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Background: Much existing literature on Aboriginal women’s sexual health focuses 
on risks and problems and/or frames sexuality in terms of victimisation. Adopting a 
strengths-based focus, this presentation explores how Aboriginal young women 
develop sexual agency, how their understandings of sex and relationships help 
cultivate sexual wellbeing, and how community and culture support this.  
 
Methods: Data were collected using a participatory peer researcher method 
whereby 9 young Aboriginal women were supported and employed to conduct 
interviews with other young Aboriginal women in their networks. A total of 35 
Aboriginal women, aged 16-26 and residing in Western Sydney, were interviewed.  
 
Results: Participants were deeply aware of sexual stigma and sexual and gendered 
shame were experienced in racialised ways. In response, participants promoted 
more accepting attitudes about sex and challenged shame discourses, drawing on 
culture and community to counter problematic views which they asserted as being 
rooted in Western colonialism. Participants used their knowledge of social norms and 
relationships to consciously navigate risks and assert control over sexual narratives. 
Friendships with other young women functioned as ‘safe spaces’ in which 
participants could explore collective understandings, share information, and 
exchange personal advice about sex. Participants described how family, community 
and culture contributed to positive understandings of sexual relationships. Some 
participants saw themselves as playing key roles in facilitating positive change within 
their families and communities regarding sex and gender.  
 



 

Conclusion: These findings challenge assumptions that young people are inherently 
‘risky’ when it comes to sex, emphasising Aboriginal young women’s agency and 
framing Aboriginal young people as being capable of responsible and respectful 
sexual decision-making. Young women’s accounts suggest that culture and 
community play a positive role in supporting Aboriginal young people to cultivate 
sexual wellbeing for themselves and others. 
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