
 

1
 

Engaging rural Aboriginal communities through social media to promote 
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David Roberts1 
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Project overview 

This Victorian Government funded project aims to improve the burden of chronic disease amongst 
Aboriginal communities in Gippsland, Victoria through the use of social media campaigns where sport 
is the key tool to engage. 

The project aims to: 

• deliver population based health promotion social marketing campaigns reaching a large 
proportion of the Gippsland Aboriginal population. 

• improve healthy lifestyle factors with related benefits to prevalence of chronic disease, cancer and 
other health conditions—and ultimately increase life expectancy. 

Project background 

Department of Human Services (DHHS Gippsland Region) identified that a number of the Koolin Balit 
health priorities, including the need to address risk factors, could be addressed in part, through a 
social marketing strategy.  

Social marketing harnesses commercial marketing techniques and tools to clearly identify what will 
influence positive behaviours or positive behaviour change, at an individual, community and 
environmental level in order to achieve a desirable goal. In the context of public health, social 
marketing can be effective and complement other public health practices to improve project health 
outcomes for the local Aboriginal communities.  

Social Media has been embraced within most Aboriginal communities with 60% of Adult Indigenous 
Australians using Facebook on a daily basis compared to 42% of adult Australians nationally. (McNair 
Ingenuity Research, May 2014)1.  

Due to the relatively small Aboriginal population that is dispersed widely across Gippsland, Social 
Media is a logical solution to enable the community to connect in these circumstances and the 
technology is generally embraced. 

The Aboriginal community has a strong interest in sport with the most significant regular events in the 
‘Aboriginal calendar’ related to sport and many of the community role models are successful sports 
people. The aim was for the project to use sport as the vehicle for health and behaviour change 
messages.  

GippSport (Gippsland Regional Sports Assembly) was identified as the ideal organisation to deliver 
the project due to the credibility within the Sport and Recreation sector, Gippsland service delivery 
and the connections with the Aboriginal communities of Gippsland. 
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Gippsland and the local indigenous people 

Gippsland has a total population of 264 000 
people across six Local Government Areas 
(LGAs) and covers approximately 18% of Victoria 
(DHHS 2017)3. The area is primarily known for its 
coal mining, power generation and farming, as 
well as tourism around Wilsons Promontory, 
Gippsland Lakes and the snowfields. 

The Gunaikurnai people are the traditional owners 
of Gippsland, with five 5 major tribes; Brabralung, 
Brataualung, Brayakaulung, Krauatungalung and 
Tatungalung. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population is currently estimated at 3,811 
people in Gippsland, 2,361 of whom are currently estimated to be over the age of 15 years (DHHS 
2017)3. The number of people in the region represents 1.44% of the region’s total population and 
11.2% of the total Aboriginal population in Victoria. 

Establishing ‘Deadly Sport Gippsland’ 

The project was originally funded for a 2-year period and commenced in July 2014 with the 
employment of 2 staff; a Digital Journalist and a Project Coordinator, with at least one to be an 
Aboriginal identified position. Staff required multiple skills to cover a range of tasks that required: 
journalism, reporting, camera operation, video editing, graphic design, writing, marketing and 
advertising, health promotion, community development, event coordination and much more.  

To ensure community support and direction, a reference group was established and involved 
membership of health providers, sporting organisations, Aboriginal organisations and interested 
community members. This reference group guided the project, especially in the early stages, and 
allowed for input into the marketing strategy, key health messages and overall direction of the project. 

It was immediately clear that the title of the project: ‘Sport and Health Social Marketing Strategy’, was 
not going to draw interest from the community and the new name ‘Deadly Sport Gippsland’ was 
quickly agreed upon. Options to run competitions for names and logos were explored, as was 
research of potential language names however, it was felt that time lost through these processes 
would be detrimental to the project.  

An online presence was established quickly with a website and social media channels set up on 
Facebook and YouTube. Twitter and Instagram followed later but have not had the same uptake 
within the target group.  

Basic video equipment and software was purchased to produce online quality videos as well as 
computers and cameras for both project staff. 

Developing a marketing strategy to promote health 

A targeted social marketing strategy was developed and adopted by our Reference Group in February 
2015. This provided the framework for our key health messages and included the project context, 
needs and SWOT analysis, descriptions of targeted population groups, social marketing principles, 
identified our methodology and provided implementation and action plans. 
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Four key health priorities were adopted:  

• #ChooseHealthy—Increase consumption of fruits and vegetables, reduce consumption of sugar 
sweetened drinks and increase intake of water. 

• #BeSmokeFree—Reduce smoking rates, increase attempts at quitting or cutting back 

• #GetChecked—Increase number of 715 health checks in Gippsland 

• #GetActiveFor30—Reduce obesity rates and increase involvement in sport and physical activity 

The marketing strategy outlined specific activities relating to each health theme, such as promoting 
walking groups, community displays and interactions at carnivals, social media competitions, weekly 
blogs and website and regular social media posts. 

A calendar was developed outlining when health campaigns would occur to ensure they coincided 
with key dates. For example the #BeSmokeFree campaign ran in May and June to coincide with 
World No Tobacco Day. 

Getting the right balance of health messages into our content has been a challenge, especially in a 
way that doesn’t alienate or preach to community members. Too much and people will turn off, but we 
are very aware our focus is on promoting healthy lifestyles and encouraging healthy behaviours.  

To be effective on social media, we engage and provide content for people that they will be interested 
in and will feel comfortable with. We promote health through our Facebook page, videos, photos, use 
of health ambassadors, our website, blogs, newsletter and competitions. 

Facebook 

Facebook is fast became our primary focus as it provided opportunities to reach and engage 
community members, promote our health messages, show videos and highlight more detailed 
content, such as health blogs that were featured on our website. 

Our Facebook commenced in July 2014 and during the first month 174 people ‘liked’ the page, 580 
people engaged with content (liked, commented, watched or shared) and over 5000 people were 
reached overall. The projects Facebook Fans have consistently grown throughout the project to 2405 
people (March 2017).  
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A higher number of Women (64%) than Men are following our FaceBook page with the highest age 
bracket being between the ages of 25 to 44 years of age. 

 

Paid and target advertising 

Paid advertising has been a key strategy of our project to ensure that health specific content and key 
messages reach the intended audience.  

Paid advertising was initially used to grow and attract new fans to build our support base, while more 
recent spending has been to ensure important health messages reach current fans where they may 
not have the natural organic reach of our sports posts. 

When advertising, targeted filters are used such as ‘location’, ‘age’ and ‘interest’. For ‘interest’, key 
words such as ‘Koorie’, ‘Koori’ and Aboriginal Australians are used to narrow the target audience to 
approximately 3500 Facebook users. 

Currently we spend approximately $100 per month in targeted advertising. 

Engaging communities with video 

Content that has featured local community members telling a story or engaging in a sporting activity 
have had significantly higher levels of reach and engagement than posts that only have a health 
message. 

Event photos have had high engagement, as people have wanted to tag themselves, family members, 
or friends, as well as leave comments and share the post for others to see. 

Likewise, Videos that feature young local community members with a story to tell will be shared more 
frequently as these evoke a sense of pride and provide content people want to share with others.  

Our most watched video in 2016 had 5799 video views on Facebook and was of Irving Mosquito, a 
young football player who spoke about his experiences with the Korin Gamagji Institute REAL project, 
AFL KickStart project and the Gippsland Power TAC team.  

All featured videos are uploaded to both Facebook and YouTube with a target of 1 video per week. 

Currently there are 194 videos on YouTube that have had a combined 19,922 views and 38,985 
minutes watch time reported.  

The most successful videos on YouTube have been our series on quitting smoking. These videos 
utilised YouTube’s key search phrases such as: “How to use” Champix (3119 views) and “How to use” 
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Nicotine Replacement (1,694 views). These videos have most likely had reach far greater than just 
the Aboriginal communities of Gippsland. 

Facebook videos tend to have a higher viewing due to how they are played in people’s timelines. 
During 2016, the project had a total 92,629 views on Facebook with 44,661 views over 10 seconds.  

Our top 10 videos are below, with those in bold being 100% focused on a health message. The 
remainder of videos had subtle messaging around participation, being active and healthy living.  

Views 
(rounded) Subject Date 
5900 Irvinh Mosquito—young football player talking about the Korin Gamadji Institute 

REAL project and AFL Indigenous Programs 
22/12/2016 

5700 WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU COOK COKE… 
(Coke evaporates and leaves sugary sludge)  

23/9/2016 

3 700 Indigenous Round address by Aunty Beth Lyons, “Commit to making racism a 
thing of the past” 

6/7/2016 

2 700 Bairnsdale U18 Boys at the VACSAL Statewide Aboriginal Basketball Classic! 12/3/2016 
3 500 A hard earned thirst needs a big cold water! 

#DrinkWaterUMob (Send up of the VB Beer Commercial) 
23/4/2016 

3 800 Indigenous Round at Woodside Football Netball Club, ceremony and dance 5/7/2016 
3 000 Do you care about our Mob? Join our 715 #GetChecked campaign 30/12/2016 
2 300 Indigenous Round promotional interview with Shaun Braybrook. 8/6/2016 
2 300 Interview with Toby Radford at the Evonne Goolagong Foundation Tennis Day. 3/3/2016 
2 200 Indigenous Round promotion for Heyfield Football Netball Club 15/6/2016 
 

In addition to our featured videos, the Facebook page also has a weekly LIVE SHOW (commenced 
October 2016) and a weekly health blog video (commenced February 2016).  

The LIVE SHOW summarises all our weekly activities into a quick 10-minute segment and allows 
people to hear what is happening without having to read a newsletter. So far 24 live shows have been 
produced with our live audience hovering around 20 people each week and a further 300 average 
views watching within the next few days. 

Partnerships, networks and events that have evolved 

Building on our Reference Group, Deadly Sport has built strong relationships that have added value to 
the project outcomes. Partnerships and networks include: 

• Local Aboriginal sports committees were key in connecting with sporting events and activities 
across Gippsland 

• Local health services and ACCHOs (Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations) that 
have been actively involved in health campaigns however stronger partnerships with these 
organisations would strengthen messages within the community. 

• VACCHO (Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation), VAHS (Victorian 
Aboriginal Health Service) and the Aboriginal Quitline that have allowed the project to build a 
localised approach to Statewide health campaigns which have been extremely successful.  
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• Local sporting clubs that have been engaged in various ways, including Indigenous Round 
Games, stories on Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander players and community events such as 
come’n’try days. 

• Two Sports conferences were organised by the project to facilitate discussions between local 
communities, Aboriginal sports committees, Aboriginal Organisations and State Sporting 
Associations. A number of opportunities and projects have grown from these discussions.  

• State Sporting Associations have been assisted to promote and deliver programs and events in 
Gippsland such as AFL KickStart and Harmony 8’s Cricket. 

Promoting health 

The project has experimented with a variety of ways of promoting health messages in a way that 
builds awareness and more importantly encourages attitude and behaviour change.  

Incorporating health messages into interviews with local role models requires subjects to be well 
briefed to ensure appropriate information is provided. 

Videos purely on Health focused videos risk alienating people but to do have increased impact when 
local community members are used.  

The project has also trialled disruptive advertising, watermarks and banners with key health 
messages. Memes have also been used effectively. 

Negative imagery such as junk food, sugary drinks and smoking has been eliminated from videos 
while healthy images have been actively sought. 

Weekly health blogs have been written, but encouraging people to read this has been difficult. Health 
messages have had high profile in our Newsletters and Live Shows. 

Evaluation on the most effective delivery of health messages is needed to inform future development 
of Social Marketing Campaigns. 

Evaluation of the project 

A formal evaluation of the project was conducted by Australian Catholic University producing a final 
report produced in May 2016 (Berends & Halliday, 2016)2. The evaluation involved web analytics, 
video content analysis, online surveys, interviews with stakeholders and a community survey. The full 
report can be found at on the GippSport website at www.gippsport.com.au. 

The overarching conclusion from the evaluation was that Deadly Sport Gippsland had implemented a 
successful social marketing health strategy that engaged the local Aboriginal population.  

However, the evaluation identified that the project would benefit from more time and resources being 
placed in formative work for social marketing interventions, specifically researching and testing health 
messages within the Aboriginal communities of Gippsland. For example, informing campaigns on 
good smoking withdrawal behaviours, involving a cessation worker, conducting focus groups with 
communities and developing and refining campaigns with this knowledge in mind.  

http://www.gippsport.com.au/
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Most importantly, the evaluation identified that people had made healthy behaviour changes as a 
result of the projects social media content and that they have spoken to family and friends about this 
content. 

The table below provides an example of the evaluation undertaken for two of our social marketing 
campaigns by the Australian Catholic University2. 

Table Attitudinal and behaviour effects from two social marketing campaigns 

#BeSmokeFree Campaign 
(n=28) 

#ChooseHealthy Campaign 
(n=33) 

All of those who smoked said they 
thought about reducing or quitting 

(5 out of 5) 

61% thought about changing their 
drinking and eating habits 

(20 out of 33) 

75% reported talking with somebody 
else about reducing or quitting 

smoking 
(21 out of 28) 

Almost half (49%) reported talking to 
somebody else about changing their 

eating and drinking habits 

(16 out of 33) 

75% of those who smoked reported 
reducing or quitting smoking  

(4 out of 5) 

39% reported changing their eating 
and drinking behaviours 

(13 out of 33) 

 

While the sample rates of this research was low due to difficulty getting surveys complete, data 
analytics show that the project has had significant reach within the community. Since commencement, 
the project has engaged with an average of 2 000 people each week.  

As likes have increased, so has engagement with the significant spike in July 2016 being due to the 
high exposure around NAIDOC week and many Indigenous Round games at local sporting clubs. 



 

8
 

Figure Likes and engagement over time 

 

The evaluation report also highlighted the important role the project had providing local content to 
Statewide Health Campaigns, such as the #DrinkWaterUMob campaign conducted by VACCHO 
(Victorian Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation). The campaign was externally 
developed and coordinated while local implementation of activities maximised engagement and 
exposure across Gippsland. 

A summary of activities of the #DrinkWaterUMob campaign are below: 

Activity  Numbers  
Win TV Commercial (Regional Victoria) 
VACCHO Twitter  

587 spots 
19 429 impressions  

VACCHO Facebook  20 481 people reached  
Deadly Sport Gippsland Facebook  18 065 people reached  
VAHS Healthy Lifestyles Facebook  1 973 people reached  
www.rethinksugarydrink.org.au/koori  665 page views  
#DrinkWaterUMob competition  29 eligible entries.  

 

Another successful campaign worked cooperatively with the Gippsland Primary Health Network 
(GPHN) to increase awareness and the number of 715 health checks conducted in Gippsland. 

The project produced 13 videos on #GetChecked campaign that directly encouraged people to get a 
715 check. Many of these videos used local community members. A Challenge similar to the ‘ice 
bucket’ challenge was developed and aimed to raise awareness of the life expectancy gap as well as 
promote the 715 health checks. This #PlankOut4Ten campaign encouraged people to nominate three 
other people to accept the challenge and in the first 8 days, 113 videos were created with combined 
total views over 30,000. The final aspect of this campaign was a competition to #YarnMyJourney and 
tell on video the story of your health and experience with the 715 health check. 
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Videos Number  Total views 
#GetChecked campaign 13 8 974 
#PlankOut4Ten Challenge 113 30 000 
#YarnMyJourney  5 2 460 

 

While more evaluation of this project is needed, already this is our most successful at building 
awareness and conversations in the community. 

Project outcomes 

The project has provided a wide range of outcomes that are difficult to measure but include: 

• Social Media and particularly Facebook is a positive way to reach and engage the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people 

• Promoted and raised Awareness of Healthy Lifestyles and provide opportunity for people to 
connect with local and Statewide services. 

• Health campaigns were found to have a positive impact on people’s attitudes and behaviours, 
especially in the #ChooseHealthy and #BeSmokeFree campaigns. 

• Demonstrated the use of Social Media to reach and engage the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities, especially with a health promotion focus. 

• Raised the Profile of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities through almost 200 
videos of sporting players, community members and community events. Many of these stories 
would remain untold stories without the project’s social media promotional activities.  

• Increased participation in sport in the community events through online and social media 
activities. 

• Community members value the local content in social media that has been developed by Deadly 
Sport Gippsland. 

• Built capacity of key organisations and community members to use social media to engage with 
community. The project team have facilitated several training sessions on Facebook, websites 
and mobile phones as well as provided one on one support to staff.  

• Build stronger networks across Gippsland by connecting people together through 
conversations, social media and two Sports Conferences.  

• Facilitate activities by connecting people together, such as State Sporting Associations, Health 
agencies and community groups / members. 

• Sharing information across the region by keeping the community and agencies up to date with 
what is happening, showcasing great projects through video stories and providing opportunity to 
replicate social media strategies.  
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Challenges and learnings 

• Social marketing campaigns would be enhanced by: 

– formative work to identify meaningful messages and techniques for communication and 
promotion with the target audience 

– greater partnerships and collaborative work by state and local Aboriginal health agencies. 

– increased resources for merchandise and advertising in mainstream media 

• Facebook engagement has been primarily females aged 25-44 years of age. More work is 
needed to engage males. 

• Using local community members, Elders and role models is crucial to creating engaging content. 
Content that people are proud of or builds emotions will be shared more often. 

• Using content people want to see will help build your following and trust in your social media 
channel. Avoid too many hard-hitting messages, especially in the building phase. 

• Building a social media following takes time. Be patient and post frequently so people know what 
to expect. It takes time to build trust and relationships with your audience. 

• Videos have been produced and distributed quickly. Some agencies had expectations that they 
would see videos prior to release. Memorandum of Understanding with Agencies would clarify 
these expectations.  

• Ensuring all videos had a health message was often difficult and people interviewed sometimes 
needed to be ‘coached’ with key health messages. 

• Participation in more State or National campaigns would be highly recommended with Deadly 
Sport Gippsland providing local content and activity. 

• Greater partnerships with Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations (ACCHOs) 
would enhance social marketing campaigns and provide a point of contact with community 
members.  

• Developing a Gippsland-wide Aboriginal Health Strategy with ACCHOs would increase exposure, 
reach and engagement of Health Campaigns. 

• Greater uptake of social media platforms by ACCHOs would be encouraged, recognizing the 
need for staff up-skilling, policy and procedures, and allocated staff time.  

• Photo and video images used in health campaigns needs to be carefully selected to ensure no 
negative imagery such as smoking, sugary drinks and fast food. 

• Make your social media channel a safe place 

– People can look, read and research without having to have an opinion or comment.  

– People who comment are respected for their contribution and negativity towards followers is 
not tolerated. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, Sport is a useful platform for community engagement on broader health promotion 
efforts focused on lifestyle behaviour change in the Aboriginal Community. 

Social marketing campaigns should be researched and tested with local communities to ensure 
effectiveness. 

Deadly Sport Gippsland social marketing campaigns have had good reach into the Aboriginal 
communities in Gippsland, have been recalled by target audience and have resulted in changes in 
attitude, knowledge and behaviours. 
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David Roberts completed a Bachelor of Arts (Social Science) at Monash University Gippsland, and 
has spent 25 years as a community development worker in a range of environments, including health, 
youth, welfare, education and sport. In his spare time, David has been actively involved in sport as a 
coach, administrator and volunteer. During the last 11 years, he has led junior basketball teams to 
compete and experience the sporting culture of the USA. David is an early adopter of technology and 
has been innovative at utilising this in the workforce, including SMS marketing, online training, video 
storytelling and social media. David’s current employment with the ‘Sport and Health Social Marketing 
Strategy’ at GippSport has successfully combined his sporting interest, love of technology and 
commitment to community into one role. Working with the Aboriginal communities across Gippsland to 
share positive stories, promote community events, interview local role models, promote healthy 
choices and ultimately improve the health outcomes for the Indigenous community through social 
media has been one of David’s most rewarding employment opportunities to date. David looks 
forward to sharing these experiences and the projects key learning’s with you. 
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