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G W N e

Abstract

Co-created research outputs are considered the gold standard in research translation
projects. It is often a requirement for gaining funding to work with affected commu-
nity members and partners when working to provide resources or support communities
with a lived experience of trauma. However, there is limited literature on combining a
co-creation framework and trauma-informed approaches. This paper adds to these studies
by describing our project, which combined co-creation with trauma-informed principles to
work with potentially vulnerable communities, specifically service families who experience
high family mobility (e.g., military and first responder families). The approach taken priori-
tised safety, trust, transparency, peer support, collaboration, empowerment, and voices of
those with lived and living experiences, while also emphasising participant choice to ensure
safe engagement and maintain research partner commitment. After many rounds of feed-
back from those with lived and living experience (over 35 initial co-creation participants),
we tested the suitability of the resources on other affected community and research partners.
Twelve (additional) participants provided rich feedback that was analysed using inductive
thematic analysis. This included the appropriateness of the resources for the age group,
the use of children’s narrative story techniques and engagement, increasing caregiver
capacity and knowledge, and integration into family, educational and professional settings.
We examine here potential strategies to better support this type of research and propose
an improved research framework that combines co-creation and a trauma-informed ap-
proach. Although complex and time-consuming, this combined approach offers an effective
means of developing targeted supports. Further testing, research and refinement with
potentially vulnerable populations are needed, and successful implementation may require
institutional research systems to adapt to support this approach in the future.

Keywords: co-creation; knowledge translation; methodology; community; trauma informed;
family mobility

1. Introduction

There has been considerable debate in the literature about the level of compliance
required to achieve the status of co-design or co-creation for resources, services, or policies
to support target cohorts (Grindell et al. 2022; Vargas et al. 2022). Co-creation is where
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the affected community and partners are involved in all processes of the project, whereas
co-design is where they are involved in fewer, but significant aspects of the project (Grindell
et al. 2022; Vargas et al. 2022). Mental Health Europe’s (2023, para. 4) definition states that
co-creation is:

a collaborative approach involving all actors in mental health working together
on an equal basis to develop and implement policies, services, programmes and
communication that foster positive mental health according to a psychosocial
model and human rights-based approach.

There is a small but growing discussion in the literature about incorporating trauma-
informed approaches into such endeavours. McGeown et al. (2023) state that the combina-
tion of trauma-informed approaches and co-design principles is:

highly suitable when developing trauma-informed services. Greater considera-
tion needs to be given as to whether and how people share lived experiences, the
need for safe spaces, honesty and humility, difficult dynamics between empow-
erment and safety and whether and when blurring boundaries may be helpful
(p. 1896).

The study highlighted the importance of collaboration, transparency, trust, peer sup-
port, and safety for those with lived and living experience (McGeown et al. 2023). In
another study using co-design and a trauma-informed approach, Robertson et al. (2025)
found the need for empowering and trusting lived and living experience voices, along with
the need for researchers and service providers to address the inherent power imbalances.
Similar themes were evident in this study, with the addition of choice, culture, being able to
express themselves, and the desire of participants to leave a legacy (Robertson et al. 2025).
Furthermore, Mohammed and Dally (2025) wrote a reflective paper on their experience
using trauma-informed co-design on a project to re-envision a community hub in a US
women’s prison. The findings emphasise agency, ownership, usability and collaboration
(Mohammed and Dally 2025). The study highlights the ‘subtle entanglements’ of working
with multiple voices on a co-design project (Mohammed and Dally 2025, p. 19).

Mental Health Europe’s (2023) Principles of Co-creation include: inclusivity, equality,
respect, reciprocity, power sharing, accessibility and transparency. Others have sought
to measure the effectiveness of the co-creation process by using a formal and complex
PROSECO framework (Longworth et al. 2025). This framework explores five components
in depth: delivery, participation, experiential, context and impact (see Longworth et al.
2025). While both these principles and the PROSECO framework have influenced our work,
we have adopted the framework proposed by Vargas et al. (2022) as it aligns well with a
trauma-informed approach, as discussed in the next sections. Thus, efforts to co-design or
co-create require, by their nature, substantial resources and time to achieve effective and
impactful outcomes. This research paper adds to the literature by reflecting on the processes
of combining a co-creation research translation project aimed at supporting children with
family mobility, using a trauma-informed approach.

Employing a trauma-informed approach does not mean that we consider family
mobility, in and of itself, to constitute a trauma-inducing environment. Rather, a trauma-
informed approach seems warranted given that some children show symptoms associated
with family mobility that may impact their development, such as developing a stutter,
reduced emotional control, loneliness, and social isolation, as illustrative examples provided
by those with lived experience in the next section (see Rogers et al. 2023). While trauma
is generally defined as an emotional response to a terrible event, such as an accident,
crime, or natural disaster, it can also reflect exposure to a stressful life event that may
overwhelm the child’s coping abilities. Importantly, the narrowness of the definition of
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trauma is deeply contested (Dalenberg et al. 2017). Consistent with this, the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th ed. (2013), does not classify trauma itself as a
diagnosis but recognises its association with a range of related conditions. According to the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma
and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach states that such an approach:

realises the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential paths for
recovery; recognises the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, staff,
and others involved with the system; and responds by fully integrating knowl-
edge about trauma into policies, procedures, and practices, and seeks to actively
resist re-traumatisation (SAMHSA 2014, p. 9).

Thus, we have taken a broad psychosocial approach to trauma that situates it within
the lived experience and recognises that an individual’s capacity to cope may be signifi-
cantly compromised or diminished over a prolonged period of time. Trauma-informed
principles add procedural value in a service family research context, as multiple aspects of
service family life may contribute to trauma. Participants may therefore require additional
support to safely engage in the research process. For example, such trauma might include
a parent sustaining a service-related injury (physical, mental and/or moral). While such
an event may initially impact one family member, other family members might be deeply
impacted by this traumatic event and potentially susceptible to vicarious trauma. Therefore,
our team adopted a trauma-informed approach to ensure the safe and supportive inclusion
of service family perspectives. That said, navigating trauma in research involves a delicate
balance between vulnerability and empowerment (Aldridge 2015). On the one hand, those
with lived experience may want to share their experience, but they may feel vulnerable
during and after the process (Haque 2025). While discussing this balance in research, Haque
(2025, p. 161) explains:

Empowerment is the ability to make decisions that influence one’s life and recon-
struct prevailing paradigms. Vulnerability is the exposure to harm due to a lack
of resources or support, while resilience is the capacity to adapt to and recover
from challenges.

Thus, we aimed to support lived experience participants” empowerment through
the co-creation process by addressing their feelings of vulnerability and enhancing their
resilience. We wanted to ensure that safety, autonomy, and participant agency could be
operationalised without reducing the richness of lived experience contribution. To do this,
we added elements of empowerment, voice, choice, collaboration, mutuality, cultural and
historical knowledge, trustworthiness, transparency and safety from the Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a
Trauma-Informed Approach to enhance the co-creation approach (see Table 1; SAMHSA 2014).
We also comment on why our institutional research systems and funding models need to
change to support such complex undertakings.

A trauma-informed approach is useful when working with potentially vulnerable
communities on wicked problems, defined as ‘social and organisational planning problems
that cannot be successfully treated with traditional linear, analytical . . . approaches’ (Ritchey
2013, p. 1). A trauma-informed approach is not a methodology in itself, but it can be used
in conjunction with methodologies to allow “unique insight into the lived experiences” of
participants and “to improve the research process for everyone” (Crosby et al. 2023, p. 337).
Thus, in the present study, the issue of family mobility is a wicked problem for children
and for the adults and systems seeking to support them.
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Table 1. Co-creation process utilising trauma-informed principles.

Features * Co-Creation * Trauma-Informed Principles Action
Affected community and partners
highlighted the need for research-based
resources to address gaps. Engagement

. Those with lived and living included participants from Australia,

experience are part of the author team, Canada, and the UK, with idea generation
the partners and the participants. . Empowerment and Voice and concept exchange involving extensive
Focus . Consumer and experience centric . Collaboration and Mutuality informat‘ion processing.

. Engaging affected community . Cultural and Historical Issues Authors included those with lived and

and partners living experience from these families,

° High level of information processing including adult children from the target
families. Additionally, data collected
directly from children in the lead author’s
PhD study were included.

An initial mapping of affected community
members and partners was conducted, and
partners were invited to recruit their clients

. All relevant affected communitv and and networks to participate in the project;

; va - y . Trustworthiness and thus, the present study employed
i?;sgiit:g;?;;ﬁiﬁty partners involved in the process (e.g., Transparency convenience and snowball sampling.
CONSUMETS, MANAgers, . Cultural and Historical Issues End-users, individuals with lived
employees, community) experience, support workers and clinicians
(including teams and managers),
researchers; high engagement from veteran
and first responder community.

° Very ac.twe: P r(?;ldeﬁontln}lllous input Recognised as contributors based on input;

Affected community and g)] :e;)rr\fols:sl:;row er throughout o Empowerment and Voice orgaﬁisati(l)ndloggi ipcfluddeFi W.here Fglevant
les Information provider . Trustworthiness and ’FO acknowledge their funding; participants
partnerro ® P Transparency informed that their feedback would help

* Value creator improve the resource for other families.
Adults with lived experience (adult children
of veterans/first responders) co-led
development, design, implementation, and
suitability testing; engaged via email, social

. . media, and organisations. Drafted

° Repeated interactions and e-storybook pages from lived experience

transactions across multiple channels. . narratives, collaborated with the illustrator,

. Help to produce knowledge . Empowerment and Voice and participated in a survey regarding

Affected community and and skills. L ° Trustworthiness and resource suitability, contributing to
partner participation ° Collaborative cooperation in all steps Transparency . knowledge and skills production.
of the process, from problem . Collaboration and Mutuality Adult children’s voices were checked
.defirution, dg51gn of solution's, . Cultural and Historical Issues against children’s voices from the lead
implementation and evaluation author’s PhD project. Thus, attempting to
of changes reduce the adulting of children’s voices.
Additionally, the affected community tested
early drafts with children currently living in
these families, providing further ideas to
strengthen the story.
Bidirectional and transparent
communication included face-to-face and
virtual meetings and emails; contributors
. Trustworthiness and were asked to reply directly to the team
. Ongoing dialogue with diverse Transparency leader r a‘ther th_an ‘reply all’ to ensure
Communication affected community and partners. . Collaboration and Mutuality cpmfort m sharing. Feedback'was coll'ected
. Bidirectional and transparent . Empowerment, Voice and Choice ~ Viaan online survey that outlined ethics
communication. . Safety approval and the use of pseudonyms if they
. Peer Support were to be quoted. They were given a choice
of the type and amount of data they
provided, and there were no
compulsory questions.
Lived experience narratives were
incorporated into the book; other affected
community and partners evaluated them to
determine commonality and guide
) presentation in the resource. Affected
Value creation . Creation of unique personalised * ]éml}lxi)werment agdlv}/ome i community and partners were engaged in
g hological. economic experiences—ownership and ® ollaboration and Mutuality decision-making about implementing the
8- psyc gical, . . . Trustworthiness and
value or a social good) engagement in subsequent action. feedback at all stages of development. The
Transparency e-storybook was created as a royalty-free

resource, published under a Creative
Commons Licence. All affected community
and partners were informed that their
contributions were unpaid but were
considered valuable to inform the resource.
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Table 1. Cont.

Features ?

Co-Creation ? Trauma-Informed Principles Action

Resultant initiative

Continued engagement with support
Is created with consumer engagement . Peer Support workgrs, chmqans_, and those with lived
atall stages of problem definition, Ppo ) experience maintained a strengths- and
. Collaboration and Mutuality resilience-based approach, kept the end user
in focus, and ensured the project stayed
within scope.

boundary setting

Possible outcomes

Draft e-storybook trialled with adult

children, parents, educators, support

workers and clinicians. Feedback was

analysed and prioritised within budget;
Creates value of a good or service once revised, the book is released online and
using the views of diverse affected . Empowerment and Voice disseminated via affected community and
community and partners. partners, media, and social media, aiming to

empower children and enhance

support capacity.

Some adult participants reported on

children’s responses to the resource.

2 Vargas et al. (2022); b SAMHSA (2014).

1.1. Research Context

Children from first responder and military families (hereafter service families) face
challenging issues that are not generally experienced in other families (May et al. 2023). A
central feature of service family life is frequent relocation (mobility) to meet the needs of
the military organisation (Manser 2020). Frequent relocations can bring certain benefits,
including opportunities to live in different parts of the country, experience diverse cultures,
develop resilience, and strengthen reliance on each other for support within the family
unit. However, these moves can also create significant challenges. For example, they often
disrupt children’s important bonds with educators and peers (Australian Government
Department of Education 2022; Sollars 2020), leading to the loss of established friendships
and continuity in learning. Additionally, connections to services and support are also
disrupted, particularly when families move in and out of regional, rural and remote
locations where services are scarce (Thorn and Olley 2023). Over time, such disruptions
can contribute to poorer health and well being outcomes for children (Borah and Fina
2017). These broader findings are reflected in the personal accounts shared with the
Royal Commission.

The Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide (2024) indicated the high
levels of stress this caused many military families and the compounding impacts on the
family over time.

Inmy 32 years . .. I had 16 postings and moved 23 times. I have no doubt the requirement
to move every two years was a key contributor to my marriage breakdown as my spouse
believed the continual moves were detrimental to our children’s development and their
education (p. 140).

The inability [of] the Army to justify these postings, especially to the families. . . creates
yet another stressor on the soldier . . . I can attest to the stress and depression this causes
(p. 141).

Similarly, our research team’s study (see Rogers et al. 2023) revealed families” experiences.
We've moved 7 times in 5 years. (Teagan)

As my children get older it gets harder for them to relocate and stay motivated to make
friends. (Freya)

When my eldest was almost 3 we were living in Sydney. We drove to the Gold Coast . . .
for Christmas, were home. . . packing for 2 weeks and then flew to Rockingham to move
... in temporary accommodation for 2 weeks. He was very out of control emotionally,
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having tantrums and he developed a stutter. We didn’t really know how to support him
through the stress. (leagan)

Our eldest (4) often asks to go back to our last posting location, and often talks about his
“old friends”. . .telling us that he “just really misses them”. . .we struggle to help him . . .
he doesn’t understand. (Miranda)

Despite these impacts on children and families, there is a lack of lived and living
experience (hereafter lived experience) narrative and research-based resources for service
families and their children coping with family mobility.

To address this resource gap for children, our group from the [Child and Family
Resilience Project team] co-created psychosocial resources to fit within our suite of research-
based resources based on lived experience narratives that have been tested for their suit-
ability by the affected community and partners (see https://ecdefenceprograms.com/
(accessed on 5 January 2026)). These strengths-based resources convey the lived experience
narratives of children and parents through children’s e-storybooks, featuring epilogues and
prologues designed to enhance the knowledge, skills, and confidence of the adults who
support them (e.g., parents, educators, support workers, clinicians, and educators). The
stories feature the challenges faced by service families and the protective factors they draw
on to cope with service family life, such as struggles with frequent family relocation (Rogers
2017). By voicing these gathered narratives, the resources aim to strengthen children’s
sense of belonging while enhancing community capacity to understand and respond to
their needs. In addressing the gap, a variety resources designed to support this cohort have
proved useful within a range of international programs (Rogers et al. 2021b).

1.2. Co-Creating a Children’s E-Storybook

As a prerequisite to the research reported in this paper, our work began with the
creation of a suite of research-based e-storybooks for children. This work has been reported
in Rogers et al. (2024). Having developed numerous resources, we were interested in
collaborating with those who use them to determine next steps for co-creating additional
resources that the affected community still requires. This process is the subject of the
current article. Before delving into the necessary details of the research, it is essential to
establish the background of the founding work, which is discussed below.

Compound human requirements need multilayered approaches to address them to
ensure interventions are effective (Hoffman 2024). To do this, community consultation is
essential for addressing problems that have been identified as wicked (Vargas et al. 2022).
This is essential to bridge the gap between practice, knowledge and theory (Grindell et al.
2022). Thus, we deployed a co-creation approach to address the resource gap.

Our initial co-created suite of psychosocial resources prompted service providers and
individuals with lived experience to request additional materials—specifically resources
for children as they experience frequent relocation. They reported that these children often
struggle to understand what is happening and how to cope with these relocations. To
address this gap, we gathered the voices of those with lived experience and those who
support these families.

To ensure the resources for children were sensitive, appropriate and responsive to their
unique needs, we engaged directly with adult children from a range of service families. We
also engaged with the data from the lead author’s PhD study, who had gathered narratives
from children and other members of military families. Their perspectives were comple-
mented by secondary narratives provided by educators and support workers representing
key service providers and agencies, along with researchers who have listened to many
individuals experiencing frequent relocations, as well as parents who themselves have
relocated frequently with their children. There were more than 35 initial co-creation partici-
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pants from Australia, Canada, and the UK in this collaborative research process, as well as
the core team, which also included individuals with lived experience. This combination of
voices enabled the team to include a broader range of voices and experiences.

The steps we undertook as part of the co-creation process are outlined in Table 1, with
our actions linked to the co-creation features and the trauma-informed principles.

1.3. Co-Creation Participation and Challenges

The PROSECCO Framework (Longworth et al. 2025, p. 3) emphasises the components
of participation, including: ‘partnership, motivation, retention, attendance, recruitment,
facilitation, conflict management, group dynamics, impactful decision-making’ and ‘impar-
tial collaboration’.

Throughout the project, co-creation was at times fully achieved, and co-creation flour-
ished. At other points, participation was shaped or constrained by practical considerations,
such as time, scope, and budget. At other times, decisions had to be made regarding
conflicting ideas. If discussions took too long or there were multiple changes to a single
page of the e-storybook, the core team had to be pragmatic and make decisions to advance
the project to meet deadlines. For example, some affected community members had certain
experiences with relocation and wanted all of those depicted in the e-storybook. However,
constraints related to the length of the e-storybook (to maintain the children’s engagement)
and the available illustration budget required the core research team to make difficult
decisions, prioritising more commonly shared experiences within the narrative. It should
be noted, however, that the core team had members with lived and living experience. Thus,
careful consideration was given to balancing scope, resources, and usability, while ensuring
that the resource reflected the breadth of service family life.

Similarly, service providers and partners often requested the inclusion of additional
content and concepts, either within the e-storybook narrative or in the research pages
at the end of the book. Again, these requests needed to be carefully considered, with
the issues raised above in mind, and prioritising which information was suitable for a
children’s e-storybook, and which would be better suited to the accompanying modules
for parents, educators, and support workers. To communicate these ‘subtle entanglements’
(Mohammed and Dally 2025, p. 19), personal communication via email consistently empha-
sised that, although all ideas were beneficial, the team could not incorporate every idea put
forward by the affected community and partners due to the project’s inherent constraints.

It should also be noted that these issues of power, boundaries, and emotional labour
were ongoing challenges as the core team sought to engage users while respectfully includ-
ing voices from a wide range of affected communities and partners. This is further compli-
cated when the project is funded by a particular partner, but other partners have ideas they
want incorporated to make the resource more relevant to their target cohort. Balancing
these ideas, while ensuring fairness to all voices, is important. Despite these challenging dy-
namics, lived-experience voices were generally prioritised over service-provider requests,
although such decisions were challenging, as similarly noted by Robertson et al. (2025).

Cultural differences across countries were also evident. As an example, the extent
of emotions displayed by the characters in the narrative of the e-storybook was the focus
of discussion, and various opinions were offered to soften or strengthen the depictions.
Invariably, edits throughout the drafting stages elicited additional suggestions from the
affected community and service providers as the process unfolded. Sometimes these were
suggestions to return to a previous version of the e-storybook scene. To avoid backtracking,
the core team sometimes communicated that we would leave the edit in its current form
before testing the final draft for suitability. Thus, communication and compromise were
key to the challenges that arose.
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Overall, the core team experienced an emotional toll from retelling lived experience
narratives. When the team was entrusted to depict these experiences, this burden weighed
heavily on them; the core team often discussed a single page repeatedly to strike the right
balance and tone. The lead researcher sought to balance this with humour during these
meetings. Additionally, we always recapped the positive comments we had received before
focusing on the comments requiring change to maintain a balanced perspective. Thus, all
ideas were respected, and to support safety, participants could contact team members with
whom they felt comfortable submitting their ideas, without being identified to the larger
group. In summary, tensions between empowerment and safety emerged, as described by
McGeown et al. (2023). These were managed through careful negotiation and a large dose
of patience.

1.4. Testing for Suitability

Once the co-created e-storybook and modules reached their final draft stage, we
gathered insights from the affected community and partners regarding the suitability of
the resources for children coping with frequent relocations. To do this, we shared resources
with various support workers, educators, adult children with lived experience, spouses of
members with lived experience, and parents with lived experience of frequent relocations
(military and first responders). We asked them to reflect on the resources. The overarching
research question was:

How can the use of a co-created e-storybook assist children from service families
in building their knowledge and understanding of family relocation and change?

2. Methods

Having established the background of the work, this section now addresses the
research approach used to develop the next steps in the project.

2.1. Study Design

The participants answered a brief online questionnaire. We designed this to explore the
beliefs of the affected community and partners about whether they thought the relocation
resources (e-storybook and modules) were useful and relevant. As such, the study was
grounded in a pragmatist methodology, which focuses on generating knowledge that
is useful and responsive to current opportunities and challenges (Gillespie et al. 2024).
Accordingly, the study design was shaped by the practical realities of everyday life in
addressing the research questions.

2.2. Questionnaire

Due to the target participants, we took care to utilise the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA 2014) trauma-informed principle of ‘empower-
ment, voice and choice’. The survey was designed to support empowerment by maximising
choice. This meant we provided participants with opportunities to decide how much data
to provide, along with the type of data they were willing to supply, as depicted in Table 2.
This technique is vital in service-connected cohorts who have privacy concerns and have
genuine fears that their information might be shared with government departments. All
team members, including service providers for the target cohort, were involved in the
design of the survey. Only the first research question was compulsory.
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Table 2. Research questions.

Question

Information sheet, followed by:
In the preservation of anonymity, I understand that no name or signature is required of me to give consent. By activating the
proceed button below, I am agreeing to the above and also to participate in this study.

e  Proceed with the study
e Do not proceed

Please tell us a little about yourself:
° Age:
° Gender:

Iam a:

Parent, carer or adult child in a Defence (military), veteran or first responder family
Parent from another family

Educator

Support worker

Clinician

Other (please specify).

What module or storybook are you giving feedback about?

Thinking about this module or storybook only, to what extent to you agree or disagree with the statement? The content was very
relevant, informative or useful. (Strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree nor disagree, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree).

Which sections did you use? The box will expand as you type, e.g., Which parts of the resource did you engage with (Storybook,
video, article, page, audio, link to the external article, lesson about. . .).

What else do you think needs to be added to this module or storybook, if anything?

What were the 3 key messages you took from the module or storybook?

Please write one anecdote of how you, or a child/ren, or family members responded to the resource(s)

Please write one anecdote of how a child or children or family members responded to any changes in your practices as a result of
the module or storybook

If the module or storybook had activities that involved children, to what extent have the activities, resources and activities from this
module been effective at improving the child/ren’s (using a sliding scale from ‘not effective at all’ to ‘extremely effective”:

Understanding what is happening in their family or other families
Non-verbally share what is happening in their family

Ability to verbalise what is happening in their family

Able to attribute their feelings to what is happening in their family
Ability to show empathy to characters in the story

Ability to discuss self-soothing activities

Ability to help out at home

How likely are you to recommend this module or storybook to other parents, support workers, educators or clinicians? (definitely,
probably, possibly, unlikely, N/A or haven’t used the program/resources/storybook properly yet.

Could you please say a few words about why you would /would not recommend the module or storybook?

2.3. Participants

For the online survey, convenience and snowball sampling were employed to recruit
participants who were part of the affected community and partners (e.g., support workers,
clinicians, educators, as well as parents from service families, and others) via social media
posts (employing keywords). Additionally, research-based news articles by key project
partners and the research team. A total of 12 participants (additional participants to the
initial co-creation group) agreed to complete the survey, of which nine (75%) identified as
female, two as male (16.67%), and one as nonbinary (8.33%). The participants were aged
between 23 and 58. The participants reported on their relationship with the target cohort:
‘Parent, carer or adult child in a Defence (military), veteran or first responder family’ (n = 3;
25%), ‘Support worker” (n = 1; 8.33%), ‘Clinician” (n = 2; 16.67%); “‘Educator” (n = 3; 25%)
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and three participants (25%) reported as ‘Other’. It is difficult to access service-connected
communities because they are concerned about privacy. This means they are less inclined
to partake in research surveys (Schumm et al. 2019). The survey was only open for six
weeks due to project deadlines, which could have impeded participants’ engagement and
the number of participants recruited. While the sample size is very small, it should be
noted that the affected community and partners had been providing feedback during the
entire co-creation process, so these twelve participants were additional voices.

2.4. Procedure

Ethical approval for the study was gained from the [University of New England]
through the Human Research Ethics Committee. The participants were asked to engage
with the project website, including the modules and download the draft e-storybook,
which was in PDF form. The participants were informed that the resources were in draft
format and that we were seeking feedback to improve the resources. The website included
accompanying resources, which included links to various forms of support along with
research-based information about family mobility.

2.5. Analysis

Utilising descriptive statistics (e.g., frequencies), we summarised the quantitative data.
Inductive thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data (Bingham 2023). To do
this, one coder independently developed the initial themes from the findings. After sorting
the data, the initial coder independently conducted descriptive coding. This was reviewed
by another team member, who either confirmed or queried the coding. The latter led to
discussions and amendments, as needed.

Participant names were not used; instead, we used their self-reported relationship
with the target cohort to protect their privacy and identity. These included family members,
educators, or support workers.

3. Results

Due to the low response rate, these results are illustrative and exploratory. Thus, we
position the primary contribution of the present study as process-oriented learning rather than
outcome evaluation. The results are presented through both quantitative and qualitative data.

3.1. Quantitative

All twelve participants stated that they were providing feedback on the relocation
resources. Table 3 shows that all but two participants found the resources relevant, informa-
tive, or useful. One participant was neutral, and one did not respond. When asked if they
would recommend the resources, all but two (who did not respond) participants indicated
that they might. Table 4 reports the eight participants” endorsement of the effectiveness
of the resources at improving core supportive capabilities. The participants found the
research-based resources effective in improving the child/ren’s abilities and skills in coping
with and managing relocation.

Table 3. Response summary (N = 12).

Strongly Somewhat Neither Agree Somewhat Strongly No Response
Agree Agree Nor Disagree Disagree Disagree P
Question 1 n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Content was very
relevant, informative 8 (66.67) 2 (16.67) 1(8.33) - - 1(8.33)

or useful
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Table 3. Cont.

. . . . Not yet Used
Definitely Probably Possibly Unlikely the Resource No Response
Question 2 n (0/0) n (O/o) n (0/0) n (0/0) n (0/0) n (cyo)
Would recommend
this resource to other
parents, support 7 (58.33) 2 (16.67) 1(8.33) - - 2 (16.67)

workers, educators
or clinicians

Table 4. Perceived Effectiveness of the Resources to Improve their Ability to Support the Cohort
(N=8or9).

Questions

Mean % Range % Respondent Frequency

Understanding of what is happening in their
family or other families

80 30-100 9

Ability to non-verbally share (through art and
other mediums) what is happening in their 84.13 51-100 8
family /what did happen/what will happen

Ability to non-verbally share (through art and
other mediums) what is happening in their 93 20-100 8
family/what did happen/what will happen

Ability to attribute their feelings to what is

happening in their family 76.88 30-100 8
Ability to show empathy to characters in 875 20-100 8
the stories

Ability to discuss strategies to self-soothe 70.63 10-100 8
Ability to help out at home 52.3 0-100

Note. The participants could choose more than one response option.

3.2. Qualitative

All 12 participants who completed the online survey responded to open-ended ques-
tions. Inductive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data (Bingham 2023; Braun and
Clarke 2006). Four themes were identified in relation to the suitability of these resources in
supporting children coping with family relocations. These were: (i) the appropriateness of
the resources for the age group; (ii) children’s narrative story techniques and engagement;
(iii) increasing caregiver capacity and knowledge; (iv) integration into family, educational
and professional settings.

To help explain some of the responses, a basic understanding of the free e-storybook
and its accompanying resources is necessary. The e-storybook is told with letters back
and forth between the two main characters: Caleb (a child) and his grandfather, with an
illustration after each letter (see Figure 1 and https:/ /ecdefenceprograms.com/modules/
course/view.php?id=4&section=19 (accessed on 25 January 2026)). As Caleb grows up,
these letters become longer, and he starts using emails and texts. His grandfather offers
a stable source of support for Caleb, as he moves frequently due to his father’s and his
father’s partner Steph’s service occupations. Grandpa also grew up in a service family,
so he understands what Caleb is experiencing. Through their correspondence, Caleb can
explore his feelings about his experiences of frequent relocation, while his grandfather offers
potential coping strategies. At the end of the story (in the original draft), the grandfather
also faces change as he needs to move into an independent unit within an aged-care facility.
The accompanying online modules provide information for parents, educators and support
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workers/clinicians about the impact of family mobility, along with activities for children,
and links to community support (see Figure 2).

. WE’REMOVING
@ AGAIN:

Caleb’s and Grandpa’s

Story

Story, concept and design by

Co-authors*:

lllustrations by

STUEF

Figure 1. Cover of the relocation e-storybook.

16. Relocation
and transitions

Figure 2. Educator module with family relocation information and activities (see https:/ /ecdefenceprograms.
com/modules/course/view.php?id=2&section=18 (accessed on 5 January 2026)).

In the following sections, we provide a description of the four themes with participant
quotes to illustrate them.

3.2.1. Appropriateness of the Resources for the Age Group

The participants reported that the resources were appropriately targeted for the devel-
opmental age group of the cohort. They commented on the way the storyline engaged the
children and explored emotions and coping strategies.

Ome of the children that I was reading to wanted to keep reading. He was interested in
reading more letters. (Educator)

Some of the children I read the story to were able to relate to Caleb and his feelings about
moving houses, and one of the children called out that he worries about his dad too! (Dad
is in fire and rescue). (Educator)

As a military parent, I would recommend the module to parents that have older children.
It was simple and easy for kids to understand the concept of the story. They loved seeing
each picture that was shown after the letter was sent. (Family member)

... the graphics are beautiful, the story telling is lovely—the letters to the emails to the
texts. the character development and relationship is also beautiful, and there are some strong
coping mechanism included for children when moving. Well done!! (Family member)

Two participants suggested changes that we were able to implement in the final
version of the storybook. They said:

https://doi.org/10.3390/so0csci15020087
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I think that Grandpa’s first letter is too high-level when writing to a child in pre-school.
(Family member)

I also thought that there could be a little more to the reasons of why they move every
1-2 years. (Family member)

3.2.2. Children’s Narrative Story Techniques and Engagement

Participants commented on the way Caleb grew in skills and his ability to cope in the
arc of the story. They also talked about the relatability of the story to service families.

I liked the letter writing and how it evolved as Caleb got older. (Support worker)
Kids liked the letter style of writing back and forth with the grandparent. (Family member)

I ' moved 5 times as a military dependent and my kids moved 5 times as well. 1 liked the
transition from letters to email to text. (Family member)

I read this with my nephew who has had to move due to my brother’s policing career and
he was able to relate to parts of the story. (Support worker)

I thought the story of leaving a friend behind and then trying to maintain a long-distance
relationship is relatable to anyone in that situation. (Family member)

They can relate about having a friend or family member that they can always keep in
touch with throughout their life. (Family member)

One participant commented on the postings related to the father’s occupation, rather
than Steph’s, which we were able to change in the final version of the e-storybook.

I liked it, but why was it always ‘Steph’ that was posted? Police also get posted, especially
those in higher ranks. (Support worker)

3.2.3. Increasing Caregiver Capacity and Knowledge
Participants noted that the resources provided them with knowledge and a tool to

build their capacity to support the children. They talked about why it was helpful to their
efforts in building children’s understanding and coping strategies.

Everyone finds relocation a challenge but it’s something we have to work with. Kids need
support from parents, community and Defence to successfully make changes. (Family member)

Great book and information. All of the information is useful and relevant to our families.
I wish we had this many years ago to help when the kids were younger to understand
defence life. All teachers and DVA [Department of Veterans’ Affairs] should read this
book! (Family member)

I would recommend this book and resources to all educators that support families that are
required to move home often. It helps to develop educators’ understanding and empathy
towards the challenges these families face. (Educator)

3.2.4. Integration into Family, Educational and Professional Settings

Respondents shared their experiences in implementing the resources with children.
They commented on the way it provided a springboard for children to discuss their experi-
ences of moving with a caring adult.

The children have noticed that we discuss big feelings and challenges in a more construc-
tive and team-oriented approach. (Educator)

Provided an opportunity to discuss the challenges and frequency of moving. It was good
to get a conversation around feelings happening. (Educator)

It’s a great book to start discussions. (Family member)
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It created positive discussions. (Educator)
It opened up lots of discussion. (Educator)
A great resource, and [it] is flexible enough to lead to many different learning experiences. (Educator)

One participant commented on the e-storybook’s draft ending, which involved the
grandfather going into an independent unit within an aged care facility. We changed the
ending in the final version of the e-storybook in light of this comment, so the grandfather
just downsized to a townhouse.

It’s a lovely story! It's just a little sadder than it needs to be in my opinion. It's tough
enough for children to deal with moving, without the added layer of ageing/failing
grandparents on top—uwhich I think could be a book on its own. (Family member)

In the next sections, we discuss our findings in relation to the literature, the limitations
of this study, and the need for further research before drawing our conclusions.

4. Discussion

The overall aim of the present study was fulfilled as the present e-storybook was found
to be effective in assisting children from service families in improving their understanding
of their family environment and changes therein. In doing so, the study addresses an
important resource gap for children navigating the complexities of service family life
(Rogers 2020). The development of the e-storybook and accompanying resources seeks
to empower these children’s sense of belonging and improve community capacity to
understand and support them. Translational research requires a commitment to improve
the knowledge and lives of those populations we research with (Australian Research
Council 2022; Glasgow and Emmons 2007; Granek and Nakash 2016; Morris et al. 2011;
Searles et al. 2016). For children from service families, this means research must be driven
by a commitment to supporting their wellbeing so that they are able to thrive, rather than
merely survive.

Survey findings indicated that almost all participants found the resource useful and
informative and would recommend it to others. These findings support the experience of
the team creating the e-storybook and suggest that the applied method of collaboration and
cooperation was effective in producing a bibliotherapy e-storybook. This model involved co-
creation with the affected community and partner organisations using a trauma-informed
approach to gather and synthesise lived experience narratives alongside relevant literature,
ultimately producing a draft psychosocial storybook tailored to the target cohort of children.
Again, using a trauma-informed approach, we tested the suitability of the resource with
other affected community members and partners, thereby demonstrating the needs of
our target community who may have been exposed to trauma. However, creating the
ideal bibliotherapy e-storybook requires difficult decisions around matters such as tangible
resources (e.g., time, money, workload), ethics (e.g., are we causing harm by asking team
members to write about lived experience), and cultural sensitivities (e.g., religious, racial).
As a team, we have many responsibilities, such as to other team members, the community,
and the intended audience of the resource (e.g., families, children, educators, counsellors).
To create the perfect resource, we might have to push team members too far and stretch
our funds beyond what is ethically acceptable (e.g., causing harm to team members). So,
if the perfect resource cannot be created, we have the duty to create research that is good
enough (does more good than ever any harm). Again, the survey seems to support that we
have done better than good enough, suggesting that all the time and effort invested in the
project was worth it.

Therefore, it is important to recognise the inherent tensions that arise from combining
co-creation and a trauma-informed approach, and to intentionally implement strategies
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to manage these tensions. The fundamental principles underpinning co-creation require
team members to be open about their experiences, which can involve emotional exposure
resulting in vulnerability. From this perspective, one might argue that such a process
may risk triggering the very trauma the work seeks to address (SAMHSA 2014). Thus,
trauma-informed processes emphasise clear boundaries that promote feelings of safety
and containment (SAMHSA 2014). The ongoing challenge, therefore, lies in creating
environments that support safety while also enabling the sharing of lived experiences and
their impacts.

Co-creation research has the potential to not only provide new knowledge but also
support the ongoing agency of families involved in the research. Given this potential,
both components of the work must be undertaken ethically and sensitively while taking
into consideration the most recent understandings of best practice. Including trauma-
informed approaches into the co-creation framework exemplifies an academic commitment
to enhance understandings of research techniques and the praxis obligation to work to
benefit those targeted by the research. Our work demonstrates that this combined approach
is not only feasible but also successfully implemented, as evidenced by its perceived
usefulness and acceptability among the affected community and partners.

Designing and implementing co-creation approaches takes extended periods of time
and can only be done well when strong relationships with affected communities and part-
ners have been effectively recruited (Rogers 2024), established, maintained and managed
(Bowen et al. 2017; Rogers et al. 2022, 2021a). Thus, adequate resourcing (funding and time)
is essential for providing knowledge that is meaningful to those most impacted by the
conditions examined. Opening projects to novel interdisciplinary ideas, methodologies and
approaches is what we need to solve complex human problems (Morris et al. 2011; Zhang
et al. 2023).

As discussed above, a key element in managing this project was the need for time: time
to enable the researchers to share their experiences and to negotiate with team members the
information that would support the e-storybook’s target audiences. It was also important
to support team members in understanding that exclusion of an idea or experience they
had shared did not invalidate its significance, but instead reflected practical constraints
associated with funding and available resources. In many cases, repeated discussions
created space for ideas to be validated, even when they were ultimately not included in
the e-storybook. The focus on how the trauma discussed in the e-storybook was managed
also created space for sharing positive stories of personal coping strategies. This provided
ongoing validation, fostering a thriving perspective. Ultimately, recognising the inherent
tensions between these two approaches enabled time and effort to be directed to creating a
safe and supportive space in which the e-storybook could be developed.

5. Implications

The illustrative and exploratory results provided an opportunity for process-oriented
learning rather than outcome evaluation of the resource. Combining co-creation with
trauma-informed approaches allows content creators (e.g., researchers) to provide more
effective resources (e.g., e-books, modules, interactives) or services than if they employ
co-creation as a stand-alone strategy (McGeown et al. 2023; Robertson et al. 2025). Opening
the co-creation process by adding trauma-informed approaches helps: (a) identify gaps in
available materials, (b) generate ideas, (c) make the material more accessible (e.g., readabil-
ity, appropriate use of concepts), and (d) enable those with lived and living experience to
lead and contribute as applicable (Table 1). While integrating these approaches can appear
complex and time-consuming, the effort is worthwhile given how rewarding the process
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can be and how the quality and results of the research can be enhanced. This adds to the
findings of Goldberg et al. (2025), who speak of the challenges of managing diverse voices.

For the relocation resources, when lived experience narratives are woven into chil-
dren’s psychosocial resources, the perceived usefulness, relatability and ability to relay
appropriate information to those supporting these children is enhanced.

6. Limitations

Projects involving systems change require interpretivist approaches to ensure that
the changes do not reproduce and reify the inequities within that very system. Using a
qualitative approach to the analysis shows that the quantitative results are further sup-
ported. Additionally, while the iterative feedback process enriched the findings, it required
significant time and resources, which may limit feasibility for larger-scale projects. Further-
more, although this was a resource for children, they were not explicitly involved in the
entire co-creation process. Instead, input was drawn from parents and adult children from
these families, along with the lead author’s PhD data, which used participatory methods to
collect children’s voices. This approach was shaped, in part, by the challenges associated
with securing ethical clearance to involve children in such research. Future projects might
ethically include children’s perspectives more directly, which would further strengthen the
manuscript’s transparency and theoretical coherence.

7. Need for Further Research

Further testing of the family mobility resources is required to strengthen the validity
of the framework and its applicability across diverse service family contexts. A mixed
methods approach, combining in-depth interviews with a broader online survey, would
allow for a more comprehensive understanding of family needs and the effectiveness of
the resources. Future research should also examine how institutional systems can adapt
to better support co-creation combined with trauma-informed principles in work with
potentially vulnerable populations. There is a need to evaluate not only the resources that
are created using co-creation methods, but also the co-creation process itself. There is also a
need to evaluate the experience of different co-creation partners and contributors to further
improve such processes and make them more efficient.

8. Conclusions

This project used co-creation involving thirty five international affected communities
and partners. This involved clinicians, support workers, researchers, educators and those
with lived experience. Deploying a trauma-informed approach to gather affected commu-
nity and partner voices enhanced our ability to engage with the target cohort, often hard to
reach. This approach meant our project deliverables were perceived as more effectively
supporting the complex nature of family mobility experiences in service families and other
families facing similar challenges. Additionally, using a trauma-informed approach in
both the co-creation process and the usability study acted as an amplifier for the lived
experience participants’ voices, some of whom may not have participated if they had not
felt safe enough to do so. As Crosby et al. (2023, p. 338) explain, “systematically applying
the amplifier” of a trauma-informed approach to qualitative methods can result “in richer
data and novel insights”.

However, the co-creation process is challenging because it pushes the boundaries of
traditional research processes and, as a result, is difficult to implement within the limitations
of university and funding body processes. Effective co-creation, with or without additional
trauma-informed practices, requires time to build relationships and trust. It requires time to
consult and work effectively with research partners. It also requires a willingness to actively
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seek out alternative perspectives and a commitment to continue working towards mutually
acceptable outcomes, however long that might take. Institutional and funding body
deadlines are exclusive to these practices; in particular, external deadlines may force settling
for outcomes that are not deemed satisfactory by all co-researchers. Ethics procedures often
require information about research partners that many are unwilling to provide, and often
do not recognise the flexible nature of participation in the co-creation process. Thus, while
we feel a moral imperative to work with others to co-create outcomes from our research,
the systems in which we work do not provide the necessary infrastructure to support
such work.

Overall, the study highlights the urgent need for research-based resources specifically
co-created for children dealing with service-related challenges such as family mobility. If
we do not address this need,

The risk of intergenerational trauma runs high when children’s needs are not seen and
the required services are not put in place to support the child’s psychosocial development
(Commonwealth of Australia 2022, p. 95).
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