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Foreword

Professor Peter Shergold AC
Coordinator General Refugee Resettlement NSW 
Chancellor Western Sydney University

I have lived a fortunate working life. 
Through a combination of ambition, 
ability and serendipitous circumstance, 
I have risen to a position of situational 
authority within public administration. 
I have enjoyed the opportunity 
to influence to a greater or lesser 
extent, the policies and approaches 
of governments.

I contemplate with growing concern the fact that 
satisfaction with democracy in Australia is at its lowest 
level since 1996. With the foundations of governance being 
undermined by declining levels of faith in the political 
process, I see it as increasingly important to find ways to 
better understand how citizens behave and to engage them 
more deliberatively in decision-making. We need to bridge 
the trust divide. Civil society depends upon it.

The task is not easy. Too often even well-intentioned public 
servants want to do things for members of the public rather 
than with them. Consultation processes can easily become 
vehicles for informing people rather than hearing their 
voices and acknowledging their perspectives. Collaboration 
with the community sector is frequently mediated through 
an outsourced purchaser-provider relationship, in which 
contracted organisations are regarded more as a third-
party agents than partners.

The promise of “consumer-directed care” generally 
remains constrained by risk aversion. As a consequence, 
those who receive public support enjoy only limited 
opportunities to design and make their own choices. 
Similarly, “place-based solutions” too rarely involve 
residents in helping to define what creates their sense 
of shared community.

Even as an avowed proponent of “open governance”, I find 
it difficult to overcome the asymmetry of knowledge and 
power that influences strategic conversations between 
non-partisan public servants (on behalf of the governments 
they serve) and the public (to whom, indirectly, they 
are accountable).

I have seen this firsthand as Coordinator General for Refugee 
Resettlement in NSW. Refugees, I have come to appreciate, 
have necessarily become adept at providing answers that 
they believe government officials will want to hear. This is not 
surprising. After, all, the process of being selected under 
Australia’s special humanitarian program depends in part on 
how they best present their families’ circumstances, health 
and settlement potential. That “respect” for official authority 
often continues during their initial years of settlement. It is 
hard for an outsider to hear the full story.

That simple truth poses a dilemma. I wanted to ensure that 
the voice of young refugees could be heard in the design of 
public policies intended to assist their integration into a 
multicultural Australian society. But how?

I came to realise that to meet that goal I had to do things 
differently. If I was to get serious about the value of 
“human-centered design” processes, I needed to trial an 
empowering methodology that would give young people 
genuine agency as experts in their own lives.

Working under the expert guidance of Karin Mackay, with 
the assistance of Multicultural NSW, and the enthusiastic 
support of the Joint Partnership Working Group (comprised 
both of public servants and community leaders), a bold 
approach was instigated. Karin designed a program of 
practical training, paid employment and scaffolded support, 
enabling an exceptional group of 15 young refugees to 
participate in a model of peer research. It was based on 
participatory action and cultural wellbeing.

This report is the outcome of that innovative process. I am 
convinced that it reflects well the sense of authentic 
engagement that underpinned it. The data collection and 
analysis convey a strong sense of the complex challenges 
that are faced by younger refugees and the strengths that 
they bring to overcoming them. Even the reasons proffered 
by those who did not wish to participate help to tell the story.

The final stage is to translate these “postcard” findings into 
practical policy options. That will involve the researchers 
themselves. I anticipate that all of us will learn from 
the experience.
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Research Partner

Multicultural NSW promotes community 
harmony and social cohesion in one of the 
most culturally diverse states in the world. 
The people of NSW come from more than 
262 countries, speak 275 languages and 
dialect, and belong to more than 144 different 
faiths. Multicultural NSW is the lead agency for 
implementing the policy and legislative 
framework to support multicultural principles 
in NSW, and is driven by three key principles:

1. Engage with all sections of society and
break down barriers to participation.

2. Enable equitable access to services and
programs.

3. Enrich social and economic capacity through
cultural diversity as an asset of our state.

Australia has a long, proud history of accepting refugees. 
Over the years, we have developed a world-class approach 
to the provision of settlement services that helps refugees 
rebuild their lives in their new home.

This approach provides a strong foundation for the work of 
the NSW Coordinator General for Refugee Resettlement, 
Professor Peter Shergold, AC, who was appointed in 
September 2015 by the NSW Premier in response to the 
Australian Government’s commitment to settling an 
additional 12,000 refugees from the conflict in Syria a
and Iraq.

Multicultural NSW is the government agency responsible for 
overseeing the Multicultural Principles Policy and Legislative 
Framework in NSW. Our work across the NSW Government 
aims to ensure that all services and programs are accessible 
to everyone in the state, including refugees. As of 2017, 
Multicultural NSW has supported Professor Shergold’s work 
to coordinate humanitarian settlement across government 
agencies and drive cross-sectoral collaboration.

Refugees are entitled to the same NSW Government 
services provided to permanent residents, including (but 
not limited to) access to schools and hospitals, transport 
concessions, and vocational and educational training 
subsidies. NSW has well-established refugee specialist 
services, particularly for health and education. One such 
example is the NSW Refugee Health Service, which has 
been running since 1999. NSW schools also have a long 
history of meeting the needs of refugee students and 
their families.

Professor Shergold has led new approaches to the 
humanitarian intake. For example, he established a Joint 
Partnership Working Group (JPWG) on Refugee 
Resettlement to facilitate collaboration between public 
servants and community leaders to co-design initiatives and 
provide advice on how to best meet the needs of refugees. 
This community engagement means the government’s 
approach is informed by the experience and knowledge of 
those working with refugees at a grassroots level.

Affairs Network NSW, the program was designed in collaboration with 
young people as part of a deliberate move to design policies and 
programs with the voices of lived experience at their core.

Young people from refugee backgrounds have enormous potential to 
engage and participate as active members of Australian society. Young 
refugees are a resilient group with many strengths, resources, and 
capabilities. They bring broad international and cross-cultural knowledge 
to enhance and strengthen our multicultural society. They are the future 
and emerging leaders of our state and bring unique perspectives to 
discussions around change and inclusion.

Providing opportunities for young people from refugee and similar 
backgrounds to participate has significant benefits for individuals, families, 
and the broader community. We need young people to be connected, 
vocal, and involved in the community for them to feel included in our 
society. Collaborating with young people helps develop their sense of 
agency and provides opportunities for them to be active participants in the 
decisions that affect them.

The combined focus on building the abilities of young people and the 
capability of the NSW Government to work differently paved the way for 
the Refugee Youth Policy Initiative. In 2018, the JPWG established a sub-
group comprised of community and government representatives, youth 
workers, academics, and young people with lived experience to steer an 
innovative policy design process involving young refugees at every step. 
The two primary objectives were to build the capability of young people to 
influence decision-makers and to build the experience and capability of 
both the NSW Government and the broader service-delivery sector to 
design and deliver policies informed bylived experience.

Multicultural NSW actively maps ways 
to strengthen community resilience and 
safeguard social cohesion.

The vision of Multicultural NSW is for a 
stronger NSW, using our cultural diversity as 
a vehicle to achieve cultural and economic 
prosperity.
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In June 2016, as a result of extensive collaboration and co-
design by members of the JPWG and government agencies, 
the NSW Government announced a commitment of more 
than $146 million over four years to ensure services and 
supports are in place to help humanitarian arrivals build their 
lives. Initiatives included increased access to employment 
pathways, the continuation, and establishment of new 
specialized health services for refugees, support for school-
aged children as they settle into NSW schools, resources to 
ensure refugees know their rights and responsibilities, and 
support for refugee families to feel at home in their 
communities.

One program resulting from the additional investment was 
the Refugee Youth Peer Mentoring Program. The Department 
of Communities and Justice (formerly the Department of 
Families and Community Services) established the program 
to support young people to become active citizens by 
matching them with mentors. Led by the Multicultural Youth 
Affairs Network NSW, the program was designed in 
collaboration with young people as part of a deliberate 
move to design policies and programs with the voices of 
lived experience at their core.

Young people from refugee backgrounds have enormous 
potential to engage and participate as active members of 
Australian society. Young refugees are a resilient group with 
many strengths, resources, and capabilities. They bring 
broad international and cross-cultural knowledge to enhance 
and strengthen our multicultural society. They are the future 
and emerging leaders of our state and bring unique 
perspectives to discussions around change and inclusion.

Providing opportunities for young people from refugee and 
similar backgrounds to participate has significant benefits 
for individuals, families, and the broader community. We 
need young people to be connected, vocal, and involved in 
the community for them to feel included in our society. 
Collaborating with young people helps develop their sense 
of agency and provides opportunities for them to be active 
participants in the decisions that affect them.

The combined focus on building the abilities of young 
people and the capability of the NSW Government to work 
differently paved the way for the Refugee Youth Policy 
Initiative. In 2018, the JPWG established a sub-group 
comprised of community and government representatives, 
youth workers, academics, and young people with lived 
experience to steer an innovative policy design process 
involving young refugees at every step. The two primary 
objectives were to build the capability of young people to 
influence decision-makers and to build the experience and 
capability of both the NSW Government and the broader 
service-delivery sector to design and deliver policies 
informed by lived experience.

The first stage of the project focused on hearing the 
settlement challenges experienced by young people from 
refugee and similar backgrounds from across NSW, as well 
as their hopes, aspirations, and suggestions for improved 
support in the future. To reach the broadest possible cross-
section of young people, the NSW Advocate for Children 
and Young People supported the project, conducting 
consultations with 175 young people aged 12–24 across 
Sydney, South West Sydney, Newcastle, Coffs Harbour, and 
Wollongong.

At the same time, Multicultural NSW and Western Sydney 
University partnered to recruit 15 young refugees as peer 
researchers. Over 60 candidates applied, demonstrating the 
significant appetite for involvement in the policy-making 
process. This report is a result of their work.

We are excited to present these research findings. They 
are a culmination of hard work and collaboration between 
many individuals and organizations, including the JPWG 
Refugee Youth Sub-Group, the refugee youth peer 
researchers, and the lead Western Sydney University 
researcher, Dr. Karin Mackay. The Refugee Youth Policy 
Initiative was also made possible by generous contributions 
from the NSW Department of Communities and Justice, and 
the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment 
Regional NSW Group.

The findings from this project and the NSW Advocate for 
Children and Young People’s consultations will be taken 
forward by the peer researchers themselves with a view to 
influencing decision-makers. Multicultural NSW, the NSW 
Government Customer Service Policy Lab, and the 
University of Sydney’s Sydney Policy Lab have worked 
closely together to plan, design, and facilitate a workshop 
with senior policy-makers from the NSW Government, 
community organizations, and other key partners to test 
new approaches to influencing policies and programs for 
young people.

In direct collaboration with refugees themselves, we can 
create more effective policy solutions for young people from 
refugee backgrounds and improve the ability of the public 
service to hear the voices of the lived experience. The 
approach undertaken in the Refugee Youth Policy Initiative 
demonstrates best-practice policy-making that genuinely 
empowers people in NSW with lived refugee experience to 
effectively collaborate with decision-makers. We hope that 
this process can be used as an innovative case study for 
participatory policy-making to advance the NSW 
Government’s future work in human-centered design.
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Executive Summary

Youth Power and Cultural Wellbeing: 
Informing Refugee Youth Settlement Policy in NSW
Seldom consulted, frequently overlooked, and often unable to fully participate in decision making, the talents, energy, 
and potential of Refugee Youth—young people aged 15–24 years old—remain largely untapped (UNHCR, 2016).

Young people globally are demanding action on a range 
of issues such as gender equality, purposeful education, 
ethical treatment of refugees and asylum seekers, 
meaningful and stable employment, and action on 
climate change (Global coordination group of the 
youth-led climate strike, 2019;  from Monbiot 2019). 

Dissatisfied with existing leadership on important issues, 
many young people are mobilizing to effect change 
through both practical and political action. Increasingly, 
young people worldwide want to be heard by those who 
make decisions on their behalf (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2014). 

Australian young people are highly educated and 
critically aware (Woodman & Wynn, 2013), however 
refugee young people in Australia have not historically 
had an influential voice on global and local issues that 
affect them. The UNHCR “We believe in youth” report 
has identified a lack of opportunities for young refugees 
to meaningfully access decision-makers or engage in 
proactive solutions for their own futures (2016). 

The Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to the Premier 
(PTTP) research project signifies a critical shift in both 
research and policy making as it  addressed young 
people’s lack of access to decision makers and  
contributed to policy for meaningful solutions to refugee 
youth resettlement in New South Wales (NSW). The 
employment of 15 peer researchers during and beyond 
the research has charted new territory in how research 
and policy making can be done when working with  
young  people  and multiple stakeholders. 

The research had three primary aims. Firstly, it aimed to 
find out about the diverse challenges and opportunities 
experienced by refugees between 15 and 25 years to better 
inform refugee youth policy. Secondly, it aimed to provide 
opportunities for refugee young people to have their voices 
heard by those in power to effect change and influence 
resettlement policy. Thirdly, the project aimed to build the 
capacity of governmental agencies to work collaboratively 
with the communities that they represent using a co-design 
process.

This report represents the voice of 338 young refugees from 
40 diverse backgrounds living in metropolitan and regional 
NSW. It then presents the top 12 challenges and opportunities 
for young people resettling in NSW between 15 to 25 (see 
pg. 8). Importantly, the findings from this report have been 
used to inform the Refugee Youth Policy Initiative  (RYPI) 
and will be taken forward as a set of recommendations by 
The Coordinator General of Refugee Resettlement NSW 
(CGRR), Professor Peter Shergold, to the NSW Premier. 

The peer research design used in PTTP purposefully ventured 
beyond consultation to include deep and broad collaborative 
investigation with refugee young people. While peer 
research is not new, what was new is this research was 
that peer researchers where trained and employed by a 
university (Western Sydney University) as research 
assistants. The peer research assistants were instrumental 
in the  co-design of the project led by the chief investigator 
to identify and act upon issues that directly impacted them. 
Critically, it used a Cultural Wellbeing methodology so that 
the nexus of young people’s values, self-expression and lived 
experiences of place were considered.

The Cultural Wellbeing approach was important as it 
brought together the grounded perspectives of young 
people and community workers, analysis from academics, 
the bureaucracy of government departments, and 
pragmatism of policymakers. The conversations between 
stakeholders at all levels contributed new and emerging 
ways of thinking through the challenges and opportunities 
experienced by refugee young people.  

The inclusion of multiple stakeholders throughout the 
research transversed vertical and horizontal structures of 
power, which brought together voices that would not 
usually converse. Disrupting and decentering the usual top 
down ways of conducting research and policy created new 
spaces for radical change to open up. 

Young people globally are 
demanding action on a range 
of issues such as gender 
equality, purposeful education, 
ethical treatment of refugees 
and asylum seekers, meaningful 
and stable employment and 
action on climate change.
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people and community workers, analysis from academics, 
the bureaucracy of government departments, and 
pragmatism of policymakers. The conversations between 
stakeholders at all levels contributed new and emerging 
ways of thinking through the challenges and opportunities 
experienced by refugee young people.  

The inclusion of multiple stakeholders throughout the 
research transversed vertical and horizontal structures of 
power, which brought together voices that would not 
usually converse. Disrupting and decentering the usual top 
down ways of conducting research and policy created new 
spaces for radical change to open up. 

Young people globally are 
demanding action on a range 
of issues such as gender 
equality, purposeful education, 
ethical treatment of refugees 
and asylum seekers, meaningful 
and stable employment and 
action on climate change.

Young people were at the centre of research, in that their 
lived expertise set the agenda and direction of the research. 
Peer researchers designed the questions, learnt how to 
collect data ethically, talked to other young refugees in 
their communities, analysed the main findings, and then 
presented key findings to the CGRR and other influential 
decision makers at several policy workshops. 

A key finding from this research was that basic every day 
challenges compounded to make life harder than it 
needed to be.  Young people reported that while they 
could point to one hurdle that needed to be overcome, 
such as language proficiency, it was the web of assumed 
local cultural knowledge that complicated otherwise 
straightforward issues. Peer researchers identified a roots 
and branches ecology of challenges and opportunities that 
connected complex issues back to underlying root causes.

The roots and branches ecology explains why some 
challenges were difficult to explicitly pinpoint as they 
were embedded amongst seemingly invisible relationships 
between opportunities and challenges.  For example, 
many refugee young people expressed a deep desire to 
contribute to Australian society through work, volunteering 
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Discrimination has consequences for young people from 
refugee backgrounds and their families in terms of access 
to housing, community interactions, the ability to find 
stable employment, mental health, and expressions of 
Cultural Wellbeing (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2014, Mackay, 
Moustakim, Mupenzi, & Mar, 2018; JPWG 2019). Tangled 
experiences of marginalization and lack of meaningful 
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disempowerment, isolation, and mental health issues for 
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overcoming problematic experiences within themselves.  
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difficult circumstances, focusing too greatly on resilience 
building in support programs places onus of overcoming 
challenges unfairly on young people.

Current models of resettlement service provision have 
eagerly embraced a strength-based approach to youth 
engagement to avoid a deficit model of treating new arrivals 
as helpless. However, Cobb (2019) cautions society about 
“easy and cheap optimism”. Instead he calls for “mature 
optimism” that acknowledges the root causes underpinning 
the barriers experienced by refugees. Not to do so would 
be a disservice to young people of this study who have 
bravely opened up and placed trust in researchers, service 
providers, Multicultural NSW and powerful governmental 
officials. 

Change is possible but it requires a Cultural Wellbeing 
approach to settlement service provision and policy settings 
so that multifaceted aspects of young people’s experiences 
are included. Not speaking out about real life difficulties can 
result in optimism as denial, which can obstruct the racist 
and societal realities that need to be dealt with. 

Despite facing many challenges, young people in this 
research had already overcome many obstacles and held 
great hope for their future aspirations. They clearly 
expressed their desire to contribute to Australian society 
and make most out of educational, employment and 
leadership opportunities. Strikingly, they also acknowledged 
that daily struggles impacted their mental health and 
wellbeing. Mature optimism is needed if real change is to be 
enacted, as it leaves room for young people to develop 
resilience while also accounting for the structural realities 
they face.

It is hoped that this research will provide, both an effective 
model for authentic engagement with young refugees and 
have a positive effect on refugee policy development in the 
NSW Government. Thus, it might address to some extent 
the complex nature of challenges faced by young refugees 
during settlement.

Mature optimism is needed if 
real change is to be enacted 
as it leaves room for young 
people to develop resilience 
while also accounting for the 
structural realities they face.
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The young people who participated in this study 
overwhelmingly understood that their Cultural Wellbeing 
was influenced by a nexus of root challenges that 
branched out into interconnected issues. For example, 
difficulties regarding English language acquisition affected 
meaningful employment, access to higher education, and 
mental health. Similarly, mental health was influenced by 
experiences of racism and discrimination, and the influence 
of cultural awareness present in home communities.

The Cultural Wellbeing of the participants in this study 
was dependent upon the extent to which they had well-
developed support networks (roots). Strong underlying 
support systems enhanced other cultural and social 
networks (branches). Conversely, weak underlying 
support systems exacerbated root problems and 
compounded seemingly simple life challenges, making 
them overwhelmingly difficult.

Refugee young people expressed a desire for access to 
meaningful education and work opportunities such as 
higher education and paid work opportunities that 
were aligned to their aspirations. They wanted to be 
understood and accepted for who they were and 
respected for their individual strengths and talents. Most 
importantly, they wanted to be supported when striving 
for their life aspirations. The PTTP researchers found that 
participants had diverse voices, but that they often 
resisted the term “refugee” as it suggests victim status, 
can be depressing and may limit future aspirations (M. Al 
Ghalebi, personal communication, 2019). Participants were 
acutely attuned to the dangers of speaking out, issues of 
belonging and discrimination as these experiences were 
navigated on a daily basis.

Participants reported that they needed to overcome many 
hurdles during settlement, and it was these challenges—
often taken for granted—that combined to make life hard. 
They commented that there was a persistent trauma in 
everyday experiences, such as not knowing how to 
navigate transport, housing, education, and support 
services. They felt like they had to “work twice as hard” to 
achieve a basic quality of life, and that their aspirations 
were limited. Racism and discrimination were experienced 
directly and indirectly through actions that sometimes 
excluded young people from participating in work, sport, 
and social activities. Direct hateful comments in person 
and online were also described as affecting wellbeing and 
a sense of belonging.

Young People wanted access to 
meaningful education and work 
opportunities. They wanted to 
be understood and accepted for 
who they were and respected 
for their individual strengths 
and talents. Most importantly 
they wanted to be supported 
when striving for their life 
aspirations.

Top 12 Challenges and Opportunities

Picture taken during youth peer researcher's training on data collection
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1 Belonging. 
Refugee young people felt that while they 
were keen to take advantage of the social 
and employment opportunities extended 
to them, much time was spent “catching 
up” (e.g. learning English, gaining qualifications, 
or working) that they had few opportunities 
for social activities. In turn, this limited their 
social networks and a sense of joy, thus 
affecting their mental health.

2 Racism and discrimination. 
Racism and discrimination were commonly 
experienced by refugee young people both 
directly and indirectly. These were often in 
the form of actions that excluded young 
refugees from participation in work, sport, 
and social activities.

3 Navigating the label of refugee. 
The refugee experience is complex and 
different for each individual and community 
resettling in Australia and should not be 
homogenized. Young people felt that the 
term "refugee" was limiting.

4 Compounding challenges 
of settlement.
The difficulties of navigating access to 
multiple life-needs, such as housing, transport, 
employment, and education compounded to 
create displacement trauma and culture shock. 
Assumptions about local knowledge were 
experienced as invisible barriers to settlement.

5 Communication barriers 
across contexts. 
The difficulty of effectively communicating 
health issues led to poor treatment; likewise, 
participants reported that work and study 
opportunities were significantly limited and 
dependent upon how employers perceived the 
language ability of refugee young people.

6 Wellbeing and mental health.
While mental health and wellbeing issues 
were reported, there was a lack of knowledge 
about where to seek help.

7 Voice and Engagement.
Refugee young people were hesitant 
about participating in this research or 
communicating their feelings because they 
feared where the information would go and 
whether it would affect their citizenship 
applications and jobs. They were also 
concerned that nothing would be done 
even if they did speak out.

8 Educational and 
employment opportunities 
are intrinsically connected.

9 Exploitation in low paying jobs. 
Unemployment and underemployment were 
common challenges. Jobs that were available 
were not well paid or were unstable.

Refugee young people often took on the10 Expectations of Life Brokering.

responsibility of adults as life brokers as 
the family navigated housing, education, 
health, communication and the required 
documentation this required.

11  Cultural awareness.
Culture shock reverberated through 
young people’s lives with many 
reporting that they were unprepared 
for life in Australia.

12 Access to service providers.
Although there were many reports of 
support received from settlement services, 
participants reported that finding support 
for their specific needs was hard and they 
did not know where to find the right kind 
of support.

A common issue for refugee young people 
was having overseas qualifications verified 
and expertise acknowledged.
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The PTTP addressed six of seven core actions from the 
“We Believe in Youth” (UNHCR, 2016). These are:

1. Core Action One: Empower refugee youth through
meaningful engagement. The PTTP project included
refugee, stateless, and other displaced young people in
conducting and co-designing the research, as well as
engaged them in the NSW policy advisory process.

2. Core Action Two: Recognize, utilize, and develop
refugee youth capacities and skills. The PTTP recognised
the lived experience and expertise of refugee young
people by incorporating their perspectives in the
research design. Training was provided to develop
capacities and skills for future employment
opportunities.

3. Core Action Three: Ensure refugee youth focused
protection. This action is concerned with documentation
that ensures security and safety and freedom of
movement. The PTTP project did not directly address
this core action. However, it did ensure safety through
ethical conduct of research protocols.

4. Core Action Four: Support refugee youth physical and
emotional wellbeing. The PTTP project actively
supported the mental, emotional, and physical wellbeing
of peers through mentoring and peer-support. Critically,
there was initial and ongoing support through the
provision of Accidental Counsellor training from
STARTTS NSW.

5. Core Action 5: Facilitate Refugee Youth networking and
information sharing. The PTTP project facilitated two
training days, a data analysis day, hosted a facebook
page, conducted eight online meetings and two
presentations to governmental policy makers. Ongoing
collaboration with peer researchers continued beyond
the project such as co presentation at conferences and
advising of employment opportunities.

6. Core Action 6: Reinforce refugee youth as connectors
and peace builders. 15 refugee youth were employed as
peer researchers to collect data from other young
refugees in community settings. Bringing young refugee
peer researchers together in a cohesive group to
conduct research, and present to influential policy
makers built capacity as connectors and peacebuilders.

7. Core Action 7: Generate data and evidence on refugee
youth to promote accountability to youth: This research
was co-designed with refugee young people as well as
data analysis of the data peer researchers collected.

This research differed from the 
usual consultative processes 
by shifting power to refugee 
young people, offering sensitive 
guidance and trusting in their 
capacity to conduct ethical data 
collection and analysis.

Background Context

Youth Voice in a Global Context
The UNHCR and WRC “We believe in Youth” report is the 
most comprehensive study to date that has consulted 
with refugee youth between the ages 15 to 24 years. The 
study included 1,482 young people who participated in 65 
national or sub-national consultations held in 23 countries 
between October 2015 and June 2016. UNHCR and WRC, 
together with national and international NGO partners, 
ran ten four-day consultations that brought refugee and 
host-community youth together. The Global Refugee 
Youth Consultation (GRYC) process culminated in a 
three-day global consultation in Geneva, which brought 
together 19 refugees and five host-country youth from 
the national consultations (UNHCR, 2016).

The GRYC provides a significant context by which 
to situate the Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to the 
Premier research project (PTTP). The GRYC study 
differed to the PTTP in that it used a shorter consultative 
process rather than in-depth interviews conducted by 
the PTTP peer researchers. Peer researchers in the PTTP 
project were given substantial research training and 
collected data over 8 weeks. 

Another point of difference is that while the GRYC study 
bought refugee and host-community youth together, it 
did not use a co-design methodology or aim to involve 
policymakers directly in the research process. Regardless, 
the GRYC represents a significant and positive move 
towards the inclusion of refugee young people in 
research about them. 

The GRYC recommends 7 core actions for engaging with 
refugee youth which are helpful in contextualizing the 
PTTP project in terms of the GRYC recommendations. 
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The NSW Government has appointed Professor 
Peter Shergold AC, Chancellor of Western Sydney 
University, as the Coordinator General for Refugee 
Resettlement NSW. Professor Shergold’s role is to 
coordinate refugee settlement across all levels of 
government and non-government community, 
education and corporate sectors in NSW.

All refugees to Australia are first processed through 
the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP) 
delivered by Settlement Services International and 
Australian Red Cross. The aim of these settlement 
services is to enable as quickly and as fully as 
possible the participation of new arrivals in Australian 
society and the economy. 

Further services are administered by the Australian 
Government and in NSW, are delivered by The NSW 
Settlement Partnership (NSP), a consortium of 
community organisations, led by SSI, delivering 
settlement services in agreed areas of NSW under 
the federal SSP. The consortium comprises 23 
organisations, including SSI, migrant resource centres 
and multicultural services, as well as 11 community 
organisations located around the state.
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Age on Arrival
9% (394) 
0–4 years

4% (163)
over 65 Armidale 4% Albury 2%

Fairfield 32%

Wagga Wagga 6%

Illawarra 5%

Newcastle 4% 

Co s Harbour 6%

Liverpool 13%

59% (2,313)
18–64

17% (646) 
5–11 years

11% (435) 
12–17 years

LGA of Residence

 Fairfield

Coffs Harbour

Newcastle

Wollongong/
Shellharbour

Albury

Sydney

Liverpool

Wagga
Wagga

Armidale

Table 3: Humanitarian Intake of refugee in NSW 1994 - 2019

Data 1 Jan 1994– 1 July 2019

Age on Arrival 15–25  27%

16–17  14%

18–25  58%

Humanitarian Youth Arrivals 
language

Arabic 63%

Assyrian 14%

Dari 9%

Persia 8%

Serbian 6%

LGA of residence

Gender Male 56%

Female 44%

Source: Australian Department of Human Affairs (2019)

NNSSWW  SSeettttlleemmeenntt  ooff  RReeffuuggeeeess

Faifield  24%

Liverpool 13%

Blacktown 9%

Aurburn  8%

Parramatta  7%

1. Iraq 18%

2. Hazara 6%

3. Arab 5%

4. Chaldean 5%

5. Assyrian  5%

Top 10 Ethnicities 6. Serbian/Serb 18%

7. Syrian 4%

8. African 3%

9. Dinka (Sudenese)  3%

10. Kurdish 2%
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education, unemployed, or disengaged. Instead these 
programs have mostly been focused on young people 
already engaged in schooling or higher education. 

Additionally, while some programs have been youth-
focused, they were not youth–led or co-designed with 
young people. Websites specifically catering for Refugee 
youth were not common.

By embedding young refugees in the research and 
policy-making process from the outset the PTTP 
research aimed to find out about a range of challenges 
and opportunities that had not previously been 
researched in NSW. The PTTP project sought to go 
beyond consulting school aged young people from 
refugee backgrounds. It was important that young 
people from difficult-to-reach cohorts were involved 
so that a much deeper and wider engagement was 
possible, and unheard perspectives were included. 

SSuuppppoorrtt  ffoorr  RReeffuuggeeee  YYoouunngg  PPeeooppllee  iinn  NNSSWW

NSW has a strong record of proactive programs intended to 
support refugees between 15–25 years of age in numerous 
capacities (e.g., educational, advocacy, and mentoring). 
Settlement Services International (SSI), Multicultural Youth 
Advocate Netwrok (MYAN), Family and Community 
Services (FACs), SydWest Multicultural Services, (SydWest) 
Western Sydney University (WSU), Macquarie University, 
University of NSW, and the Department of Education have 
used various mentoring and support strategies to address 
language, educational, and employment barriers for young 
refugees.

The Refugee Council of Australia is the national umbrella 
body for refugees, the organisations and individuals who 
support them. It has approximately 200 organisational and 
over 300 individual members. Support services for refugees 
are available on their website: www.refugeecouncil.org.au. 

While programs have provided a range of support, these 
have not always had capacity to access young people 
who are difficult to reach such as those not in formal
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perspectives to traverse the complex mix of issues 
that young refugees face to improve their Cultural 
Wellbeing through greater participation in employment, 
education, and social life.

Research Questions
The PTTP project was initially informed by the following 
questions: How can those with powerful voices create a 
space for, listen to, and hear what young people from 
refugee backgrounds have to say to inform government 
policy? Through consultations with those who have 
extensive expertise working with young people from 
a refugee background in NSW (JPWG, personal 
communication 2019), another research question arose:

If a peer research model is used to engage young 
refugees in NSW, what are the critical challenges facing 
young refugees (16–25) with regard to home and 
community, education, employment, voice and 
wellbeing? (see appendix 2).

Research Aims 
The research aimed to find out directly from refugee 
young people about their lived experiences to better 
inform settlement policy. The project aimed to build on 
the existing strengths of young people and embed their 
voices in the policy development processes specifically 
in the areas of employment, education, home, 
community, and wellbeing in NSW. 

The PTTP project aimed to;

• Inform NSW resettlement policy with the voice of
refugee young people in metropolitan and regional
NSW

• Build on young people’s existing strengths and
embed their voices in the policy-development
process by equipping them to identify priority
issues in refugee settlement

• Build the capacity of NSW Government to work
with young people from a refugee background

• Develop the capacity of academics to contribute to
the policy making process

• Improve the employment track record for 15 peer
researchers

• Provide training in basic research methods such as
data collection and ethics methodologies for peer
researchers

• Provide a platform and a place for young people to
share their concerns and aspirations with each other

• Contribute to stronger networks being formed
between young refugees.

Project Summary
Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to the Premier (PTTP) was a 
collaboration between Multicultural NSW and Western Sydney 
University (WSU), which investigated the most pressing issues 
faced by refugee youth in NSW. The project aimed to find out 
directly from refugee young people about their real life 
experiences, to better inform NSW Youth Settlement Policy. 
The concurrent aim was to enable young refugees to exercise 
agency over their lives through expressing their needs and 
challenges in relation to employment, education, home, 
community and wellbeing. 15 peer researchers were employed 
by WSU, who then interviewed 338 refugee young people. The 
research exposed complex and compounding challenges and 
opportunities such as racism, difficulty finding work and both a 
desire to belong to Australian society and opportunities to 
reconnect with home cultural practices. The Cultural Wellbeing 
research methodology, which considers the past, present and 
future influences on wellbeing, was vital in uncovering 
alternative ways of conducting research with young refugees, 
highlighting the importance of co-design and working with 
young people. The Cultural Wellbeing research methodology 
built the capacity of the NSW Government to develop more 
effective ways of working with young people to develop youth 
policies and services. The project has made a significant 
contribution to the broader Refugee Youth Policy Initiative 
(RYPI) instigated by Chancellor Peter Shergold and 
Multicultural NSW. A suite of policy recommendations 
informed by the priorities of this research will be delivered to 
the NSW premier by Chancellor Peter Shergold, the 
Coordinator General for Refugee Resettlement NSW (CGRR). 

Research Problem 
While international and local consultations and reports over 
the past decade have identified issues and barriers faced by 
refugee young people, there have been no significant progress 
in overcoming these barriers (Quinn 2014; UNHCR 2016). This 
continuity has prompted governments and service providers to 
seek different approaches to addressing the complex 
challenges faced by young refugees. The NSW CGRR has 
recognised the urgent need for policy-makers and academic 
researchers to engage significantly with real-world problems in 
order to bring together evidence and experience, research and 
practice,to make change happen (Mackay et al, 2018).

Another issue is that most humanitarian organizations, 
including the UNHCR, have limited data on refugees between 
the ages 15–24 (UNHCR, 2016). This is most likely due to the 
difficultly in engaging this age group because they do not 
necessarily attend compulsory schooling and may be at risk of 
disengagement, isolation, and social exclusion. With this in 
mind, it was important to design a research project that could 
bring together diverse community, academic, and government 
14



Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to The Premier Project

perspectives to traverse the complex mix of issues 
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data collection and ethics methodologies for peer
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share their concerns and aspirations with each other

• Contribute to stronger networks being formed
between young refugees.

Project Summary
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faced by refugee youth in NSW. The project aimed to find out 
directly from refugee young people about their real life 
experiences, to better inform NSW Youth Settlement Policy. 
The concurrent aim was to enable young refugees to exercise 
agency over their lives through expressing their needs and 
challenges in relation to employment, education, home, 
community and wellbeing. 15 peer researchers were employed 
by WSU, who then interviewed 338 refugee young people. The 
research exposed complex and compounding challenges and 
opportunities such as racism, difficulty finding work and both a 
desire to belong to Australian society and opportunities to 
reconnect with home cultural practices. The Cultural Wellbeing 
research methodology, which considers the past, present and 
future influences on wellbeing, was vital in uncovering 
alternative ways of conducting research with young refugees, 
highlighting the importance of co-design and working with 
young people. The Cultural Wellbeing research methodology 
built the capacity of the NSW Government to develop more 
effective ways of working with young people to develop youth 
policies and services. The project has made a significant 
contribution to the broader Refugee Youth Policy Initiative 
(RYPI) instigated by Chancellor Peter Shergold and 
Multicultural NSW. A suite of policy recommendations 
informed by the priorities of this research will be delivered to 
the NSW premier by Chancellor Peter Shergold, the 
Coordinator General for Refugee Resettlement NSW (CGRR). 

Research Problem 
While international and local consultations and reports over 
the past decade have identified issues and barriers faced by 
refugee young people, there have been no significant progress 
in overcoming these barriers (Quinn 2014; UNHCR 2016). This 
continuity has prompted governments and service providers to 
seek different approaches to addressing the complex 
challenges faced by young refugees. The NSW CGRR has 
recognised the urgent need for policy-makers and academic 
researchers to engage significantly with real-world problems in 
order to bring together evidence and experience, research and 
practice,to make change happen (Mackay et al, 2018).

Another issue is that most humanitarian organizations, 
including the UNHCR, have limited data on refugees between 
the ages 15–24 (UNHCR, 2016). This is most likely due to the 
difficultly in engaging this age group because they do not 
necessarily attend compulsory schooling and may be at risk of 
disengagement, isolation, and social exclusion. With this in 
mind, it was important to design a research project that could 
bring together diverse community, academic, and government 

The Refugee Youth Policy Initiative
The PTTP was part of the broader Refugee Youth Policy 
Initiative (RYPI) instigated by the CGRR and Multicultural 
NSW and supported by the JPWG. The objectives of this 
initiative were to build the capacity of refugee young 
people to exercise agency and leadership, demonstrate 
their strength and resilience, and contribute to policy-
making processes. In line with these objectives, the PTTP 
aimed to;

1. Build capacity and support young people from refugee 
and refugee-like backgrounds to have their voices 
heard by people who can make change happen so as 
to influence decision-makers.

2. Form an evidence base regarding concerns and 
opportunities facing young people from refugee 
and refugee-like backgrounds to inform the NSW 
Government and the broader service-delivery sector 
in the design and delivery of policies.

3. To grow the ability of the NSW Government and the 
broader service-delivery sector to design and 
implement policies informed by lived experience.

The PTTP research project was initially informed by 
consultative meetings with the Joint Party Working Group 
Refugee Youth Sub-Group (JPWG), facilitated by 
Multicultural NSW. The JPWG represented the perspectives 

of approximately 30 settlement service providers and six 
youth representatives from the NSW Multicultural Youth 
Affairs Network (MYAN). The consultations identified and 
grouped a range of issues into four broad themes faced by 
young refugees during settlement being 1) home and 
community 2) education 3) employment 4) voice and well-
being (see appendix 1).

The JPWG consultations embodied extensive expertise in 
the lived experiences of refugee young people from the 
point of view of service providers. The identified themes 
were a helpful starting point to inform the PTTP research 
questions. These four themes were used as prompts with 
the peer researchers to identify what they thought the 
greatest challenges and opportunities to resettlement in 
NSW (see appendix 1).

The broader RYPI combined the findings of the PTTP 
research with insights gained from further consultations 
with the JPWG and findings from consultations that the 
NSW Advocate for Children and Young People conducted 
with refugee young people in selected NSW schools. It is 
envisaged that the combination of in-depth research and 
the wide consultative process will result in a comprehensive 
understanding of views, thus enabling policy settings to 
respond to the needs and challenges experienced by 
refugee young people in the state. 

Peer Researchers present their findings to the NSW CGRR, Peter Shergold, Multicultural NSW, the NSW Department of Premier and 
Cabinet, the NSW Department of Customer Service (formerly Department of Finance, Services and Innovation Policy Lab  and the 
University of Sydney’s  Sydney Policy Lab, on 15 May, 2019.
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because they may no longer attend compulsory schooling 
and may be at risk of disengagement, isolation and social 
exclusion if life-affirming opportunities are not able to be 
readily accessed. It was important then to design a research 
project that might offer a way to bring together diverse 
community perspectives, academic and government to 
hopefully traverse the intractable nature of the complex mix 
of issues that Youth from a refugee background face and 
improve their cultural wellbeing through greater 
participation in employment, education and social life.

Research Design
Transversing the global, national 
and local for Cultural Wellbeing
Often researchers and consultants rely upon participants 
to share their expertise for altruistic reasons but do not 
consider how they could, through the course of the research, 
“give back” by providing meaningful opportunities. This 
research project sought to discover and construct new 
knowledge “with” youth from refugee backgrounds as 
opposed to the often perceived listen and leave approach. 

It was critical that this research was grounded in a strength-
based and participatory action model (PAR). A PAR 
approach seeks to design research with those whom it is 
researching. By providing a platform for refugee young 
people to collaboratively design the research, speak with 
peers in their own communities, develop findings and also 
to make meaning out of those findings, a deeper, wider and 
longer approach to engaging with young people occurred 
than with a consultation process. 

It was important then to design 
a research project that might 
offer a way to bring together 
diverse community perspectives, 
academic and government to 
hopefully traverse the intractable 
nature of the complex mix 
of issues that Youth from a 
refugee background face and 
improve their cultural wellbeing 
through greater participation 
in employment, education and 
social life.

PAR is often activist in nature as it is grounded in real world 
problems, which are interrogated, explored and hopefully 
solved.  PAR used in this research transversed and disrupted 
vertical and horizontal hierarchies, disrupting the usual lines 
of power across institutional, researcher and participant 
contexts. The approach was used to acknowledge young 
people’s expertise in their own lives and placed trust in their 
ideas and actions. 

This research was also designed to take practical action 
to address lack of opportunity and unemployment for young 
people. By employing and training 15 peer researchers to 
conduct research in their own communities, meant that their 
culturally situated and expert knowledge was rewarded with 
meaningful opportunities and paid work.

A Cultural Wellbeing methodology was used in this research 
as it incorporated the effects of multiple and intersecting 
aspects of life impacting on people’s wellbeing. Cultural 
Wellbeing is an holistic approach that seeks to consider 
what is significant in creating meaning and purpose for 
individuals within communal ecologies. A Cultural Wellbeing 
approach acknowledges the complex nexus of cultural 
beliefs and relationship to place that influence young 
people’s sense of wellbeing (Mackay 2014). 

How different elements of a persons life come together or 
break apart in unique ways can significantly impact on a 
person’s wellbeing and influence their life trajectory. For 
example, seemingly small or insignificant events can 
compound to impact greatly on a person’s sense of self and 
wellbeing. Navigating the constant shifts and changes of 
various aspects of life has the power to lift us up or bring us 
down and forms our wellbeing nexus. This approach 
recognises that wellbeing is not static and can never be 
assumed or taken for granted.

Similarly, a transversal approach explores how specific 
life events and interactions can have profound effects on 
individual choices and decisions for future actions. The 
transversal perspective explores the global, national and 
local effects on individuals and communities of movement 
from one place to another, which necessitates transversing 
aspects of time, place and culture (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). 
Incorporating a transversal approach in the design meant 
that usual hierarchies of government, academic and 
community individuals were questioned in an attempt to 
disrupt usual trajectories and make change happen at 
various levels of society. 
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people. By employing and training 15 peer researchers to 
conduct research in their own communities, meant that their 
culturally situated and expert knowledge was rewarded with 
meaningful opportunities and paid work.

A Cultural Wellbeing methodology was used in this research 
as it incorporated the effects of multiple and intersecting 
aspects of life impacting on people’s wellbeing. Cultural 
Wellbeing is an holistic approach that seeks to consider 
what is significant in creating meaning and purpose for 
individuals within communal ecologies. A Cultural Wellbeing 
approach acknowledges the complex nexus of cultural 
beliefs and relationship to place that influence young 
people’s sense of wellbeing (Mackay 2014). 

How different elements of a persons life come together or 
break apart in unique ways can significantly impact on a 
person’s wellbeing and influence their life trajectory. For 
example, seemingly small or insignificant events can 
compound to impact greatly on a person’s sense of self and 
wellbeing. Navigating the constant shifts and changes of 
various aspects of life has the power to lift us up or bring us 
down and forms our wellbeing nexus. This approach 
recognises that wellbeing is not static and can never be 
assumed or taken for granted.

Similarly, a transversal approach explores how specific 
life events and interactions can have profound effects on 
individual choices and decisions for future actions. The 
transversal perspective explores the global, national and 
local effects on individuals and communities of movement 
from one place to another, which necessitates transversing 
aspects of time, place and culture (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). 
Incorporating a transversal approach in the design meant 
that usual hierarchies of government, academic and 
community individuals were questioned in an attempt to 
disrupt usual trajectories and make change happen at 
various levels of society. 

The researchers in this project transversed multiple roles, 
such as students, employees and peer researchers and 
eventual policy makers. Inhabiting these multiple roles 
bought together disparate points of view and moved 
subsumed knowledge to the surface in an act where the 
yet to be known was in the process of becoming known. 
Inviting the discussion of challenges faced in settlement 
with peer researchers, made possible knowing about 
the Cultural Wellbeing nexus and which were often 
manifested in tensions regarding friendship, wanting to 
speak out but also fear of speaking out, time pressures, 
health issues, power relations, sense of identity and 
wanting to do a good job.

The key to the research design was that it was guided 
by the young people, responding to their needs in 
real time and those arising from their past histories, 
present circumstances and future hopes. Listening and 
responding to what was needed by peer researchers was 
prioritised during the course of the research rather than 
directing all action from above. 

What We Did
To find out about refugee young people’s settlement 
experiences in metropolitan and regional NSW the 
project used a qualitative action research design that 
used a mix of research methods, including ethnographic 
immersion, interviews, focus groups, online surveys and 
creative postcards.

Western Sydney University, in collaboration with 
Multicultural NSW, employed 15 young people from 
a refugee background as peer researchers. Peer 
researchers received training in action research 
methods, then collected data through interviews, 
focus groups and surveys in their own communities. 
They then analysed the data and developed findings in 
collaborating with the Lead Researcher of WSU. During 
the course of the data collection, refugee young people 
were also supported by Multicultural NSW, who 
provided contacts for settlement service providers 
and their youth programs. The findings of the research 
were presented by peer researchers to the CGRR, 
Multicultural NSW and selected government officials 
to inform the next stage of the RYPI – the policy 
design phase.

Peer Researchers, the Chief Investigator and Multicultural NSW staff at the conclusion of the training day February 2019 17
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Employment and Training of Peer Researchers 
Employment and training for 15 refugee young people 
in the role of peer researchers was conducted in early 
February 2019. The employment process was 
undertaken collaboratively with WSU and Multicultural 
NSW thorough competitive interviews. A youth 
representative from MYAN NSW was also on the 
selection panel. Training for the 15 successful 
candidates was held over two consecutive days and 
was facilitated by WSU Chief Investigator and 
supported by two policy officers from Multicultural 
NSW dedicated to overseeing the project. The training 
included familiarisation with action research 
methodologies, ethics and informed consent, 
identifying the research problem, writing effective 
research questions, recruiting participants, ways to 
collect data, documenting research and how to 
maintain wellbeing and safety when conducting 
research. The training also included an accidental 
counselling workshop facilitated by STARRTS NSW.

Design Questions, Postcards and social media page 
Peer researchers developed their research action plan 
with assistance of the WSU Chief Investigator and 
Multicultural NSW Policy Officers. This process included 
identifying issues they thought were important to 
address, writing interview and focus group questions 
and practicing interview techniques. Peer researchers 
also completed the Postcards to the Premier artwork 
and answered the questions about the challenges and 
opportunities they would like to see for refugee young 
people in NSW, which they would also ask participants 
to complete.

Data collection through Interviews, focus groups and 
surveys
Between March and April 2019, peer researchers 
collected data using interviews and focus groups, 
which were digitally recorded. Multicultural NSW 
supported the peer researchers through connecting 
peer researchers with settlement service providers to 
conduct focus groups. Support was also offered for 
interested peer researchers wishing to conduct focus 
groups in selected regional areas in NSW, if there was 
no peer researcher residing in that region.

The WSU Chief Investigator held weekly meetings with 
peer researchers using the Zoom platform during the 
data collection phase. The purpose of these meetings 
was to facilitate confidence, motivation, responsibility,

1. perseverance, choice, and decision-making capacity. 
Multicultural NSW and STARTTS staff were also invited 
to attend these meetings. Further phone, email and 
Facebook contact was maintained throughout the 
project for support and guidance.

Data analysis and development of findings
A data analysis day was held in April at WSU, facilitated 
by the Chief Investigator and attended by the peer 
researchers only. It was very important for the project 
to reflect young people’s own personal and cultural 
contexts and for them to feel a sense of ownership over 
the activities and their research to this point. In the 
afternoon the CGRR and Multicultural NSW policy 
officers attended to listen and briefly discuss emerging 
peer researchers findings.

Presentation of findings to CGRR, Peter Shergold 
to inform policy initiatives 
On 15th of May 2019, peer researchers formally 
presented their findings to the CGRR at the Public 
Service Commission office – 255 George St, Sydney 
NSW 2000. In attendance were also representatives 
from Multicultural NSW, the NSW Department of 
Premier and Cabinet, the NSW Department of 
Customer Service (formerly Department of Finance), 
Services and Innovation Policy Lab and the University 
of Sydney’s Sydney Policy Lab. The purpose of the day 
was for refugee young people to directly discuss their 
findings with policy makers so that the agenda of an 
upcoming policy workshop could be better informed. 
A policy workshop was scheduled in August 2019 and 
involved the peer researchers, the CGRR, Multicultural 
NSW and key governmental policy makers to work 
through the prioritised findings and to collaboratively 
establish policy recommendations. The aim of the policy 
workshop was to distill the most pressing issues that 
can then be translated into effective policy 
recommendations. The  recommendations from the 
policy workshop will inform a policy paper, to be put 
forward to the NSW Premier.

The findings of the research were 
presented by peer researchers 
to the CGRR, Multicultural 
NSW and selected government 
official to inform the next 
stage of the Refugee Youth 
Policy Initiative – the policy 
design phase.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5.
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NSW and selected government 
official to inform the next 
stage of the Refugee Youth 
Policy Initiative – the policy 
design phase.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5.

Demographic Characteristics 
of Participants
1 – Length of time in Australia

<12 
months

1–2  
years

2–5 
years

5–10 
years

10+ 
years unknown

47 44 81 45 48 73

2 – Age group

Under 
18 18–20 20–22 22–24 25–30 30–40 unknown

56 69 66 51 12 1 83

Participants

Data 
Collection

Number 
of 

People
Metropolitan Regional

Interviews 196 85 62

Focus 
Groups

13 (95) 7 5

Postcards 51

Situated 
conversations

8

Subtotal 338

No Shows 59

Declined 64

Total 467 47 26

<12 months

1–2 years

2–5 years

5-10 years

10+ years

Length of 
time in 

Australia

Under 18
30–40

25–30

18–2020–22

22–24

Age 
Group
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3 – Country of Birth

Country and/or ethnicity Number of 
participants

Afghanistan 35

Assyrian 34

Iraq 18

Syria 16

South Sudan 14

Democratic Republic of Congo 13

Ethiopia 7

Kenya 7

Hazaran 5

Egypt 4

Nigeria 4

Sudan 4

Eritrea 3

Ghana 3

Pakistan 3

Sierra Leone 3

Burundi 2

People’s Republic of China 2

Islamic Republic of Iran 2

Jordan 2

Country and/or ethnicity Number of 
participants

Lebanon 2

Myanmar 3

Algeria 1

Cambodia 1

India 1

Ivory Coast 1

Kuwait 1

Malawi 1

Namibia 1

Nepal 1

New Zealand 1

Saudi Arabia 1

Serbia 1

Sri Lanka 1

Turkey 1

Uganda 1

Vietnam 1

Zimbabwe 1

Unknown not stated 136

Total 338
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Sudan
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Findings

Peer researchers—who were from refugee backgrounds and between the ages of 16 and 25—collected data from 
their peers in metropolitan and regional NSW regarding their settlement experiences. While many positive aspects 
of settling in NSW were reported, this research aimed to identify those that were not working as well. This section 
discusses the 12 challenges and opportunities that were mentioned most often. Many issues were found to have 
compounding effects and so were not listed individually, such as access to housing, navigating transport, and 
income difficulties. While the research focused on young people, it must also be stressed that the participants 
usually also spoke about the enmeshed experiences in terms of their families’ wellbeing.

When I first came, I used to wear the Hijab and then

1. Belonging
Many refugee young people in this study expressed a great 
deal of frustration and sadness as a result of the sense they 
are not accepted for who they are. While most embodied 
strength and urged other young people to maintain a 
positive mindset there was still an underlying fear about 
doing or saying the wrong thing. This was a deeply rooted 
problem that involved fear of isolation and exclusion. This 
lack of a sense of belonging manifested in a range of ways: 
some participants had a desire to overachieve, while others 
struggled to meaningfully participate in their communities. 
Others longed for ways to connect with other young 
people, while others wanted a way to safely express their 
culture. There were reports that some young people felt 
unsafe within their communities and feared being deported 
if they were seen as doing the wrong thing. One participant 
spoke of her hurt and stated that she had changed her 
religion so she could feel a higher sense of belonging.

people used to say “Why do you wear that? Aren’t you 
hot?”. It’s like, “What’s the problem?”. It just hurt me so 
much that I ended up taking it off and I stopped 
following my religion because of what people were 
saying. I was just trying to find a way to belong. I was 
always trying to fit in.

He doesn’t feel like he belongs – some teachers are 
also racist. They are not racist directly, but as he says, 
“you feel it”. For example, they pick and choose between 
students. He’s moving schools to solve this problem. 

2. Racism and discrimination
While the researchers anticipated that there would be 
moderate levels of racism reported, almost every 
participant interviewed described direct, indirect, or 
institutional racism and spoke of the anguish it caused. 
Racism and discrimination manifested in various ways. 
Participants reported:

• racism in the workplace

• feeling judged by what media portrayals

• feeling unaccepted and misunderstood, even in 
their own communities and by people with similar 
backgrounds

• being affected by divisive language on the part of 
leaders

• missing out on social and employment opportunities 
due to assumptions about English proficiency, 
accents, and cultural dress that confront mainstream 
ideas of Australianness

• a lack of action against bullying in some Western 
Sydney Schools.

I’ve never been discriminated against (racism) directly 
but I can “feel it”. I know negative views and perceptions 
about my background and race exist about me.

I missed out on dancing in school because the dance 
teacher was racist and told me black people have a 
muscular body structure and therefore, can’t dance ballet. 

Our political leaders and other leaders need to be 
more culturally sensitive and need to stop excluding 
groups through their divisive language. It makes our 
everyday life a lot harder. This is also includes teachers 
and anyone in a position of power. There should be 
a strict guidelines set out to stop racist, labelling and 
discriminatory language being use by people in power 
or in the position of care.
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The amount of anxiety or the amount of challenge that 
you go through on a daily basis will lead you to have 
a mental health [problem] particularly with our Muslim 
brothers and sisters in this country. The New Zealand 
event was very horrible and I lock myself in. I lock myself 
in a room, in this room that we are sitting here. And I was 
crying for two days and when I was watching these 
videos... my heart was burning. And I said what we have 
done wrong? All we did was we put our hands up that 
we are happy to be a law abiding citizen of Australia. We 
are happy to pay tax to this country we are happy to do 
everything we can do to make Australia a great inclusive 
a better place for everyone to be.

3. Navigating the label of refugee
The refugee experience is complex and different for each 
individual and community resettling in Australia, and 
should not be homogenized. During the course of the 
research, the peer researchers—themselves from refugee 
backgrounds—questioned the “refugee” label and what it 
meant for them and their peers. There was a sense of 
disempowerment associated with the label that was 
echoed by many of the participants. The findings 
suggested that young people did not want to continually 
inhabit the refugee subjectivity as they found it limiting 
and depressing, and cast them in some ways as deficient. 
While there was an acknowledgment that refugee 
experiences had significant effects on them, there was a 
desire for freedom to explore and express who they were 
beyond this.

I was a refugee 6 years ago, I don’t consider it a status.

I have missed out on opportunities because of the 
impact of my experience as a refugee. 

Being a refugee is part of an experience, it is not who 
we are stop calling us refugees, we are people from 
“refugee backgrounds”.

Everyone is different, so are people from refugee 
backgrounds. Be aware of generalised comments.

4. Compounding challenges
of settlement

Compounding challenges of displacement made the lives 
of participants hard and could be disorienting. Issues that 
may be easy for people with assumed local knowledge to 
navigate make the same experiences more difficult for 
displaced people. There is not just one thing that makes 
it challenging to settle in a new place; it is the minor, 
repetitive, and daily actions that must be learned that made 
life difficult. Because of this, some participants felt they had 
to “work twice as hard” to achieve the same outcomes. The 
refugee experience can be exhausting, overwhelming, and 
additive to existing trauma due to daily struggles about not 
knowing where to go, who to ask, how to ask, or feeling 
embarrassed to ask because doing so will mark the 
questioner as different. Additionally, young refugees are 
often life brokers who need to navigate housing, transport, 
health, education, and employment for both themselves and 
their families. Experiencing multiple life changes, as well as 
not knowing or not having the language to find required 
information, makes it difficult to navigate their new home.

Adapting to change is hard. I have to come in with 
a new mindset.

When I have to deal with it and at the same time I have 
to deal with school and the same time I have to learn 
English. As a 14 year old... and I have to cook for myself and 
I have to wash my clothes and I have to do all the house 
work at the same time, I go to school at the same time, 
I have to pay rent. I have to pay electricity bill. I have to fulfil 
all needs and you can see that how hard it is.

Some of the difficulties that I face was finding my way 
around. I struggled for example with public transport 
okay. I couldn’t buy myself a train ticket and pressed the 
emergency button instead of asking. Another time I got 
lost and went all the way to Werrington instead of 
getting off at Granville. I also faced hardships financially. 
My sister and I had to once share a small McDonalds 
meal because we didn’t have the money to buy for both 
of us and I could only buy for one person so we literally 
cut the burger in half. I also faced hardships such as 
I could not buy certain clothes such as a university gown.
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are happy to pay tax to this country we are happy to do 
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a better place for everyone to be.

3. Navigating the label of refugee
The refugee experience is complex and different for each 
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should not be homogenized. During the course of the 
research, the peer researchers—themselves from refugee 
backgrounds—questioned the “refugee” label and what it 
meant for them and their peers. There was a sense of 
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experiences had significant effects on them, there was a 
desire for freedom to explore and express who they were 
beyond this.
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I have missed out on opportunities because of the 
impact of my experience as a refugee. 

Being a refugee is part of an experience, it is not who 
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of settlement

Compounding challenges of displacement made the lives 
of participants hard and could be disorienting. Issues that 
may be easy for people with assumed local knowledge to 
navigate make the same experiences more difficult for 
displaced people. There is not just one thing that makes 
it challenging to settle in a new place; it is the minor, 
repetitive, and daily actions that must be learned that made 
life difficult. Because of this, some participants felt they had 
to “work twice as hard” to achieve the same outcomes. The 
refugee experience can be exhausting, overwhelming, and 
additive to existing trauma due to daily struggles about not 
knowing where to go, who to ask, how to ask, or feeling 
embarrassed to ask because doing so will mark the 
questioner as different. Additionally, young refugees are 
often life brokers who need to navigate housing, transport, 
health, education, and employment for both themselves and 
their families. Experiencing multiple life changes, as well as 
not knowing or not having the language to find required 
information, makes it difficult to navigate their new home.

Adapting to change is hard. I have to come in with 
a new mindset.

When I have to deal with it and at the same time I have 
to deal with school and the same time I have to learn 
English. As a 14 year old... and I have to cook for myself and 
I have to wash my clothes and I have to do all the house 
work at the same time, I go to school at the same time, 
I have to pay rent. I have to pay electricity bill. I have to fulfil 
all needs and you can see that how hard it is.

Some of the difficulties that I face was finding my way 
around. I struggled for example with public transport 
okay. I couldn’t buy myself a train ticket and pressed the 
emergency button instead of asking. Another time I got 
lost and went all the way to Werrington instead of 
getting off at Granville. I also faced hardships financially. 
My sister and I had to once share a small McDonalds 
meal because we didn’t have the money to buy for both 
of us and I could only buy for one person so we literally 
cut the burger in half. I also faced hardships such as 
I could not buy certain clothes such as a university gown.

5. Communication Barriers Across
       Contexts

While English language proficiency had great significance 
for young people’s settlement experiences, it was more 
problematic that this reverberated across a range of other 
situations. While attendance at school was helpful for 
young people in learning English, the findings suggested 
that English was not taught holistically. There was not 
sufficient time or provisions for proficiency to be acquired 
in the six months provided by Intensive English Centres. 
Additionally, pathways to further learning in school and 
higher education were uneven once the initial six-month 
period ended, leaving many in the 16–25 cohort at a 
disadvantage. There was also some criticism that students 
were automatically placed in ESL classrooms regardless of 
their fluency, and were treated as less intelligent even if 
they were fluent in several other languages.

English is a massive problem. The main difference 
between refugees who have done better is that they 
have better English, whether it be because they came 
here younger, came from a country that taught English 
well, or because they have been here a while. Eventually, 
once the barrier of English is overcome, the refugee 
experience becomes much easier to adjust to. This 
makes sense considering one cannot work, study or 
utilise resources without effective communication.

I speak about seven languages. I speak French and some 
other African Congolese languages and I write in about 
three languages… In South Africa we all speak English. It’s 
really hard for a French person speaking in English. 
People think there is no difference between English and 
French and that it’s just the words. “You just gotta flip a 
little bit of words in it”. You know it’s really hard. And 
writing in French for me as a Congolese person it’s hard 
writing but speaking is easy but you know [writing] it’s 
really hard.

6. Wellbeing and mental health
Participants reported many problems accessing healthcare. 
One issue was that interpreters were not readily available. 
Misunderstandings when dealing with health professionals 
could result in serious health going unrecognized and 
untreated. Lack of knowledge about what was happening 
when ill created extra stress for young people and their 
families, especially considering they often acted as life 
brokers. 

Participants reported that their mental health and that of 
their family members was compromised by the flow-on 
effect of multiple communication barriers. For example, 
when one participant attempted to access counselling 
services for herself, the counsellor could not understand her 
and she did not return. Physical attendance at counselling 
services could also compound stress due to the added 
burdens of navigating public transport and trying to find 
services.

Expectations by the dominant cultural group that refugees 
would speak up and ask questions meant that young 
refugees did not always seek help, and instead hid their 
problems for fear of isolation or judgment. Young refugees 
tended not to know about dedicated mental health support 
services; instead, they were more likely to access mental 
health support from services they were already attending. 
This was possibly because they had developed relationships 
and trust with workers from support groups. Some refugee 
young people sustained their own wellbeing by changing 
their mindsets to ones of resilience and determination to 
achieve goals regardless of language or cultural differences. 

The key challenges were that

• mental health support services were inaccessibly located

• some teachers and helpers had limiting attitudes, rather
than encouraging ones

• approaches to well-being were not sufficiently holistic.

You just gotta try harder yourself.

And I wasn’t raised in this kind of living and I also 
faced hardship such as assimilating into this way of living 
and making sure I don’t get judged. Oh yeah. I also 
struggle financially and mentally because I don’t have 
my family members here and sometimes I wished I could 
just talk to someone about how I feel and what I go 
through and how hard life is here for me Oh OKay. I can 
talk to my mum but she’s always busy so I can’t find 
anyone to talk to. Overseas. I had many people that I 
could connect to and I could have a sense of belonging 
there.
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7. Voice and Engagement
Although 338 young refugees did choose to participate 
in this research, there were a further 123 who declined 
to participate. It was clear that there was some caution 
regarding participation.

When it came to communicating their thoughts, 
some refugee young people were afraid of where the 
information would go and, in some cases, whether it 
would affect their citizenship applications or their job. 
Others were concerned that nothing might be done 
even if they did speak out.

The peer researchers reported that many potential 
participants agreed to participate but then did not attend. 
Other participants confided that they had a great deal to 
say but were reluctant to say it as it might appear to be 
racist or affect them negatively. One peer researcher 
stated that it was difficult to access participants and that 
participants struggled to speak freely about the challenges 
they faced.

People do not want to open or say what they think 
because they think is not going anywhere or nothing will 
get done about it. That is what I saw and what I think. 
Some youth replied saying that they don't know me and 
it would be hard for them to talk to me. [Some] people 
were not comfortable talking or saying what they felt 
because they did know who might be listening to them. 
One of my participants she said she has a lot to say but 
she doesn’t what to say it because she thinks she will be 
racist. It was difficult to get people to talk because of 
them being busy or not wanting to be part of it.

8. Interconnections between Education
and employment opportunities

It was difficult for young refugees to get overseas qualifications 
verified and accepted by local educational institutions. Both 
young people and their family members struggled to get their 
existing skills and expertise recognized, which was very 
frustrating and made them feel that they needed to start all 
over again—even if they had spent many years studying. This 
difficulty directly impacted on the capacity of refugees to earn 
incomes, support families, pursue further education, and secure 
adequate housing. Young refugees wanted a “fair go” and 
opportunities for work. They wanted more job opportunities 
without the need for qualifications. Participants also suggested 
that they wanted opportunities that did not limit their 
educational goals and aspirations.

And about the expectation of the society, mostly 
we’re not expected to be in higher educational levels, 
for example when I was in high school I told my teacher 
that I wanted to do biomedical science, and her response 
wasn’t encouraging rather an implication of how hard it 
would be for me personally.

I would say not getting enough opportunities and how 
society frames you into their own expectations. Don’t 
get me wrong there are good opportunities for us to 
learn and work, but at the same time there are limitations 
in the work force. It’s quite hard to get a job, because of 
what I look like or what my friend looks like. It’s rare to 
see black people being hired in the retail services or big 
companies like Woolworths, Coles or any other branded 
company. It’s even surprising for us to see people who 
look like us being hired in those places because it’s rare.
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frustrating and made them feel that they needed to start all 
over again—even if they had spent many years studying. This 
difficulty directly impacted on the capacity of refugees to earn 
incomes, support families, pursue further education, and secure 
adequate housing. Young refugees wanted a “fair go” and 
opportunities for work. They wanted more job opportunities 
without the need for qualifications. Participants also suggested 
that they wanted opportunities that did not limit their 
educational goals and aspirations.

And about the expectation of the society, mostly 
we’re not expected to be in higher educational levels, 
for example when I was in high school I told my teacher 
that I wanted to do biomedical science, and her response 
wasn’t encouraging rather an implication of how hard it 
would be for me personally.

I would say not getting enough opportunities and how 
society frames you into their own expectations. Don’t 
get me wrong there are good opportunities for us to 
learn and work, but at the same time there are limitations 
in the work force. It’s quite hard to get a job, because of 
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see black people being hired in the retail services or big 
companies like Woolworths, Coles or any other branded 
company. It’s even surprising for us to see people who 
look like us being hired in those places because it’s rare.

9. Exploitation in low-paying jobs
Unemployment and underemployment for refugee young 
people and their families were common challenges cited by 
participants. Reportedly, most available jobs were poorly 
paid or unstable. Although participants were asked about 
their own experiences, they often spoke about employment 
opportunities in terms of their families, as this had 
consequences for their own job opportunities.

Compounding factors such as limited language proficiency 
or formalized qualifications, low incomes, life pressures, 
and difficulty gaining drivers licenses all affected the ability 
of young people to secure well-paid jobs. As a result, some 
were exposed to exploitation on the part of unscrupulous 
employers and were more likely to work in unregulated 
industries. This may force some refugee young people to 
seek employment or involvement in the underground 
economy.

Dad worked with handling trolleys – $8 per hour and 
was exploited with low pay because of his refugee 
background which made him unaware of normal rates.

If you are over 20. It’s a big challenge for you to even 
get a job. You have to be under 15 for a year less pay. 
You say you over 20 we’re just gone because they just 
need our little kids you know. They need kids to get less 
money than some of us. We are struggling. Struggling to 
get a job.

As a refugee you have very little English background 
and less educated compared to other countries and 
Australia require more education and then let’s say as a 
refugee when you come here you face a lot of financial 
problems and then other kind of problems and you need 
to work outside. I would say that there should be more 
assistance for refugee people, like in [the] sense of giving 
them one on one education support and provide them 
more support in work so they can work and gain more 
assistance so in future if they want to work they can.

10. Expectations of Life Brokering
The requirements of individual expression and family needs 
competed for space in the lives of participants. The family 
group-context can have a significant effect on 
independence and social opportunities for young people. 
Participants reported spending considerable time helping 
family members with paperwork, translating, health 
concerns, and daily life in Australia—this was because they 
often had better English and greater contextual knowledge 
as a result of schooling. 

The findings suggested that young refugees wanted more 
support for their parents so that they could live their own 
lives freely. Although young people were incredibly grateful 
to their parents for bringing them to Australia, they often 
felt a duty to fulfill their parents’ unmet needs, work hard to 
succeed, and give back to their community. The pressure 
felt by participants to support themselves and their families 
meant they had little time to socialize and meet other 
young people. They felt this also affected their ability to 
meet people who had been in Australia longer and practice 
their conversational English, fit in, and connect with those 
who may be able to help them develop social capital. 
Additionally, because young refugees felt they had to 
navigate two worlds, they sometimes felt lonely and needed 
someone to talk or listen to them. They wanted parents and 
family members to be empowered and supported so they 
could enjoy life and make the most of the opportunities not 
afforded them in their home country.

My Parents are from an educated background. 
My father had studied journalism (doctorate) and 
had a job back in Egypt My mum was also a lawyer; 
however, their certificates and experience are discounted 
and do not mean anything here.

My parents are looking for jobs but it’s 
difficult for them.

Young people feel the pressure of taking on the role 
of parent with their younger siblings because their 
parents cannot understand English or are not familiar with 
the system. This impacts on many things such as their 
education. For example, parents cannot attend parent 
teacher as they cannot understand English, nor can they 
assist their children with homework. The elders have to 
allocate their own free time to take on those roles for their 
younger siblings and lack the support in that area. There 
needs to be extra support to assist students so that they 
have the same opportunities in learning as other students.
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11. Cultural awareness and
cultural differences

Different cultural perspectives between people who had 
been in Australia for a long time and those that had recently 
resettled were often cited as sources of tension and 
misunderstanding. Participants in both metropolitan and 
regional areas felt that they lacked opportunities to connect 
with people from different cultural backgrounds. They felt 
that this was a disadvantage in terms of English acquisition, 
employment prospects, and social integration. Young 
refugees lamented the disconnect they felt from people 
who had lived in Australia for longer and cited differences in 
cultural values that could impact upon friendships. Many 
talked about traversing two worlds: one at work or study, 
and another at home. Further to this, some young people 
felt strongly that their cultures had been misrepresented 
and wanted the broader Australian community to learn 
about the realities of refugee lives and cultures so that they 
might better understand what they have gone through to 
come to Australia. They were also keen to both share in and 
learn about Australian culture. There was a strong sense 
that participants wanted to be Australian without giving up 
their own languages and cultures; however, many felt that 
their communities were fragmented and worried that their 
future children would forget their cultural roots. This was 
particularly the case for young African Australians. In both 
metropolitan and regional areas, participants expressed 
loneliness and sadness at the absence of outlets for fully 
expressing their identities. One suggestion for countering 
cultural differences was to introduce cultural awareness into 
the school curriculum. Another was to fully support the 
establishment of new spaces and events where young 
refugees and migrants from similar backgrounds could 
come together and share their cultural knowledge. 
Additionally, young people wanted places to have fun and 
meet a range of diverse Australians so they could feel like a 
part of the broader Australian culture.

Young migrant Youth, especially newly arrived 
refugee Youths need more opportunities to engage 
with the mainstream Australian community, in a safe space.

The African culture is fading away. Like you know this 
is the Western world we’re living in and our culture’s 
disappearing because we’re living in Western culture and 
forgetting where we come from. We need to interact with 
each other more Africans need to interact with us.

12. Access to Service Providers
Participants reported many positive stories regarding 
support received from a broad spectrum of settlement 
and support services; however, they did not necessarily 
know where to find support or what was available. It was 
suggested that staff needed further training concerning 
the needs of refugee young people. The main issue 
seemed to be that the services were not sufficiently 
individualized to account for the specific contexts of 
families or individuals. Services seemed to provide very 
generalized support, leaving refugees to figure a lot of 
things out by themselves. Participants wanted a more 
seamless approach to settlement, as they reported great 
initial support followed by significant gaps in terms of 
communicating the availability of services. Three areas 
that were often cited were educational, income, and 
employment support. For example, job programs often did 
not follow through with meaningful work opportunities 
and did not seem interested in assisting refugees to find 
long-term work prospects.

Understand your audience, like just supporting isn’t 
really supporting. You must understand the level of 
help that’s required for specific individual. And work 
from you heart. 

Better services information to be provided to young 
people, to be made available in the school sector so 
that young newly arrived migrants can know the services 
that are out there and how they can access, just in case 
they might need it, or they can tell a friend in need about it.

Stand up for yourself. If you don’t stand up for 
yourself, nobody will stand up for you.
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11. Cultural awareness and
cultural differences

Different cultural perspectives between people who had 
been in Australia for a long time and those that had recently 
resettled were often cited as sources of tension and 
misunderstanding. Participants in both metropolitan and 
regional areas felt that they lacked opportunities to connect 
with people from different cultural backgrounds. They felt 
that this was a disadvantage in terms of English acquisition, 
employment prospects, and social integration. Young 
refugees lamented the disconnect they felt from people 
who had lived in Australia for longer and cited differences in 
cultural values that could impact upon friendships. Many 
talked about traversing two worlds: one at work or study, 
and another at home. Further to this, some young people 
felt strongly that their cultures had been misrepresented 
and wanted the broader Australian community to learn 
about the realities of refugee lives and cultures so that they 
might better understand what they have gone through to 
come to Australia. They were also keen to both share in and 
learn about Australian culture. There was a strong sense 
that participants wanted to be Australian without giving up 
their own languages and cultures; however, many felt that 
their communities were fragmented and worried that their 
future children would forget their cultural roots. This was 
particularly the case for young African Australians. In both 
metropolitan and regional areas, participants expressed 
loneliness and sadness at the absence of outlets for fully 
expressing their identities. One suggestion for countering 
cultural differences was to introduce cultural awareness into 
the school curriculum. Another was to fully support the 
establishment of new spaces and events where young 
refugees and migrants from similar backgrounds could 
come together and share their cultural knowledge. 
Additionally, young people wanted places to have fun and 
meet a range of diverse Australians so they could feel like a 
part of the broader Australian culture.

Young migrant Youth, especially newly arrived 
refugee Youths need more opportunities to engage 
with the mainstream Australian community, in a safe space.

The African culture is fading away. Like you know this 
is the Western world we’re living in and our culture’s 
disappearing because we’re living in Western culture and 
forgetting where we come from. We need to interact with 
each other more Africans need to interact with us.

12. Access to Service Providers
Participants reported many positive stories regarding 
support received from a broad spectrum of settlement 
and support services; however, they did not necessarily 
know where to find support or what was available. It was 
suggested that staff needed further training concerning 
the needs of refugee young people. The main issue 
seemed to be that the services were not sufficiently 
individualized to account for the specific contexts of 
families or individuals. Services seemed to provide very 
generalized support, leaving refugees to figure a lot of 
things out by themselves. Participants wanted a more 
seamless approach to settlement, as they reported great 
initial support followed by significant gaps in terms of 
communicating the availability of services. Three areas 
that were often cited were educational, income, and 
employment support. For example, job programs often did 
not follow through with meaningful work opportunities 
and did not seem interested in assisting refugees to find 
long-term work prospects.

Understand your audience, like just supporting isn’t 
really supporting. You must understand the level of 
help that’s required for specific individual. And work 
from you heart. 

Better services information to be provided to young 
people, to be made available in the school sector so 
that young newly arrived migrants can know the services 
that are out there and how they can access, just in case 
they might need it, or they can tell a friend in need about it.

Stand up for yourself. If you don’t stand up for 
yourself, nobody will stand up for you.

Postcards
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Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing for asylum seekers in 
NSW is their uncertain future and not having the right 
to access education, which has a direct link with their 
mental health issue.

I would like the government to consider options for 
asylum seekers to get their permanent visa which will 
allow them to continue their education and reunite 
with their family.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is: living everyday, thinking on the 
same land we are not treated equally based on our 
colour, race, gender, ethnicity and religion and means 
of arrival in Australia. I hate to go to sleep thinking 
children are detained, people are stopped from 
seeing their families and people are put through such 
difficult settlement processes. Seeing my siblings, 
my friend’s children were harassed, bullied and 
challenged to leave school because the system is not 
equipped to their special needs. For children who 
have been through so much trauma, how is it 
expected for them to be fine or normal. I would really 
like every child and family of refugees to have access 
to all types of support to settle or help them to settle 
more smoothly in Australia. Some of this help can be 
better mental health services and support for 
families, special education and institutional support 
for children who have experienced refugee and 
asylum seeker experience. Fair and equal treatment 
of all people in Australia.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is feeling a sense of belonging and 
acceptance.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is that there are various challenges 
young refugees face but a big one is a sense of 
belonging. I would really like an opportunity to 
impact and inspire others, create mentorship 
programs to help young people confidently 
transition/resettle in Australia and have life skills.
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Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing for asylum seekers in 
NSW is their uncertain future and not having the right 
to access education, which has a direct link with their 
mental health issue.

I would like the government to consider options for 
asylum seekers to get their permanent visa which will 
allow them to continue their education and reunite 
with their family.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is: living everyday, thinking on the 
same land we are not treated equally based on our 
colour, race, gender, ethnicity and religion and means 
of arrival in Australia. I hate to go to sleep thinking 
children are detained, people are stopped from 
seeing their families and people are put through such 
difficult settlement processes. Seeing my siblings, 
my friend’s children were harassed, bullied and 
challenged to leave school because the system is not 
equipped to their special needs. For children who 
have been through so much trauma, how is it 
expected for them to be fine or normal. I would really 
like every child and family of refugees to have access 
to all types of support to settle or help them to settle 
more smoothly in Australia. Some of this help can be 
better mental health services and support for 
families, special education and institutional support 
for children who have experienced refugee and 
asylum seeker experience. Fair and equal treatment 
of all people in Australia.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is feeling a sense of belonging and 
acceptance.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is that there are various challenges 
young refugees face but a big one is a sense of 
belonging. I would really like an opportunity to 
impact and inspire others, create mentorship 
programs to help young people confidently 
transition/resettle in Australia and have life skills.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a refugee in 
NSW is the poor exposure that we receive due to 
misinformation that is spread. I would really like an 
opportunity to provide transparency for the refugee 
community. I would do this by empowering refugees, 
NSW wide, to be comfortable in who they are and 
not settle their ambitions

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a refugee in 
NSW is seeing how the media portrays people like 
me in an extremely negative way. I would really like 
an opportunity to represent me and my community 
how we really are.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is getting through the education 
system as there is not a lot of support. The teachers 
don’t understand what I have gone through. I get 
demotivated because of my bad marks.

I would really like the opportunity to educate 
teachers about dealing with and motivating children 
the right way to educate them and change the 
English as a Second Language (ESL) system to suit 
different refugees.

Dear NSW Premier

Feeling belonging to a new nation is very hard 
to communicate feeling. Us new Australians want 
to belong. The biased media coverage that enriches 
the misleading, racist stereotype.
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Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is keeping up with the cultural 
changes and being accepted as “Australian” because 
it is my home and my future kids home as well. I 
would like the opportunity to allow other young 
refugees to feel accepted. This could be done by 
allowing the education system to have subjects such 
as history to teach about different ethnicities and 
educate young people about the livelihood of living in 
a multicultural society and that it is not taboo.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is a lack of guidance provided by the 
service providers, which makes the resettlement 
process longer. I would like an opportunity to 
provide enough guidance to the newly arrived 
refugees. It would speed up their resettlement and 
make them achieve their goals as well as giving back 
to Australia.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging things about being a young 
refugee is not having enough education and 
employment opportunities. I would really like an 
opportunity to show Australia who I am. I am a 
refugee but a human, a future Australian and I want 
to contribute.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a 
refugee in NSW is the struggle to feel like you 
belong in all the different levels of society. I 
would really like for more young and diverse 
people to have positions in the parliament. 
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Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is keeping up with the cultural 
changes and being accepted as “Australian” because 
it is my home and my future kids home as well. I 
would like the opportunity to allow other young 
refugees to feel accepted. This could be done by 
allowing the education system to have subjects such 
as history to teach about different ethnicities and 
educate young people about the livelihood of living in 
a multicultural society and that it is not taboo.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a young 
refugee in NSW is a lack of guidance provided by the 
service providers, which makes the resettlement 
process longer. I would like an opportunity to 
provide enough guidance to the newly arrived 
refugees. It would speed up their resettlement and 
make them achieve their goals as well as giving back 
to Australia.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging things about being a young 
refugee is not having enough education and 
employment opportunities. I would really like an 
opportunity to show Australia who I am. I am a 
refugee but a human, a future Australian and I want 
to contribute.

Dear NSW Premier

The most challenging thing about being a 
refugee in NSW is the struggle to feel like you 
belong in all the different levels of society. I 
would really like for more young and diverse 
people to have positions in the parliament. 

Focus on Regional NSW

Regional NSW
 The research findings from regional areas were markedly 
similar to metropolitan areas, with discrimination, 
employment, and language barriers being the issues most 
commonly reported. This was somewhat surprising as it 
was anticipated that more practical concerns such as 
transport, housing, and income would have been 
considered primary barriers to settlement in regional areas. 
The regional areas included in PTTP were Coffs Harbour, 
Newcastle, Armidale, and Wollongong and Wagga Wagga. 
There were 23 interviews conducted in Coffs Harbour 
and 4 conducted in Newcastle, a focus group with 11 
participants in Wollongong and one in Wagga Wagga. 
There was one focus group attempted in Armidale, but it 
did not ultimately take place.

Participants were not asked specifically about the 
challenges they encountered living in regional areas; 
instead, they were asked about the challenges of resettling 
in NSW. As such, the responses might have been framed 
within that broader state context. In almost all of the 
interviews, participants brought up discrimination and 
feelings of not fitting in. The lack of employment 
opportunities was also regularly discussed and this was, in 
many cases, linked to English proficiency and appearance 
(e.g., skin color or wearing the hijab). Participants talked in 
general about the difficulties they faced in expressing their 
cultural and religious values and their desire to connect 
both with people from similar backgrounds and more 
established Australians.

One significant challenge the peer researchers faced in rural 
areas was limited access to local service providers that 
could assist with organizing focus groups. Multicultural 
NSW negotiated regional contacts with local service 
providers but these arrangements were more likely to be 
canceled or changed compared to focus groups held in 
metropolitan areas. This phenomenon was especially 
notable in the Newcastle region but also occurred in Wagga 
Wagga. There were multiple instances of service providers 
failing to return emails and phone calls despite repeated 
follow-up from peer researchers. 

Participation in focus groups was generally limited, although 
the reasons for this were unclear. It may have been that 
scheduling was not suitable for local contacts, or there may 
have been time and workload pressures for local staff. 
Availability of transport to venues may also have been an 
issue for participants, but this was not specifically reported. 

Notably, most contacts with regional participants came 
about through the networks of peer researchers 
themselves, rather than as a result of pre-arranged focus 
groups with local service providers. Future investigations 
may need to prioritize the development of trust and 
ongoing relationships with settlement services and other 
support services in regional areas. The highest rates of 
participation were in those regional areas where strong 
relationships already existed. For example, more 
participants were involved in Coffs Harbour and 
Wollongong, both places where peer researchers resided 
and had strong established networks.
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Newcastle
Participants in the Newcastle area reported a lack of 
employment opportunities underpinned by a sense of not 
being accepted. Young people and service providers were 
both reluctant to talk openly about the challenges facing 
refugee young people in the area. A peer researcher in 
this area reported that:

People do not feel comfortable talking or saying what 
they feel because they do not know who will be listening 
to them. One of my participant she said she has a lot to 
say but she doesn’t what to say it because she think she 
will be being racist.

Comments like the above demonstrate that young refugees 
were reluctant to voice their thoughts for fear of being 
perceived as racist. The subtext of the comment is the 
implication that the participant had either directly or 
indirectly experienced discrimination or racism. There was a 
sense of ambivalence  among participants, many of who 
informally stated they were cautious of participating 
because they were unsure if doing so would affect their 
acceptance in society and may have felt that it was safer to 
stay silent than to appear critical of their new communities.

Some young refugees reported that they could not 
participate because they were too busy—it is likely they 
were looking for paid employment. The Newcastle cohort 
demonstrated what other research has consistently shown, 
which is that it is difficult to engage refugees between 18 
and 25 as they do not attend school and often lack 
important opportunities to connect with others.
Feelings of isolation and lack of safety may also have been 
related to the limited range of social venues for young 
refugees, especially for those in the 18–25 cohort. While 
homework clubs were available for younger people, there 
were fewer opportunities for older participants to interact 
and participate in meaningful, enjoyable social events.

Wollongong
In 2002, Wollongong City Council publicly declared the city 
as a Refugee Welcome Zone; this strong message of 
welcome persists today. This might be one reason for the 
greater number of positive settlement stories reported in 
this area. According to several participants, SCARF—a 
Wollongong-based not-for-profit — played an important 
role in gathering refugees together and providing a sense of 
community.

One young Syrian woman was very positive about her 
experience at school. She reported feeling supported in her 
IEC class, and also in her high school; however, despite 
these positive experiences, she still experienced racism and 
feelings of not belonging. She was treated so poorly in her 
first job that she left after six months. It took her another 
eight months to find further work that she enjoyed. 
According to this participant:

Finding a job in Wollongong is really really hard. 
The Government could talk to big companies to ask 
then to accept refuges because if they train them they 
would do more than they expect them to do. Maybe 
they think we do not have enough English so [we are] 
not able to work or customers will run away from us or 
depends on the race or something like that. Refugees just 
want to work. They don’t want to just get the Centrelink 
payments every fortnight. They want to do something 
to prove that they belong to Australia.

One issue that refugee families face is trying to acclimatise 
to a new culture and complete all the necessary tasks to 
settle, which takes up a great deal of time. One participant 
says that in her family:

Everyone is busy trying to finish everything like 
English, study jobs, and explains that this impacts on 
the families relationships and time spent with each other.
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Newcastle
Participants in the Newcastle area reported a lack of 
employment opportunities underpinned by a sense of not 
being accepted. Young people and service providers were 
both reluctant to talk openly about the challenges facing 
refugee young people in the area. A peer researcher in 
this area reported that:

People do not feel comfortable talking or saying what 
they feel because they do not know who will be listening 
to them. One of my participant she said she has a lot to 
say but she doesn’t what to say it because she think she 
will be being racist.

Comments like the above demonstrate that young refugees 
were reluctant to voice their thoughts for fear of being 
perceived as racist. The subtext of the comment is the 
implication that the participant had either directly or 
indirectly experienced discrimination or racism. There was a 
sense of ambivalence  among participants, many of who 
informally stated they were cautious of participating 
because they were unsure if doing so would affect their 
acceptance in society and may have felt that it was safer to 
stay silent than to appear critical of their new communities.

Some young refugees reported that they could not 
participate because they were too busy—it is likely they 
were looking for paid employment. The Newcastle cohort 
demonstrated what other research has consistently shown, 
which is that it is difficult to engage refugees between 18 
and 25 as they do not attend school and often lack 
important opportunities to connect with others.
Feelings of isolation and lack of safety may also have been 
related to the limited range of social venues for young 
refugees, especially for those in the 18–25 cohort. While 
homework clubs were available for younger people, there 
were fewer opportunities for older participants to interact 
and participate in meaningful, enjoyable social events.

Wollongong
In 2002, Wollongong City Council publicly declared the city 
as a Refugee Welcome Zone; this strong message of 
welcome persists today. This might be one reason for the 
greater number of positive settlement stories reported in 
this area. According to several participants, SCARF—a 
Wollongong-based not-for-profit — played an important 
role in gathering refugees together and providing a sense of 
community.

One young Syrian woman was very positive about her 
experience at school. She reported feeling supported in her 
IEC class, and also in her high school; however, despite 
these positive experiences, she still experienced racism and 
feelings of not belonging. She was treated so poorly in her 
first job that she left after six months. It took her another 
eight months to find further work that she enjoyed. 
According to this participant:

Finding a job in Wollongong is really really hard. 
The Government could talk to big companies to ask 
then to accept refuges because if they train them they 
would do more than they expect them to do. Maybe 
they think we do not have enough English so [we are] 
not able to work or customers will run away from us or 
depends on the race or something like that. Refugees just 
want to work. They don’t want to just get the Centrelink 
payments every fortnight. They want to do something 
to prove that they belong to Australia.

One issue that refugee families face is trying to acclimatise 
to a new culture and complete all the necessary tasks to 
settle, which takes up a great deal of time. One participant 
says that in her family:

Everyone is busy trying to finish everything like 
English, study jobs, and explains that this impacts on 
the families relationships and time spent with each other.

Another participant explained that financial strain and 
trauma compounded to place pressure on families, making 
simple issues more challenging.

When asked about changes in their relationships and 
mental health, participants typically discussed their 
families—not just themselves—demonstrating that the 
challenges facing young refugees were connected to their 
family capacity and wellbeing. One participant described 
this as follows:

I would say to my Mum because at first we had some 
financial cover because of the Centrelink payment but 
it wasn’t enough. So my Mum had for a few years she 
had a bit of stress. There might have been depression. 
Because maybe that felt a bit homesick or not getting 
used to living in Australia.

Wollongong participants gave mixed responses regarding 
the accessibility of mental health services. One participant 
was aware of services like Beyond Blue, Headspace, and the 
Black Dog Institute, and another knew about Headspace, 
but they were in the minority. One participant who had fled 
war in Syria wanted help for post-traumatic stress, as he 
“had problems with loud noises or like or you know war 
noises.” He had not been able to find a psychologist. The 
complex effects of trauma should not be underestimated, 
as they can cause people to remain in highly anxious and 
disorganized states—making everyday tasks seem 
insurmountable.

Safety was a common topic of discussion for women who 
were interviewed. They felt safe, but it had taken some time 
for their parents to feel safe and to be comfortable with 
their daughters going out into the community.

As in other regions, participants felt that the cultural 
transition to Australia was defined by insufficient support 
with an insufficient duration. They desired guidance for 
navigating cultural expectations and local knowledge that 
would help them feel comfortable and welcome. 

While Wollongong seemed more welcoming to refugee 
communities than some other regions, it was clear that 
racism, isolation, and the process of adapting to a new 
culture were still major challenges, especially in the first 
years of settlement.

They should do a bit more make us whoever arrives 
in Australia who had different cultures make us 
comfortable. When we arrived and give us more facilities 
and a lot more English centres that we can learn and 
more people that we know who are comfortable we can 
feel comfortable arriving into a different country.

Additionally, young refugees wanted more places to meet 
other young people from diverse backgrounds. Participants 
reported that life was better and safer in Australia, but 
sometimes lonely as so much time was taken up with work, 
study, and family responsibilities. They expressed a need 
for safe places where they could meet others from a range 
of ethnic backgrounds, and suggested there be specific 
services for facilitating cross-cultural connections. Maybe 
organizing activities where girls or boys from different 
backgrounds can communicate with each other.

The lack of social venues was isolating for young refugees, 
many of whom desired integration and opportunities to 
learn more about Australian culture. They sought fun 
activities and opportunities to connect with their place and 
their community. They felt restrained by their parents 
needs and wanted the same freedom experienced by other 
young people in the community. Participants had mixed 
feelings about their commitment to the values of their 
families and their own developing values. They were aware 
that life in regional areas was different than in metropolitan 
areas, as there were fewer opportunities to connect with 
other multicultural youth.

If you’re talking about culture some areas would be 
more isolating as compared to multicultural cities but 
yeah and it would be harder for regional communities to 
adapt to the new [refugee communities] it would be hard 
for communities to, as you say, integrate with foreigners. 
Someone from Australia. I think it’s doable but it would 
take time.

One participant who fled war 
in Syria wanted help for PTSD 
as he “had problems with loud 
noises .”
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Coffs Harbour
In Coffs Harbour, the study had a high level of 
participation from African and Afghani refugees. There 
was a strong sense that racism and discrimination were 
prevalent in early experiences of settlement. While 
participants had developed resilience, they regularly 
needed to navigate discrimination. Echoed by similar 
stories in a range of environments, one participant 
painted a disturbing picture:

I was just sitting now and just relaxing, chilling and 
then a car drove by. The car drove by with two parents 
and a kid in the back and the kid had a drink. And when 
the when they passed by my house the kid opened a 
window and threw the drink at me while she said to go 
back to your country. Obviously that made me feel bad 
and at that moment I was actually kinda wishing I would 
go back to my country because I know if I am in my 
country that would never happen. But at the same time I 
couldn’t do anything about it. It was not like I was going 
to chase up the car and do something. I can’t really do 
something about it. And I guess it stayed in my mind a 
lot for a while and after an amount of time you just got 
over it. And once again I just hope that it never happens 
again. I was only discriminated because I’m a refugee 
and because I’m dark skinned and that’s how I was 
judged. Even then the person doesn’t know me that well. 
[It] makes me not want to feel part of Australia. 
Australia is home. So I just have to adjust to the situation 
and hope for a better future here.

One young Afghani woman experienced so much 
discrimination that she converted to another religion and 
stopped wearing a headscarf. Two participants were 
shocked at the cultural homogeneity of Coffs Harbour—
there was no Mosque to pray at, nor places for them to 
socialize with other people from their home country.

Despite feelings of disempowerment, hopelessness, and 
loneliness, participants showed an incredible will to develop 
positive mindsets. One common theme was the belief that 
young people needed to have “strong mindsets” and ignore 
racism. In emphasizing strength for survival, young refugees 
placed enormous pressure on themselves—both to become 
strong and to locate the problems of fitting in within 
themselves. Responses indicated that some refugee young 
people felt they needed to change their culture, improve 
their English, and try harder to fit in. This attitude is 
dangerous: while strength and resilience are necessary, 
self-blame fails to address the root problems of racism 
and discrimination. These root problems are firmly located 
within society; they are not caused by failings on the part of 
young refugees.

As indicated by the main findings discussed in this report, 
refugee young people in Coffs Harbour described 
compounding issues that made their lives harder. These 
included finding jobs and housing, and earning enough 
money to support themselves and their families while also 
combating persistent racism and discrimination.

If I’m not mistaken about four to five months we couldn’t 
get a house and my Mum got very frustrated like I was 
frustrated too but I couldn’t care less like I was a kid and I 
didn’t really care. Mum’s going through all the pain by 
herself but now that I’ve grown I know what it was like to 
look for a house and you don’t get a house because of 
being black or they can’t keep the house clean all this 
and this and that.

The many compounding challenges involved in 
settlement added to the complex trauma experienced by 
refugee young people. Stress and difficulty coping were 
often mentioned. These factors contributed to poor 
sleep and mental health struggles. Numerous interviews 
indicated the existence of hostile attitudes toward 
refugees, which further exacerbated this stress.
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Coffs Harbour
In Coffs Harbour, the study had a high level of 
participation from African and Afghani refugees. There 
was a strong sense that racism and discrimination were 
prevalent in early experiences of settlement. While 
participants had developed resilience, they regularly 
needed to navigate discrimination. Echoed by similar 
stories in a range of environments, one participant 
painted a disturbing picture:

I was just sitting now and just relaxing, chilling and 
then a car drove by. The car drove by with two parents 
and a kid in the back and the kid had a drink. And when 
the when they passed by my house the kid opened a 
window and threw the drink at me while she said to go 
back to your country. Obviously that made me feel bad 
and at that moment I was actually kinda wishing I would 
go back to my country because I know if I am in my 
country that would never happen. But at the same time I 
couldn’t do anything about it. It was not like I was going 
to chase up the car and do something. I can’t really do 
something about it. And I guess it stayed in my mind a 
lot for a while and after an amount of time you just got 
over it. And once again I just hope that it never happens 
again. I was only discriminated because I’m a refugee 
and because I’m dark skinned and that’s how I was 
judged. Even then the person doesn’t know me that well. 
[It] makes me not want to feel part of Australia. 
Australia is home. So I just have to adjust to the situation 
and hope for a better future here.

One young Afghani woman experienced so much 
discrimination that she converted to another religion and 
stopped wearing a headscarf. Two participants were 
shocked at the cultural homogeneity of Coffs Harbour—
there was no Mosque to pray at, nor places for them to 
socialize with other people from their home country.

Despite feelings of disempowerment, hopelessness, and 
loneliness, participants showed an incredible will to develop 
positive mindsets. One common theme was the belief that 
young people needed to have “strong mindsets” and ignore 
racism. In emphasizing strength for survival, young refugees 
placed enormous pressure on themselves—both to become 
strong and to locate the problems of fitting in within 
themselves. Responses indicated that some refugee young 
people felt they needed to change their culture, improve 
their English, and try harder to fit in. This attitude is 
dangerous: while strength and resilience are necessary, 
self-blame fails to address the root problems of racism 
and discrimination. These root problems are firmly located 
within society; they are not caused by failings on the part of 
young refugees.

As indicated by the main findings discussed in this report, 
refugee young people in Coffs Harbour described 
compounding issues that made their lives harder. These 
included finding jobs and housing, and earning enough 
money to support themselves and their families while also 
combating persistent racism and discrimination.

If I’m not mistaken about four to five months we couldn’t 
get a house and my Mum got very frustrated like I was 
frustrated too but I couldn’t care less like I was a kid and I 
didn’t really care. Mum’s going through all the pain by 
herself but now that I’ve grown I know what it was like to 
look for a house and you don’t get a house because of 
being black or they can’t keep the house clean all this 
and this and that.

The many compounding challenges involved in 
settlement added to the complex trauma experienced by 
refugee young people. Stress and difficulty coping were 
often mentioned. These factors contributed to poor 
sleep and mental health struggles. Numerous interviews 
indicated the existence of hostile attitudes toward 
refugees, which further exacerbated this stress.

...Because it’s difficult to have a job or to get a job. 
It brings a lot of stress and sometimes there are nights 
where you won’t sleep. Not only you won’t sleep because 
you’re looking for jobs on the Internet and applying for 
every job that you see in your life but also the fact that 
you’re applying, knowing that you have maybe at about 
20 percent [chance] of getting a job and all that stress 
makes a person not even sleep well at night.

Participants felt that caseworkers needed to spend 
more time with them during settlement as six months 
was not enough time. They reported that Anglicare 
assisted them with shopping and attending health 
services, but suggested that they required consistent 
help with basic living needs and assistance navigating 
the assumed knowledge required for life in Australia.

We need help applying for houses [because] some 
people don’t know how to do that. Something you 
might think is normal but it’s not normal like where we 
come from might be normal but it’s not normal. So we 
just need more assistance I guess.

Participants in Coffs Harbour were greatly appreciative of 
the relative safety and freedom from war that Australia 
offered; however, many African Australians missed the 
cultural freedom they had experienced in their home 
countries, as well as those countries and the families they 
left behind.

My saddest moment in my life was leaving home. 
It’s sad the fact that I’m leaving home and home 
is where I belong and at the same time I’m happy. I was 
happy to be in Australia because I’m starting a new and 
better life and I’m much better off being in Australia 
because home is not safe.

Like participants in other regional areas, African 
participants in Coffs Harbour wanted places to meet both 
people from their own cultures and people who had lived 
in Australia for longer. Some African Australian young 
people described feeling disconnected from their own 
cultural traditions and people, heightening the sense of 
displacement.

African Australian participants reported feeling lonely and 
isolated and made several suggestions for addressing 
these feelings. For example, they suggested that African 
cultural events be supported. They also asked for venues 
for socializing and sharing their settlement experiences, 
daily lives, and joy. Refugee young people in Coffs Harbour 
also wanted safe and culturally sensitive forums for talking 
and expressing themselves.

I feel like Africans are really like disconnecting with 
each other like we need to like... you know... meet 
together and just have like a forum where we can just 
talk about what we want. Like all the changes we want 
and just. Come together as one.

African Australian participants were also keen to 
disassociate themselves from negative media portrayals of 
African youth. The problematic of meeting in groups and 
being supported by settlement services to strengthen their 
cultural Africanness was juxtaposed against the unfairness 
of the gang stereotype they needed to constantly monitor.

I feel like especially the term African gang like there 
are gangs in every culture. Unlike labelling everybody 
as [being part of an] African gang. It makes me sad 
because some of us, like not all people in our culture or 
in our race [are] doing the wrong thing. But we can’t just 
like sort of generalise and make it seem like everybody’s 
doing the same thing. Just because one person does 
something wrong it doesn’t, you know it’s not everybody 
doing it.

English proficiency was strongly linked to successful 
employment. Participants stated that employers were 
reluctant to hire staff who were not fluent in English. One 
young woman, who worked with other participants at a 
tourist site, recognized that she received more shifts than 
others because she had better English.

There was some work available for refugees picking 
blueberries, which was difficult and physically demanding 
work that required a car. Additionally, the wellbeing and 
employment opportunities of parents had consequences 
for the wellbeing and financial security of young refugees. 
Although some parents had prior qualifications, their 
opportunities were still limited if they were not fluent 
in English.

My Mum has been looking for a job for about seven 
years now ever since we came here. She can’t 
find a job because she can’t speak English. There’s 
no opportunity. For people who can’t speak. English. 
So. Yeah. All she does is farm work and you know what it 
makes me feel like I need to do more. I don’t like seeing 
her [there]. The blueberry farm is really hot and it’s just 
a hard job and it’s not good for the health. I’ve been there 
and I think it’s the worst thing ever. I couldn’t spend the 
day so I ended up leaving.
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Discussion

“Working with” Young People to create meaningful change.
Giving voice is a political act. In an hierarchical state, with 
distributed, unequal power, it is dangerous to consider 
oneself equal and speak out. The complexities of 
positionality, power, and representation trouble this 
simplistic notion (Merriam, S., Johnson-Bailey, J., Lee, M., 
Kee, Y., Ntseane, G., & Muhamad, M., 2010). Merton argues 
that the idea researchers are purely insiders or outsiders is 
based on deceptively simple notions of identity and status 
(as cited in Hodkinson, 2005). Being an insider can mean 
things that are taken for granted are assumed, thus making 
critical aspects of the research invisible; therefore, it is 
important to work with young people, rather than for them.

Despite a breadth of research that has identified challenges 
faced by refugee young people over the past ten years, 
substantial improvements in refugee resettlement remain 
elusive (Francis & Cornfoot, 2007; Couch 2011, 2017; 
Buchanan, Hisham, Abu-Rayya, Emiko Kashim, Susan, 
Paxton & Sam ). The PTTP research has corroborated 
many of the consistently identified challenges experienced 
by refugee young people during resettlement such as 
racism, discrimination, issues with homelessness, 
unemployment, underemployment, lack of recognition 
for prior learning, access to higher education, acculturation 
to place and mental health issues. Despite these sometimes 
overwhelming challenges young refugees are resilient, 
aspirational, and do not want to be seen as victims 
(Mackay et al 2018).  

Young people were acutely attuned to issues of belonging 
and discrimination—and the dangers of speaking out—as 
these experiences were navigated on a daily basis. Racism 
and discrimination was overwhelmingly reported as being 
experienced directly and indirectly through actions that 
excluded some refugee young people from participating 
in work, sport, and social activities. Direct hateful comments 
in person and online were also described as affecting 
wellbeing and there was a strong desire to find places to 
connect with others to counter the loneliness that comes 
with exclusion. 

One significant barrier identified by this research and the 
Settling Better Report (Sherrell 2017) is the requirement for 
refugees to learn a new culture, along with the tacit cultural 
and operational knowledge required to navigate the social 
and physical landscape. 

It cannot be assumed that young refugees have the taken 
for granted knowledge about everyday life-needs in 
Australia. This research found that there are compounding 
effects inherent to living in a new culture that make 
settlement life more difficult. Language barriers, financial 
hardship, and the consequences of trauma (past or present) 
all play a role in making refugees feel that they have to 
“work twice as hard” to overcome hurdles that would be 
invisible for people born or raised in Australia. 

Refugees are at higher risk of homelessness, they struggle 
to access suitable housing (Couch, 2017), face unemployment 
and underemployment, find that existing qualifications are 
not recognized (Bjørkli, 2010; CPD, 2017), and experience 
compromised mental health (Earnest, 2006; Quinn, 2014). 
These intersecting challenges can make navigating 
Australian society overwhelming.

The complex nature of these issues has prompted the 
NSW CGRR, Peter Shergold,  to call for policy-makers and 
researchers to take urgent action and engage with real-
world problems, ensuring that future initiatives bring 
together evidence, experience, research, and practice 
(Mackay et al., 2018). Rather than simply asking about 
challenges they faced, this research worked with young 
people, involving them in active learning about accessing 
cultural knowledge.

Challenges such as language 
barriers, financial ha dship 
and effects of trauma (past or 
present) all contribute to a sense 
of “having to work twice as hard” 
(participant) to overcome ever 
present hurdles that are invisible 
for those born or raised in the 
Australian cultural context. 
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“Working with” Young People to create meaningful change.
Giving voice is a political act. In an hierarchical state, with 
distributed, unequal power, it is dangerous to consider 
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simplistic notion (Merriam, S., Johnson-Bailey, J., Lee, M., 
Kee, Y., Ntseane, G., & Muhamad, M., 2010). Merton argues 
that the idea researchers are purely insiders or outsiders is 
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things that are taken for granted are assumed, thus making 
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substantial improvements in refugee resettlement remain 
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many of the consistently identified challenges experienced 
by refugee young people during resettlement such as 
racism, discrimination, issues with homelessness, 
unemployment, underemployment, lack of recognition 
for prior learning, access to higher education, acculturation 
to place and mental health issues. Despite these sometimes 
overwhelming challenges young refugees are resilient, 
aspirational, and do not want to be seen as victims 
(Mackay et al 2018).  

Young people were acutely attuned to issues of belonging 
and discrimination—and the dangers of speaking out—as 
these experiences were navigated on a daily basis. Racism 
and discrimination was overwhelmingly reported as being 
experienced directly and indirectly through actions that 
excluded some refugee young people from participating 
in work, sport, and social activities. Direct hateful comments 
in person and online were also described as affecting 
wellbeing and there was a strong desire to find places to 
connect with others to counter the loneliness that comes 
with exclusion. 

One significant barrier identified by this research and the 
Settling Better Report (Sherrell 2017) is the requirement for 
refugees to learn a new culture, along with the tacit cultural 
and operational knowledge required to navigate the social 
and physical landscape. 

It cannot be assumed that young refugees have the taken 
for granted knowledge about everyday life-needs in 
Australia. This research found that there are compounding 
effects inherent to living in a new culture that make 
settlement life more difficult. Language barriers, financial 
hardship, and the consequences of trauma (past or present) 
all play a role in making refugees feel that they have to 
“work twice as hard” to overcome hurdles that would be 
invisible for people born or raised in Australia. 

Refugees are at higher risk of homelessness, they struggle 
to access suitable housing (Couch, 2017), face unemployment 
and underemployment, find that existing qualifications are 
not recognized (Bjørkli, 2010; CPD, 2017), and experience 
compromised mental health (Earnest, 2006; Quinn, 2014). 
These intersecting challenges can make navigating 
Australian society overwhelming.

The complex nature of these issues has prompted the 
NSW CGRR, Peter Shergold,  to call for policy-makers and 
researchers to take urgent action and engage with real-
world problems, ensuring that future initiatives bring 
together evidence, experience, research, and practice 
(Mackay et al., 2018). Rather than simply asking about 
challenges they faced, this research worked with young 
people, involving them in active learning about accessing 
cultural knowledge.

Challenges such as language 
barriers, financial ha dship 
and effects of trauma (past or 
present) all contribute to a sense 
of “having to work twice as hard” 
(participant) to overcome ever 
present hurdles that are invisible 
for those born or raised in the 
Australian cultural context. 

Even though there is an emerging desire to include young 
refugees in research involving young people in research 
can be difficult unless the challenges of finding young 
people willing to participate in consultations or research 
projects is common (Bansel, Denson, Keltie, Moody, & 
Theakstone, 2016; Couch, 2017). One reason for this might 
be that ironically young refugees are an exhausted and 
over-researched population (Bansel et al., 2016).

Many studies focus upon refugees aged 18–25 still in 
school, or who recently finished school. Schools provide 
an easy avenue for accessing youth and serve as state 
agents for the broader societal curriculum. Schools are 
places where languages are learned, friendships built, 
and integration takes place (Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2011; Bansel et al., 2016; Reid, 2000). However, 
older participants—especially those who not have had 
access to the Australian school system—are often excluded 
from research. 

Workplaces provide similar learning opportunities to 
schools, but there is little information on the experiences of 
refugee young people who are neither in school or the 
workplace. The exceptions to this are studies that target 
particular issues, such as homelessness (Couch, 2007) or 
specific cohorts (Vassadis, Karimshah, Harris, & Youssef, 
2015). Future studies must recognize that the two cohorts
—those in and out of schooling—are not well differentiated 
in the literature.

Another potential reason explaining the difficulty in 
accessing young people from a refugee background was 
that they did not want to be associated with the label 
“refugee.” The research also found there was a persistent 
cynicism concerning the intentions of institutions, 
researchers, and organizations, fearing that they would 
listen and leave without taking any concrete actions. 

Some community organizations raised questions regarding 
the authenticity of the research, so in working with young 
people it is important to ensure mutual exchange of skills 
and knowledge between researchers and participants 
(Bansel et al., 2016; MYAN, 2018). Settlement services and 
community organizations working with young refugees 
were more likely to support research that can demonstrate 
tangible benefits to their clients.

This project adopted a peer research model to address 
power imbalances, access hard-to-reach groups, elicit 
higher-quality material, and adhere to the principles of child 
and youth rights. It diverged from traditional methods, 
which often position young people as objects of research. 
Like Vassadis et al. (2015), this project used a peer research 
model to move peer research methods from knowing youth 
to enabling youth. 

It was critical that the PTTP project was grounded in a 
strength-based and participatory action research (PAR) 
model. PAR approaches involve the subjects of the research 
in the design process. Built on a youth advocacy framework, 
this research made peer researchers central to the research 
design. It brought together diverse voices from refugee and 
migrant communities, academia, and government in an 
attempt to shape refugee settlement policy. By facilitating 
young people to collaboratively design the research, speak 
with peers in their own communities, develop findings, and 
make meaning out of those findings, the PTTP project 
engaged with young people more deeply and widely than 
would occur in a typical consultation process.

PAR is often activist in nature, as it seeks to interrogate, 
explore, and hopefully solve real-world problems. The 
PAR methodology employed in this research transversed 
and disrupted vertical and horizontal hierarchies, disrupting 
the usual relationships of power between institutions, 
researchers, and participants. Unlike traditional approaches, 
it emphasized young people’s expertise regarding their own 
lives and placed trust in their ideas and actions.

Person-centered approaches are highly individualistic and 
may not adequately consider the ways that people are 
inextricably embedded within their communities. By 
contrast, the PTTP project was designed using a Cultural 
Wellbeing framework that considered the nexus of issues 
and experiences relevant to community-centered cultures.

Instead of just asking about 
challenges this research involved 
young people in their own active 
learning about how to access 
cultural knowledge, develop 
digital literacy skills, critical 
thinking, social networks and 
navigate educational pathways. 
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Cultural Wellbeing is an holistic approach that explores 
how meaning and purpose are created within communal 
ecologies. Utilising a Cultural Wellbeing methodology 
acknowledges the complex nexus of cultural beliefs and 
relationships to people and places which influence young 
people’s sense of wellbeing (Mackay, 2014). In this project, 
the Cultural Wellbeing highlighted the multiple intersecting 
effects of settlement challenges and opportunities on the 
wellbeing of participants.

Cultural Wellbeing is not static and can never be assumed 
or taken for granted. The experiences that a young person 
has during their initial settlement will intersect or diverge 
creating unique circumstances and consequences on 
wellbeing , mental health and life trajectories. For example, 
seemingly insignificant events in a young person’s life, such 
as supportive mentors or short-term work opportunities 
can compound, having a profound positive effect on sense 
of self and wellbeing. Alternatively, experiencing discrimination 
and a series of minor rejections can mitigate these positive 
experiences and spiral young people into depression. The 
process of navigating this constant shifting and intersection 
of life events can lift young people up or bring them down 
thereby shaping their Cultural Wellbeing nexus. 

Displacement necessitates transversing boundaries of time, 
place, and culture (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). A transversal 
research methodology was also incorporated as it helped 
researchers to understand the effects of movement from 
one place to another on individuals and communities, at 
global, national, and local levels. By  utilizing a transversal 
approach, the research was able to question the hierarchies 
of government, academic, community, and individuals in an 
attempt to disrupt the usual trajectories and instigate 
change to complex resettlement challenges.

Some of the nuanced wellbeing challenges that were 
uncovered in this research included initial feelings of 
loneliness and disengagement, difficulties making friends, 
having a desire to speak out, but also a lack of trust in 
knowing when it was safe to speak out. Other wellbeing

challenges were general time pressures, and having enough 
time after essential life responsibilities, to socialise. There 
was also a clear acknowledgement that mental health issues 
were common and linked to racism, discrimination, unequal 
power relations and tensions in families. Retaining language 
and cultural connections were reported as helpful in feeling 
at home in Australia as it provided solid foundations to build 
relationships with people outside their own cultural sphere. 
There was a strong desire to perform well from many young 
people so as to give back to family and the Australian 
community which reportedly gave a sense of purpose and 
belonging.

As the name suggests, The Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards 
to the Premier research project was a way to bring together 
voices of youth from a refugee background with those who 
set policy at various levels of government. This project 
explored new ways of doing qualitative and in-depth 
ethnographic research with the community whom the policy 
was written for and would affect. The peer researcher model 
was used as the basis for collecting and analysing the data, 
with peer researchers being paid employees of Western 
Sydney University and guided by the Chief Investigator. 
While the research brief was initially one that was 
“person centred”, the project moved beyond this and 
become one that “worked with” stakeholders in a more 
collaborative way. 
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Cultural Wellbeing is an holistic approach that explores 
how meaning and purpose are created within communal 
ecologies. Utilising a Cultural Wellbeing methodology 
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relationships to people and places which influence young 
people’s sense of wellbeing (Mackay, 2014). In this project, 
the Cultural Wellbeing highlighted the multiple intersecting 
effects of settlement challenges and opportunities on the 
wellbeing of participants.

Cultural Wellbeing is not static and can never be assumed 
or taken for granted. The experiences that a young person 
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as supportive mentors or short-term work opportunities 
can compound, having a profound positive effect on sense 
of self and wellbeing. Alternatively, experiencing discrimination 
and a series of minor rejections can mitigate these positive 
experiences and spiral young people into depression. The 
process of navigating this constant shifting and intersection 
of life events can lift young people up or bring them down 
thereby shaping their Cultural Wellbeing nexus. 

Displacement necessitates transversing boundaries of time, 
place, and culture (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2014). A transversal 
research methodology was also incorporated as it helped 
researchers to understand the effects of movement from 
one place to another on individuals and communities, at 
global, national, and local levels. By  utilizing a transversal 
approach, the research was able to question the hierarchies 
of government, academic, community, and individuals in an 
attempt to disrupt the usual trajectories and instigate 
change to complex resettlement challenges.

Some of the nuanced wellbeing challenges that were 
uncovered in this research included initial feelings of 
loneliness and disengagement, difficulties making friends, 
having a desire to speak out, but also a lack of trust in 
knowing when it was safe to speak out. Other wellbeing

challenges were general time pressures, and having enough 
time after essential life responsibilities, to socialise. There 
was also a clear acknowledgement that mental health issues 
were common and linked to racism, discrimination, unequal 
power relations and tensions in families. Retaining language 
and cultural connections were reported as helpful in feeling 
at home in Australia as it provided solid foundations to build 
relationships with people outside their own cultural sphere. 
There was a strong desire to perform well from many young 
people so as to give back to family and the Australian 
community which reportedly gave a sense of purpose and 
belonging.

As the name suggests, The Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards 
to the Premier research project was a way to bring together 
voices of youth from a refugee background with those who 
set policy at various levels of government. This project 
explored new ways of doing qualitative and in-depth 
ethnographic research with the community whom the policy 
was written for and would affect. The peer researcher model 
was used as the basis for collecting and analysing the data, 
with peer researchers being paid employees of Western 
Sydney University and guided by the Chief Investigator. 
While the research brief was initially one that was 
“person centred”, the project moved beyond this and 
become one that “worked with” stakeholders in a more 
collaborative way. 

The 15 peer researchers involved in this project were 
positioned as both employees and university researchers. 
This allowed them to make significant contributions based 
on their experiences and abilities. As discussed by Lave and 
Gomes (2019), Billett (2001; 2004), and Fenwick (2010), 
workplace learning provides opportunities to develop tacit 
social and cultural knowledge, situated knowledge (e.g. 
language fluency), find further employment, and develop 
external networks.

According to Billet (2001), guided learning strategies (e.g. 
modelling, coaching, questioning, analogies, and diagrams) 
can augment the learning that takes place in the course of 
everyday work activities. Because the peer researchers were 
engaged as university employees, their participation in the 
project also provided them with recognition as equal and 
valid voices, thus developing their agency and further 
opportunities for workplace learning—which also expanded 
their experience, capacity and sense of connectedness 
to Australia.

Conclusion
Arguably the most important contribution this research is 
able to offer is to highlight the complex, compounding and 
often invisible relationship between known challenges and 
the lived experience of refugee youth. It is the taken for 
granted cultural web of knowledge that makes seemingly 
simple issues difficult to address. It is not just one issue that 
impacts on making life hard for young refugees and new 
arrivals. What this research unearthed was that there were 
compounding effects of a range of seemingly mundane 
issues that made life as a young refugee hard. Because this 
research was conducted by peer researchers themselves, 
connections between lived experience and were highlighted 
in a roots and branches ecology of young people’s lives.

The young people who were part of this research showed 
tremendous optimism, strength, and resilience. The youthful 
power exuded was a strong message of critical hope 
despite having to navigate challenges and opportunities 
that come with resettlement. Refugee young people want 
the same things young people everywhere want: to be 
consulted, to be listened to, to contribute, to engage, and to 
be part of solutions. They want opportunities, education, 
employment, and inclusion (UNHCR, 2016). They wanted to 
be understood and accepted for who they were and 
respected for their individual strengths and talents. Most 
importantly, they wanted to have a platform where their 
own voices would be taken seriously and influential in the 
political process.

Being an insider can mean 
that the taken for granted is 
assumed, and critical aspects 
of the research are made 
invisible by this assumed 
knowledge. It is therefore 
important to “work with” 
young people rather 
than for them. 
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Young People's Suggested Priority Areas

1. An ecological Roots and Branches approach needs to
be used to understand the relationship between issues
faced and their impacts. Acknowledge and address the
root problem that can then impact on many branches of
young peoples lives and which can make life hard. For
example, the feeling that we do not belong is a common
root problem that can branch out to impact on mental
health, wellbeing and impact on self-confidence to seek
work or pursue study options. The root problem needs
to be acknowledged while also implementing a range of
strategies to alleviate the compounding issues.

2. Mental health and wellbeing support needs to be
increased and more targeted. Mental health services
are taken up by people that young people trust and not
necessarily by dedicated mental health services. Young
people from a refugee background do not always seek
help for mental health from the places that are well
known for offering support. This suggests a level of
relationship building and trust that has already been
developed, which can then be built upon to encourage
youth from refugee backgrounds to seek help when
needed. Instead, young people tend to seek help from
services they are already attending, and are readily
available. This is why mental health services need to be
offered in multiple sites and from a range of locations
and offer complex trauma care. Past experiences
amplify the issues that they face when setting in
Australia, particularly discrimination. A fear of being
judged from the dominant cultural group means youth
from refugee backgrounds do not always seek help and
hide their problems for fear of being isolated and not
fitting in. Shame, fear of speaking out and being
misunderstood also prevent them from reaching out.
Trust and respectful relationship training would help at
all levels. Mental health services of 10 visits is not enough
for complex trauma and needs to be increased.

3. Address racism and discrimination. Young people
in this research wanted racism and discrimination to be
fully acknowledged and for practical steps to be taken
to address hateful words and actions. Young people
suggested that political and community leaders, school
teachers, need to step up to call out damaging
portrayals in the media, institutional and everyday
racism in the streets. Everyday racism needs to be
better addressed as this is experienced as young people
missing out on opportunities from being chosen in a
soccer team to being employed in a job or not accepted
to university because overseas qualifications are not
recognised.

4. Develop trust through listening and understanding the 
real and everyday hurdles that must be overcome. 
Develop better ways to listen authentically to
youth from refugee backgrounds and find ways
to acknowledge that our points of view have been heard. 
Leaders and helpers need to take practical action on 
what young people say to demonstrate you want
to make a real change. This will develop trust and signify 
that policy makers and political leaders genuinely want 
to help so that young people will be more inclined to 
want to work together with stakeholders to develop 
collaborative processes to deal with challenges that 
Australian youth from refugee backgrounds face. If 
young people lack trust and feel that they are not 
listened to they may disengage and stay silent.

5. Help Youth from a refugee background to belong and 
have fun. Provide spaces and activities for Young people 
from a refugee background to meet other young people 
from a range of backgrounds. Young people are often so 
overwhelmed with just learning how to survive and 
navigate their daily lives that they do not get the chance 
to have fun and socialise with people beyond their 
immediate family groups. This can feel very isolating and 
can compound the root issue of not understanding the 
cultural landscape. Social networks may be limited and 
conversational language skills thwarted. Opportunities 
for work or having someone to talk to apart from 
immediate family are limited and so it may be difficult to 
learn the little ways of knowing what to do or feel 
connected to the people and place in which they live.

6. Support parents’/caregivers’ dreams as well.
Youth are life brokers for their families and this places 
a great deal of pressure on them. They care deeply
for their parents and caregivers and understand that in 
coming to live in Australia they have had to leave behind 
their old way of life including established careers, study 
opportunities, social status, friends and support 
structures. Youth appreciate that their families have 
made great sacrifices in leaving of their home country 
so that they can have a safe life. Youth from a refugee 
background want to give back to their families and their 
new Australian communities. However, they want 
support for their families and especially their caregivers 
or parents to fulfil their own aspirations and goals so as 
to take the pressure off youth from having to fulfil own 
unmet needs.
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Young People's Suggested Priority Areas
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root problem that can then impact on many branches of
young peoples lives and which can make life hard. For
example, the feeling that we do not belong is a common
root problem that can branch out to impact on mental
health, wellbeing and impact on self-confidence to seek
work or pursue study options. The root problem needs
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people from a refugee background do not always seek
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available. This is why mental health services need to be
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and offer complex trauma care. Past experiences
amplify the issues that they face when setting in
Australia, particularly discrimination. A fear of being
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hide their problems for fear of being isolated and not
fitting in. Shame, fear of speaking out and being
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all levels. Mental health services of 10 visits is not enough
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3. Address racism and discrimination. Young people
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teachers, need to step up to call out damaging
portrayals in the media, institutional and everyday
racism in the streets. Everyday racism needs to be
better addressed as this is experienced as young people
missing out on opportunities from being chosen in a
soccer team to being employed in a job or not accepted
to university because overseas qualifications are not
recognised.
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collaborative processes to deal with challenges that 
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young people lack trust and feel that they are not 
listened to they may disengage and stay silent.
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have fun. Provide spaces and activities for Young people 
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overwhelmed with just learning how to survive and 
navigate their daily lives that they do not get the chance 
to have fun and socialise with people beyond their 
immediate family groups. This can feel very isolating and 
can compound the root issue of not understanding the 
cultural landscape. Social networks may be limited and 
conversational language skills thwarted. Opportunities 
for work or having someone to talk to apart from 
immediate family are limited and so it may be difficult to 
learn the little ways of knowing what to do or feel 
connected to the people and place in which they live.

6. Support parents’/caregivers’ dreams as well.
Youth are life brokers for their families and this places 
a great deal of pressure on them. They care deeply
for their parents and caregivers and understand that in 
coming to live in Australia they have had to leave behind 
their old way of life including established careers, study 
opportunities, social status, friends and support 
structures. Youth appreciate that their families have 
made great sacrifices in leaving of their home country 
so that they can have a safe life. Youth from a refugee 
background want to give back to their families and their 
new Australian communities. However, they want 
support for their families and especially their caregivers 
or parents to fulfil their own aspirations and goals so as 
to take the pressure off youth from having to fulfil own 
unmet needs.

7. Better translation support for health services.
Clear communication in relation to health services can 
really be a life or death problem for youth from refugee 
backgrounds and their families. Because youth often act as 
the language broker for their families and are still 
developing in maturity, and language proficiency, they can 
have some difficulties understanding how to translate the 
medical issues back and forth between sick family 
members and the medical staff. This means that there can 
be a lot of health problems that are missed as well as 
misunderstandings on what is going on and what do to. As 
refugees also often have physical health issues from time in 
poor living conditions such as refugee camps
and which may not be well understood by medical staff. 
Compounding the physical issues is the issues of complex 
trauma that many have and continue to experience. 
For young people of refugee like background attending 
counselling to gain support may feel unusual and be 
difficult. If the counsellor cannot speak the home language, 
subtle meanings can get lost in translation and they may 
feel misunderstood and stop attending.

8. Recognition for overseas educational qualifications
and experience. Youth from a refugee background
can sometimes feel like they have to start all over again. 
Resettling in any new country or culture is hard but
they feel that it is made more difficult when the skills, 
qualifications and experiences are not recognised here in 
Australia. This is really frustrating and humiliating for them. 
While the root problem may be recognition of educational 
qualifications this impacts not only on their income 
generation and cost of living but is compounded when 
their parents and caregivers previous education is also not
recognised. They would like a range of educational and 
training pathways made more accessible.

9. Give them a go to get a job. They want opportunities
to gain experience. It is difficult to gain experience of the
Australian job market when Youth are new to a place and
may not speak the language fluently. Although they want
experience they do not want to be given the run around
by service providers that say they will help them find a
job but do not follow through adequately. Sometimes
they do have skills and knowhow but these are not
recognised in Australia. While they want a job many of
them have aspirations for a career and do not want to
be limited to menial work in the long term. They would
like their employment aspirations acknowledged and
to be linked with mentors with know how. Creating social
networks through structured mentoring programs would
help to develop a sense of being a part of Australian
society. Networks with high-status individuals and groups
should be developed so young refugees have access
to successful skill sets.

10. Build bridges between diverse communities.
Youth from a refugee background often feel
misunderstood in their daily life and wrongly portrayed
in the media. People make assumptions about them,
question their values and their level of intelligence based
on misguided assumptions. They want people to know
that because they have fled persecution or war does not
mean they have nothing. They have within them living
histories, languages, cultures, skills and knowledge. They
want to learn about Australian culture but also want to
keep what is important to their identity. They feel that by
sharing their histories, knowledges and experiences they
might be better understood as regular people that have
just needed to leave their home counties to be safe
rather than seen as a threat. Schools could offer subjects
that investigate migration and refugees so that
Australians can be better informed about the reasons
why they left their home countries and hopefully help
them to be fully accepted.

11. Early, sustained and holistic support from service
providers and community members. There is a lack of
knowledge about what services are available to youth
from refugee backgrounds. The way refugee youth are
supported in their settlement is uneven. The experience
that they have is often very dependent on what happens
in the early stages. If the support offered, means they
have someone to call on and ease them into their new
life this makes a huge difference and they do well. It can
be dependent on how suitable the one on one support
was and if they feel they can share the intimate and
sometimes difficult to ask for needs of early settlement.
If early support is missing or not adequate this can
compound to create a whole range of interrelated
problems that become difficult to address.

12. Youth from a refugee background need targeted
information about what services are offered in a
culturally appropriate way. Youth suggest that there is
a need to develop a “what you need to know when
settling in Australia” package to alleviate confusion and
smooth access to available services. This needs
to be also about the taken for granted aspects of
Australian life as well so consider a cultural knowledge
network packages or program that also sets out to
establish social networks and demystify aspects of
Australian culture.
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Preliminary ideas for Policy Workshop discussion

Prioritise anti-discrimination and cultural 
awareness programs that can be delivered 
within schools, universities and work places.

The research has clearly demonstrated that discrimination 
affects many facets of the lives of refugee young 
people, which needs to be addressed urgently and 
broadly. There needs to be an interrogation and open 
dialogue about the practical and emotional impacts of 
racism and discrimination for refugees within Australian 
society at the highest levels of government. There is an 
urgent need to better understand of the impact of 
negative commentary and policy settings on the lives of 
youth from refugee backgrounds. This research clearly 
demonstrated the compounding negative effects of 
discriminatory practices on the lives of young refugees, 
particularly for their mental health and wellbeing. 
Further research into the links between mental health 
and hostile rhetoric towards refugees is strongly 
recommended to find out best ways to mitigating 
effects of racism and discrimination as well as what 
works to change fearful and negative attitudes 
towards refugees.

 Provide better integrated information 
regarding available services to refugee 
families about what to expect when 
resettling into Australia.

Many refugee youth made comments that they were 
unaware of services that were already available to 
support them in their settlement. They also stated 
that while services were provided such as English 
language support, they felt that the support they 
needed was not long enough. They wanted more 
intimate support from trusted people, like a mentor, 
to help them understand the implicit cultural 
knowledge or “rules” about different Australian 
cultural systems. For example, how to access housing, 
how to apply for employment and how to navigate 
the transport system.

 Better funding and support for complex 
mental health and trauma for both Youth 
from a refugee background and their 
families is recommended.

Complex trauma as a result from being part of war, 
refugee camps and the uncertainty of life has significant 
effects on refugee families resettling in Australia. The 
research uncovered that “life is hard” because of the 
compounding effects of navigating daily life which 
may be simple for those who have the right cultural 
knowledge but very confusing for those experiencing 
complex trauma. The effects of trauma and how it impacts 
on making life feel difficult for those attempting to 
successfully resettle in NSW cannot be underestimated. 
Importantly this support needs to also be effectively 
communicated so that their is an awareness of the 
services that are provided. The research suggested that 
refugee young people were not consistently aware of well 
known mental health services but tended instead to reach 
out to services which they were already in contact. It may 
then be best to provide more targeted support or training 
for smaller service providers to facilitate well supported 
referral services. Trauma support and mental health 
information for incoming refugees would be best to be 
delivered at multiple points in their settlement experience 
rather than a one off referral.

Establish Welcome Cultural Centres 
at already established community 
infrastructure such as libraries and halls.

The research established that youth felt isolated and 
lacked a strong sense of belonging to Australian culture 
as well as feeling disconnected from their own home 
culture. In some instances this meant that people 
formed their own groups but in too many instances 
they remained disconnected and disengaged. This was 
particularly pronounced in the 18-25 year old cohort as 
they did not have the benefit of school to provide a 
buffer for integration. Young people wanted activities 
and programs where they could explore Australian 
culture while retaining meaningful connection to 
their own culture. They also wanted a place to have fun 
and explore other facets of social life that went beyond 
family responsibilities and work or educational 
aspirations. A welcome cultural centre could provide a 
place for social and creative activities while also being a 
space to disseminate support service information such 
as mental help support, employment and educational 
guidance. A welcome centre would also provide a social 
space which could provide opportunities to build 
bridges between recent arrivals and Australians who 
are more established.
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language support, they felt that the support they 
needed was not long enough. They wanted more 
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may be simple for those who have the right cultural 
knowledge but very confusing for those experiencing 
complex trauma. The effects of trauma and how it impacts 
on making life feel difficult for those attempting to 
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communicated so that their is an awareness of the 
services that are provided. The research suggested that 
refugee young people were not consistently aware of well 
known mental health services but tended instead to reach 
out to services which they were already in contact. It may 
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for smaller service providers to facilitate well supported 
referral services. Trauma support and mental health 
information for incoming refugees would be best to be 
delivered at multiple points in their settlement experience 
rather than a one off referral.

Establish Welcome Cultural Centres 
at already established community 
infrastructure such as libraries and halls.

The research established that youth felt isolated and 
lacked a strong sense of belonging to Australian culture 
as well as feeling disconnected from their own home 
culture. In some instances this meant that people 
formed their own groups but in too many instances 
they remained disconnected and disengaged. This was 
particularly pronounced in the 18-25 year old cohort as 
they did not have the benefit of school to provide a 
buffer for integration. Young people wanted activities 
and programs where they could explore Australian 
culture while retaining meaningful connection to 
their own culture. They also wanted a place to have fun 
and explore other facets of social life that went beyond 
family responsibilities and work or educational 
aspirations. A welcome cultural centre could provide a 
place for social and creative activities while also being a 
space to disseminate support service information such 
as mental help support, employment and educational 
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The Researchers

Lead Researcher
Dr Karin Mackay

Dr Karin Mackay is a researcher and 
lecturer in Creativity, Learning and 
Cultural Wellbeing for The School of 
Education at Western Sydney 
University. Karin has worked as a 
creative practitioner and educator 
for the last 20 years to address 

 complex social and environmental problems. Her expertise 
is in co-designing participatory arts projects with a range 
of stakeholders. Her research design and findings have 
been used as the basis for informing NSW refugee youth 
resettlement policy development workshops. She is an 
active member of the NSW Joint Party working Group 
Refugee Youth and Director of SydWest Multicultural 
Services. Karin is currently working on documenting stories 
of migration in The Navigating Home Project which aims to 
understand the meaning of ‘home’ for young people to 
address issues of social cohesion and racism. Karin has 
published and presented her work at International and 
National level.

Research Assistant

Dr Alison McConnell-Imbriotis

Dr Alison McConnell-Imbriotis is an 
ethnographic researcher with an 
extensive background in 
transformative and experiential 
learning. She has been appointed 
as a  lecturer in Theatre Studies 
and in Education, and her doctoral 

work is located in the field of Sociology. She has extensive 
experience as an Educational and Communications advisor 
to Federal and State government and has worked 
closely with developing educational pathways between 
professional bodies and universities. She is currently 
assisting on various research projects for the School of 
Education WSU. Alison is a Trustee for a Quaker Trust 
which is currently working closely with Migrant Resource 
Centre in Tasmania and is also a facilitator for the 
Alternatives to Violence Project, currently working 
closely with refugees in NSW. 

Youth Peer Researchers
Hayatullah Akbari

My name is Hayatullah Akbari, and 
I am a third-year student studying 
a Bachelor of Arts in International law 
and International Relations. I am 
currently Chair of Asia Pacific refugee 
Right’s Youth Working Group where 
we work together to make sure 

refugee and asylum seeker Youth are involved in high-level 
policy and programming discussion, and we want refugee 
Youth voices to be heard. I advocate for refugee Youth. 
Youth access to education and employment. I wanted to 
be part of the peer researcher project for a positive policy 
change for refugee Youth living in Australia and to be. As 
a former refugee myself, I am fully aware of the challenges 
refugee Youth faces during and after their resettlement in 
Australia and wanted to see positive and less challenging 
settlement experience.

Muqdad Al Ghalebi
I study a Bachelor of Medical Sciences, 
however my interest lies in working 
in project research and development 
as well as policy and governance 
related roles in academia, industry 
or government.

Abdallah Al Tibi
My name is Abdallah and I am a 
former refugee from Syria who has 
been in Australia for four years. I am 
currently completing a Bachelor of 
Social Work and I have been working 
in the settlement sector with newly 
arrived refugees and migrants for 

the past three years. I have dedicated my time to be a peer 
researcher for the change I want to see hoping that the 
refugee’s resettlement can be less challenging in Australia.

Arash Bordbar
My name is Arash Bordbar and I am 
in my final year of my Bachelor of 
Engineering (Civil) degree. I am 
currently the Co-Chair of the Global 
Youth Advisory Council with UNHCR 
where we make sure that Youth voices 
are taken into consideration during 

the decision-making process of policies and procedures. I am 
also an advocate for refugee Youths for rights to education 
and employment, LGBTIAQ+ rights, sexual rights and 
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currently the Co-Chair of the Global 
Youth Advisory Council with UNHCR 
where we make sure that Youth voices 
are taken into consideration during 

the decision-making process of policies and procedures. I am 
also an advocate for refugee Youths for rights to education 
and employment, LGBTIAQ+ rights, sexual rights and 

mental health in the Asia Pacific region and I wanted to be a 
peer researcher on this project because of my advocacy and 
my experience as a former refugee, I believe that I can 
personally relate to many of the struggles and offer 
solutions coming from my advocacy with UNHCR.

Diana Nyiel Bullen
It has been an honour to work among 
the research team for the Refugee 
Youth Voice Premier Project, helping 
others has always been an interest 
of mine and this position has made it 
possible. I am eternally greatful for the 
skills and knowledge I have gained and 

pleased with the support I received thought this process. As 
a current Social Science student, my interest lies within the 
field of enhancing the lives of others so thank you to the 
team that made it possible for us to give a voice to those 
who have not been heard.

Vyshali Dharmagesan
My name is Vyshali Dharmagesan, 
studying Bachelor of Social Research 
and Policy, majoring in Politics and 
International Relations at UNSW. 
I am interested in foreign policy 
and government politics in various 
countries, and the different types of 

government. I am deeply passionate about human rights, 
and advocate against domestic violence. My passion and 
my interest in research drove me to apply to be a Peer 
Researcher, as I was interested in learning about and 
hearing about the first hand experience of being a refugee, 
and refugee settlement, and analyse how the current 
settlement policy could be enhanced.

Rahila Haidary

Mehrnez Jorfian
I’m Mehrnaz, and I’m in my second 
year of Law at the University of 
Technology Sydney. I decided to 
become involved in this project 
as this role combined both of my 
interests, which are policy making 
and humanitarian issues. Becoming a 

researcher for this project has allowed me to gather 
valuable data regarding issues in resettlement, in order 
influence future policies that will be pivotal to improving the 
lives of people from refugee, and refugee like backgrounds.

Gifty Kpodo

Ajok Marial

My long term goal is to work to 
support people in the community 
sector. Personally, I’d like to achieve 
success in any career in my new life 
in Australia.

Ajok is from South Sudan and is 
currently studying law. She wants 
to specialise in international law/
human rights or represent women 
and young children.

She is currently involved in the 
Australian National Council of 

Refugee Women, Red Cross Youth Mentoring program 
(juvenile justice), Youth Humanitarian Conference (speed 
mentor), local community centres and was a Refugee 
Youth Peer Researcher for this project.

She is passionate about social justice, helping people 
that are disadvantaged, law, arts, fashion, mentorship 
and entrepreneurship.

Asterie Nsengiyumva
My name is Asterie Nsengiyumva 
and I come from Burundi, I live 
in Newcastle NSW. I have been in 
Australia for eleven years. I completed 
my high school here in Australia and 
now I am a graduate in Bachelor of 
social science in Human Services. 

I work as a Nurse in Assistance at Amaroo Aged Care Facility. 
At the moment I am gathering young Burundian to make a 
traditional dance group. I believe young people need to keep 
their culture and to love their country. The reason is some 
of the young people I been talking to they are forgetting to 
where they came from and they do not want to be part of 
their country. I am interested in working with young people 
from refugee background and families, working in the 
community, I love working with people. I was interested in 
becoming peer Youth research because I am interested to 
know what other young people are facing and how they are 
overcoming their situation. I was also interested in because 
my self I want to work with young people and thinking to 
open a Youth group where there can meet. We all have 
different knowledge and talents, I think they or we need 
to use those talent and share them.
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Shaqaeq Rezai
My name is Shaqaeq Rezai, I am originally from Afghanistan 
and have come to Australia in 2013. I am now studying a 
Bachelor of Communication Digital Social Media at UTS. 
I decided to become a Peer Researcher with WSU as the 
role would empower me to make a positive impact in the 
policy making process and delivery of services and program 
for refugee Youth like myself in the future. This is because 
I, myself have been through the process of settling down in 
Australia as a newly arrived refugee and am familiar with 
the challenges and obstacles a young refugee might face so 
becoming a Peer Researcher would allow me to use my lived 
experiences as well as the skills that I have gained through 
my active participation in the community sector as a young 
leader and Youth advocate to make a positive impact in 
the delivery of crucial services that are essential for young 
people from diverse backgrounds in the future to develop 
agency and resilience.

The reason why I decided to participate in this research project 
was to give back to the community and to use my voice as a 
platform to create change because, I was once a refugee who 
went through some of the experiences and challenges these 
young people had faced. It’s important to acknowledge that 
everyone has a story, but to also remember that one’s drive 
and positive mindset enables one to not use their pigeon holed 
labels as an excuse to not reach for the stars.

Assala Sayara
Assala Sayara is a social justice 
advocate, activist and influencer of 
Palestinian descent who is currently 
in her final year of Social Work at the 
university of Sydney,

Assala is immensely passionate about 
her cultural connection to Palestine and uses this passion to 
assist her in working closely with diverse communities and 
closely with refugees from different backgrounds locally and 
globally; including Jordan, Palestine, Indonesia and Australia.

Assala’s work is founded in humanitarianism and community. 
Assala utilises a range of methods, such as writing and 
spoken word to advocate, raise awareness and reflect on 
experiences.

She is the co-founder of “A Peace of Palestine”, an event 
that began with celebrating Palestinian culture (particularly, 
the traditional “thoub”, or Palestinian dress) and expanded 
to become a registered organisation.

Assala’s Dream is not just to focus on creating change on an 
individual level, but also to perpetuate this change on a 
broader structural level.

Horia Yosufi
I’m in interested in women equality 
and raising awareness about domestic 
violence and being able to hopefully 
in the future stand up and present 
woman within my community who 
struggle to be heard and are afraid 
to take legal actions.

I’m studying a Bachelor of Law and a Bachelor 
of Criminology.

I took part in this project because I myself come from a refugee 
background. I know the struggles that one faces in their 
process of settlement. And how difficult it is to assimilate and 
basically start a new life. Being a part of this research project 
meant that I am making a difference and in a way being a voice 
for those who struggle to be heard and for my own people.

Amro Zoabe
I’m a 19-year-old young adult from 
a Syrian refugee background who 
arrived in Australia in late 2016. I have 
a great passion for building healthy 
communities and empowering 
people, thus I study a double degree 
Bachelor of Psychology (Honours)/ 

Bachelor of Commerce (Economics) at The University of 
Wollongong (UOW). I aspire to work as a researcher in the 
field of Behavioural Economics. Working for Western Sydney 
University on the project Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards 
to the Premier, is an embodiment of my determination 
to enhance the living standards of the Australian society 
through my contribution as a young researcher.

9/7/19   8:11 pm
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1. Creating programs/seminars/workshops where young
people can explore their culture, meet other young
people that experience what they going through
(being an in-between amongst two worlds) and an
understanding of cultures between non-refugees
and refugees.

2. Employment opportunities: Creating more opportunities
for young refugees by giving them job experience
(apprentice). Possibly have quotas for certain jobs.
Mentors to help guide them.

3. A program to crack down on employees who under pay
young refugees and also a program for them to feel safe
to share their reality without the fear of being deported.

4. Creating a young persons refugee’s royal commission
and ombudsman that enables young people to speak
out about employment discrimination, isolation and
prejudice from career advisors/schools as well as big
agencies that exploit refugees. Also concerning family
matters there are a lot of miscommunication with the
parents so a mediation/counselling service to mediate
the gap would help. A helpline for young refuges to go
to, if they feel afraid or pressure at home. This needs to
be separate from the human rights commission.

5. Mental Health programs: More free hours for young
people at the clinic to deal with their traumas.
10 sessions are not enough.

6. More programs for inclusion/ networking with other
refugee kids to feel a sense of belonging/understanding.
Caretakers for Youth and their families when they fi st
settle that teaches them how to do things so they don’t
become dependant.

7. Additional programs designed holistically and delivered
by people who are from a refugee or migrant
background within schools to raise issues of human
rights and racism.

8. Inclusion programs that help to maintain identity
while exploring new culture and environment.

9. Keeping the voices of young people present
while settling.

10. More job opportunities without the need for
qualifications. Experience should not be seen as the
prime importance recruitment of young people from
refugee backgrounds.

11. What surprised me was the lack of knowledge of
services that refugees knew about. It appeared to be
a relatively simple to task to inform new settlers about
the services available to them and to be recommended
programs for them when they first come. Services like
MYAN and STARTTS were not as popular as I thought
they should have been as the people I interviewed were
a target audience for said programs.
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Appendix 1 
Voice of Peer Researchers
Suggested Actions for Policy Reform



12. There needs to be an anti-discrimination initiative or
program in schools that teaches students and teachers
to be more sensitive and considerate of people of
refugee backgrounds. This initiative can be broadened
to include LGBT, and other minority groups so that it is
more appealing as a policy for NSW as a whole. It would
encourage diversity and inclusion especially in light of
recent global events.

13. I know Newcastle has a lot of young people from
different background, but they do not have where they
meet and come together. Last year on African Day
Youth had a full on event but there is no ongoing social
group for them.

14. The parents of some research participants mentioned
that the government is taking too much time
(up to 24 months, compared to 12 months) to process
citizenship applications.

15. Australian’s like to sweep issues under the rug and no
one wants to offend anyone. I think an open dialogue
needs to be expressed without fear for people to truly
say what they want and for change to happen. For
example in regards to the Indigenous Australian’s, all
levels of generations are affected differently.

16. Extra School Programs that support language learning.

17. Qualification Recognition scheme.

18. Fix the limited Intensive English Centre in terms of 
location, flexibility and time spent in this program.

19. Need more conversation in class at school.

20. Programs at school for refugees (ethics class).

21. Stop Exploitation by business owners of refugees.

22. Provide training to services to be more understanding 
of our circumstances and complexities.

23. Interpreters needed at the hospital and dental. 
Difficlyy in explaining the problems to medical staff. 
There is not enough information on rugs and family 
planning not There needs to be more culturally sensitive 
health services.

24. Payments are not enough to support a large family.

25. Volunteering opportunities.

26. Guidance and better support needed from
service providers.

27. Address the cost of living pressures as housing costs are 
high compared to payments and job opportunities.

28. Better services information to be provided to young 
people, to be made available in the school sector so that 
young newly arrived migrants can know the services that 
are out there and how they can access, just in case they 
might need it, or they can tell a friend in need about it.
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REFUGEE YOUTH POLICY INITIATIVE 

SUB-GROUP QUESTIONS:
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Appendix 2 
JPWG Workshop Questions

HOME AND COMMUNITY
1.  Who is your community?

2.  Are you connected to your community?

3.  How do you know you are connected to your community?

4.  How many friends do you have? Real friends..

5.  What values do you look for in a friend?

6.  Who do you go to when you have a problem?

7.  Where do you feel safe? Where do you feel unsafe?

8.  What does family mean to you?

9.  How do you see your role in your family?

10.  Are you OK/comfortable with that role?

11.  Are you respected?

12.  Do you see your friends as more important than your family or community?

13.  Who listens to you? eg family or community?

14.  Is your voice heard? By whom?

15.  What comes to your mind when we talk about culture?

16.  What makes somewhere home to you?

17.  What are the main tensions in your life?

EDUCATION
1.  How important is education to you?

2.  How aware are you of different educational opportunities in NSW?

3.  Are you involved in education?

4.  Can you describe what you are studying/ your course?

5.  What is your end goal from this course/education?

6.  Do you want to find out about other courses/opportunities?

7.  What is difficult about settling in education in Australia? Is it different?
 What was the transition like?

8.  Barriers? Supports? Gaps?

9.  If you are not involved in education, why not?

10.  Looking back what could have been done differently?

11.  Has anyone inspired/motivated you to pursue your goal?
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EMPLOYMENT
1.  Have you had a job? How old were you when you started looking?

2.  How long did it take go get one?

3.  What would be your ideal job? Do you think you will get there? Can you see any barriers?

4.  Do you have autonomy choosing employment?

5.  Are you receiving support looking for a job? What kind of support?

6.  Why is employment important? Is it just money?

7.  What sort of skill do you have?

8.  Are you employed in the same skill?

9.  Do you feel heard at your workplace?

10.  Do young people know their rights in the workplace? What are your rights in the workplace?

11. How did you find this out?

12.  Do young people have support in the workplace?

13.  Does the culture of the workplace support young people?

WELLBEING AND VOICE
1.  What does wellbeing mean to you?

2.  What does mental health mean to you?

3.  Where do you feel you have a voice in your life?

4.  Where do you feel you are being heard in your life?

5.  How do you know you are being heard?

6.  What or who supports your wellbeing?

7.  How do you look after yourself? What supports you?

8.  What do you think would be the effects of you voicing your opinion/needs?

9.  What things create stress/pressures in your life?

10.  Where would you go if you needed help with mental health?

11.  What do you think adults think you need?

11.  Has anyone inspired/motivated you to pursue your goal?



51

Refugee Youth  Voice – Postcards to the Premier

Appendix 3 
Peer Researcher Training Schedule

DAY 1 THURSDAY 21ST FEBRUARY 2019

Objectives of Day 1 Today’s focus is getting to know each other, devising research questions, and 
learning about interview techniques including other ways to collect data.

Time Activity Responsible

8.30-9.00 Arrival and Registration Tuba Hancock WSU

Liz Cush MNSW

9.00-9.10 Welcome and Introductions Dr Karin Mackay WSU

Celia Finch MNSW

9.10-9.15 Background Context of the Project MNSW Key

Dates of the Project

Key Aims and Key Outcomes

Celia Finch MNSW

9.15-9.45 Ice-breaker Bubbles Dr Karin Mackay WSU

9:45-10:45 What is Action Research

Your Role as Peer Researcher

What you need to do: Responsibilities  
and Expectations

Dr Karin Mackay WSU

10:45-11:00 Pay and Administration Information 

WWCC

Tuba Hancock Research Assistant WSU

Lin Brown Research Manager WSU

11.00-11.30 Morning Tea

11.30-12.30 Data Collection

Ways to collect data: interviews, focus groups, 
surveys, visuals, sound, facebook)

Interviews: Open and closed questions

Devising Interview Questions

Karin

12.30-13.30 Lunch

13.30-15.00 Gaining Informed Consent

Practice Interviews/Role play

Karin

15:00- 16:00 Research Action Plan

Identifying your networks

Contacting your research participants

Who will be your research buddy?

Setting up Zoom meetings

16:00 TRAINING DAY 1 CONCLUDES
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DAY 2 THURSDAY 22nd FEBRUARY 2019

Objectives of Day 2 Today’s focus will be on Facebook groups, postcard design as well as wellbeing 
and safety while conducting research.

Time Activity Responsible

8.30-9.00 Arrival and Registration Tuba Hancock WSU

Liz Cush MNSW

9.00-11.00 Wellbeing and Safety When Doing Research Julie-Anne-STARTTS

11.00-11.30 Morning Tea

11.30-12.30 Engagement Strategies

How will you get people involved

Focus Groups

Facebook Group Strategies

Record Keeping and Privacy: How to record 
and document your interviews and focus 
groups?

12.30-13.30 Lunch

13.30-15.00 Postcard Design

Sharing Stories and Challenges: 

• My challenges:

• My solutions:

• My messages to the Premier

15:00- 16:00 Revise Research Action Plan

Contact Script

My List of contacts

Calendar Schedule

Debrief and Questions

16:00 TRAINING DAY 2 CONCLUDES



53

Refugee Youth  Voice – Postcards to the Premier

Interview Questions

Demographic Questions

First thing is to make sure you collect the demographic information below:

Name

Age

Time in Australia

Living now

Living before Australia

Ethnic Origin

Gain consent

I would then make sure consent is understood and given and you have a consent form signed
by the interviewee.

Appendix 4
Interview Questions Scaffold
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General Questions

I would begin with a general question such as …..

What have been some of the challenging things you have experienced when living in 
NSW?

Can you tell me more about…………..? (ask to say more about an issue)

Do you have any further examples of……….? (if they are not giving much detail)

Direct Questions

Ask your direct questions here (you don’t have to ask ALL questions. Use them as a 
guide. It is better to let the person speak about what is important to them.)

Finish your interview with

What would you like to see happen to address the challenges you have mentioned?

What advice would you give other young refugees about resettling in Australia?
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Your Name: Your Strengths:

Critical Friend: Their Strengths:

Target group of young refugees 
16-25yrs

Research into background of your target group 

Languages 

Where living

Possible Challenges

Strengths

List of Organisations/Groups you will contact Contact Details

Scripts for Contacting Organisations/
Individuals

Hi my name is…….I am a peer researcher from Western Sydney University 
working with Multicultural NSW on the Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards 
to the Premiere Project. The research aims to ask refugees between 16 
and 25 years old about their challenges and opportunities for living well 
and settling in NSW. This research has been commissioned by Chancellor 
Peter Shergold, NSW Coordinator General for Refugee Resettlement in 
NSW and will inform a policy recommendation paper that will go to the 
NSW Premier in June 2019.

Can I come and talk to young people from a refugee like background 
from your organisation/group? I am looking to interview about 20 young 
people and conduct a series of focus groups.

Who is the best contact person to help me reach out to refugee youth in 
your organisation/group?

When would be a good time to come and meet with you so we can work 
out the best times and place to do the research.

Thank you for your time. I will send an email confirming our conversation.

Appendix 5 
Action Research Plan: Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to The Premier
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Script for Interview Hi my name is…..I am doing this because….(a bit about you)

The research aims to…….

The research will be used to……

I want to ask you about your experiences of living in NSW such 
as what has been challenging and what might help you.  

Before we start I need to make sure you are ok with this. (Give 
the informed consent information sheets and give time to read).

Do you consent to me using what you say in this interview to 
as part of this research? Do you consent to having your photo 
or video taken? You can choose to have your name identified 
with what you say or you can be anonymous. What would you 
prefer? You can choose to withdraw from the study at any time 
and there will be no consequences for that.

Basic Initial Questions

What is your name?

What is your age?

What is your ethnic origin?

Where do you live now?

Where have you lived in the past?

Script Focus Group As above

Set ground rules

Tell group what you will be doing

Strategies for Group Dynamics

Give them your contact details

Interview Questions

Resources

Script

Consent forms

Recording device

Focus Group Questions

Resources

Script

Consent forms

Recording device

Appendix 5 : Action Research Plan: Refugee Youth Voice: Postcards to The Premier
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Postcards and memes Who will you invite to create a postcard?

How will they send this to you?

Facebook Strategy How will you engage young people on the Facebook group Page?

Reporting and Documentation Complete your weekly report checklist

How will you send this to the lead researcher each week

Weekly email to both
k.mackay@westernsydney.edu.au
Tugba.kochancock@westernsydney.edu.au
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Task Comments

Who have I contacted this week to set up interviews/ 
focus groups?

Organisations

Individuals

How many interviews have I done this week?

Who did I interview

Where did I do the interviews

What were three main findings from my interviews 
this week

1.

2

3

How many focus groups did I do this week?

How many people attended my focus group?

   

Name:      Date:    Region:

Appendix 8 
Weekly Reporting Checklist
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Task Comments

What were the demographics of the people in the 
group (age, country of origin, social status)

Where did I conduct the focus groups?

What were the three main findings 1.

2.

3.

How many postcards did I receive?

How many people did I invite to the facebook group

What were the three main findings 1.

2

3
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Task Comments

Did I send in consent forms to WSU

How many?

Did I send in Interview/focus group recordings  
to WSU

Did I send in any Photos or Videos to WSU

What was the most challenging experience from my 
research?

 

What was the most enjoyable experience from my 
research?

Debrief

Is there anything that I would like help with or to  

talk about?

What do I plan to do for  week
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