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Collaborative partnerships have been shown to produce measurable and meaningful social impact if 
the organisations involved support a common agenda, share a measurement system, have mutually 
reinforcing activities, communicate continuously and are staffed by a backbone organisation1. 
Recognising these principles, the Starlight Children’s Foundation (Starlight) and Earbus Foundation of 
WA (Earbus) embarked on a collaborative partnership servicing rural and remote Western Australia 
early in 2015. Health professionals from the Earbus clinical team travel together with professional 
performers, known as Captain Starlights. The aim of the team is to reduce the incidence of Otitis 
media or middle ear disease in Aboriginal children.  

Since 1988, Starlight has been delivering programs, in partnership with health professionals, which 
support the total care of children, young people and their families who are living with a serious illness 
or a chronic health condition. The Captain Starlight program was first launched in in 1991 and today 
there are almost 150 Captain Starlights across Australia. The program is delivered by professional 
performers from a wide range of backgrounds including actors, clowns and comedians. They engage 
with children and young people through activities such as art, music, story-telling, comedy and games 
to reduce anxiety and alleviate boredom. Starlight has a commitment to reaching regional and remote 
areas and numerous programs have been operating throughout all of Australia since the beginning of 
the Foundation in 1988. 

Based on this work, a partnership was formed with Earbus Foundation of Western Australia in early 
2015. Earbus mobile ear health clinics offer full primary health care to Aboriginal children in schools, 
day-cares, kindergartens and playgroups. As well as providing comprehensive ear screening, Earbus 
employs GPs, audiologists and ENTs to reduce the incidence of middle ear disease in Indigenous and 
at-risk children in Western Australia below the World Health Organization benchmark of 4%. The 
focus of Earbus’ work is Otitis media, which can affect every aspect of early childhood development, 
including the ability to learn and succeed in school and hence creating lifelong barriers that prevent 
children from achieving their full potential.  

When Earbus and Starlight travel together to Indigenous communities, the Earbus team provides ear 
screening and administers treatments while Captain Starlights attract children to the clinic, and 
provide opportunities for entertainment and play for the children who are waiting to be seen by the 
clinical team. Health Professionals within the Earbus Clinical team have experienced trips jointly with 
Starlight as well as trips when the organisation is not present. Feedback from these health 
professionals working with Starlight regularly has indicated that trips are enriched by the presence of 
Captain Starlights in communities both as a drawcard for increased attendance and a mechanism for 
reducing anxiety in some children awaiting their turn. This means that clinic visits are more enjoyable 
for children and children can be encouraged to wait in-between the appointments they have with 
different clinical members of the Earbus team. Children spend between 15 minutes to over an hour 
with the team and without the engagement or distraction of the Captain Starlights might leave 
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prematurely, hence not receiving their full healthcare check or missing out on vital treatment. Captain 
Starlights also help enhance the relationship between the Indigenous community and health 
professionals. By working with the youngest members of the community, creating a positive, anxiety-
free healthcare experience, the aim is to facilitate a change in attitude towards healthcare. 

This presentation by Lara Shur (Director Clinical Services, Earbus Foundation of WA) and Sarah 
Moeller (Research & Evaluation Manager, Starlight Children’s Foundation) explores the successful 
partnership between Starlight and Earbus, highlighting how collaboration between two organisations 
can create an optimal environment for clinical aims to be achieved.  

Key features for successful collaboration include support of a common goal, continuous 
communication, a shared measurement system, mutually reinforcing activities and a staffed backbone 
organisation.  

• Support of a common goal. The purpose of the outreach visits is to reduce the incidence of 
Otitis Media below the World Health Organisation’s benchmark of 4% incidence which marks the 
level considered to be a major health crisis or pandemic. Both partner organisations and their 
team members are actively committed to this goal and this common agenda ensures that all team 
members are focussed on maximising clinical outcomes as well as attendance at each site to 
reach the greatest number of children per visit.  

• Continuous communication. Continuous communication, both on the ground as well as at a 
management level, is vital to the successful Earbus-Starlight collaboration. Starlight and Earbus 
engage in both formal and informal interagency communication where issues are dealt with within 
a framework of continuous improvement and a culture of “no blame”. All team members can 
provide feedback on positive and negative experiences and these are acted upon by the 
managerial team in a timely manner.  

• A shared measurement system. Developing a shared measurement system, which outlines how 
success is measured and reported, is essential to achieving the common goal1. Currently Earbus 
and Starlight both record the number of children attending clinic as well as their clinical outcome 
be it a “pass” result, “refer” result or “review” result. The team are also discussing other shared 
measurements that can be used as an evaluation tool going forward.  

• Mutually reinforcing activities. Starlight and Earbus have mutually reinforcing activities, with 
each organisation undertaking the specific set of activities at which it excels in a way that 
supports and is coordinated with the activities of the other organisation. While the Earbus team 
undertakes health care checks and administers treatment, Starlight attracts children to the clinic, 
distracts them and alleviates anxiety associated with the clinic visit.  

Both Earbus and Starlight team members work in unison and present themselves a one team to 
the communities, including a shared Code of Conduct introduced to ensure a uniform standard of 
behaviour.  

• A staffed backbone organisation. Successful collaboration also requires dedicated staff and 
resources to coordinate the collaborative efforts. Earbus is the backbone supporting organisation 
in this partnership, with Earbus staff planning, managing, and supporting the logistics of all 
outreach trips.  
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Collaborative partnerships have been shown to produce measurable and meaningful outcomes. 
Earbus and Starlight have also noted additional benefits from collaborating with each other, including 
increased credibility, enhanced brand awareness and the ability to pool limited resources to achieve a 
common goal.  

To further their common goal of reducing the incidence of middle ear disease and supporting children 
in achieving their full potential, Earbus and Starlight are planning to undertake additional research in 
2017 to ensure the program is meeting the needs of Indigenous and at-risk children in Western 
Australia. 
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