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Whole of Community Engagement (WCE) 
initiative: 

• July 2014 until December 2016 

• Working with six remote Indigenous 
communities (in both Top End and 
Central Australia) 

• Large-scale multi-site Participatory 
Action Research (PAR) project 

• This includes the use of social 
network analysis (SNA) 

 

WCE Background 
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 Gunbalanya (n = 1,200+) 

 

 Maningrida (n = 3,500) 

 

 Galiwin’ku (n = 2,100+) 

 

 Yirrkala (n = 840+) 

 

 Tennant Creek (n = 3,060+) 

 

 Yuendumu (n = 810+) 

Which communities: 
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Aim: 

• To work with six remote Indigenous communities 
across the NT to build a deeper understanding of 
aspiration, expectation and capacity to participate 
and achieve in higher education 

 

 

WCE Aim and Objectives 
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Objectives: 

• Explore current community perspectives of higher education, and linking 
with existing strategies for achieving quality of life aspirations; 

• Co-create ongoing opportunities for community, research, academic and 
public policy leaders to engage in mutually beneficial and critical 
relationships; and 

• Identify means for making education relevant and culturally and 
physically accessible 





 SNA is the methodical study of social networks 

 

 SNA is used in a range of interdisciplinary research 
contexts to examine the relationships between people, 
groups and organisations 

 

 Potential for greater use in collaborative research 

 

 Seldom used in (remote) Indigenous contexts in Australia, 
or education research 

 

 

What do we know about SNA? 
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“Social network analysis provides particular 
understandings about how people or other entities are 
connected and therefore is a way to consider social 
structures of various kinds…. integrating social network 
analysis techniques into community development 
practice and research (particularly strengths and 
network approaches) may assist in better 
understanding the processes, impacts and efficacy of 
community development work.”  

 
(Ennis and West 2013, p2) 

What do we know about  
Social Network Analysis (SNA)? 
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 Team consultation about SNA during the formative phase 
of program development 

 

 SNA capacity building – 3 day intensive with WCE outreach 
staff, including a deep consideration of ethical issues 

 

 External advisor/trainer – Dr Gretchen Ennis, School of 
Health 

 

 Internal lead – Dr Matalena Tofa, Office of Pro Vice 
Chancellor – Indigenous Leadership 

 

 

 

What have we done? 
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 Community Engagement Leaders; and Mentor and 
Enrichment Officers, all engaged in data collection 

 

 Collected data in six remote communities about 
relationships developed during the implementation of WCE 
initiative 
 Mapping contacts in five communities 

 Mapping voluntary Board involvement in one community 

 

 Two waves conducted – November 2014; June 2015 

 

 Analysed using Gephi (SNA software) 

 

What have we done? 
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 Collect attributes relating to: 

 Number of meetings 

 Date 

 Person name 

 Role 

 Organisation name 

 Type of organisation 

 Indigenous/non-Indigenous 

 

 

Data Collection 
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 Ego-networks – interactions between WCE team and other 
organisations (and not the interactions between other 
organisations) 

 

 Two-mode diagrams - therefore two different nodes – (a) 
people and (b) organisations 

 

 Numbers on lines = number of meetings between 
organisation and person 

Network Diagrams 
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Galiwin’ku Nov 2014 
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Galiwin’ku June 2015 
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Gunbalanya Nov 2015 



17/12/2015 17 

Gunbalanya June 2015 
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Yirrkala Nov 2015 
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Yirrkala June 2015 
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Maningrida Nov 2015 
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Maningrida June 2015 
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Tennant Creek Nov 2015 
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Tennant Creek June 2015 
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Yuendumu – Voluntary Board 
Participation 
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Yuendumu – Voluntary Board 
Participation (3+) 



 It takes time to figure out what relationships are 
useful/meaningful to map  

 

 It takes time to define the criteria for what constitutes a 
relationship (as there are so many different types of ties)  - 
what actually counts? 

 

 Consistency in data collection is difficult in a large team – i.e. 
commonly used concepts are defined in different ways (i.e. 
what is a ‘meaningful contact’ - particularly important in 
intercultural contexts) 

 
 

What have we learnt? 
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 It can be data-gathering and data-organising  intensive, 
especially when working across multiple sites 

 

 Application of SNA requires an understanding of network 
theory (or at least one social theory that uses network 
concepts - eg. social capital, actor network theory, etc).  This 
helps with interpretation of diagrams and ensures that the 
analytic methods applied are useful and appropriate 

 

 Network diagrams need to be checked for accuracy with the 
people who provided the data. This ensures claims about the 
diagrams are credible and accurate   

 
 

What have we learnt? 
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 As teams grow, ongoing capacity building is a must! 

 

 We have only mapped outreach staff interactions (with the 
exception of Yuendumu). Inclusion of remote Indigenous WCE 
staff has not been mapped (this would be more difficult) – 
interactions are often fluid and relate to family life and 
context 

 

 Combining SNA with qualitative data (i.e. interview data and 
field reports) will provide a stronger picture 

 

 There are many different ways SNA can be applied to remote 
Indigenous education research contexts 

 

What have we learnt? 
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 We are in the formative stages of using SNA in six remote 
communities in the NT to analyse community engagement 

 

 We will continue to reflect on, and share, key learnings 

 

 We consider that SNA is a powerful analytical tool in the 
context of remote Indigenous education research focused 
on community engagement 

 

 We aim to contribute to building an evidence-base about the 
use of SNA in Indigenous higher education research contexts 

Conclusion 
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