthway media consultant) 



2. enablers 

Research and Knowledge Mobilization  
in ‘tricky settings’; prisons 
 



 One of the challenges in traditional research 
funding is that there is rarely a $ allocation 
for the important stuff of relationship building 

 Similarly for low budget commissioned 
research for not for profit organisations!   
hence at least half our time ended up being  pro-bono   

 

Enablers… Investing time in relationship 
building 

‘time spent worthwhile’….. extra visits to prisons…. meeting 
participants prior to inviting to participate in interviews….  Attending their end 
of program performances when we could….  Getting onerous approvals to 
take our research assistants out to meet the program crew and some 
participants…..  friendly email exchanges with prison staff whose support was 
critical……..  

“It is not enough to 
just say relationships 
are important; we 
must prove it by 
investing time in 

them. ”   
 Rick Warren 



Enablers… involving the program 
facilitators in the research process  

 Training and involving in the survey 
administration phase  

 Teaching to compute baseline Kessler 
score to detect any participants 
considered at ‘high risk’ 

 consulting re potential improvements 
to survey layout and wording  

 seeking advice regarding issues that 
arose 

 Input to draft report – did report 
make sense,  how could it be made  
more useful for stakeholders?      
 

One of he 
only faces I 

am allowed to 
show you!  



And vice versa… supporting program 
facilitators in their roles  

From helping to carry the drums… providing morning tea for ‘survey  
break’…  joining in with groups to help break the ice… attending 
final performances as audience and moral support….  

It meant a 
lot to the 
guys that 
you came  
along to 

their 
performance  

(DRUMBEAT 
facilitator)  



Enablers… getting alongside and joining in 

 
 

 



Enablers… Patience and persistence 

“Research into alternative 
interventions face significant 
hurdles from DCS staff and 
regulation. The research 
projects I have been involved in 
have been beset by interference 
and power plays on behalf of 
DCS staff that have been 
greatly discouraging”  

 
Excerpt from Holyoake submission to WA 
enquiry into prison effectiveness 2014  



Enablers …. Retaining a sense of humour 

Drugs seem to get in, 
but when we tried to 
take in a plate of cut 
up fruit for prisoners, 
the DRUMBEAT 
facilitator was 
interrogated for 
attempting to bring in 
non-approved 
substance!    



Enablers….  Responsive and sensitive to 
prison context and demands on staff  

We learnt to work around: 

 Staff and prisoner timetables 
 Cancellations due to prison 

lock down 
 Being rounded up for ‘muster’ 
 Room relocations 
 Participant unavailability due 

to solitary confinement 
+  

 tried to ease burden of research 
on staff 

 passed on positive feedback re 
staff 

 
     



3. Applications 

Research and Knowledge Mobilization  
in ‘tricky settings’; prisons 
 



But first… was the program effective?? 

Evidence from the qualitative and 
quantitative research indicated 
that DRUMBEAT facilitated... 
 Improvements in mental 

wellbeing (post and at follow 
up)  

 Increased resilience  
 Decreased psychological 

distress   
 
DRUMBEAT was considered 
worthwhile for prisoners, not 
only for program participants 
but also through flow on effects 
to other prisoners, and benefits 
observed by prison staff   

Program Impact and Feedback 
 prisoners felt valued, listened to and 

respected in a non-judgmental, non-
threatening way.  

 strong feelings of trust, connectedness 
and friendship developed 

The success of DRUMBEAT as prison X was 
the interaction of prisoners with each other 
and the facilitators. They felt secure in telling 
theirs stories to the group and sharing there 
opinions. As the majority were from remote 
areas they are normally really shy and quiet 
in a group setting. The fact that they felt 
comfortable in opening was a positive step 
for the prisoners in their rehabilitation (prison 
staff member)  



Applications…. results dissemination 

Sent with compelling* 
personalised cover letter to: 
 
 Senior management and Ministers 

Office – Corrective Services 
 

 Superintendents of all prisons 
 

 Holyoake senior management and 
DRUMBEAT team 
 

* “The Department of Corrective Services is to 
be commended for enabling the DRUMBEAT 
program to be trialled and evaluated in WA 
prisons…” 



Applications…. Clear language summary  
dissemination 

Sent to: 
 All prison staff who 

assisted with research 
project and/or were 
involved in recruiting 
prisoners to DRUMBEAT 
program 

 Prison superintendents 
with cover letter 

 Youth Justice 
Committee- members 
and Chair   



 Media releases sent 
out by UWA and 
Holyoake 

 ‘exclusive interview’ 
for targeted journo 
with ex-prisoner 
who participated  

 Radio interviews 

 

Applications…. media dissemination* 

* Finally after 
months of 

approval hoops!   



Applications…. media dissemination* 

“The moral of  the story would be that if  you are going 
to take on work in a tricky setting with agencies 

managing tricky clients then you must expect to have to 
exercise endless patience when it comes to publicising 
the results of  your work. And, the eventual publicity 
may not do the work justice”  (Holyoake media consultant) 

 Unfortunately due to ‘approval to release’ delays, window of 
opportunity lost for journalist interviews with two other ex 
prisoners who had participated in program  
 

 And another potential interviewee lost due to reaction of his 
angry girlfriend!!    



For example:  
 Approached by a Policy 

Analyst from the Office of 
the Director General at the 
Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs to find out further info 
about DRUMBEAT after 
coming across it while looking 
into innovative programs 

  
 Requests for further 

information from Dept of 
Health,  Centre for Social 
Innovation 

   

 

Applications…. follow up on ‘community’ 
enquiries 

“As part of a national Aboriginal 
Suicide prevention program 

evaluation project I have come 
across the evaluation work you guys 
did with the Drumbeat program. I 
was wondering if that research 

brought up any suggestions that 
might link the benefits and 
outcomes of the program to 

suicide prevention and what your 
views would be about the 

suitability  of the program being 
used in that context? (Member Aboriginal 

Suicide Prevention project evaluation team)    



Applications…. continue looking for 
opportunities to keep it on the radar 

Corrective Services 
plagued with reacting to 
immediate crisis and a 
straining prison system – 
preventive programs for 
prisoner wellbeing can fall 
lower on radar  
 
- So have to be on the look 
out for ways to keep 
advocating for research and 
recommendations  uptake 
into policy and practice    



An example:  
 Report was used as a basis for Holyoake submission to Prisons 

Inquiry (2014)  - an Economic Regulatory Authority inquiry into 
options to improve the efficiency and performance of Western 
Australian prisons: 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

 

Excerpt below from Holyoake public submission:  
There remains strong bias in favour of western based therapeutic interventions that 
are  incompatible and generally ineffective for Aboriginal prisoners. The models for 
interventions that support rehabilitation need to be culturally secure and proven to 

mediate change for Aboriginal inmates. The vast majority of programs and program 
managers in WA prisons are schooled in western therapeutic models that Aboriginal 
people find threatening and humiliating. Few if  any of  these interventions have any 

proven evidence base with the Aboriginal population and are failing them. 

Applications…. Looking for opportunities 
to keep it on the radar 



Applications… ‘smoothing the path’ for 
future researchers….  

Fed back constructive suggestions to DCS for future prison 
researchers and suggested development of induction and 
guidelines for novice prison researchers. 
To cover things such as: 

 What to expect on arrival and to be allowed to enter prisons 

 Know how to avoid being ‘groomed’  

 Even if you have permission to record interviews, “the voice 
cannot leave the prison” – need to pre negotiate approval for 
secure transcription service  

 wearing clothing that can clip to a duress alarm 

 Chains of command and reporting when issues arise 



Applications…  lessons learnt being applied into 
other settings or programs 

For example: 
 Recent running and evaluation in 3 high schools with ‘at risk’ 

adolescents, including refugee students  

 Inclusion of DRUMBEAT in broader Holyoake drug and 
alcohol services to juvenile prison, commencing 2015 

 Funding proposals submitted by Holyoake to expand 
delivery of DRUMBEAT (and its train the trainer program) 
for remote Aboriginal communities          

 +  have had several meetings with other types of mental health 
programs run with Aboriginal people re adapting the evaluation 
methodology to suit their needs   



So why persist in doing research and KM in 
tricky settings such as prisons?  



Why persist with a KM approach to research in 
tricky settings? 

 Not for profit organisations want their programs to 
be ‘evidence-based’ but rarely have access or 
opportunity for ‘big research’ grants 

The evaluation provided us with empirical support for the work we 
do and in particular the ‘credibility’ to ensure others looked more 
closely at the potential of this work. The DRUMBEAT program is a 

departure from the dominant therapeutic models used in 
rehabilitation and has in the past been overlooked because of its 
different approach – this research strengthens its reputation and 

ensures it is not easily overlooked.  Holyoake  



Why persist with a KM approach to research in 
tricky settings? 

 Program effectiveness needs to be assessed in ‘real world’ as 
there are valuable lessons learnt from challenges that can’t 
replicated in an artificial setting or controlled experiment   
 

 “this type of evaluation is the only practical way we have of 
assessing both the impact of our work and the changes we need to 

make to improve it- situational research that is not artificially 
constructed but assesses a program in its real context gives us 

honest and useful information that we can use to better meet the 
needs of our clients. This form of research reveals much more of the 
extraneous detail that impacts so significantly on program impact 

and that cannot be replicated in the artificial setting”  - Simon Faulkner, 
Manager DRUMBEAT,  Holyoake  



 Provides feedback and insights for the program itself, 
beyond the ‘research outcomes’        

Why persist with a KM approach to research in 
tricky settings? 

The UWA research is also critical in casting light on areas 
for improvement, both in program content and in delivery.  
 
In particular the research team were diligent in providing us 
with feedback on a range of issues where they believed 
improvement to program outcomes could be obtained and 
we have already incorporated much of this into our service 
delivery planning.   

DRUMBEAT staff  



 Those in tricky settings want to know that practice is 
evidence based and worth the effort    

“need to know whether there is a positive/ 
beneficial outcome to offenders regarding 
any program as there is often a lot of work 

involved in facilitating and running these 
programs within a custodial environment in 
relation to security, duty of care, relevance 
etc So to input all that work you would want 
to know that the program has a role to play 
in the successful reintegration of offenders 

back into the community”(staff, prison x). 

Why persist with a KM approach to research in 
tricky settings? 



Why persist with a KM approach to research in 
tricky settings? 

For us as the researchers: 
It was a life changing experience 
 
a humbling reminder of the social 
determinants of inequity and incarceration 
 
And a compelling reminder of the need for 
research that is relevant and useful to real 
world settings and problems    
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