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Executive Summary 

The research project, Meeting the Needs of Marginalised Muslim Families, was 
funded by the Australian Government Department of Immigration and Citizenship 
(DIAC) under the National Action Plan (NAP) to Build on Social Cohesion, Harmony 
and Security.  

The research had two primary aims: to enhance understanding of the needs of 
marginalised Muslim families; and to develop best practice for addressing these 
needs. These aims were achieved by addressing the following research questions: 

a. What are the main issues relating to marginalisation that concern Muslim 
families in Australia? What is the nature of marginalisation that they 
experience? 

b. What are the enablers, the factors that promote resilience within Muslim 
families and their positive engagement in Australian society, and help them 
avoid marginalisation? 

c. What are the factors that negatively influence intra-family relations and hinder 
their full and active participation in Australian society?  

d. How do marginalised families cope and deal with marginalisation (formal or 
informal support mechanisms)? What works and what are the gaps in these 
mechanisms, especially in government and non-government services?  

e. What are the elements of best practice to meet the needs of marginalised 
Muslim families?  

The project tried to give equal emphasis to understanding the problem (of 
‘marginalisation’ and intra-family relational issues and factors causing these), and to 
finding the enablers and ‘solutions’.  

 Some of the key concepts that helped frame the research are: 

• social capital, community and social cohesion 

• social exclusion/inclusion and marginalisation 

• ‘good’ and ‘best’ practice. 

The research methodology consisted of: 

• literature review 

• interviews and focus groups with 75 members of Muslim families in 
Wollongong and Auburn, New South Wales (NSW) 

• interviews with 26 key informants and service providers from mainstream and 
community organisations in Wollongong and Auburn 

• community consultations 

• follow up data-gathering for good practice case studies 

• web search for additional relevant good practice case studies. 
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The central findings from this research are grouped under the following themes: 

• social belonging and marginalisation 

• intra-family relations: issues and needs 

• accessing informal support and formal services 

• good practice case studies 

• ‘best practice’ guidelines. 

Social belonging and marginalisation 

A number of participants in this study reported experiencing a sense of belonging. 
They felt they were accepted and included, and expressed many positive things about 
Australia and the ethnic communities they associated with. The predominant themes 
in relation to social belonging and inclusion were as follows: 

• Ethno-religious communities played a major facilitation role in the settlement 
of new migrants by providing language and community networks. These social 
networks also assisted Muslim youth and families in forming and negotiating 
mixed identities through the celebration of cultural and religious events and by 
linking ethno-religious and mainstream communities. 

• Participants felt that there was some acceptance, tolerance and understanding 
by the broader Australian community towards religious minorities, including 
Muslims. Examples given included women who wear hijab (scarf) being 
treated with respect, their religious practices being accommodated such as 
having prayer rooms in schools and workplaces, and being allowed to make 
adjustments to uniforms for school and sport activities. 

• Participants appreciated the freedoms in Australia (e.g. of speech and 
association, of the practice of religion), and the safety, as well as the easy 
accessibility of education and other services. 

• Some participants highlighted the importance of volunteering as a means of 
social inclusion. 

However, there were many Muslim families in this study who expressed negative 
feelings about their experiences of marginalisation. The dominant themes here were:  

• difficulties meeting basic needs such as housing and everyday expenditure (e.g. 
paying for children’s extracurricular activities) 

• discrimination and problems associated with the visibility of Islam and 
differences in physical appearance, especially on the part of the media 

• marginalisation within their own ethno-religious communities. 

Intra-family relations: issues and needs 

Participants identified several factors enabling them to participate in Australian 
society as families and as individuals. Among these were:  
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• having the family play a very influential role in its members’ lives 

• community assistance for families to raise their children according to their 
ethno-religious background 

• Islam as a religion being a main source of spiritual and social guidance 

• the prevalence of good communication, trust and respect within the family 

• individual life experiences and traits such as resilience and maturity. 

Some of the challenges which led to difficulties in familial relations were related to 
the following: 

• Most migrant Muslim families had difficulties related to adjustments in settling 
down. Common among these experiences were: grief and guilt about leaving 
family members behind in their homeland; isolation due to the loss of social 
networks and status; difficulties in finding work and integrating into the labour 
market; and dependency on others and on social welfare. Any one of these 
factors could contribute to participants’ loss of self-confidence and self-esteem. 

• In some families the lack of English language proficiency of parents and other 
extended family members meant that they became dependent on their children 
to interpret when they tried to navigate through their daily life, including 
accessing services. This was an issue whether they had recently arrived or had 
been living in Australia for many years. The dependency on other family 
members, especially children, could be a source of tension and cause a reversal 
of roles and status within the family. Communication across generations could 
also become problematic due to differences of language proficiency, both in 
English and in the family’s ethnic language.  

• Socio-economic disadvantage could be compounded by the inability to find 
suitable work and a loss of social status. For some male participants, having to 
accept welfare payments had the effect of reducing their personal dignity in 
relation to their traditional role of provider for their family. On the other hand, 
however, welfare benefits increased the financial independence of the women, 
because it gave them access to their own income.  

A number of intergenerational issues emerged from the focus groups with Muslim 
families:  

• There was a strong sense among some families that they needed to protect their 
children from what they saw as the negative influences and practices associated 
with mainstream society.  

• Some parents who had recently migrated from Afghanistan, Iraq or Sudan 
expressed fears about their children’s newly gained autonomy (e.g. access to 
social welfare, independent housing). They frequently saw their children’s 
exposure to concepts of independence as ‘having too many rights’, and blamed 
it for the challenges they were encountering in guiding their children’s socio-
cultural development and well-being. Many participants experienced a sense of 
loss of parental authority. 

• Some participants were afraid that their children’s socialisation would be 
compromised (e.g. that young people would be tempted to use alcohol and 
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drugs). It was in this context in particular that parents felt that they needed to 
assert ethno-religious values. In some cases, this caused family conflict, for 
example, around children’s socialising and choice of friends, or their career 
choices, or their choice of marriage partners.  

• Parents reported using a range of parenting strategies, with some employing 
more authoritarian parenting styles (such as smacking) when trying to 
discipline their children. Some parents feared, however, that children could be 
taken away from them by community services if they used such disciplinary 
methods. For many of the families who had recently migrated, there does 
appear to be some confusion about Australian laws regulating the domestic 
domain. 

All the above involve issues of threatened trust and breakdowns in communication. 
As a small number of participants pointed out, one consequence of family breakdown 
would be young people ‘at risk’ or ‘leading a double life’. 

Accessing informal support and formal services 

Participants used various strategies for coping with family discord, such as getting 
advice around child-rearing practices, or finding avenues of support in cases of family 
disharmony, including domestic violence. These strategies involved informal support 
– family and friends, or religious leaders and key community members – as well as 
ethnic/multicultural services and formal mainstream services. 

Overwhelmingly, when asked where they would go for advice or help relating to 
family issues, young participants identified family, friends or trusted community 
members as their main sources of support. Parents were more likely to get advice 
from ‘significant community members’, mainly religious leaders or respected elders.  

Religious leaders were often consulted on family issues including parenting, marriage 
and divorce, and family or intergenerational conflict. While there was satisfaction 
with these forms of informal support, it was acknowledged that their capacity was 
limited, both in terms of availability and in relation to knowledge of Australian 
service systems. There were also concerns about confidentiality and the usefulness of 
the advice provided. 

Community members, especially those in key roles and in ethnic community 
organisations, were very useful for maintaining the cultural heritage and identity, for 
liaising with mainstream services, and for offering services directly. There were some 
concerns about whether there were enough resources and skills to maintain these 
organisations, and about too much focus on the ‘cultural’ and the needs of very 
specific target groups. 

Most Muslim families reported having used mainstream services such as welfare and 
social services at different stages in the process of settling in Australia. For parents 
and youth, formal support was a key way to get their social needs met. Most 
frequently mentioned were government welfare services, settlement services for 
recent arrivals, and church-based and other not-for-profit charitable organisations.  
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A number of barriers and difficulties in accessing formal services were mentioned, 
including language and communication problems, mistrust of the service, lack of 
knowledge or understanding of the service, and personal problems. 

A number of gaps were identified, including services and support for young people, 
services that supported families as a whole, support for single parents, attention for 
refugees and recently arrived migrants, and the special needs of the elderly and carers.  

There were also suggestions made about how the ethnic community, schools and 
mosques could become involved in the provision of services and in linking Muslim 
communities to the broader Australian community, both in terms of participation and 
in relation to accessing support. 

Good practice case studies 

There are 23 good practice case studies presented in this report. Each case study 
contains a description of a service or program, the key good practice ingredients, and 
the key lessons learnt or the areas for improvement. Most of these case studies were 
identified by the research participants and key informants, although a number were 
sourced through the internet. They are classified into four categories: 

• family support services – programs that enhance families’ capacity to build and 
maintain positive relationships; and programs that enhance the capacity of 
families, communities, and mainstream services to deal with severe family 
issues 

• services and programs for young people and youth ‘at risk’ – capacity-building 
programs (volunteering, leadership, accessing services); community 
development programs using sport and recreation, the arts and creative 
engagement; working with young people in public spaces; and working with 
disaffected youth 

• programs and initiatives to enhance social inclusion and cohesion – cross-
cultural education; volunteering; community development initiatives 

• education and school-based programs.  

‘Best practice’  

While no ‘best practice’ model emerged from the findings and the literature review, a 
number of critical practice elements were identified: 

• cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building  

• enhancing informal support and social capital  

• educating the community  

• ‘best practice’ guidelines at policy, service and practice levels.  
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These principles will have to be implemented in different ways depending on the 
particular service and the local context.  The case studies provide good examples of 
how these principles can be implemented.   
 
There is still a very small evidence base for the effectiveness of cross-cultural and 
ethno-specific services in Australia, and it is important that further research and 
evaluation is undertaken to inform future service development in this important area. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background  
Australia is a multicultural society with around one-quarter of the population born 
overseas and around 45 per cent who have at least one parent born overseas. In the 
2006 Census 340,393 people or 1.7 per cent of the Australian population identified as 
Muslim (DIAC, 2007b). However the Muslim population is diverse, with some 
groups having a long-standing significant presence in Australia, whereas other groups 
are relatively new immigrants. Muslims in Australia are also diverse culturally and 
linguistically, with groups who originate from a range of different countries, for 
example, east and south Asia, the Middle East, Europe and Africa. Furthermore, 
Muslims in Australia adhere to a number of Muslim denominations such as Sunni, 
Alawite, Shiite, or Druse, to mention just the most prominent (Batrouney, 1995). 
They are also geographically spread throughout Australia, although the main 
concentrations are in the capital cities in New South Wales (NSW) (Sydney, 48%) 
and Victoria (Melbourne, 31%) (DIAC, 2007b).  

A significant number of Muslims in Australia have come as refugees. During 2007-08 
a total of 13,014 visas were granted under the Humanitarian Program. Among the 
recipients of Offshore Humanitarian visas (i.e. visas granted outside Australia), 
people from the Middle East and South West Asia comprised 35 per cent. Countries 
with populations predominantly adhering to Islam such as Iraq, Afghanistan and 
Sudan were listed among the top ten countries of birth representing 42.2 per cent 
within this offshore component (DIAC, 2008; 2009). However, the country of origin 
only partly indicates whether a refugee is Muslim or not. Many refugees from 
‘Muslim’ countries do not identify with Islam. In the 2001 Census 50.5 per cent of the 
foreign-born Lebanese identified as Catholic/Maronite or Orthodox (Jupp, 2006). 

Marginalisation is a real issue among Muslim families in Australia. For Muslim 
communities living in western societies marginalisation is a consequence of experiences 
of discrimination and of what might be called Islamophobia. The focus of this study 
was to understand the experiences of marginalisation and to identify the social support 
needs of Muslim families living in Australia. 

1.2 Aims and scope of the project  
This research project was funded under the National Action Plan to Build on Social 
Cohesion, Harmony and Security (NAP), a whole-of-government program 
coordinated by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). 

The research had two primary aims: to enhance understanding of the needs of 
marginalised Muslim families; and to develop ‘best practice’ in addressing these 
needs. These aims were achieved by addressing the following research questions: 

a. What are the main issues relating to marginalisation that concern Muslim 
families in Australia? What is the nature of marginalisation that they 
experience? 

b. What are the enablers that promote resilience within Muslim families and their 
positive engagement in Australian society, and help them avoid 
marginalisation? 
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c. What are the factors that negatively influence intra-family relations and hinder 
their full and active participation in Australian society?  

d. How do marginalised families cope and deal with marginalisation (formal or 
informal support mechanisms)? What works and what are the gaps in these 
mechanisms, especially in government and non-government services?  

e. What are the elements of best practice to meet the needs of marginalised 
Muslim families?  

The project tried to give equal emphasis to understanding the problem (of 
‘marginalisation’ and intra-family relational issues, and factors causing these) and to 
finding the enablers and ‘solutions’.  

The research focused on Muslim families from diverse ethnic backgrounds (Lebanese 
and other Middle Eastern backgrounds, Turkish, Indonesian, Indian, Pakistani, 
Sudanese, Anglo-Celtic, etc.). The project also recognised other dimensions of 
diversity of the Muslim population such as age, gender, geographical location, 
multicultural density of place of residence, urban/metropolitan versus rural/regional, 
refugee status, and so on.  

1.3 Relevant theoretical concepts and frameworks 
In undertaking this research, we were guided by a number of relevant theoretical 
concepts and frameworks (described briefly below). The main ones are: social capital, 
community and social cohesion; social exclusion/inclusion and marginalisation; and 
the concept of good/best practice. We will refer to them as we discuss the findings of 
the study. 

Social capital, community and social cohesion 
Family, markets, governments and community – these are the four ‘pillars’ of social 
support that Johnson et al. (2003) have identified as playing a significant role on the 
welfare of citizens. They have also identified the following core features which 
underpin the concept of community and which are essential to pluralistic democracies:  

• building social capital in the form of participation such as volunteer and 
community work as well as political engagement 

• enhancing civic cohesion by increasing ‘bridging’ activities among 
organisations, (e.g. the willingness to cooperate with others), and fostering trust 
and reciprocity among individuals.  

Societies that are characterised by high civic cohesion and social capital have been 
associated with lower levels of crime and vandalism and greater individual well-being 
(Johnson et al., 2003). 

The concept of community is intimately related to the concept of social cohesion. 
Nieuwenhuysen (2007) points out that the key features of this concept include shared 
values, and a sense of common identity and belonging to the same community. The 
five core dimensions are: 

• belonging (shared values and identity) 

• inclusion (equal opportunities for access)  
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• participation (engagement in structures and systems 

• recognition (respect and tolerance) 

• legitimacy (pluralism) (Berger-Schmitt and Noll, 2000 cited in Khoo, 2007). 

With respect to social capital and immigrant communities, the literature commonly 
highlights three aspects: ethnicity, spatial proximity, and the role of ‘familism’. 
Research in the United States (US) has shown that spatial proximity can increase the 
level of social capital – cooperation and reciprocity – especially among ethnically 
homogenous groups (Johnson et al., 2003). With respect to Australian Muslims, Wise 
and Ali (2008: 61) point out that ethnic communities provide a source of anchorage 
and identity. However, as a consequence of discrimination and Islamophobia, Muslim 
families may be marginalised and may ‘retreat into their own communities’.  

Familism is defined as the ‘elevation of family and kinship ties above other social 
types of obligation’ (Winter, 2000, cited in Johnson et al., 2003: 36). The evidence 
from Australian research on the connections between migration status and the amount 
of social support provided by kin is mixed. De Vaus’s (1996) research confirms the 
common stereotype of the existence of higher expectations of collective responsibility 
and obligation among immigrant families from Asia, Southern Europe, and the 
Middle East compared to Anglo-Celtic families. These expectations are attributed to 
less developed welfare states in countries of origin, to experiences of marginalisation 
in Australia, and also to a greater emphasis on individualism in advanced industrial 
societies (de Vaus, 1996, cited in Batrouney and Stone, 1998: 15). However, 
Batrouney and Stone’s (1998: 20) findings contradict these common assumptions, 
showing that the same attitudes and values can be found across all cultural groups. 
They argue that, while families from non-English speaking backgrounds may prefer 
‘close interaction and mutual assistance’, the lack of resources and the disrupted 
social networks with family living overseas, ‘too often prevent them from realising 
these values’. 

Social exclusion/inclusion and marginalisation 

Although social exclusion/inclusion are contested terms, as Peace (2001) has pointed 
out, they are important for policy making. While categories of social 
exclusion/inclusion can vary across countries and political contexts, they commonly 
include factors such as income, wealth distribution, employment, and more recently, 
equal opportunities in education and social and community life. Socio-economic 
disadvantage is an important determinant of social exclusion or marginalisation, but 
there are a number of other dimensions – citizenship and political participation, 
service utilisation, access to social security, housing and other resources, racism and 
discrimination – which can impact on the social participation of ethnic minority 
groups.  

Social inclusion and belonging are both necessary for a positive post-migration 
experience. They are strongly linked both to informal networks and to the formal 
supports which enable people to live their lives in such a way that they can participate 
fully in Australian society.  

A useful source for understanding the concept of marginalisation is the psychological 
acculturation theory of John Berry, a cross-cultural psychologist (Berry, 1997, cited in 
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Phinney et al., 2006b). Within psychology, there is a long-standing research tradition 
examining the attitudes developed by people in non-dominant social groups in plural 
societies, although these attitudes are only one side of the coin. The other side 
involves the conditions in the larger society –multiculturalism, exclusion, a preference 
for assimilation – which can reinforce or restrain the individual’s choices (Berry and 
Sam, 1997, cited in Phinney et al., 2006b). The four individual acculturation attitudes 
derived from Berry’s theory are:  

• integration or biculturalism (maintenance of cultural integrity, while seeking to 
participate as an integral part of the larger society) 

• assimilation (non-maintenance of cultural heritage, eager involvement with the 
dominant group culture) 

• separation or withdrawal (holding on to heritage culture, tendency to avoid 
interactions with others) 

• marginalisation (little possibility of or interest for either cultural maintenance 
or interaction with other groups) (Klimidis and Minas, 1995; Phinney et al., 
2006b: 74). 

It needs to be emphasised that each of these processes is a two-way street that can be 
enabled or constrained both by the pre-existing society and by the migrants 
themselves.  

At the same time, it is equally important to stress that marginalisation is different 
from the other three categories. Because it denies the minority group the alternative of 
integrating into the dominant society, it disenfranchises them and deprives them of the 
important option of participating in mainstream cultural life. Marginalisation is the 
result of a lack of options or opportunities, rather than a consequence of individual 
decisions.  

Marginalisation is an important factor to consider when examining the engagement 
with mainstream society of any cultural group. It is particularly relevant in the case of 
the attitudes of mainstream society towards Muslims. Too often, perceptions and 
misconceptions feed off each other and spiral to create new problems standing in the 
way of acceptance and understanding. Emerging research is indicating that 
experiencing marginalisation can make young men in particular more vulnerable to 
radicalism, and that the consequences of disenfranchisement can include violence and 
risk-taking behaviour (Hassan, 2008).  

Good/best practice of service delivery 

For the purpose of this study, we developed a set of basic criteria for selecting ‘good’ 
practice case studies. In order to qualify as ‘good’ practice, a service, project or 
program must fulfil one or more of the following criteria: 

• Innovation – Work is undertaken in a new way, or current practice is extended 
in new directions. 

• Evidence-based – The service is explicitly based on a rigorous evaluation. 
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• Theoretically grounded – The service is based on an established theory of 
effective interventions. 

• Culturally sensitive – The service recognises and adjusts to the cultural 
characteristics of the clientele. 

• Strengths-based – The service focuses on supporting families’ existing 
capacities. 

1.4 Structure of the report 

This report is divided into eight major sections. The Introduction section provides the 
background to the study, including the aims, research questions and scope. Section 2 
outlines the methodology of the study which consisted mainly of a literature review, 
interviews and focus groups. Sections 3 to 6 present the findings of the study and the 
relevant literature in an integrated way. These sections follow the sequence of the 
research questions as above. Section 7 outlines key elements of best practice for 
meeting the needs of Muslim families; and section 8 provides a summary of findings 
and recommendations. 
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2 Methodology 

The methodology consisted of: literature review, focus groups/interviews with 
Muslim families, and interviews/consultations with service providers/key informants. 

2.1 Literature review 
The review of Australian and international evidence was primarily based on literature 
sourced from academic electronic research databases; web-based searches that 
included the websites of research institutions and service provider organisations 
focusing on people from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds; 
and literature referred to us by key contacts in the fieldwork sites. 

The literature review looked at theoretical concepts and frameworks relevant to this 
research (e.g. social capital). The review also considered research relating to: the 
backgrounds of Muslims in Australia, including socio-economic dimensions and their 
recognition and acceptance in the broader Australian community; individuals and 
families in the migration process, focusing on emotional well-being and social 
outcomes; identity formation and protective factors for migrant youth; and parental 
struggles around parenting and culture. The review also examined literature focusing 
on the social needs of families; barriers to service uptake; and ways to promote access 
and appropriate service delivery and to enhance community capacity. 

The main substance of the literature review is presented throughout the report where 
relevant.  

2.2 Fieldwork and recruitment of local researchers and participants 
Setting up the fieldwork involved the following: selecting the field research sites; 
complying with research ethics; consultation with a range of community groups; and 
recruiting and training local researchers. 

The core data for this research were collected through fieldwork, specifically 
interviews and/or focus groups with Muslim families, and with key informants such 
as service providers, community organisations, and so on. The fieldwork consisted 
primarily of focus groups rather than one-on-one interviews. This was done in order 
to capture a wider range of experiences of marginalisation, needs and solutions.  

Selecting the field research sites 
We included one metropolitan area and one regional area as research sites, in order to 
take into account any regional differences in the circumstances of marginalisation or 
in the support mechanisms available. These were the local government areas of 
Auburn in Sydney and Wollongong in the Illawarra region – both in the state of NSW. 

The Australian Census of 2006 reported that Muslims were over-represented in NSW 
(49.6% of the Australian Muslim population live in NSW) and Victoria (32.1%). 
Sydney (47.3%) and Melbourne (30.3%) were the most popular cities of residence in 
these two states (DIAC, 2007b). 

Among the local government areas in Sydney, the greatest number of Muslims can be 
found in Bankstown. However, Auburn has the highest proportion of Muslims (24.8% 

SPRC 15 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

of residents), and there is also a greater diversity of ethnic groups of Muslims in 
Auburn in comparison with Bankstown (DIAC, 2007b). About a third of the Muslims 
in Auburn (37.6%) were born in Australia. The top three overseas countries of birth of 
Muslims in Auburn are Turkey (14.8%), Afghanistan (10.0%), and Lebanon (9.7%) 
(Wise and Ali, 2008). 

Wollongong is a suitable choice of a regional area for the study since it is the biggest 
regional area in NSW, and has a significant Muslim population.  

Ethics 
Ethics approval was obtained from the UNSW Human Research Ethics Committee.  

The ethical principles of human research relevant to the study included 
confidentiality, anonymity, voluntary participation, freedom to withdraw 
participation, and assurance of minimal risk. An arms-length approach in recruitment 
of participants was used. At no stage were any of the participants identified in the 
project or in the reporting of results.  

All interviews and focus groups were conducted in a culturally sensitive way as much 
as possible. We tried to meet participants’ language needs and their ethno-religious 
preferences around the gender of the focus group facilitator, and their preferred 
location of meeting.  

Community consultations 
A participatory approach was adopted whereby the community was consulted during 
the planning, data collection, and report-writing stages of the study. We had pre-
existing contacts with community groups and representatives in each of the research 
sites. We also established new contacts. The main contact in Wollongong was the 
Multicultural Communities Council of Illawarra (MCCI); and in Auburn it was the 
Auburn Diversity Services Inc (ADSi).  

A community consultation meeting was held in Wollongong in July 2009. The MCCI 
assisted in hosting this, sending out invitations to leaders of Muslim community 
organisations and service providers. The consultation was attended by 22 
stakeholders. A very engaging discussion took place which touched on the following 
topics (among others): general issues affecting the Muslim community; access to 
services as well as service delivery and service needs; informal support; and 
parenting, intergenerational and family issues. There was also a discussion of the 
research design. It was agreed that this group would be kept informed of the progress 
of the research and consulted on various aspects including the data collection 
approach, which local researchers they would recommend, and which families and 
key informants should be interviewed or included in focus groups. They were also 
asked if they would attend presentations about the research and future community 
consultations. A follow-up letter was sent to all participants thanking them for their 
attendance at the July consultation, and to find out what level of involvement they 
would like to have in the future. 

A community consultation was also held in Auburn, organised with the help of the 
ADSi. It was attended by ten stakeholders. The discussion focused mainly on areas of 
concern to migrant and refugee families, who represented the main ADSi clientele. 
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Themes touched on included: families’ engagement with the education sector; the role 
of schools in educating children in their religious and cultural heritage; barriers to 
accessing services; building capacity within African and other emerging migrant 
communities to overcome inter-family discord and violence; and good practices of 
working with and engaging disadvantaged migrant families. The community 
consultation also assisted us to identify trained community members to undertake and 
support the facilitation of focus-groups.  

During these community consultations, we introduced the research project and 
methodology. We gained substantial input regarding the key research questions. 
These consultations provided the community with the opportunity to be included in 
the research process and to identify issues which needed further attention. 

We also collaborated with researchers from four other DIAC-funded research projects 
involving Muslim communities in Australia, in organising a community consultation 
event in western Sydney. During this one-day workshop, we conducted two focus 
groups with service providers solely on the topic of Muslim families’ needs. 
Participants from a wide range of service sectors were represented. They worked in a 
number of communities in greater Sydney and were not exclusively from Auburn.  

Recruiting and training local researchers 
Both the MCCI and ADSi assisted in recruiting local research assistants. The rationale 
for using local research assistants was to ensure that we were able to develop trust 
with participants, which was essential in a study on sensitive topics. It also helped 
guarantee that the local perspective could be understood in greater depth. 

Six members of the Muslim community in Wollongong were recruited to assist in 
data collection, mainly as interviewers, focus group facilitators, and transcribers or 
note-takers. They were university and TAFE (Technical and Further Education) 
students. A one-day training workshop was organised where they were trained to 
undertake interviews and assist in the facilitation of focus groups. Follow-up training 
on transcribing techniques was also provided. 

We were not able to recruit and train new local research assistants in Auburn due to 
considerable time constraints. Instead, with the help of a local community mental 
health service, we engaged five community members who were experienced in 
facilitating focus groups. They conducted the focus groups in Arabic and Dari. 

2.3 Focus groups/interviews with Muslim families 
The focus groups differed in size and composition. They ranged from 4 to 14 
participants. Some were conducted in English and some in Arabic or Dari. Some were 
single-sex groups, while some were mixed; and some comprised a single ethnicity, 
while some contained people from a variety of countries. The groups were as follows: 

• Lebanese women’s group – 12 participants, Wollongong, conducted in Arabic 

• Afghani men’s and women’s group – 6 participants, Auburn, conducted in Dari 

• Iraqi and Sudanese men’s and women’s group – 14 participants, Auburn, 
conducted in Arabic 
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• mixed ethnicity men’s group (Lebanon, Turkey, Cyprus) – 8 participants, 
Wollongong, conducted in English 

• mixed ethnicity women’s group (Liberia, India, Pakistan, US, Sudan, 
Australia) – 10 participants, Auburn, conducted in English  

• mixed ethnicity young men’s group (Sierra Leone, Somalia, Afghanistan) – 6 
participants, Auburn, conducted in English 

• Iraqi and Afghani young women’s group – 4 participants, Auburn, conducted 
in English 

• mixed ethnicity young men’s and women’s group (Australia, Kuwait, England, 
Lebanon, Turkey, Singapore, Nigeria) – 12 participants, Wollongong, 
conducted in English. 

The English language focus groups and one focus group run in Arabic included 
participants from a variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

We were guided by key community members and staff of MCCI and ADSi in 
deciding whether to have an all-male, all-female or mixed focus groups. Focus groups 
of parents also included some primary carers, grandparents, aunts and uncles.  

We used an arms-length approach in recruiting participants, mainly with the help of 
local organisations, community groups and key community members. The majority of 
participants were those who had previously accessed the service/community groups 
we approached. Most of the focus group participants did not know each other prior to 
the focus group. Only one focus group was conducted with a pre-existing group. 

The focus group participants 
All participants in the focus groups, irrespective of age, either self-identified as 
Muslims or came from a family where parents belonged to the Muslim faith. This was 
the main criterion we used in recruiting participants. About 26 participants had settled 
in Australia in the last five years, many of them from refugee backgrounds. The other 
46 participants were either born in Australia or had lived in the country for five years 
or longer. 

There was no attempt to include a representative sample since this has not been the 
aim of the qualitative approach we have adopted. We have however tried to reflect the 
diversity of the Muslim community in the two fieldwork sites through the selection of 
participants. 

Gender, age and household size 
Of the 72 focus group participants, 44 were female (61%) and 28 were male (39%). 
The median age of participants was 34 years, with the youngest person aged 15 years 
and the oldest aged 61 years. Of the 67 participants where data were available, 33 per 
cent were young people (24 years and under), and about 60 per cent were 25 years or 
older. The median number of people who lived in each household was around five 
(4.7). 
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Country of birth and family background 
The six most common countries of birth of participants in our sample are Australia, 
Lebanon, Afghanistan, Sudan, Iraq and Turkey (five or more participants) (See Table 
2.1). When we asked about family background, we were able to ascertain that 26 per 
cent of the participants identified their family background as Lebanese. This makes 
Lebanese the most well-represented group in our sample.  

Table 2.1: Country of birth of study participants 

 n % 
Australia 12 16.7 
Lebanon 11 15.3 
Afghanistan 12 16.7 
Sudan 9 12.5 
Iraq 7 9.7 
Turkey 5 6.9 
Liberia 3 4.2 
Pakistan 3 4.2 
India 2 2.8 
Canada 1 1.4 
Cyprus 1 1.4 
Holland 1 1.4 
Nigeria 1 1.4 
Saudi Arabia 1 1.4 
Sierra Leone 1 1.4 
Singapore 1 1.4 
USA 1 1.4 
Total 72 100.0 
 
For participants from migrant backgrounds the length of residence in Australia varied 
considerably, ranging from under one year up to 41 years. About one-third (26) of 
people from migrant background had lived in Australia for five years or less. We did 
not ask about participants’ citizenship status, therefore it is unclear whether the people 
from migrant backgrounds were Australian citizens or not.  

Socio-economic indicators 
A third of participants (34.7%) were studying at the time of the research. One-quarter 
(25%) were employed. Eleven per cent were unemployed and looking for work and 
15.3 per cent were either retired or unemployed and not looking for work. Nearly a 
fifth (16.7%) spent most of their time caring. Participants also included eight 
pensioners and one participant who was working as a volunteer. 

Approximately half the participants aged 25 years and over (52%) had completed 
Year 12 or above. A similar number of participants aged 24 years or younger (54%) 
had also completed this level of education. Six per cent of participants aged 25 years 
and over reported that they had undertaken no formal education, while all participants 
in the younger age group (under 25 years) were engaged in education or training.  

Focus group procedure 
The language used in the focus groups varied depending on the participants’ 
proficiency in English. Five groups were held in English, which the research team 
facilitated. Three focus groups were held in Arabic and Dari by native speakers 
identified through the community consultation meetings. They had experience in 
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running focus groups and were briefed adequately about the research project. We 
were present during the non-English focus groups, and co-facilitated the discussions 
with the help of interpreters. Facilitators and interpreters were reimbursed for their 
services and support.  

The focus groups were held in safe community spaces which were familiar to 
participants. Service providers and community workers were available throughout the 
discussions to ensure participants’ emotional well-being and to provide general 
support. During one all-women focus group, a paid child minder was engaged to 
enable the participation of women with young children. 

The project aims and consent forms were explained to participants in detail prior to 
the commencement of focus groups. After gaining participants’ verbal consent 
(confirmed by written consent afterwards), focus groups were recorded. 

The topics covered in the focus groups included, but were not limited to the 
following:  

• personal family background  

• general experience of life in Australia by participant and by Muslim families 
and members in the community – feelings of belonging and being integrated; 
experience of disadvantage 

• about the family – strengths of Muslim families; problems and needs of 
Muslim families; supporting Muslim families 

• services and asking for help – informal support networks; formal support 
services; appropriateness and effectiveness of services (non-
government/government organisations) to meet Muslim families’ needs; 
recommendations for change. 

A more detailed focus group guide is provided in Appendix A. 

After the completion of the focus groups, participants were asked to fill out a short 
form asking for basic demographic information (age, gender, country of birth, family 
origin, language/s spoken at home, number of people in the household, etc.). We 
provided the participants with refreshments at the conclusion of focus groups. They 
also received a $30 Coles/Meyers gift voucher for their participation. 

The audio recordings were transcribed, and translated if the focus group was not 
conducted in English.  

Selected interviews 

As part of the research data we conducted three face-to-face interviews with Muslim 
individuals who were referred to us by key contact organisations. Two interviewees 
were young people in their mid-20s, one of whom was at university at the time of the 
study. The other was a parent of Turkish background. The same topics used in the 
focus groups were explored with them.  
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2.4 Key informant interviews 

We interviewed 26 key informants and service providers from mainstream, 
multicultural and community organisations (12 in Wollongong and 14 in Auburn and 
the Western Sydney region). We asked them about the experience of marginalisation 
of Muslim families in Australia; about their own service/s; and about good practice in 
service delivery. Interviews were conducted either by phone or face-to-face, 
depending on the participants’ preferences and availability.  

Our key informants included high-level policy-makers from government health 
departments and other relevant government agencies; multicultural or community 
liaison workers from government and non-government welfare, family and 
counselling services; police officers; religious leaders; key members of the Muslim 
communities; and representatives from ethno-specific community organisations. 

The key informant interviews covered the following topics: 

• demographic and service provider information – type of agency/organisation, 
services provided, supporting Muslim families, key informant’s role in the 
organisation 

• general community-based themes – changes for Muslim families, impact on 
these families, priorities and needs of these families 

• marginalisation – nature and contributory factors for Muslim families’ 
marginalisation, how families cope, how they seek help 

• service availability and gaps in service provision 

• service delivery and good practice 

• service collaboration. 

2.5 Data analysis 
The qualitative data were analysed for emerging themes, using a thematic coding 
framework, aided by NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software package.  

2.6 Limitations of the research 
The purpose of the study was to gain a better understanding of the needs of Muslim 
families and we therefore chose a qualitative approach to achieve this. However, we 
are mindful that the needs of Muslims in the two research sites may not reflect the 
needs of the population of Muslims in Australia in general. In particular, Muslims 
living in rural and remote areas are likely to have needs which differ in some crucial 
respects from those in the two study sites. Furthermore, although the participants were 
diverse ethnically and in terms of country of origin, there were some Muslim groups 
in Australia (e.g. Indonesians) who were not represented and thus it is not possible to 
claim that the issues identified in this report are relevant for the whole population. 
Nevertheless the range of participants was wide and diverse. 

Another limitation is that the scope of the research did not allow the inclusion of other 
religious groups for comparison, for example, Christian or Hindu migrant families, or 
religious families from Anglo-Celtic background. Nevertheless from the literature 
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review and the interviews it was clear that many of the issues faced by Muslim 
families are also faced by other minority groups and other migrant communities in 
Australia and indeed internationally. 

A further limitation is related to the good practice case studies that we included. Due 
to limited resources, we were not able to evaluate or even visit all of these services 
and therefore do not have first-hand knowledge of their quality. Rather they were 
identified by research participants and key informants, and we relied on information 
provided by the services and others to determine whether they were indeed examples 
of good practice.  
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3 Being Muslim in Australia: Social Belonging and 
Marginalisation  

This section aims to explore the nature of being a Muslim in Australia and the sense 
of belonging or alternatively disadvantage, that goes with this identity. We will 
present a snapshot of what the literature has to say about this issue, and then an 
elucidation of some concepts that can help us understand the experience of 
marginalisation. Following that we will describe the findings from the interviews and 
focus groups that address the first research question, that is, the general issues that 
concern Muslim families and their experiences of marginalisation. 

3.1 Muslims in Australia – a snapshot from past studies 
Immigrants to Australia, including those from non-English speaking countries, have 
comparatively high levels of well-being. In many respects their well-being has been 
found to be better than the Australian population as a whole. Nevertheless, there are 
some communities who are significantly more deprived than the population as a 
whole.  

A number of studies have found that Australian Muslims are among the most 
deprived groups. For example, Katz and Redmond’s (2009) analysis of the 2001 
Census found that some of the poorest immigrant groups are from Lebanon, Turkey, 
the Middle East and South East Asia. Although not all immigrants from these 
countries are Muslim, they are a large proportion of the populations of those 
countries.  

Using data from the 2006 Census, Hassan (2008) found that Australian Muslim 
households were over-represented at the lower-income levels and under-represented 
among higher-income households. The author also found that 49 per cent of 
Australian Muslim children were living in poverty and that they were twice as likely 
to be affected by adversity as their non-Muslim peers. 

There is evidence that refugees are among the most disadvantaged people within the 
immigrant population in Australia (Williams and Batrouney, 1998). Taylor (2004) 
found that, whereas migrants born in non-English speaking countries in general had 
lower average incomes than the Australian population as a whole, refugees from 
countries such as Sudan, Somalia, Iraq and Afghanistan earned only 53 per cent of the 
average weekly income. As well, the second DIAC Longitudinal Survey of 
Immigrants to Australia (LSIA) found extremely high unemployment rates among 
humanitarian migrants (43%) even 18 months after arrival. These rates were much 
higher than any of the other main migrant categories.1  

Levels of education appear to contribute very little to employment outcomes and 
economic participation for migrants in Australia, at least in the case of Muslim men. 
In an analysis of the 2006 Census data, Hassan (2008) found that Muslim men were 
more likely than non-Muslim men to have a university degree (21% and 15% 
respectively), but their unemployment rates were two to four times higher (depending 
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on age). Hence Muslims had significantly lower labour market participation rates than 
other Australians. The overall unemployment rate for Australian Muslims was 13.4 
per cent compared to 5.2 per cent for the broader population (DIAC, 2007B: 20). The 
unemployment rate was particularly high for Muslim young adults (19-24 years) – 26 
per cent compared to 14 per cent for non-Muslims in the same age group (Hassan, 
2008). Hassan (2008) also found that socio-economic disadvantage was experienced 
by second-generation Australian Muslims, particularly those in their productive years. 
He argued that this disadvantage was the result of stereotyping and discriminatory 
practices. This can lead to young people, particularly young men, becoming alienated 
from mainstream society, and make them more vulnerable to religious and non-
religious radicalism.  

The stereotyping (or ‘racialisation’) of Islam is perhaps the most significant factor 
impacting on the ability of Australian Muslims to fully participate in Australian 
society. Within public opinion, stereotypes and constructions of Islam are constantly 
reproduced through negative media coverage which then manifest in discrimination. 
Anti-Muslim sentiments are well described in the literature (Dunn et al., 2007; 
Modood, 2005; Poynting and Mason, 2006). Although there is a wide range of views 
in the Muslim community, there is a general feeling of exclusion from mainstream 
Australian society which has been exacerbated since 9/11 (Yasmeen, 2008). While 
discrimination against Australian Muslims is not new, ethnic and religious minorities 
associated with Islam have experienced increased negative attention from the media 
and the broader community including state officials and security forces since the 
events of 9/11 (Poynting, 2002). 

These developments have promoted the marginalisation of Australian Muslims. Some 
researchers argue that the stereotyping process has the potential to impact on the sense 
of belonging and citizenship of Muslims in Australia (Dunn et al., 2007; Mansouri, 
2005).  

In 2003 the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) initiated 
the Ismae project to better understand the nature of anti-Muslim and anti-Arab 
prejudice in Australia. From consultations with over 1,400 Arab and Muslim 
Australians, researchers identified areas for improvement and action, including legal 
protection, education (especially in the case of the media and the police), and 
fostering public support and solidarity with the respective communities (HREOC, 
2004). 

3.2 Being Muslim: ambiguous definitions and portrayals 
Participants were asked at the beginning of the focus groups what it meant to be 
Muslim and to be living in Australia. This was a complex question given how 
different participants’ life experiences were, but a number of themes emerged. These 
related to: difficulties in defining ‘Muslim’; the diversity of the population; society’s 
ascription to them of a particular kind of identity; and how the media portray Muslims 
in Australia. 

The first theme involved the difficulties of defining the term ‘Muslim’, and referred 
both to its ambiguity and to a resistance to being called ‘Muslim’ at all. 

I don’t even want to use the term Muslim, because it’s not just Muslims who 
experience what we are experiencing. (Community member) 
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There are different kinds of Muslims, with different cultural interests. (Service 
provider) 

At what point does a migrant stop being a migrant and is simply considered an 
Australian? (Manager, multicultural community service) 

In the same way, the term ‘second-generation youth’ (young people who were born in 
Australia but whose parents were born overseas) was considered controversial in 
some focus groups. There were some participants who belonged to this category who 
disputed the term. There were those who felt that there is a greater tendency to attach 
this label to Muslim young people, or to young people of a Middle-Eastern or African 
background, than to the children of immigrants from other countries.  

This challenge to terms we use in referring to Muslims and other ethnic youth offers 
insights into the way people feel about the extent to which they belong to Australian 
society.  

Some participants considered themselves Muslim and Lebanese but not migrants; 
others considered themselves migrants and Muslims but without any cultural 
association beyond that. Some members of a family identified more closely with a 
cultural group than other members of the same family, while children sometimes did 
and sometimes did not identify more strongly with their country of origin than their 
parents did.  

The categories and classifications people used were neither static nor absolute. They 
are identified here at the beginning of this report to emphasise the importance of a 
nuanced reading, informed by the fact that the opinions expressed throughout 
different focus groups were often in conflict.  

The second theme, the diversity of the Muslim community, was often given as the 
reason why it was difficult for participants to define what being Muslim meant. 
Participants often emphasised the fact that the Islamic tradition is not a unified one. 
There are religious differences, and differences along ethnic, political and social lines, 
and even within linguistic and cultural groups. Participants said that even religious 
commonality did not mean homogeneity. They also said that, while these differences 
were not insurmountable, they could create barriers to community harmony. They 
could also be impediments to effective service provision, because the heterogeneity 
sometimes made self-representation and advocacy more difficult.  

A third theme raised in the focus groups and related to the topic of being Muslim was 
the tendency to view Muslims as a single, homogenous group. Participants believed 
that mainstream Australian society and some ethno-religious groups (including some 
associated with Islam) assumed Muslims had a fixed identity that relates to one 
particular culture. Some participants felt this denied them an identity of their own. For 
example, one participant said she negotiated her multiple identities depending on the 
situation she was in. At times she would consider herself Australian-Sudanese, on 
other occasions Egyptian, and again in other contexts would more closely associate 
with Australians from immigrant families in general. She said that her shifting and 
hybrid identities were not causing her problems, but the expectations and 
categorisations (thinking in ‘boxes’) of family and friends, community, and 
mainstream society could at times make negotiating multiple identities difficult. 
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I see myself as an Australian-Sudanese... It is very important for people to define 
themselves and it is important for [mainstream] organisations to understand that... But 
even as an Australian-Sudanese, I am not accepted either way because my own 
people think I am Egyptian. I say ‘hello’ to the Egyptians, and they think I’m 
Sudanese. So who am I? Am I Australian? Am I Egyptian? Am I Sudanese? What 
causes even more pressure, which culture am I supposed to follow? (Sudanese youth) 

It wasn’t only about the culture that you choose to follow, but about what culture 
other people ascribe to you. (Community worker, Sudanese background) 

This perception of having one’s identity ascribed by others was most strongly 
expressed in relation to the last of the themes discussed here in relation to being 
Muslim: the role of the media in shaping public perceptions and how those 
perceptions then inform Muslims’ interactions with mainstream Australia. This theme 
dominated all the focus group discussions. Several participants said they felt some 
exclusion, and they held the media responsible for perpetuating negative stereotypes 
and anti-Muslim sentiments.  

The media portrayal of Muslims as terrorists was the issue most frequently mentioned 
by participants. They believed that the media tended to persecute them. Some felt that 
even the Arabic press sometimes perpetuated these negative stereotypes. Some felt 
that the Islamic religion and countries/regions associated with Islam (e.g. Middle 
East) were singled out in stories about crime, even when religion or the origin of the 
offender’s family had no bearing on the crime. In contrast, neither Christianity nor 
other minority religions were mentioned in reporting crime. 

The media portray us as terrorists! The media is against us. (Father, Iraqi background)  

Australians listen to the media... that is what they believe. (Father, Sudanese 
background) 

The portrayal of young people in the media was also a major issue of concern – 
especially when they were presented as ‘ethnic youth gangs’. Participants were 
acutely aware that this media stereotyping had intensified following the Cronulla 
Riots (Collins, 2005, 2007). Young people argued that gathering together with friends 
from their own ethnic background in public places did not constitute a ‘gang’. 

In the following two sub-sections, we will look at participants’ experiences of 
belonging (section 3.3) and of marginalisation (section 3.4).  

3.3 The experience of social belonging and inclusion  

There were many participants who reported experiences that indicated a sense of 
belonging, a feeling of being accepted or included; and they had many positive things 
to say about Australia and their own communities. We present here the predominant 
themes arising from the research in relation to social inclusion. 

Ethno-religious communities as facilitators of settlement/belonging 
Ethno-religious communities played a major facilitation role in the settlement of 
participants as migrants in Australia. They helped to simplify the transition process in 
a number of ways, but especially by providing language and community networks. 
Certainly, there were participants who had migrated in the 1970s who described 
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moving into particular areas of Sydney where streets had a distinctly familiar cultural 
feel. The ethnic community had made them feel more connected to Australia and to 
people around them, because they felt they could be understood and that there were 
shared experiences. The community ties helped them develop a sense of belonging. 
Young people's and children’s identities were formed through the celebration of 
cultural and religious events, and traditional heritage activities. 

Acceptance, tolerance and understanding by the broader Australian community 
As well, there were many participants who felt that, while their ethno-religious 
community was vitally important, they were also supported by Anglo-Australians and 
Australians from other ethnic backgrounds, especially in learning and practising 
English, accessing services and feeling socially connected.  

A great number of participants said that they had found Australians accepting and 
supportive of the differences in cultural background and practices of different groups, 
including Muslims. Some women told stories of being treated well or respectfully by 
both their own communities and the mainstream Australian community, for example, 
in relation to wearing the hijab (scarf). One woman who worked for the post office 
delivering letters wore the hijab, and she said there were times when it was 
particularly hot and non-Muslim Australians would offer her water along her delivery 
route.  

I wear the hijab and I deliver mail in the street in an area where there are almost no 
Arabs. I find that the Australian people in that area respect me more than most 
Arabs… Not all Australians look at me as though I am different. (Mother, Pakistani 
background) 

There were also participants who felt that mainstream recognition of their community 
was adequate. They gave examples of the support and resources provided by the 
public that enabled them to maintain and practise their cultural and religious 
traditions, namely, Islamic schools, language classes in State high schools, prayer 
rooms, dedicated spaces, and cultural associations organising social events.  

Australian government high schools even have a Muslim prayer room inside the 
school and the students perform the midday prayers and Friday prayers there. (From 
Sudanese-Iraqi focus group) 

Participants also described concessions made by mainstream society to accommodate 
Islamic practices. Sometimes these involved adjustments that enabled them to 
participate in Australian society, for example, schools allowing uniforms to be 
modified to make them appropriate for Muslim girls. Other mainstream organisations 
such as local councils had also made important concessions, for example, segregated 
swimming or other sporting competitions. 

It also became apparent that there were many Muslim families who did not want to be 
treated differently. They felt most connected to Australian society when they are able 
to raise their families according to their own values without any changes on the part 
of mainstream society. They wanted to live their lives in ways that fit both with the 
mainstream Australian experience and with their familial values and traditions, 
without being considered different or needing any concessions.  
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Safety and freedom in Australia 
Among the many positive experiences participants reported in relation to their 
connections to the mainstream Australian community, one of the most important 
concerned their feelings of safety in Australia. They appreciated the freedoms 
associated with living here, particularly the freedom of speech and association. Other 
positive factors about Australia included the high quality and the low cost and 
accessibility of education. The availability of social support was important to a 
number of families, although questions were raised about the quality and accessibility 
of this support (to be discussed in more detail in section 5).  

A number of participants pointed out that the diversity of religion and worship in 
Australia had helped ease their transition into a secular, diverse society that was not 
predominantly Muslim. This religious diversity enhanced their sense of belonging. 
Not only were they able to continue practising their own religion, they also felt that 
religious freedom meant that there was greater tolerance and acceptance of 
differences more broadly. And this in turn helped create a stronger sense of belonging 
for minority groups. One participant explained a distinction between not coming from 
the dominant religion, and being one of a number of religions practised by a smaller 
number of people. The fact that there are not many adherents of a particular religion 
does not make it a marginalised community, so long as those who wish to are allowed 
to practise without discrimination.  

Participation in volunteering  
The positive effects of employment on individuals are well documented in the 
literature. These include not only financial stability but also high self-esteem and the 
benefits of making a contribution to the family and the community. Volunteering and 
unpaid work can often have similar effects for the individual in terms of increased 
self-esteem and engagement with the broader community. 

Participants reported a number of examples of people taking up volunteer work, 
particularly women and older members of the community. Older women who had lost 
their jobs were especially keen to be involved in unpaid work. Volunteering was seen 
as a way of developing social connections and social support without requiring the 
skill set for full-time paid employment, the barrier faced by a number of older women. 
Participating in volunteer work was seen to have a number of other positive effects as 
well, namely closer interaction with members of the mainstream community, 
becoming more familiar with services, and having more opportunity to practise 
English. 

Some ethno-specific community service providers reported rising interest from young 
people in volunteering with their communities as a way of maintaining their cultural 
identity. Service providers also said they had found that parents were encouraging 
their children to volunteer. Volunteering by young people is something which requires 
greater exploration in future research, especially given that a number of young people 
said they already participated in informal volunteering, for example, tutoring or 
mentoring younger students. Mentoring was a common experience for some of the 
young people, both men and women, and one which they felt they needed to continue.  
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3.4 Experiences of marginalisation 
As well as the positive feelings described in the preceding sub-section, participants 
had had negative experiences of being marginalised. The dominant themes here were: 
the difficulties they had in meeting basic needs; marginalisation within the ethno-
religious community; and discrimination and problems associated with the visibility 
of Islam and differences in physical appearance. 

Difficulties in meeting basic needs 
Some families experienced socio-economic deprivation. The lack of financial 
resources coupled with un/underemployment led to difficulties in meeting basic needs 
around housing or paying for everyday commodities. The most common issue was the 
high cost of accommodation, but paying for children’s extracurricular activities (e.g. 
excursions and other school-related needs such as computers and books) was also a 
burden on families’ tight budgets. This was particularly an issue for families from 
migrant and refugee backgrounds, who experienced even greater difficulties 
establishing themselves in the labour market than other migrants. The stresses 
involved in meeting basic needs could affect familial stability and relationships. 
Housing and social services were areas participants said they needed further 
information on and assistance with. 

Marginalisation within the community 
Some participants said they felt intense resistance from some members of their ethno-
religious community when they tried to ‘get ahead’ in Australian society. This had 
undermined their sense of community cohesion.  

Some women said that, when they had decided not to wear the hijab, Muslim men had 
questioned their right to make this choice. They said that they would be treated poorly 
within the Muslim community for making this decision.  

Discrimination and the visibility of Islam 
The visibility of Islam in everyday life and the intense media interest had brought 
about a number of issues for Muslim families in this study. The most common form of 
visibility was the hijab, but there were other differences in female and male clothing, 
as well as requirements for practising their religion such as prayer spaces and places 
for worship (mosques). Participants often felt misunderstood and isolated as a result 
of this visibility, along with the lack of understanding and the misconceptions about 
Islam by mainstream society. 

Our religion is visible so automatically... it is easier to identify, unlike Christianity. 
(Community consultation) 

Women wearing the hijab often felt they were treated as an object of curiosity or 
treated with disrespect by non-Muslim Australians. They felt this was due to a lack of 
understanding, to the mistaken belief that the hijab was a symbol of women’s 
subordination, instead of being an expression of religion, similar to symbols in other 
religions. Women also reported that they felt that people underestimated them because 
they wore the hijab. 
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I have a friend who has a Masters degree. She sometimes wonders whether she must 
remove the hijab before others will believe that she has a Masters degree. (Woman of 
Pakistani background) 

Several participants said they had experienced discrimination in various settings 
including the workplace. This had heightened their feelings of insecurity; joblessness 
further exacerbated familial problems and instability. (Further discussion in section 4)  

A number of young people had stories about negative experiences associated with 
employment. Some of them talked about changing their names so that they would not 
look Islamic on job applications. They believed this would give them a better chance 
of being shortlisted and interviewed for vacancies, fearing they would be 
discriminated against with a name that looked Arabic. Several participants, both 
women and men, expressed concern that employers could find wearing the hijab 
unacceptable. Some of the participants from migrant and refugee backgrounds 
reported ongoing challenges associated with entering the workforce.  

Some participants spoke of being undervalued by jobsearch networks. The lack of 
recognition of existing qualifications and the time and energy associated with 
obtaining accreditation were seen as a major barrier to social inclusion. 

Centrelink brings me job vacancies but I tell them I am a lawyer. I have a university 
degree. The job is for a cleaner. I don’t work as a cleaner. When I go to Job Network, 
they ask why I didn’t take the jobs on offer. I tell them I don’t work as a cleaner, 
construction worker or collecting trolleys. It doesn’t make sense and I can’t accept it. 
This makes me angry all the time and affects how I raise my children. (Father, 
Sudanese background)  

3.5 The role of language in active participation  
Language can both enhance and hinder social participation. Limited English 
proficiency makes it more difficult for families to participate in mainstream 
Australian society, but families often talk about the need to continue to use their own 
languages. Without this continuity the family can experience greater difficulties, 
including the risk of disconnection between the generations and the loss of identity 
and skills. (Language as an internal family dynamic is discussed in greater detail in 
section 4.) 

According to the participants, in order for Australian Muslims to engage fully with 
mainstream society the following conditions for language must be met: 

• the provision of free, more appropriate English language courses in order to 
enhance basic English language skills  

• better use of interpreters and translated materials  

• provision for face-to-face sessions rather than written documents for the 
dissemination of particular kinds of information (e.g. social and health 
information) 

• English classes for children and adults, as well as bilingual schools. 
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3.6 Conclusion 
In summary, a number of participants of this study reported experiencing a sense of 
belonging, feeling of being accepted or included into mainstream society, and many 
good things about Australia and their own communities. The predominant themes in 
relation to social belonging and inclusion are: 

• Ethno-religious communities played a major facilitation role in the settlement 
of new migrants by providing language and community networks. These social 
networks also assisted Muslim youth and families in forming and negotiating 
mixed identities through the celebration of cultural and religious events and by 
linking ethno-religious and mainstream communities. 

• Participants felt that there was some acceptance, tolerance and understanding 
by the broader Australian community towards religious minorities, including 
Muslims. Examples given included women who wear hijab being treated with 
respect, their religious practices being accommodated such as having prayer 
rooms in schools and workplaces, and being allowed to make adjustments to 
uniforms for school and sport activities. 

• Participants appreciated the freedoms in Australia (e.g. of speech and 
association, of the practice of religion), and the safety, as well as the easy 
accessibility of education and other services. 

• Some participants highlighted the importance of volunteering as a means of 
social inclusion. 

However, there were many Muslim families in this study who expressed negative 
feelings about their experiences of marginalisation. The dominant themes here were:  

• difficulties meeting basic needs such as housing and everyday expenditure 
(e.g. paying for children’s extracurricular activities) 

• discrimination and problems associated with the visibility of Islam and 
differences in physical appearance, especially on the part of the media 

• marginalisation within their own ethno-religious communities.  

A number of participants expressed reservations about making statements about all 
Muslim families. They said that there was no common ‘Muslim identity’ because 
there were too many different factions and other affiliations such as religious, cultural 
and socio-economic differences and different kinds of migration experiences.  

Disadvantage and marginalisation can be felt in a variety of ways. One common 
feeling was that of being in the spotlight, of being subjected to heightened visibility in 
daily life. Another feeling was being held to a different standard from everyone else 
by the media. But marginalisation is not felt only in relation to the mainstream 
society. There was no uniform sense of belonging to their own communities among 
participants either. Women in particular had experienced isolation within their own 
communities, and varying levels of acceptance and rejection. This makes it difficult to 
draw any broad conclusions about respondents’ experiences of marginalisation.  
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Young people’s experiences must receive particular consideration given the particular 
media scrutiny they face. They also have a greater chance of being engaged with an 
institution in the form of school, and hence there are opportunities to reach them and 
their parents through conventional or mainstream mechanisms. This could prove 
advantageous when exploring recommendations both for service providers and for 
possible programs. 
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4 Intra-Family Relations – Issues and Needs 

The family is an important institution in a child’s development because it lays down 
the foundations for the child’s future prospects – physical, social, emotional, cognitive 
and academic. But while the family, immediate and extended, plays a crucial role in a 
young person’s socialisation, peer interactions and communal socialisation are not 
negligible. In the migration process these ties are unavailable for subsequent 
adjustment to the new social environment. Families from minority ethnic and migrant 
backgrounds may need to cope alone with experiences such as discrimination, 
language barriers, perceived cultural conflicts and loss of traditional values, as well as 
challenges in social, political and economic domains (Yasui and Dishion, 2007).  

In this section, we address the following research questions: 

• What are the enablers, the factors that promote resilience within Muslim 
families and their positive engagement in Australian society, and help them 
avoid marginalisation? 

• What are the factors that negatively influence intra-family relations and hinder 
their full and active participation in Australian society?  

We use the concepts of ‘strengths’ and ‘enablers’ to refer to traits or experiences 
participants have identified, which have allowed them to deal with various situations 
effectively. They could also be conditions or circumstances which have helped 
families to function or to engage in desirable patterns of behaviour. Among the 
strengths are ‘pathways’ to more positive familial experiences such as trust and 
compassion. These can enhance families’ well-being, or help make them stronger in 
the face of internal or external challenges to family unity.  

We also discuss challenges within Muslim families. Some of these are related to the 
adjustments required for settling down in Australia – the impediment of language, the 
impact of socio-economic disadvantage, the loss of social status – which are common 
to many migrant families, irrespective of religious or cultural background. However, 
these experiences of marginalisation intersect with inter-family and inter-generational 
issues, and the dominant theme in this section will thus be an investigation of the 
ways in which this happens. 

Due to the diversity of the participants’ experiences, we did not expect a consensus 
about the typical Muslim family in terms of family dynamics and role expectations, 
and there was not. A particularly controversial topic was the role of women in the 
family. In one focus group, a male participant highlighted what he believed to be 
women’s central role in the family by using the metaphor of a tent pole: 

For us Arabs, it’s a well known fact that the mother is the pole that holds up a tent. If 
the pole breaks, there is no tent. (Father, Sudanese-Iraqi focus group) 

In the same focus group, another male participant said, 

The mother should stay at home and the father is the one who should work outside. 
(Father, Sudanese-Iraqi focus group) 
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These two statements about woman’s place in the home did not go unchallenged. 
They were met with strong arguments both for and against in this mixed-gender focus 
group. 

There was also a diversity of opinion about children. While the question of children 
and their welfare was a priority for parent participants in all focus groups, there was 
no consensus on how to best ensure their welfare. Clearly, there exist no unified 
cultural or religious parenting concepts within Muslim families. 

Before we continue to present the findings from our research, here is a brief overview 
of the Australian and international literature on culturally diverse families, including 
Muslim families. 

4.1 Muslim and culturally diverse families – the big picture 
Research with Lebanese families in Australia, Christian and Orthodox as well as 
Muslim, has identified the important role the family plays in cultural, linguistic and 
religious belonging. For Australian Lebanese families, whatever their religious 
background, the family is the most important resource for maintaining and nourishing 
ethnic identity. It is also a source of all forms of assistance, from sharing domestic 
tasks and child care, to sponsoring family members and providing financial and 
emotional support (Batrouney, 1995). 

Like many other migrant and refugee families in Australia (and other developed 
countries), newly-arrived Muslim families can face challenges that exacerbate 
intergenerational conflicts and tensions within those families. But even well-
established Australian Muslim families can experience intergenerational discord (as, 
of course, can non-Muslim Australian families). Tensions can involve gender roles, 
children’s education, friends, religious practice, alcohol use, and so on (Akbarzadeh 
and Saeed, 2001). While some of these tensions are generic to migrant families 
overall or to families living in poverty or affected by disadvantage more broadly, 
others are specific to Muslim families. 

Although there is some research on the nature of family relations in countries where 
Islam is the predominant religion (Stewart et al., 2000, cited by Horwath and Lees, 
2008), research in societies where Muslim families represent the minority is limited. 
Most of it comes from the United Kingdom (UK) (Modood, 1997). In a qualitative 
study of British Muslim families from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds, Zokaei 
and Phillips (2000) identified the following areas for intergenerational negotiation and 
possible friction: (a) different perceptions of reciprocity and family obligations; (b) 
parental control versus children’s autonomy; (c) lack of appreciation for children’s 
aspirations; (d) poor communication between generations; and (e) different 
perceptions of gender roles. 

Intergenerational issues 
For devoutly religious families in general, the performance of children’s religious and 
social (community) duties may be an area of concern. Horwath and colleagues (2008) 
conducted research in the UK among children and parents from diverse religious 
traditions, including Christians, Hindus, and Muslims. The authors found that devout 
parents, irrespective of faith, struggled when raising children in a secular society. 
Major issues included the extent to which parents could require children to adhere to 

SPRC 34 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

religious practices and the age at which young people should be allowed a choice 
about religious observance (Horwath et al., 2008: 20). In Australia, Batrouney (1995) 
pointed out that, although parental expectations of children’s religious adherence 
varied considerably among Australian Lebanese families (Christian or Muslim), most 
regarded religious and community duties as an important socialisation value.  

Zokaei and Phillips’ (2000) UK research found that conflicts between individualistic 
(western) values and collectivistic socialisation values (such as respect for and 
centrality of the family) were regarded as potentially disruptive to family cohesion 
within British Muslim families. Many parents in their study felt that their children had 
‘too much freedom’, and that they were leading lives apart from their families. This 
was associated with young people distancing themselves or moving away from the 
family after marriage. Parents feared that such an individualisation process could 
result in children neglecting their family obligations, including caring for older family 
members. Scholars in the US and Germany have found that immigrant adolescents 
and their parents, irrespective of cultural and religious background, are more likely 
than the broader population to believe that children have obligations towards their 
families (Nauck, 2005; Phinney at al. 2006b). These studies also demonstrate that, 
with longer residence in western societies, adolescents from families where 
collectivistic values are strongly enforced tend to feel less duty-bound to the family 
(Phinney at al., 2006b). In the study of Australian Lebanese families, Batrouney 
(1995: 208) found that respect and ‘obedience to parents at all stages of life’, keeping 
in touch through family visits (within Australia and oversees), and caring for 
dependent or older family members, were regarded as central family values. The 
author reported that parents’ perceptions of family obligations could lead to family 
conflict, especially if children lived in households with scarce financial and time 
resources. While it is likely that there have been significant changes to these concepts 
and family relations since this study was undertaken, the research nevertheless points 
to culturally defined expectations of reciprocal obligations between the generations. 

Despite the strong collectivist values, families were also concerned about placing too 
many impediments on children’s autonomy. The Muslim parents in Zokaei and 
Phillips’ (2000) research were reluctant to take an assertive role in imposing familial 
values and traditions in the upbringing of their children. They were worried that they 
might be seen to be interfering with young people’s statutory rights. For example, the 
child’s right to leave home at the age of sixteen made some parents fearful and they 
felt as though they had no control over the situation. Parents reported two contrasting 
parenting strategies: either they kept tighter parental surveillance over their children 
than was strictly necessary; or they did not enforce any demands on their children at 
all. As one parent commented, ‘if we say anything, [our] children will be taken away 
from us’ (Zokaei and Phillips, 2000: 49). The fear that some Muslim migrant and 
refugee parents have that their children will be ‘taken away’ from them by child 
protection workers has been documented in other Australian studies (Gordon and 
Adam, 2005; McMichael and Manderson, 2004).  

While all parents at times experience challenges in their parenting role, families from 
ethnic and migrant backgrounds can face additional stresses due to cultural 
differences from the mainstream society. In the case of the Australian Lebanese 
families, parents sometimes attributed their inability to cope with their children’s anti-
social behaviour (e.g. juvenile crime, drug use, disobedience, etc.) to mainstream 

SPRC 35 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

Australian culture and to the negative influence of Australian-born peers on their 
children. In some cases, this led parents to take drastic, protectionist measures (e.g. 
sending children back to Lebanon to strengthen their ties with relatives and to 
reinforce family values) (Batrouney, 1995). Several Australian studies have found 
similarities between Muslim families and migrant families in general, particularly 
women’s concerns about their children’s safety and well-being due to high crime 
rates, the lure of drugs, and racial and religious discrimination (HREOC, 2007; 
McMichael and Manderson, 2004; Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998). 

Decisions around marriage choices are a further area for potential disagreement 
between generations. Research among single Pakistani Muslim women living in the 
US and Canada found that the women often had different aspirations for themselves 
than their parents did in relation to whom they would marry; and they were unwilling 
to conform to parental expectations about arranged marriages (Zaidi and Shuraydi, 
2002). The Australian study of Lebanese families had found that within-group 
marriages were common (Batrouney, 1995). But a study looking at ancestry data 
(Khoo, 2007) found that there was a constant rise from the first to the third generation 
in the rate of inter-ethnic (out-group) marriages among Australian Lebanese compared 
with the Greek population. Nevertheless, there is evidence that a child’s choice of 
spouse can generate discord within Muslim families. In their study of Turkish youth 
in Australia, Elley and Inglis (1995) found that debates within the family about a 
child’s selection of a spouse were among the most crucial. There were also issues 
about whether the potential partner should have been raised in Australia or in Turkey. 
These findings are consistent with those of another Australian study of the family 
formation patterns of migrant and Australian women in Sydney. Yusuf and Siedlecky 
(2008) found that Lebanese and Turkish women had a stronger preference than 
Vietnamese mothers for their children to marry within the ethnic and religious 
community, and that the Vietnamese mothers were less directive about their 
children’s partner choice. On the other hand, nearly a quarter of Lebanese and Turkish 
mothers said that it was up to their daughters to choose their future husbands.  

Children’s aspirations and parental expectations may also vary in relation to education 
(Zokaei and Phillips 2000, for the UK). Batrouney (1995) found that educational 
achievement values were relatively high among Australian Lebanese families, and 
parents generally supported gender equality with respect to education. But Yusuf and 
Siedlecky (2008) found a greater preference among Lebanese and Turkish mothers for 
their sons to complete their education before marrying than for their daughters to do 
so. Daughters were not expected to be breadwinners and sons were expected to 
financially support their families. 

Batrouney (1995) identified the lack of a common language as a barrier and a 
potential for tensions between the generations, particularly between Australian-born 
youth and their migrant grandparents.  

Elley and Inglis (1995) found that, although the young people in their study had an 
awareness of ‘greater freedom’, gained not only from their non-migrant peers but also 
from relatives living in the more liberal Turkish cities, there was no ‘extensive 
conflict’ resulting from the contrast between this awareness and the strongly gendered 
roles within Turkish families. The authors suggested two possible explanations for 
this situation, the first being ‘that the children understand and accommodate their 
parents’ concerns since they appreciate that these indicate a concern for their welfare’ 
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(Elley and Inglis, 1995: 197). Secondly, they suggested that the low level of overt 
conflict resulted from a high level of personal maturity among migrant and ethnic 
youth, due to family responsibilities performed in the Australian immigration context 
(e.g. translating for parents).  

The above research indicates that intergenerational conflict around different social 
roles is relatively limited. However, issues around sex and gender remain contentious 
and, according to Nasserzadeh (2007), these are the most common issues faced by 
Australian Muslims in clinical psychotherapy practice, especially questions about sex 
education and conflicts over gender roles. In some cases, adolescents’ unwillingness 
to conform to traditional norms and roles resulted in young people living their lives 
according to ‘double standards’. Sexual relationships outside marriage were particular 
sources of intergenerational discord within British Muslim families (Zokaei and 
Phillips, 2000). These issues are likely to be different for different Muslim families, 
depending on the family’s cultural background, length of residence in Australia, 
socio-economic status (Yagmurlu and Sanson, 2009), and the environment in which 
they are living, for example, in a metropolitan area or a rural area.  

Parenting and communication 
Parents play a crucial role in children’s development and there has been some 
research on cultural differences in parenting styles and their impact on outcomes for 
migrant and ethnic youth (Bornstein and Cote, 2006; Lee et al., 2006; Mistry et al., 
2008). There is strong evidence from education research that the way in which parents 
engage with their offspring, and the aspirations they have for their children, can affect 
students’ outcomes such as their self-esteem and their academic achievement, as well 
as their behaviour (Lee et al., 2006; Seror et al., 2005). Research looking at possible 
links between religious beliefs and parenting practices (Horwath and Lees, 2008) 
found that religious beliefs alone are unlikely to influence parenting styles, because it 
is difficult and questionable to separate religious observance from culture and 
political beliefs. As well, a family’s socio-economic status can affect the children’s 
outcomes, as can other social factors. 

Stevens et al. (2007) noted that there was a substantial body of literature highlighting 
the relationship between parenting and children’s psychological and behavioural 
outcomes, but that there was little research of this kind among Muslim populations. 
As a way of addressing this gap, the authors focused their investigation on Moroccan 
migrant youth and their parents living in the Netherlands. They found that, overall, the 
ways parents responded to their children’s problem behaviour were similar to the 
broader population. Parenting that involved ‘high levels of parental warmth and 
monitoring’ was effective in keeping children’s problem behaviour low (Stevens et 
al., 2007: 691). They found that parental discipline among these Moroccan families 
often included elements of interest and warmth. Consequently, children from 
Moroccan backgrounds associated disciplining more with attention and support than 
with rejection. Others have found that the use of punishment-oriented disciplinary 
methods instead of verbal reasoning was common among Muslim communities in the 
UK and Turkey (Irfan and Cowburn, 2004; Yagmurlu and Sanson, 2009). They also 
found that high levels of discipline did not prevent children from developing anti-
social behavioural problems, especially if they came from low socio-economic 
backgrounds. 
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A number of studies have highlighted differences between boys and girls in the child-
rearing practices of Muslim families (Batrouney, 1995; Elley and Inglis, 1995; Inglis 
and Manderson, 1984; Stevens et al., 2007). Stevens et al. (2007) found that 
Moroccan girls in the Netherlands were raised with more affection than boys were, 
but as adolescents they were more closely monitored than boys, who enjoyed greater 
freedoms (e.g. spending more time outside the home). For the Australian Lebanese 
youth, irrespective of their parents’ religion, Batrouney (1995) found there were clear 
differences in the rearing of boys and girls. The boys were not expected to take on 
domestic tasks but they were expected to do well at school, while the girls were 
expected to care for siblings and help with household chores. Contrary to what might 
be expected, the study found that ‘family conflicts over the degree of freedom for 
young people were more likely to occur in relation to sons than to daughters’ 
(Batrouney, 1995: 208). Research with Australian Turkish youth (Elley and Inglis, 
1995) and research into Turkish parents’ attitudes (Inglis and Manderson, 1984; cited 
in Yagmurlu and Sanson, 2009) also found strong gendered differentiations in raising 
children.  

Another major issue of concern for migrant and refugee families is social support 
(Klimidis and Minas, 1995; Sonderegger and Barrett, 2004; Mistry et al., 2008; 
Bevan, 2000; Phinney et al. 2006a: 227). A lack of social support has been connected 
to poor mental health and problem behaviour in young people (Cederbald et al., 1999; 
Klimidis and Minas, 1995). However, Sonderegger and Barrett (2004) did not find 
that the relationship between social support and adolescents’ well-being was clear cut. 
It was the quality of the support that mattered. The authors did point out that parents 
who were stressed because of past negative events (e.g. torture or trauma in country of 
origin), or simply the migration experience itself, may not always be able to help their 
children cope with their adaptation to the new social environment. At the same time, 
the adolescents themselves may be reluctant to seek help from distressed parents since 
they do not want to place an additional burden on them (Sonderegger and Barrett, 
2004). Children from these families may be in need of greater external support and 
attention. 

Acculturation and intergenerational gap 
A number of studies have examined the extent to which differences in cultural norms 
and values between parents and adolescents in CALD groups (also referred to as 
differential acculturation) impact on individuals and on the family as a whole. 
Klimidis and Minas (1995) found that a major determinant in the process of 
acculturation is age at the time of migration. Because the young generally adapt more 
quickly to new social contexts than their parents, this may cause a much wider 
‘generation gap’ within CALD families than within non-immigrant families. The 
authors say that ‘an important possible consequence of differential acculturation in 
members of a family, particularly between parents and children, is increased 
intergenerational conflict’ (Klimidis and Minas, 1995: 91). They also say that the way 
individuals resolve and express intergenerational discord can vary across cultural 
contexts, and that there is clearly a need for more research in this area. 

While the evidence around the impact of differential acculturation on members of a 
family is mixed (Phinney et al. 2006a), there is research that suggests that not only 
can discrepancies in parent-child acculturation contribute to increased discord among 
family members (for an overview see Yasui and Dishion, 2007), they are also a risk 
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factor for developing poor mental health in ethnic minority youth (Atzaba-Poria and 
Pike, 2007; Asvat and Malcarne, 2008).  

Asvat and Malcarne’s (2008) study among Muslim university students in Canada 
suggested that congruity between the family’s level of cultural adjustment and that of 
each of its members can lower the risk of developing depressive symptoms. This 
factor could also be relevant in reducing tensions and distress in the family as a 
whole. This was indicated by a study involving 54 Muslim families living in Britain. 
In this research, Sonuga-Barke and colleagues (1998) found that mothers who did not 
share the traditional beliefs and values of their extended family (especially parents 
and parents-in-law) were more stressed and at risk of developing mental illness. The 
authors said that the conflicts arose from differences in child-rearing attitudes, with 
grandmothers being more ‘authority oriented’ while the mothers preferred ‘child 
centred and liberal’ parenting practices (Sonuga-Barke et al., 1998: 406). Yagmurlu 
and Sanson’s (2009) survey of Australian Turkish mothers found that women’s child-
rearing practices were influenced by the duration of their stay in Australia and the 
degree of interaction they had with the larger society, and that mothers tended to place 
less importance on ‘compliance’ and ‘obedience’ over time. 

4.2 Positive experiences and enablers of participation within the family 
Participants in this study identified several enablers of their ability as a family to 
participate in Australian society. Among these were: the role of parents and family; 
the community; religion; good communication and the prevalence of trust and respect; 
and life-experience traits such as resilience and maturity. 

The influential role of family 
The family, both the nuclear and extended family, was seen to have an enormous 
influence on Muslim families’ ability to live their daily life, participate in society, and 
avoid marginalisation. 

There is a lot of value in family. Family is really seen as the most important unit. 
(Community worker, Lebanese background) 

Where extended family was available, participants believed that their involvement 
meant that there was a greater diversity of role models for children. Relatives assisted 
each other in caring for children and giving them adequate attention and supervision. 
This was particularly important when parents were engaged elsewhere, for example, 
at work or at some social events.  

The child might see his cousin studying and he will tell himself, ‘I want to study too.’ 
In a way, together, families are guiding each other towards the correct path. (Afghani 
focus group) 

Some participants elucidated on the primary role of parents – to raise their children to 
be good citizens and wholesome human beings who could contribute to society. 

As a parent, the most important thing is education, to bring up children as good 
citizens, to be tolerant people, to be able to appreciate arts and play sports – so that 
they would be able to fit into the Australian lifestyle... contribute to the society. 
(Mother/service provider, Burmese background) 
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All of the above statements illustrate ‘family’ as a strength that enabled Muslim 
families to actively participate in Australian society. 

The helpful role of the community 
Section 3 discussed the importance of ethno-religious communities as enablers of 
social participation and inclusion for migrant and ethnic families. Here the importance 
of community is reiterated in relation to maintaining positive intra-family 
relationships.  

Study participants expressed their appreciation of the role the community played in 
family life, as well as families’ participation in community activities. A number of 
participants talked about the fact that the existence of ethno-religious communities 
made it easier to live in Australia, and how it assisted in raising children. Where there 
was a strong sense of community, this community tended to look out for children, 
whether in regional or urban areas.  

The neighbourhood raises the child. (Sudanese-Iraqi focus group) 

Some youth participants agreed with their parents that it was important for them to 
socialise within their ethnic communities and be involved in community events. 

I think it’s very good to have a sense of community where you bring Muslims 
together to meet other Muslims and make new friends as opposed to just interacting 
with others... I am not saying the [mainstream] Australian community is bad but they 
have a different way of life. I know they go out and they drink, so the more you 
interact with them, the more you get drawn towards that. (Male youth participant, 
Lebanese background) 

Part of the value people found in community involved ideas of respect, contribution 
and reciprocity. The community helped to raise the children, and parents made a 
concerted effort to involve their offspring in the community. They believed that this 
process would ensure that young people gained positive influences in their lives. It 
was through the ethno-religious community, they said, that children learned how to 
live their lives in a moral way, and in return strove to make their own positive 
contributions to society.  

The children especially should have a hand in their community. (Father, Afghani 
background) 

Some of this giving back to the community could include children valuing their 
education, finishing their degrees and ending up in good professions (e.g. doctors and 
lawyers), or getting prestigious jobs. These are the sorts of things that people saw 
brought pride to the Muslim communities as well as to their families. Other forms of 
contribution would involve supporting each other in daily life, for example, by 
visiting community members who were sick and socially isolated, or by taking less 
mobile people shopping. Having a close-knit community was believed to encourage 
such contributions, and was regarded as the result of trust, respect and social cohesion 
within the community. Under such conditions, the community could become a de 
facto service provider and a place for asking for help in the first instance.  
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Religion as source of guidance  
Central to the value of family, children, and community is the strength drawn from 
faith and religion. One participant said that their religion inspired all the activities in 
their family, as well as community life. Religion inspired them to help one another 
and to be part of the community. Religion guided the family as well, and could aid 
family relationships because it was considered the backbone of the family. Religion 
governed values and the way life was lived day-to-day, including abstaining from 
alcohol and drugs and encouraging ‘moral’ lifestyles, for example, demeanour marked 
by modesty and restraint.  

Religion acts as a backbone to improve your relationship with your family. (Male, 
Afghani background)  

If you pray, it makes the family strong. (Male, Afghani background)  

Good communication, trust and respect 
There was general consensus among the youth participants, both males and females, 
that trust within families was crucial. Trust was what enabled parents to allow their 
children to go outside the family home, to be with friends, and to widen their life 
experiences. This parental trust should be complemented by the child’s responsibility 
not to betray the trust given. A loss of trust could mean a greater restriction on young 
people’s activities outside the home. This trust was considered to lead to respect – 
causing both families and individuals to become stronger.  

It should be a balance of trust between two people: you shouldn’t betray your parents’ 
trust, and your parents should trust you. (Female youth participant, Iraqi background)  

Respect brings a kind of bond among family members. (Community worker) 

A number of participants, particularly mothers and daughters, expressed views which 
highlighted the importance of good communication in families. Two female youth 
participants, one from an Iraqi and one from an Afghani background, emphasised the 
importance of always communicating with parents. Only if children kept their parents 
informed would parents be able to trust them.  

Several parents also commented that, as children became teenagers, the role of the 
parent needed to shift so that they become more of ‘a friend to your child so they are 
open with you’ (Mother, Pakistani background). This included parents talking to their 
children and ‘listen[ing] to what they’re saying and hear their opinions, not just give 
your opinion’ (Mother, Lebanese background). 

As Arabs and Muslims we worry a lot about our reputation; we worry about our kids. 
All these things which are ‘haram’ [forbidden] for us, but we cannot be too strict with 
our kids. I go to sleep around 8 or 9 pm. My kids stay up until 1 am. How would I 
know if my son or daughter was doing their homework or something else? I don’t 
know who they speak with. I believe my kids tell me everything. I am their mother 
and friend at the same time. (Mother, Lebanese background) 

Some young Muslims talked about how they valued their parents asking about how 
they were doing at school. One young boy from Liberian background said that talking 
about their day and keeping communication open between parents and children built a 
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much stronger family. It also allowed children to perform better because they felt 
more motivated to go to school. 

If your parents are too busy to ask you what you learned at school today, it becomes 
like a chore for the child to go to school. (Male youth, Liberian background)  

Life experience, resilience and maturity 
Life experience was cited as a valuable source of learning and an aid to the 
development of important traits assisting Muslim families to settle down and to 
participate in society more generally. This was an acknowledgement of the fact that 
refugees and migrants brought with them knowledge and skills that were helpful in 
their new society. Experiences of hardship (refugee camps, conflicts in their countries 
of origin) were perceived to make families resilient and capable of coping with life’s 
new challenges. One example of maturity in the face of new challenges involved 
children becoming closer to their own parents once they had children of their own. 
Some of the young adult participants said that they were more understanding of and 
more permissive towards their own children, when they recognised that their own 
parents had once been migrant children themselves, and had experienced being 
excluded from mainstream gatherings and events. 

4.3 Challenges in intra-family relations  
The circumstances of settlement can make family life more difficult, particularly if 
those circumstances mean a change in family dynamics and the roles family members 
are expected to fulfil. Moreover, the circumstances of settlement can vary quite 
dramatically depending on the reasons for migration, whether there is family in 
Australia already, whether they feel part of a pre-existing community here; and what 
living conditions and lifestyle they move to.  

The Muslim families interviewed for this project had a variety of immigration 
experiences. Some had come here alone to marry an Australian, some came with their 
families, and some had come as refugees. A number of participants had only second-
hand knowledge of their grandparents’ generation, or even of their parents’. And 
although the Australian-born had not gone through the migration and settlement 
process themselves, their families’ experiences nevertheless shaped their lives and 
identities in many ways. It is therefore important to discuss the impact of settlement 
on families. 

The findings presented here are closely linked to the experiences of marginalisation 
discussed in section 3, but here the focus is on the impact on the family. Three main 
themes emerged: the adjustments required in settling down; the impediment of 
language; and the impact of socio-economic disadvantage on the family as a whole 
and its individual members. A fourth theme that emerged, intergenerational issues, is 
discussed in section 4.4. 

Adjustments required in settling down 
Some of the participants recounted stories of traumatic experiences of fleeing their 
country of origin, as in the case of refugees, or of the pain of leaving relatives and 
friends behind, as in the case of the families who had been settled in Australia for 
many years. Participants did not say that the challenges they faced since arriving in 
Australia were a consequence of their pre-migration experiences. But they did report 

SPRC 42 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

that they had felt high levels of stress post-arrival. This was commonly linked to 
socio-economic marginalisation, the loss of social networks and personal standing, 
feelings of helplessness due to language barriers in day-to-day life, and 
discrimination, perceived and real. While experiences like these were more prominent 
in the stories of recent arrivals, a number of participants spoke about the challenges 
their parents’ generation had encountered on arriving in Australia. They frequently 
underlined the negative impact such experiences had had on their parents’ emotional 
well-being and on their families as a whole.  

When we first came to Australia, we thought and believed life was going to be great 
when we compared it to our traumatic background. We believed we have gained 
something. But after two months, and as life continued, we discovered that we had 
made a few losses such as that of our professional occupation. But apart from 
material losses, we also realised that we had sacrificed our native language, our 
culture, and even our relationships with our family. (Male, Afghani background) 

Grief was a dominant theme for the older participants; it was not raised by young 
people. This grief was sometimes due to the death of family members overseas, and 
sometimes just to separation from them. Separation was seen as an abdication of 
familial responsibilities, particularly where participants had older parents whom they 
felt they had an obligation to care for. But Australian-born participants also reported 
feelings of guilt when they could not sufficiently care for their elderly parents due to 
work commitments. For more recently arrived migrants, and particularly for refugees, 
grief had made their transition to Australia extremely difficult, and in some cases had 
strained internal family dynamics. The problem was compounded when other factors 
already made life both stressful and isolated. Grief and guilt, worrying about family, 
feeling the need to financially support the family left in the homeland, were both 
intensely personal emotions and also impacted on the family as a whole (e.g. 
disagreements about sending remittances, their impact on household budgets). In 
addition to grief due to separation from their homeland and family, some of the older 
participants felt limited satisfaction with their social life. This was because they had 
difficulty developing new friendships and relationships, thus compounding their 
feelings of isolation and dependence. But disillusionment with the local Muslim or 
ethnic community could also contribute to these feelings. Such feelings were 
amplified in refugee families, particularly once they had settled in Australia. The 
initial relief of being in a safer situation had given way to realising what had been 
sacrificed for that safety, including language, culture, and personal standing. These 
were a source of personal strength and resilience in the face of adversity, and to lose 
them simultaneously greatly affected people’s mental health and emotional well-
being.  

Impediment of language 
Participants recognised that proficiency in the English language was an important 
skill and that the lack of it could place undue stress on the family unit and on 
individual family members The form this stress took and its consequences depended 
on the individual family, but some common experiences were identified in the focus 
groups, both for the Australian-born and, more frequently, for the migrant Muslim 
families. 

The lack of English language proficiency was reported as the reason for lowered self-
confidence and self-esteem. For example, an Afghani male participant said that he had 
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hesitated to go to the chemist because he was unable to explain clearly what it was he 
needed.  

This problem also contributed to an unwillingness to build relationships beyond the 
individual’s ethno-linguistic social groups. Some participants related this issue to 
social isolation because language barriers limited social interactions and job 
prospects. The resulting problems could then be a source of conflict within the family. 

The children (who tended to speak better English) often had to negotiate living 
arrangements or service exchanges on behalf of their parents or the whole family. 
This could lead to conflicts when children were obliged to take on roles traditionally 
held by parents. When children and young people conducted more facets of family 
life and engagement than was traditionally expected of them, parents could become 
more dependent on their children for social contact that they previously conducted 
autonomously by themselves. In that case, children could gain more leeway in 
influencing their parents’ way of thinking. 

There is a little bit of role reversal; the kids dictate to the parents and make them 
come their way more in thinking or living. (Community member)  

Children’s greater proficiency in English was also the reason why some of them had a 
lower regard for their parents, according to some participants. This could lead to 
children trying to assert power over their parents, or refusing when parents asked 
them to do things their (the parents’) way. 

‘What do you know, you don’t even speak English’, my son said to me, showing 
disrespect and disregard for his parents’ authority. (Father, Afghani focus group)  

Communication across generations could also be affected by differing levels of 
fluency, whether in English or in the family’s ethnic language. For example, some 
grandparents felt cut off from their grandchildren’s lives because of difficulties with 
English, as well as being isolated from the wider community. At the same time, 
grandchildren could be denied the close relationship with grandparents because they 
were not fluent in their grandparents’ tongue. These barriers between generations had 
complicated family relationships, particularly when parents relied on grandparents for 
support and additional supervision for their children. 

Parents’ poor English language proficiency and low levels of educational attainment 
could also have an impact on their ability to support their children in their educational 
pursuits, for example, by helping with homework. This was borne out by the focus 
groups with members who were predominantly migrant, and by young people as well 
as parents. 

Many families today will still have a non-English speaking parent, a bride or groom 
coming from overseas. These parents will lack the skills and language to support their 
kids with their education or job applications. (Community member, Women’s health 
organisation) 

Socio-economic disadvantage 
If there is money in the family everyone is happy. (Father, Sudanese background)  
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Reaching financial and income security was an ongoing challenge. While chronic 
joblessness and economic hardship are a challenge for any Australian family, 
irrespective of migration history or religion, migrant and refugee families from non-
English speaking countries are particularly susceptible to adversity. Several 
participants commented that, because financial arrangements were intrinsically linked 
to gender roles and family dynamics, financial stability made family life happier. But 
when financial hardship prevailed, family harmony was put at risk (as has been 
reported for disadvantaged Australian families more widely). 

For some participants financial security was clearly linked to personal dignity. Part of 
the personal dignity of the head of the household (the father or male spouse) was the 
ability to care for his family and provide for them.  

In Islam it is the responsibility of men to provide for the family. (Mental health 
service provider, Afghani background) 

Because of this, Centrelink welfare payments were often seen to undermine the male 
provider role. It did this in two ways: it was not a job or a source of employment; and 
because there was equal provision for other family members to claim benefits, it was 
regarded as ‘an attack to masculinity and dignity and attack to identity and a loss of 
faith’ (Service provider, counselling service). The fear of the family breaking apart 
because of an inability on the part of the father to support them adequately was a 
recurring theme, particularly among those from an Afghani background.  

Holding a job was a source of pride, with particular jobs conferring higher levels of 
respect and personal dignity than others. Many participants experienced a loss of 
status upon arrival in Australia, due to unemployment, or the inability to find work 
comparable to what they left behind in their homeland. In many cases this was due to 
lack of recognition of their qualifications.  

Oftentimes they [refugees and migrants] were key members of the community 
themselves – they were solicitors, lawyers, engineers, doctors, army officers, 
teachers... so it is kind of loss of their identity and loss of their social values and 
social status… (Service provider, counselling service)  

It was often the case that economic hardship and inability to find work in their trained 
profession meant that parents worked in multiple jobs of lower status, or took shift 
work in order to support their families. In turn, this could mean spending less time 
with their children, and this was raised as a significant negative impact on family 
relations. A number of the younger participants said that they understood the 
necessity for parents to work long hours, but that they missed spending time with their 
parents, or spending time as a family – a sentiment that the parent participants also 
articulated.  

Some of the youth participants pointed out another consequence of the reduced social 
status, financial insecurity and the denial of personal dignity. This involved parents 
putting undue pressure on their children to have high educational aspirations, wanting 
them to have ambitions to join the more lucrative professions such as medicine or the 
law or engineering. Many youth participants reported feeling stressed by this pressure, 
and they also felt greater concern about their family’s financial stability, as well as 
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their own careers. As some young people pointed out, this could lead to greater inter-
personal tensions within families.  

4.4 Intergenerational issues 
The main themes under this heading are: parents’ feelings of loss of authority versus 
children’s assertion of autonomy; parenting styles; spending free time, friendships and 
marriage; and breakdown of communication and trust. 

Loss of parental authority versus assertion of autonomy  
The focus groups confirmed a common finding of past research – that the children of 
migrants coped more easily with cultural adjustment than their parents, despite the 
difficulties of competing expectations. This is largely because of the guided 
engagement children receive through the educational system, including greater 
opportunities to develop language skills, as well as the greater ease with which they 
learn English. In contrast, as may be expected, some migrant and refugee parents had 
great difficulty learning English, and this contributes to a sense of disempowerment. 
Furthermore, both the Australian-born and the migrant Muslim parents in this study 
had a greater tendency than young people to hold on to ethno-cultural socialisation 
values. For the parents, familiar cultural concepts provided a source of comfort and 
security in an unfamiliar social setting. For Australian-born Muslim families, familial 
values laid an important basis for the development of personal and family bi-cultural 
identity. (It was not surprising that the families within our sample identified strongly 
with their ethno-religious background, as ‘being Muslim’ was a main selection criteria 
for this study)  

A central theme discussed both by the parent and youth participants and by the service 
providers was the perception that some of the families’ cultural values, beliefs and 
practices at times stood in opposition to those they perceived as being of the 
mainstream society.  The particular issues which appeared to concern them were the 
individualistic nature of Australian society which contrasted with their perception of 
their own communities which are much more collectively oriented.  In their view, the 
importance of the family and the community is far more important in many Muslim 
communities than it is in the broader society. 

In general it appeared that, even though they were challenged at times, the youth 
participants were comfortable negotiating their multiple identities – ‘fitting in’ both 
with their familial expectations and with those of their peer networks. When asked 
what it meant to her to be a Muslim living in Australia, one Australian girl from an 
Iraqi background said, 

Firstly there are cultural differences, and I guess it can be a barrier because it is 
difficult to integrate what your friends do and what your family wants you to do.... it 
is really a different religion compared to others.... But I think it is normal, like your 
parents and your friend’s cultures are different. (Female, Iraqi background) 

As this young woman pointed out, all young people, not only those from diverse 
cultural or migrant backgrounds, need to go through this process of negotiating their 
identities and expectations in relation to those of their parents. However, this process 
may be more difficult for Muslim youth due to the false perceptions held by the 
majority about Islam. The same participant pointed out, 
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But a lot of people have preconceptions about you and a lot of them aren’t true, and 
like with every religion there are different degrees [of observance]. (Female, Iraqi 
background) 

In addition to these external challenges, many young people were confronted with 
their parents’ fears that they would become too involved with the mainstream culture 
and thus lose touch with their ethnic culture and language. This could, in some cases, 
contribute to familial dispute. A number of parents reported that they feared that too 
much interaction, or inappropriate interaction, with mainstream society, had the 
potential to corrupt their children and encourage them to reject familial values and 
beliefs. Such fears could be enhanced by a number of factors, including: a parent’s 
decreased self-esteem due to lack of English; being a single parent; a perceived lack 
of positive role models; and parents’ concerns about their children’s safety and 
welfare, for example, high crime rates in the neighbourhoods where the families live. 

There is a perception that living in Australia makes it harder to protect your children 
[from negative influences]... There is too much freedom, no boundaries. So it is very 
hard, especially if there is no father who can help set those boundaries and do 
something. (Mother, mixed women’s group) 

This experience of parents trying to maintain the family’s ethno-cultural identity is 
one which could make it difficult for young people to balance competing expectations 
from family and friends. However, we also found many participants who seemed to 
find the right balance in terms of developing a strong sense of belonging to both their 
ethno-religious communities and the mainstream community. 

The older generations, like our parents, their worry was that we could lose our 
identity, not being proper Muslim and Turkish, and that the kids would be lost 
forever. But what I see now, it is not like that. We did our best to raise our kids in a 
Muslim way and in Turkish language. (Female member of an Islamic Association)  

While disagreement between parents and their teenage children is common in any 
family when young people develop distinct personalities, there were a number of 
themes that were peculiar to the demographic in this study. Parent participants 
frequently raised concerns that decisions taken by young people during their late 
teenage years were against traditional family and community values. These concerns 
were related to decisions around career and study choices, partners and marriages, or 
divorce. The assertion of independence was also regarded as confronting, not only 
because of the kinds of decisions that were made, but also because making decisions 
without parental consent was considered an affront in some families, and even more 
so if they were contrary to parental wishes. Several parents considered their children’s 
respect for them to be a primary value. Parents were very concerned that if young 
people were not guided properly during the teenage years they could end up on the 
‘wrong track’. 

As teenagers they’re forming opinions, and you don’t want them forming some 
viewpoints, like trying drugs... or going too far outside the culture. Because then they 
lose the culture. (Mother, mixed women’s group)  

The sentiment about perceived loss of parental authority was most frequently voiced 
by parents of migrant and refugee backgrounds (although not exclusively by them). 
Parents felt that, since coming to Australia, their children had been exposed to new 
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ideas and influences such as children’s autonomy and rights. Parents blamed the 
educational system, the media and the children’s peers for exposing them to concepts 
which could bring unrest to families, as young people wanted to do things ‘their way’. 
A number of parents believed that too much empowerment and mainstream cultural 
influences could lead children to be disrespectful towards their parents and dismissive 
of their advice. They said that children too often perceived parental advice to be ‘old-
fashioned’ or it was opposed to the way their peers were raised. The following 
comment of a Sudanese father illustrates this family’s struggle within a new cultural 
context and changing family dynamics. 

My children will ask, ‘Why do the other boys in my school do this [stay out after 
midnight]? Don’t they have parents?’, and my son will say, ‘If you talk to me like this 
again I will call the police’... This is one of the big issues. We feel we’re going to lose 
our kids... but you want to teach them right from wrong. (Father, Sudanese 
background) 

There were other parents who had stories of how their children had threatened to call 
the police if their parents tried to assert their parental authority and set clear 
boundaries (e.g. forbidding teenagers to leave the house late in the day to go to a 
party). Many parents who expressed concerns about ‘losing their children’ drew a 
direct connection between children’s loss of respect through asserting their autonomy 
and the teaching and emphasising of children’s rights in schools. 

A great number of participants, regardless of how long they had lived in Australia, 
suggested that the educational system would be more effective in strengthening 
family relations if more schools included language classes and multicultural 
teachings. Many parents and some of the young people felt that the incorporation of 
CALD families’ heritage values and beliefs throughout the curriculum, not just in 
scripture classes or only for Muslim children, could enhance family and community 
cohesion. It was felt that a stronger focus on multicultural teachings, including those 
relevant to Muslims, could give parents and families the additional backbone for 
raising children in a non-dominant cultural environment. It could also help children to 
develop healthy bicultural identities, and create greater understanding among different 
cultural and religious groups.  

The educational system has to include cultural beliefs, morals, and respect for family 
and the [Australian] law. (Mother, Afghani background).  

The schools are great but other cultures need to be considered because sometimes the 
way the school expects our children to grow up may not be the same as our 
expectations. (Father, Afghani background) 

Our study also confirmed that families faced challenges in the shift in internal 
dynamics with changes in gender roles and the greater focus on individual rights, 
particularly those of women and children. This shift has influenced other aspects of 
family conflict because it has diminished the respect associated with fulfilling familial 
obligations. This shift is related to the inability of fathers to provide for their families 
(discussed above), even in terms of educating their children. 

In Afghanistan, we have the power to teach our children what to do, but not here. 
Here we have lost our power over our relationships... for some it is easy to cope but 
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for others it’s hard to provide for your children and wife, socially and financially. 
(Father, Afghani background)  

Closely linked to their perceptions of parental loss of authority was the fear parent 
participants had of ‘losing’ the family. This was a fear of children drifting away or 
becoming less connected with their family. It was also about children who no longer 
felt part of the family unit and who might therefore neglect their familial obligations. 
In cultural traditions with greater emphasis on collectivist values (e.g. greater 
expectations of familial reciprocity), parents expect children to care for them in their 
old age. Commonly, children from such immigrant families have a greater sense of 
familial obligation than children from non-immigrant families. However with longer 
residence in a western society (with its emphasis on individualistic values), this sense 
of familial obligation decreases (Nauck, 2005). 

Parent participants also expressed fears of growing apart from their children because 
of whom their children married. They feared that if children married outside their 
ethno-religious group, parents would have less involvement with their children and 
grandchildren. Thus, some participants imagined that greater autonomy around 
marriages was tantamount to poorer relationships with their children, and they feared 
that they would ‘lose’ the family as it grew apart and diversified culturally.  

The fear of ‘losing’ the family was particularly noticeable in the case of grandparents. 
Participants spoke about the additional strain on family relationships when parents 
and children had to care for elderly family members with significant health demands. 
There could be tensions within the family about who had the responsibility to care for 
aged relatives, particularly as many families felt there was a stigma attached to putting 
their elderly in formal aged care. But many participants also felt that the available 
formal aged care services were not culturally appropriate, and this made those 
services even less acceptable. This was exacerbated by the challenges highlighted 
previously about language barriers between grandparents and grandchildren, and the 
disconnection which could occur between generations because of language or 
acculturation barriers.  

As some participants pointed out, maintaining the ethnic culture was a way for parents 
to assert control over the household or to keep the family together. This is the reason 
for the controlling attitude regarding their children’s choice of friends and potential 
marriage partners. The goal was to keep the family together by reinforcing cultural 
and religious values.  

We don’t have control over what happens outside our home. The only way we can 
maintain a healthy relationship within our family is through the actions we take at 
home. (Mother, Afghani background)  

In practice, however, some participants had found that cultural traditions had become 
increasingly restrictive through successive generations. Several young people and 
some parents said that familial ‘culture’ had become static in Australia. Participants 
said that they had noticed this when they returned ‘home’ to their country of origin 
and observed that cultural practices had evolved to become more permissive and 
relaxed. Some youth participants described this as a culture that had been ‘frozen’ at 
the time their parents left that country. Upon returning to that country, some 
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Australian Muslims found that they were considered old-fashioned because they had 
retained so much of the old traditions.  

Culture became a ‘security blanket’ for many parents when much of the rest of their 
life is in a state of flux. (Female, Lebanese background) 

We are living in a non-Muslim country. It concerns me that my children will not be 
able to practice Islam the way I want them to. (Father, Turkish background) 

Parenting styles  
Participants in most of the focus groups reported stories of families who tended to 
place a high value on obedience and conformity, including the use of punitive 
measures (authoritarian parenting). On the other hand, participants also spoke about a 
tendency among Australian Muslim families to use ‘indulgent parenting’, where 
parents tended to be permissive and to set too few standards or expectations (for more 
detail on parenting styles see, Macoby and Martin, 1983, cited by Horwath et al. 
2008: 21). 

Both parent and youth participants tried to explain the balancing act that parents had 
to undergo in relation to how strict they could be towards their children. Parents 
needed to steer a course between being too permissive, resulting in the children 
getting into trouble, and being too protective and risking their children rebelling 
against their authority. Some young people in particular felt this dichotomy in 
parenting styles keenly, talking about the need to lie to their parents so they did not 
have to justify their friends or the choices they made. It also became apparent that 
parents were more likely to be overprotective of their daughters, and that they were 
too permissive of their sons (contrary to the findings of Batrouney’s 1995 study).  

There was no consensus about parenting measures in disciplining children. For some 
families, corporal punishment (e.g. smacking children) was acceptable, but they felt 
they were deprived of their right to exercise parental control in the Australian context 
where children’s rights were promoted. Several parents, many of them recent arrivals, 
believed that Australian society placed too big an emphasis on the rights of the child, 
and on the rights of the individual over the rights of the family. It was also a difficult 
legal position for parents to understand when they had pre-existing barriers to 
engagement with the legal system or services. Not all participants approved of 
corporal punishment; some thought it was bad as it did not allow for the necessary 
reasoning with children about their wrong-doing. Despite the lack of consensus about 
parenting styles and their outcomes, many participants did believe that children had 
rights. But the majority of parents stressed that they should have a right to make 
decisions for their children, including the use of physical punishment if necessary. 
Several parents also expressed the need to better inform new arrivals about the 
Australian laws governing family relations in a culturally appropriate format.  

They learn at school, they have rights. And yes, they need to learn that they have 
rights and if someone hurts them they can do something. But it’s to the point where 
they think they don’t have to do anything that their parents want, but they’re not old 
enough to understand that their parents are trying to teach them and show them. 
(Mother, mixed-women’s group) 
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In our country the child isn’t allowed to show any kind of disrespect towards the 
parents or elders. But here we see everything has a law. There are laws for children 
and we need to learn about these laws. (Father) 

Spending free time, friendships and marriage 
Another major area where parents tried to exercise control/authority was the 
socialising and recreational activities of their children and the choice of whom their 
children should marry.  

Both parents and young people talked about the need for more recreational activities 
and spaces for teenagers in particular, but a number of parents expressed a reluctance 
to allow their children to attend some social and community events. This was the case 
if parents felt that the youth venue or centre was not appropriate for their children, 
especially their daughters (e.g. if there was alcohol available, or they perceived that 
there could be). Several female youth participants from refugee family backgrounds 
talked about friends not being allowed to attend community classes such as film 
animation or craft courses only for girls. One Australian girl from Iraqi background 
explained migrant and refugee parents’ reluctance to allow both daughters and sons to 
attend community classes run at the local youth centre. 

It is not totally because they [migrant parents] are like Muslims. It is because they are 
first generation so then it is a new place for them; they don’t understand [the purpose 
of a youth centre]. So I think people need to focus on breaking down the barrier 
because there are many courses and opportunities specifically... for Muslim girls 
there... [but] no one goes to it, and that is why there are less [courses] because they 
[services] think it is a waste of funding... [Services] should put more effort on 
breaking down the barriers [for parents]. (Female, Iraqi background) 

Young participants, both male and female, explained that it was important to 
encourage young people to participate in activities at schools, in the community and at 
youth centres, although some stressed the point that they would only attend youth 
activities if they were culturally appropriate (e.g. swimming for women only). Thus, a 
number of youth and parent participants called for more recreational activities and 
venues specifically targeted at the needs of Australian Muslim youth (see chapter 5). 
If parents were insecure about the appropriateness of recreational activities for 
children and youth, they were more likely to restrict their attendance.  

I have to know where my children are, when they go out. That makes me very 
stressed, not to know where they are, because we don’t want them to do something 
wrong or something outside of their age. You always want to be more protective of 
them. (Mother, Sudanese background) 

While parents tended to worry about their children’s well-being and safety, there was 
extra parental stress under certain conditions: when they perceived that their 
neighbourhoods were unsafe; or when they saw their children’s peers growing up 
without sufficient supervision (e.g. being out after nine at night in Year 10); or when 
they believed that mainstream activities such as films, the internet, or community 
courses were not appropriate for their children. 

In a small number of cases young people reported that arranging to spend time with friends 
could be an issue. Some young people were being prevented from seeing their friends outside 
school or outside their home. This could add to greater division between parents and children, 
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and, in a limited number of cases, could lead to some social isolation of children from peers at 
school.  

My friends like to go out a lot, and most of the time I’m not there. So basically I 
socialise with my friends in uni and that’s it. They come over to my place sometimes 
and I go over to their place sometimes, but it’s never (silence) going out. (Female, 
African background) 

However, there were families where the parents’ feelings of uncertainty around their 
children’s social interactions were dealt with differently. A number of parents said 
that they had to know their children’s friends and their friends’ families, and that 
made them feel more at ease when their children were spending time away from 
home. 

A couple of youth participants mentioned that community pressure and parental 
expectations meant in some cases even going for coffee was difficult and could raise 
parents’ concerns about the family’s reputation.  

My parents would ask, ‘what’s the Lebanese community going to think of you?’; or 
‘why are you going out? It’s no good’; or ‘what if this happens?’ They always have 
that ‘what if?’ in their head. (Female, Lebanese background)  

Three reasons for parents’ strictness became apparent from the focus groups. Firstly, 
parents were more intransigent and limited the socialising possibilities when they did 
not know enough about their children’s social group, or the places they went to. 
Secondly, there were some who felt that certain mainstream recreational activities 
(e.g. films, internet) were not compatible with their ethno-religious values. These 
parents said that they preferred their children to participate in activities targeted 
towards Muslims. The third reason why some parents were very careful to monitor 
their children’s activities outside the home involved perceptions about the 
community. A number of participants mentioned the important role the community 
played in influencing their children’s behaviour, and they were also keen to maintain 
their family’s status of respect in the community. 

There were additional challenges for Muslim youth who had friends from non-
Muslim backgrounds. These teenagers said they already felt isolated because of the 
restrictions over the kind of friends they made, while at the same time they felt 
pressure from the mainstream society to ‘fit in’ or conform. One female participant 
spoke about the reason why some Muslim teenagers joined groups, or had difficulties 
with peer pressure. To her it was the need to ‘fit in’ somewhere, when they had 
competing obligations or expectations from family and friends.  

This conflict between family expectations and peer pressure was particularly difficult 
for some of the young female participants. Having non-Muslim friends raised 
questions about propriety and the acceptance of mainstream standards of behaviour 
and modesty for girls, especially when these are male friends or potential boyfriends. 
Whether parents accepted their socialising with non-Muslim friends, and if so, how 
and where they were allowed to see them, became an increasingly dominant issue in 
some families. However, some youth participants said they could understand their 
parents’ behaviour, and that they knew they only wanted to protect their children from 
negative influences. 
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It’s not very welcomed if you are hanging out with someone who is not a Muslim... 
Sometimes parents say not to hang out with non-Muslims. They probably don’t mean 
it in a bad way or being racist; it’s just that they don’t want their kids to get some of 
the bad habits such as drinking... We understand that they are just trying to protect the 
culture. (Male youth participant, Turkish background)  

Another challenge related to how honest young people could be with their parents 
about friends who did not share their ethno-religious background, especially those of 
the opposite sex. There were varied opinions from youth participants about this issue. 
While many spoke about the importance of trust, communication and honesty with 
their parents, none of them spoke with certainty about what they had or would do in 
real life, or what happened when they were confronted with this issue. This could be 
due to the limitations of focus groups as a setting for in-depth exploration of more 
sensitive family issues.  

Marriage was mentioned as a significant issue that could be a source of 
intergenerational conflict, although it appeared that it was the more recent arrivals 
who tended to be more concerned about marriage and the marital relationships of their 
children. 

The young participants expected to have autonomy in their romantic relationships, 
quite naturally for children exposed to mainstream Australian ways. However, there 
were parents who said they would disagree with their child’s choice of partner, since 
they preferred their children to marry Muslims, preferably from their own ethnic 
background.  

A number of participants indicated that the practice of sending a child back to the 
family’s country of origin to find a spouse was still prevalent in some families; as 
well as the practice of parents finding their child a suitable spouse. There was some 
debate about the acceptability of arranged marriages, and this was an issue of conflict 
within and between Muslim families.  

The grandmothers are the first lot of migrants that have come to Australia. The 
daughters are their daughters that came with them, so we speak English, we are 
educated. Most of us are usually married to guys that are from overseas, the majority. 
(Women’s group)  

It is harder for brides and partners coming from overseas... particularly when they’re 
coming from cultures where males have most of the control. They are not used to the 
‘Western way’, and that may cause many issues within the family. (Women’s 
association) 

Weddings are community as well as family events. They are widely discussed 
amongst the community, and as a consequence they are not just private interactions. 
Thus the community, and not only the parents, would play a role in influencing 
decisions regarding marriage.  

Breakdown of communication and trust 
While both communication and trust have been highlighted as necessary for healthy 
family relationships, participants said that there were a number of practical 
difficulties. Communication was difficult when the issues related to topics which have 
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traditionally been taboo, particularly sex and sexuality, or when there were differing 
views within the community or family.  

Trust was difficult in situations where children did not believe they could be open 
with their parents in these areas. Young people decided not to talk to their parents 
about these issues because they knew (or suspected) that their parents would not 
approve of their decisions. They would rather lie than have a discussion. If the lie is 
detected, it could lead to the undermining of trust and put further strain on the family 
relationships. Then it becomes even more difficult to communicate openly or to 
respect decisions made by the other party. It could also mean that children were likely 
to repeat unhealthy patterns of behaviour, including lying about their lives to avoid 
coming into conflict with their parents.  

When children don’t respect their parents, a gap starts to open up between the parents 
and the kid. They won’t listen to what we say but rather care about what everyone 
else says. They can end up leaving their home and their family and do bad things. 
This is the worst thing which can happen to a family. (Father, Lebanese background) 

Many participants highlighted the lack of time spent as a family, and pointed out that 
it made bonding increasingly difficult because it was harder to find time to have the 
important conversations. Parents and children had less time for communicating when 
parents had to work long hours or do shift work. Often the outcome of hurried 
communication was misunderstanding, where what was meant was not necessarily the 
same as what was heard. This was frustrating and could exacerbate problems even 
further. Parents who did not have the time to support their children might ask them 
why they were not studying, for example, or tell them to study more, as a way of 
showing that they were interested. But the children might already be working hard or 
achieving good results and feel they were being pushed to do more. Such an attempt 
to communicate only increases the pressure on the children, and strains relationships 
with their parents, without necessarily benefiting the students’ academic performance.  

It was not surprising, then, to hear about children who were living lives of ‘double 
standards’ (Sokaei and Phillips, 2000). However, there were only a small number of 
participants in this category.  

Sometimes you say something back and the parents take it the wrong way, and they 
think you are arguing with them. And sometimes you think ‘oh who cares, just let it 
go’; and then you start sneaking out and stuff like that, hide stuff from them because 
you know they won’t listen to you – like you tell them you are going to the library, 
but you are actually going to a party or something. (Male youth, Sierra Leonean 
background) 

A small number of young people saw ‘risk-taking’ behaviour such as trying drugs or 
being part of youth groups or giving in to peer pressure, as ways of rebelling against 
parental influence. They started by hanging out with particular people at school. 
Coupled with these were some feelings of guilt, separation and increasing isolation 
even within families. An example was a young person who left the house each day 
just to go walking, because he felt stifled, restless and frustrated if he stayed inside for 
a whole day.  

There was also a lot of concern over the media portrayal of youth gangs and crime 
involving Muslim young people and those of particular ethnic backgrounds.  
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4.5 Conclusion 
Participants identified several factors enabling them to participate in Australian 
society as families and as individuals. Among these were:  

• having the family play a very influential role in its members’ lives 

• community assistance for families to raise their children according to their 
ethno-religious background 

• Islam as a religion being a main source of spiritual and social guidance 

• the prevalence of good communication, trust and respect within the family 

• individual life experiences and traits such as resilience and maturity. 

Some of the challenges which led to difficulties in familial relations were related to 
the following: 

• Most migrant Muslim families had difficulties related to adjustments in settling 
down. Common among these experiences were: grief and guilt about leaving 
family members behind in their homeland; isolation due to the loss of social 
networks and status; difficulties in finding work and integrating into the labour 
market; and dependency on others and on social welfare. Any one of these 
factors could contribute to participants’ loss of self-confidence and self-esteem. 

• In some families the lack of English language proficiency of parents and other 
extended family members meant that they became dependent on their children 
to interpret when they tried to navigate through their daily life, including 
accessing services. This was an issue whether they had recently arrived or had 
been living in Australia for many years. The dependency on other family 
members, especially children, could be a source of tension and cause a reversal 
of roles and status within the family. Communication across generations could 
also become problematic due to differences of language proficiency, both in 
English and in the family’s ethnic language.  

• Socio-economic disadvantage could be compounded by the inability to find 
suitable work and a loss of social status. For some male participants, having to 
accept welfare payments had the effect of reducing their personal dignity in 
relation to their traditional role of provider for their family. On the other hand, 
however, welfare benefits increased the financial independence of the women, 
because it gave them access to their own income.  

A number of intergenerational issues emerged from the focus groups with Muslim 
families:  

• There was a strong sense among some families that they needed to protect their 
children from they saw as the negative influences around them, in particular 
drugs, alcohol and pre-marital relations.  

• Some parents who had recently migrated from Afghanistan, Iraq or Sudan 
expressed fears about their children’s newly gained autonomy (e.g. access to 
social welfare, independent housing). They frequently saw their children’s 
exposure to concepts of independence as ‘having too many rights’, and blamed 
it for the challenges they were encountering in guiding their children’s socio-
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cultural development and well-being. Many participants experienced a sense of 
loss of parental authority. 

• Some participants were afraid that their children’s socialisation would be 
compromised in that young people would be tempted to use alcohol and drugs 
and would be attracted to non-Muslim partners. It was in this context in 
particular that parents felt that they needed to assert ethno-religious values. In 
some cases, this caused family conflict, for example, around children’s 
socialising and choice of friends, or their career choices, or their choice of 
marriage partners.  

• Parents reported using a range of parenting strategies, including the more 
authoritarian parenting styles (such as smacking) when trying to discipline their 
children. Some parents feared, however, that children could be taken away 
from them by community services if they used such disciplinary methods. For 
many of the families who had recently migrated, there does appear to be some 
confusion about Australian laws regulating the domestic domain. 

All the above involve issues of threatened trust and breakdowns in communication. 
As a small number of participants pointed out, one consequence of family breakdown 
would be young people ‘at risk’ or ‘leading a double life’. 

There are many strengths both within Muslim families and in the Muslim community 
more broadly which can aid individuals and families in times of instability and 
conflict. However, many of them depend on the acculturation processes being similar 
for adults and children; otherwise they can become an additional source of conflict 
within families. At times, the coping mechanisms for dealing with familial conflict 
not only exacerbate the initial conflict, but can create new problems and difficulties 
within the family. It is important to realise that many of these points of conflict are 
not unique to Muslim families, nor are the coping mechanisms, although these 
manifest in different ways depending the different contexts of individuals and 
families.  
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5 Accessing Formal Services and Informal Support 

This section will address the research question, ‘How do marginalised families cope 
and deal with marginalisation (formal or informal support mechanisms)? What works 
and what are the gaps in these mechanisms, especially in government and non-
government services?’ 

The Australian Muslim families participating in this study adopted various strategies 
for coping with family problems. The findings presented here came both from the 
family participants and from the other key informants (mainly service providers). We 
are aware that their views are not necessarily representative of the views of everyone 
in the communities in our two field research sites; and the services mentioned here do 
not represent all the services in those areas. Nonetheless, participants’ insights into 
Muslim families’ reasons for, attitudes to and experiences in accessing formal 
services and informal support, and how to improve these, were very useful. 

But first, let us look at the literature on access to services and formal support by 
Muslim families. 

5.1 Muslim families’ patterns of accessing services and informal support – a 
brief glimpse at the literature  

There is a substantial literature on the factors influencing CALD families’ help-
seeking behaviour, including the choice of support, the reasons why they do so, and 
their experiences of these services. This brief review looks at individual, cultural and 
social factors, as well as structural aspects of services.  

Individual, cultural and social barriers 

The research uncovered a range of factors that influenced people’s help-seeking 
behaviour. The main ones were: a preference for seeking help from informal sources; 
different cultural perceptions of support; unfamiliarity with the ‘system’; levels of 
language (or literacy) competency; concerns about immigration status; demographic 
factors (age, gender); limited social and family networks; and concerns about 
confidentiality.  

Informal networks can provide important support for immigrant communities at all 
levels of settlement (Jandl et al., 2009), but they are particularly important for new 
arrivals. Migrants commonly utilise networks of family and friends for support for 
both public and personal needs: to gain access to and learn about health and welfare 
services and job opportunities, and for companionship, housing and child care (Neale 
et al., 2007; Stewart et al., 2008). However, for a number of reasons informal support 
networks have limitations, particularly in building migrants’ understanding of how to 
‘navigate’ the public systems of formal health and welfare care (Stewart et al., 2008). 
Unfamiliarity with the system is one of these limitations, and it is exacerbated by 
language difficulties and different cultural perceptions of support shaping meanings 
and ways of help-seeking. Receiving financial benefits from the government, for 
example, can be regarded as shameful, and migrants will try to support themselves 
first before asking for help from formal sources (Neale et al., 2007; Stewart et al., 
2008). Research with newly-arrived immigrants in Sydney (Waxman, 1998) found 
some families who were unfamiliar with similar service sectors in their home 
countries (e.g. preventative care, counselling, family support services). Research 
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investigating the use of formal child care by Somali families (McMichael and 
Manderson, 2004) found that rearing children was a community-based task involving 
the extended family and circles of neighbours. Stewart et al. (2008: 137) found that 
migrants from countries with lower levels of formal government assistance, where 
support tended to be based on community interdependence and reciprocity, had 
difficulties coping with the ‘norms and practices of a fragmented, impersonal... social 
service bureaucracy’. 

Interestingly, one study (Kelaher et al., 1999) found that men from African and 
Middle Eastern countries were more likely to go to the doctor than men from other 
countries. The authors said that limited social and family networks could pose serious 
barriers to men’s health service use. Other scholars have identified socially isolated 
individuals as ‘at risk’. Somali sole mothers living in Melbourne, who had disrupted 
community networks, few financial resources and limited opportunities to engage 
with others due to caring and household obligations, were particularly vulnerable 
(McMichael and Manderson, 2004). Socially isolated individuals are likely to miss 
out on both formal and informal support, and also less likely to achieve their 
professional or educational aspirations (Stewart et al., 2008). These findings underline 
the interdependency of formal and informal support and the importance of informal 
support networks in promoting migrants’ access to formal services. However, 
reinforcing informal support mechanisms on the policy level has to be evaluated 
carefully, not least because families may have concerns about confidentiality when 
accessing some forms of informal support.  

There are other cultural factors, such as attitudes to health and the causes of illness 
and the appropriate treatment methods (Mohammadi, 2008), which deter families 
from seeking help from mainstream services. Because they do not share the services’ 
perceptions of the problem, they might turn to traditional healers or religious figures 
instead. For example, Katz (1996) found that UK Muslim families (Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani) did not access child and adolescent psychiatric services because they did 
not see their children’s challenging behaviour as a mental health issue. Rather, they 
saw it as a religious problem and the solution was to ensure that the child spent more 
time at the madrassa (religious school or college) supervised by an Imam.  

Lack of language competency is clearly a significant barrier to accessing mainstream 
services. Poor English skills can reduce people’s confidence in getting information on 
services they might need, or even prevent them from seeking support at all (Box et al., 
2001, cited in Sawrikar and Katz, 2008). This is particularly true for newly-arrived 
migrants and refugees (Casimiro et al., 2007), first generation migrants whose first 
language is not English (Uckan, 2006), and families with low levels of adult literacy 
(Gordon and Adam, 2005). Research in the Illawarra region in NSW found that 
language difficulties combined with a cultural preference to turn to family for help in 
old age were among the main reasons why older Turkish migrants did not use aged 
care services (Uckan, 2006). Another kind of language difficulty, which may prevent 
CALD families from seeking professional help, is the use of ‘professional jargon’ by 
service providers without sufficient explanation (Weerasinghe and Williams, 2003, 
cited in Sawrikar and Katz, 2008).  

However, language competency (or lack of it) is not always the main influence on 
migrants’ help-seeking behaviour. Kelaher et al. (1999) did find that young, bilingual 
migrant women were accessing Australian health services more than any other group 
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of migrants, but they also found that older men with chronic conditions and limited 
English did so as well. 

Stigma can also limit access to mental health and extra-family support services (e.g. 
for victims of domestic violence (DV)). This can be exacerbated by cultural norms 
which further limit access to services, such as a preference for resolving conflicts 
within the extended family, fear of authorities and the police, and a lack of confidence 
in institutions and formal processes. Research has shown that there is a connection 
between levels of service uptake and the stigma associated with seeking help for 
mental illness within the broader Australian community as well (Parslow and Jorm, 
2000). But stigma and shame pose a particular barrier for Muslim families as well as a 
number of other CALD communities (Chafic, 2008; Graham et al., 2009). 

The social stigma associated with DV, and the consequent preference for resolving 
the conflict within the extended family, have been identified as a major barrier 
preventing the victims from getting outside help (Gordon and Adam, 2005; Sawrikar 
and Katz, 2008). Crabtree et al. (2008) found that in some Muslim communities, the 
family and especially family honour, can be considered more important than the 
intersests of individual family members. Some communities are opposed to anyone 
contacting statutory authorities where sexual abuse or DV are alleged. Victims who 
do contact the authorities can sometimes be seen to be betraying the family rather than 
exercising a legitimate right to protection, and it is possible that victims can be 
ostracised or even further physically abused by the family. These are very challenging 
circumstances for western practitioners whose practice is based on the notion that the 
interests of individual children and women are paramount (see also Gordon and 
Adam, 2005).  

Shame can also be a barrier to getting emotional needs addressed. Both Muslim 
women and Muslim men report feelings of deep sadness and anxiety, but very few say 
they have had experience of counselling services. The most common emotions are 
related to the migration process itself, including feelings of isolation, loss of support, 
worries about family left behind (particularly about relatives still living in conflict 
regions), and economic insecurity in Australia, as well as traumatic experiences in the 
country of origin in the case of refugees (Chafic, 2008; McMichael and Manderson, 
2004; Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998). More recently, the hostile climate against 
Muslims in Australia has been identified as a major contributor to psychological 
distress experienced by Muslim families more broadly (Casimiro et al., 2007), and by 
particular groups such as school students. Racially and religiously motivated bullying, 
particularly in mainstream schools, was raised as a serious concern by Muslim 
students and their parents (Chafic, 2008; DIAC, 2007a). 

As already noted, Australian Muslims generally tend to turn to family and friends for 
emotional support (Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998), as well as seeking help from 
respected elders, teachers and religious figures (Chafic, 2008: 38), instead of 
approaching formal services. The reluctance of some Muslim families to see 
professionals for mental health issues is most commonly explained in the literature 
with reference to cultural norms and practices such as a fear of ‘losing face’ in the 
community or a tendency to resolve issues within the family domain (Graham et al., 
2009; Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998). However, a lack of awareness of service 
availability has also been identified as a barrier to seeking professional help (Yasmeen 
and Al-Khudairi 1998). Other scholars have questioned the appropriateness of the 
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western medical model and its capacity to address mental health issues cross-
culturally, framed as it is in terms of ‘illness and treatment’ (Kokanovic et al., 2002; 
Lemerle and Prasas-Ildes, 2004). This indicates a need for health practitioners to have 
sufficient cultural awareness to engage and work with Muslims (and other groups).  

Cultural barriers are reinforced by a range of complex issues faced by communities 
that are especially marginalised. Gordon and Adam (2005) found that addressing 
family violence among refugees from the Horn of Africa posed particular challenges 
because many of them faced complex issues which lay beyond the provider’s ability 
to intervene. These included the prevalence of chronic unemployment, mental 
illnesses (both diagnosed and undiagnosed) and post-arrival stress, alcohol and 
substance abuse, intergenerational conflict, fear of the authorities and the police 
(particularly on the part of women who had lived under corrupt regimes before they 
arrived), fear of losing their children, a reluctance to take up counselling services, and 
the absence of traditional systems such as elders to mediate in cases of abuse. The 
Somali and Eritrean participants in this research believed that the major causes of 
family violence were frustration and stress caused by lack of sleep, the socio-
economic situation (either unemployment or both parents working), the absence of 
family rules and respect, changing gender roles, and intergenerational conflict.  

However, although it might seem that migrant populations face greater risk factors for 
mental illness than the Australian population in general, evidence from the National 
Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing shows they have a lower prevalence of 
depression, affective and anxiety disorders and substance-use issues than the 
Australian-born population (Slade et al., 2009). This is commonly explained in terms 
of the so-called ‘healthy migrant effect’, that is, people who successfully migrate are 
likely to be in better health than the general population because health requirements 
and eligibility criteria ensure that only those in good health migrate to Australia. 
Nonetheless, there is a complex of factors that affects the service uptake of Muslim 
and other migrant populations in comparison with the Australian population in 
general.  

Service providers have reported challenges in reducing barriers to accessing services 
in the lack of on-site interpreters, an inability to undertake intensive case 
management, and difficulties in working with refugee men. The professionals in 
Gordon and Adam’s (2005) study highlighted the difficulties involved in reducing 
women’s distrust of the system, and the inability of women’s refuges to accommodate 
women’s cultural needs, especially by locating them close to their communities so 
that they were not up-rooted from their informal supports.  

HREOC research (2007) with a range of Muslim communities has shown that a lack 
of confidence in institutions and formal processes can prevent families and young 
people from getting assistance in cases of discrimination or abuse. Particularly 
‘visible’ minorities (those from African/Arab backgrounds or women wearing the 
hijab), who experienced religious and racially motivated discrimination (in public, in 
schools, when accessing services, or when dealing with the police or other agencies 
such as employers), commonly felt they would not achieve positive outcomes from 
the formal complaints processes. Adults would either seek help from friends and 
family, or resign themselves to being able to ‘do little’. Most young people were 
confident about reporting incidents in schools although they doubted its usefulness. 
They were also more likely than adults to ‘take matters into their own hands’ 
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irrespective of the consequences. The research participants suggested addressing these 
issues through education and information campaigns, both for the broader population 
in order to reduce hatred against Muslims and other ethnic minorities, and for Muslim 
women to provide them with strategies for taking protective and active measures 
against racial discrimination (HREOC, 2007).  

Structural aspects of services 

Perhaps the most important barriers to service usage relate to structural aspects of the 
services themselves. Some of these aspects are: not having a worker of the same sex, 
language, or ethnicity as the client; the community’s distrust and negative perceptions 
of services; poor service quality (long waiting times, short consultations, restricted 
hours of operation); and distance to and inaccessibility of services (transport).  

CALD communities in general, and Muslims and women in particular, have special 
needs and expectations when utilising health and social services, such as a 
professional of the same ethnicity or of the same sex (especially in the case of 
obstetricians and gynaecologists) (Kelaher et al., 2003; Vissandjee et al., 2001; 
Mohammadi et al., 2007; Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998). Despite the fact that 
migrant populations in Australia tend to be healthier than the native-born population, 
health care was found to be among the top three most important personal needs for 
both Muslim women and Muslim men, after education and safety (for women), and 
employment and education (for men). This was a particularly urgent concern for 
families who had been living in Australia for less than 15 years, and for those from 
low-income households (Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998). If cultural or gender-
specific needs are not identified and appropriately addressed, CALD women may be 
reluctant to go for regular preventative health checkups (Kelaher et al., 2003). 

Research in Western Australia found that, while the better-off Muslim families could 
afford private health insurance and were more likely to get their health needs met, the 
disadvantaged families felt the lack of choice, especially in relation to the sex of the 
provider (Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi 1998). In the social welfare sector as well, 
Muslim families tend to prefer to receive information from providers of the same sex 
or who share the same cultural background (Sawrikar and Katz, 2008). At the same 
time, however, there is research which suggests that ethnic matching of staff can also 
be a barrier for CALD families (Craig et al., 2007), particularly when the person or 
their family requires a confidential service and does not want to disclose information 
to a community member. 

When individual Muslim women report negative experiences of services, this can 
generate negative perceptions of services within the entire community. In turn, this is 
likely to have a negative impact on the future help-seeking behaviour of individual 
community members (Guerin et al., 2007). This was identified as a particular problem 
for families from the Horn of Africa living in Melbourne (Manderson and Allotey, 
2003). In extreme cases, the distrust of institutions and treatment methods can lead 
communities setting up funds for seriously ill community members to be flown back 
to their home country for treatment, as reported by Manderson and Allotey (2003) in 
the case of the Egyptian community in Melbourne. 

Taking account of different cultural and gender needs is good practice. However, by 
themselves multicultural interventions in the health and welfare sectors cannot ensure 

SPRC 61 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

immigrant health and well-being. This is because of their ‘inability to address 
structural and economic barriers to health care’ external to these institutions 
(Manderson and Allotey, 2003: 2). Moreover, there are aspects of the Australian 
health system itself which lead to lower rates of service use on the part of 
disadvantaged migrant women. Kelaher et al. (2003) identified a number of such 
barriers: a lack of bulkbilling and the consequent unaffordability of services; the lack 
of after-hours services; too few female specialist practitioners; long waiting times; 
and short consultations. Having only limited time with a practitioner, for example, 
negatively impacted on the women’s understanding of the way health issues are 
treated in Australia and within the health system itself (e.g. the availability of other 
services and resources). The most common major structural constraints on the 
provision of appropriate and targeted services within the welfare sector are seen to be: 
inadequate financial and human resources; limited agency mandates; ineffective and 
limited collaboration with other sectors and services; and low staff morale (Sims et 
al., 2008; Stewart et al., 2008). 

The distance to and accessibility of services, and people’s ability to get there 
physically (transport), can limit families’ service uptake. Research among Afghani, 
Iranian and Iraqi settlers in Australia showed that they were more likely to use doctors 
and health facilities that were close to where they lived (Neale et al., 2007). Lack of 
transport can also present a major obstacle for migrants who have limited mobility 
due to caring obligations or disabilities (Manderson and Allotey, 2003). Kelaher, et al. 
(2003) found that distance and lack of transport posed a greater barrier to accessing 
services than lack of knowledge of their availability. Nonetheless, lack of knowledge 
about what support is available remains an important reason why migrant families 
miss out on services (Gordon and Adam, 2005). 

To increase ethnic minorities’ access to mainstream services, a range of multicultural 
interventions have been implemented across different sectors. Most commonly such 
measures include the provision of resources in different languages and media, a range 
of outreach and engagement strategies, and the employment of bicultural staff and 
interpreters. However, barriers remain. There is ineffective and limited collaboration 
between sectors and services. Practical factors such as lack of time, or employment 
outside standard working hours, can be a deterrent to families’ uptake of services 
(Sawrikar and Katz, 2008). Migrants can also be reluctant to seek help because of 
concerns about immigration status (Jandl et al., 2009; Stewart et al., 2008). 

5.2 Informal support – family, friends, community 
The Muslim families who participated in this present study, when asked where they 
would go for advice or help around family issues, overwhelmingly identified family, 
friends or trusted community members as their main sources of support. This was true 
regardless of participants’ cultural/linguistic backgrounds or length of residence in 
Australia. The parent participants were more likely than the youth participants to get 
advice from ‘significant community members’, mainly religious leaders or respected 
elders.  

While government and non-government services were considered an important source 
of financial, settlement and general support, participants agreed that ethno-specific 
organisations and religious institutions played an important role in connecting them 
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with the formal service system, as well as meeting families’ social and day-to-day 
needs. 

Some participants commented that informal networks were their first port-of-call 
when looking for information about available services and ways of accessing support 
for a range of social needs, including employment and housing.  

Here, we outline the reasons for their choice (or non-choice) of informal support when 
addressing family issues, and the positive and negative experiences they had in 
adopting this strategy of coping with problems. 

Religious leaders 
Across all focus groups and key informant interviews, participants underlined the 
importance of religious leaders (especially Imams and Sheikhs) and other respected 
community figures in resolving family and other social issues. They reported that 
such figures provided a range of support, including basic advice related to the 
emotional well-being and health of Muslim families. 

In general, the youth participants, irrespective of their level of religious adherence, 
were uncomfortable seeking help for family/personal matters from respected 
community members, including but not limited to religious leaders.  

It is a struggle to find somebody who understands Islam and would be able to give 
advice and at the same time be approachable and confidential. (Female youth, Anglo 
background)  

Consulting religious authorities about family issues, such as parenting, marriage and 
divorce, family or intergenerational conflict, was considered important for devout 
Muslims because they believed that Islam provides many guidelines on interpersonal 
relationships. 

If it’s a problem at home and we need something like counseling, we go to the 
mosque. (Grandmother, Lebanese background) 

The Imam of the mosque will go and speak to that family but it is very undercover 
and very quiet, and in my culture they do trust the Imam to not spread it to the 
community. (Ethno-specific community service provider, Turkish background) 

However, some participants observed that the religious leaders’ capacity was strictly 
limited, especially considering the great demands on them. They strongly underlined 
the need for government policy to take this into account, in particular when designing 
programs which give community elders a stronger role in the mediation of family 
conflict situations. 

They have to go everywhere: marital problems, the hospitals, youth issues... They 
have to run everywhere. Every time there is a problem, the religious person gets 
called upon to give advice and help. (Female ethno-specific service provider) 

Other concerns included the inconsistency of advice provided by community leaders 
around social issues.  

If you ask ten Imams, you will get ten different responses. (Community worker) 
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Participants were also worried about the religious leaders’ limited awareness of the 
formal support services available, and what they perceived to be their lack of 
understanding of social problems affecting Australian Muslim families. The basis for 
this concern was the fact that religious leaders were trained in their own homelands 
and then assigned to Australia for limited periods of time (often only two or three 
years). While they may be very well trained and knowledgeable around religious 
issues, the quick turnover limited their understanding of the Australian service system 
and of the underlying social issues experienced by local Muslim families. 

Some participants also noted that taking on the advice from religious or community 
leaders was not always helpful for solving family problems.  

We might listen to [a Friday] lecture and take some lessons and try to apply them, but 
it doesn’t mean that it will solve our problem. (Mother, Sudanese background) 

Additional factors influencing participants’ willingness to seek help from religious 
leaders and community networks were: a person’s level of religious devotion; being 
embarrassed to speak to community leaders (this was of particular concern to young 
people); fear of being judged by their community; and concerns about confidentiality. 
Depending on the nature of their concern, participants would either not seek any help 
at all or they would try to resolve the problem on their own or within their extended 
family. Only as a last resort would they access mainstream services. 

Key community members and organisations  
As well as religious leaders and community elders, key community members were a 
major source of support for Muslim families. Commonly these ‘key people’ were 
workers, either paid or unpaid, such as interpreters or bilingual health, community 
development or social workers, and community advocates and volunteers. Some 
worked in mainstream services, while others were engaged as volunteers in ethno-
specific organisations.  

The ethno-specific organisations in the two field sites were commonly run by unpaid 
community volunteers. Many of these volunteers had other work and family 
commitments which could impact on their capacity to provide effective services and 
support. Some of these participants were uncertain about their ability to manage large 
grants, deliver professional services, and meet accountability criteria, but others were 
confident of their ability to manage these activities effectively, and they strongly 
emphasised the need for more resources and training in these areas. 

These people had varying degrees of knowledge of the service system and were often 
approached as experts for a range of support needs. 

They [the Turkish community] go to the Turkish interpreters and they know the 
background of the legal system and this and that, so they direct them [to the services]. 
(Female, ethno-specific service provider) 

In some cases, these key community members may also support access to services by 
individual families by breaking down the barriers to help-seeking, providing them 
with information, linking them with the respective services, or searching for 
alternative solutions. 
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One older lady contacted me out of nowhere; she needed help cleaning her house 
because she had an operation. Could I look into that? I said, ‘Of course!’ I’m not an 
aged care specialist so I contacted a couple of places and their [waiting] list was way 
too long.... I couldn’t get anyone to come to her. (Female, community advocate, 
Turkish background) 

In other cases, the key community member would provide direct assistance or get 
involved in the support process, for example, through providing care and support to 
elderly community members, or through mediating in family conflict situations.  

Families also reported that they used ethno-specific organisations or religious 
institutions according to the nature of their support needs. Depending on the 
institution’s capacity, it might provide social, welfare and other community services 
directly (e.g. language classes, religious education). 

Our key informants believed that community organisations played a crucial role in 
identifying issues and providing people with information about available support, 
even in building up someone’s confidence to access psychological services. This was 
particularly helpful in relation to the mental health issues brought about by the 
stresses of daily life. These organisations could detect when mental health challenges, 
particularly helplessness and depression, had become the norm for a family. 

Concerns 
While the family and community were generally considered an important source of 
support, not all participants had positive feelings and experiences of accessing support 
through key community members and from specific ethnic/religious organisations.  

Some participants observed that the resources, capacity and skills available among 
community organisations were limited, whether building and maintaining 
relationships with other community organisations and services, or linking families 
with appropriate support when needed. They attributed this to the need to rely on 
short-term funding. 

As a president [of a community organisation] I have to have a relationship with them 
[other agencies/services], find out what they are doing and let my community know 
about it; and go to their meetings and let them know what we are doing. It comes 
down to my responsibility as the president and I haven’t been doing that enough. 
(Female, ethnic-specific community organisation) 

Participants noted that there was sometimes a lack of professionalism, conflicts of 
interest or internal divisiveness within organisations. They also perceived a tendency 
for community organisations to service their ‘own’ communities, which could prevent 
other Muslim families, either directly or indirectly, from using their services.  

Some organisations were said to focus too much on maintaining cultural and religious 
traditions rather than meeting families’ social needs. The high turnover of members of 
management committees was suggested as one factor adversely affecting their ability 
to build relationships with other community service agencies. 

A majority of participants criticised what they saw as a lack of accountability within 
some ethnic organisations. Examples were given of community organisations which 
had received funding but which did not meet the needs of their communities. There 
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was a strong call for greater support, training, monitoring and accountability 
regarding the funding of community organisations.  

There were also some cultural complexities associated with community networks, 
such as shame and loss of privacy. As a result, some participants actually tried to 
avoid going to community networks. These would be situations where the family 
honour or reputation could be at stake.  

This is relevant to the important qualities they sought in the person they chose to 
confide in: trustworthiness, discretion and cultural understanding and competency, 
whether they are family, community member, or formal service provider. 

5.3 Formal services – mainstream services 
Many participants, both youth and parents, reported that they had used welfare and 
social services at various stages of the process of settling in Australia. Those services 
most frequently mentioned were government welfare services, and settlement services 
for recent arrivals offered by various organisations such as church-based and other 
not-for-profit charitable organisations. 

Youth access to formal services 
Our youth participants tended to have used formal services more often than the parent 
participants, for example, school counsellors, telephone counselling services like Kids 
Helpline, online resources providing advice around youth and family issues. Several 
of them said that they had found speaking to school counsellors unhelpful, but they 
did not say why this was the case.  

Youth participants were more likely to access formal support for family and other 
youth issues if they had an existing relationship with a service provider and if they felt 
the person in question had the necessary ‘cultural understanding’ to provide them with 
appropriate advice and, if necessary, to speak to their family. 

If, for example, some people are Arabic... and she [the youth worker from Lebanese-
Muslim background] understands them... But if they talk to someone who is 
unfamiliar they might interpret it the wrong way and it will become a really big deal... 
Because, you know, if you say to someone ‘my parents won’t let me go out’, they 
might think that is a big problem if they are not from our culture. (Female youth 
participant, Iraqi background) 

The parent generation tended to look for service providers who could speak their 
language, who shared a migration experience or who had a similar cultural 
background. A number of participants also mentioned regularly frequented service 
providers whom they trusted (e.g. general practitioners (GPs), Centrelink staff).  

Social and welfare matters 
Many participants believed that readily available social, welfare and related services 
(such as child care and medical services) were extremely important for migrant 
families to feel supported and welcomed in Australia. Some appreciated the high 
standards of the Australian service and welfare system in comparison with their 
countries of origin. 
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The social life standards compared to Australia are lower in Turkey. [Here] you get 
social security benefits like Centrelink payments if you are not working. The medical 
system is better than in Turkey, and educational system is also quite better. (Male 
youth participant, Turkish background) 

Recent arrivals frequently reported using settlement services (e.g. former migrant 
resource centres) for a range of needs, from filling out forms to organising English 
language courses. They were generally happy with the holistic service delivery and 
referral process to other community services. 

Participants spoke highly of government and non-government services that made 
efforts to tailor their services to clients’ needs. Centrelink, for example, sent letters in 
the client’s mother-tongue, and had bilingual staff who not only spoke community 
languages but also ‘understood’ migrants’ concerns. 

Most [ethno-specific community] services are there to provide for themselves. We 
have only benefited from services such as [the] migrant resource centre or 
Centrelink... these services are able to understand our issues and have people who can 
speak our language. (Father, Afghani background) 

A number of family participants were satisfied with the availability and use of health 
interpreters, although they also expressed a preference for an ethnic/linguistic match 
when accessing health services.  

Barriers and difficulties with formal services 
While a number of participants reported that they were comfortable using both 
government and non-government social/welfare services, including Centrelink, 
Salvation Army, Red Cross, and Anglicare, they also expressed some concerns. The 
difficulties they experienced, including some that related to structural aspects of the 
services, involved: problems with language and communication; distrust; 
arbitrariness; lack of knowledge or understanding of the service; and stigma.  

Language and communication. Communication barriers were the most frequently 
identified causes of family members’ feelings that they were being disempowered or 
misunderstood. If no bilingual staff were available, the process of arranging a 
translator was described as a ‘hassle’ and they were also concerned about the 
accuracy of the translation. This was why some people brought family members with 
them to appointments, even when translators were available. This practice was known 
to put some unnecessary stress on the family when children were reluctant to 
accompany their parents to act as translators but felt compelled to do so.  

Distrust. However, even the availability of a worker able to speak the community 
language was not a guarantee of satisfaction with the service. Two participants 
reported feeling uncomfortable speaking to workers from their own community 
because they felt as though they were being judged. This was particularly the case for 
refugees, whose communities had a high level of distrust between the different ethnic, 
religious and cultural groups, borne out of their personal negative experiences in the 
past in their countries of origin.  

Arbitrariness. There was also dissatisfaction expressed about the high level of 
bureaucracy and the complexities in meeting eligibility criteria, especially when 
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service providers were arbitrary (‘erratic’) in the way they applied the relevant 
criteria. There were participants who believed that there were occasions when the 
workers’ own personal preferences prevailed, rather than the set criteria. Such 
experiences of arbitrary decisions made them evaluate government welfare and social 
services as impersonal and disempowering. 

We went to Centrelink to ask for a pension for my father. We had all the papers but 
they couldn’t process the application. Everything was there but he said we didn’t 
have all the papers. We went to another [Centrelink] employee straight after and he 
put the application through. (Mother, Iraqi background) 

Lack of knowledge or understanding of the service. Another major barrier involved 
difficulties in finding out about welfare and social services, and understanding how 
they worked. Participants had usually found out about formal services through their 
informal social networks. Some recent arrivals commented that they had continued to 
rely solely on the information and support provided by the informal and community 
networks. Even well-established Muslim families had only partial knowledge of the 
range of available services. The discussions with older Lebanese women, most of who 
had been settled in Australia for at least 20 years, showed persistent gaps in 
knowledge around available services. None of the women in this group knew that 
there were Arabic-speaking staff working in a free legal service in their area, for 
example. They were also not aware that interpreters were available in many telephone 
enquiry centres, such as Centrelink or the major banks. Participants in both fieldwork 
sites did not have adequate of knowledge of legal services.  

Some health service providers expressed concern about their CALD patients’ 
misperceptions of the health service system. A lack of understanding of what some 
services were, and why they were delivered in a particular manner had in some cases 
resulted in re-hospitalisation. 

The health system is very complex and not always consumer-friendly, even for 
English-speakers. Providers expect people to know how services work. [But] if you 
don’t understand that you need to sit there and wait for an appointment it might be 
easily misunderstood. (Manager, Multicultural Health Unit) 

Some youth participants expressed reluctance to access counselling services due to a 
‘fear of the unknown’, or scepticism about its usefulness, or concerns about 
confidentiality.  

Stigma. There were occasions when participants felt uncomfortable accessing and 
receiving welfare and social services because they were ashamed that their 
community would find out and begin to look down on them. 

We are always thinking of what other people would say. For example, if we need help 
from Salvation Army or Centrelink we think maybe someone’s there or someone’s 
going to see us. (Female youth participant, Lebanese background) 

Some recipients of welfare support felt they were undeserving of these payments, and 
this could also be why some families did not seek such assistance. This sense of 
feeling undeserving continued after receiving assistance. As discussed in Section 4, 
receiving social welfare could lead to diminished personal emotional well-being and 
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self-esteem. Some felt disempowerment in relation to their role within the family, 
especially with prolonged periods of receiving welfare.  

The stigma attached to seeking help from government services was also cited as a 
reason why families did not want to seek psychological help for problem with mental 
illness. 

Involvement of mainstream services in domestic violence situations 
DV was an issue affecting Muslim families across the whole range of cultural-
linguistic backgrounds. Some service providers pointed out that the reluctance to 
involve external services in cases of abuse within Muslim households was no different 
from the mainstream Australian population. However, they also noted that these 
situations were highly sensitive and were often poorly handled by mainstream 
services. Participants noted that mainstream services often had limited understanding 
of how Muslim and migrant communities operated, and lacked the cultural 
competency to deal with DV matters. The discussions highlighted the fact that, within 
many CALD communities including those from Muslim backgrounds, involving the 
authorities in family conflict situations was perceived as breaking up the family. 

If any conflict or discussion happens between people in the family and they call the 
police, in my culture, if the police come and they took me to the court, I can no longer 
live with her [my wife]. (Father, Sudanese background) 

And while community perceptions, social stigma and cultural norms were 
acknowledged as significant barriers to accessing extra-family support services, both 
families and service providers underlined the need for interventions to resolve 
problems together with the broader community, and to involve Imams and elders as 
mediators, in order to avoid family break-up and divorce.  

In case of domestic violence we [the community elders] tell the men, you don’t have 
the cultural, religious grounds for violence. If you don’t change your behaviour, the 
community is going to put responsibility on you… That’s why when we have a case 
at the police, we withdraw the case. (Female community elder, Sudanese background) 

5.4 Identified gaps in services 
Our research identified a number of gaps in services and supports for particular 
population groups such as young people, family units, single parents, elderly people, 
recently arrived migrants, and refugee families. The research also uncovered 
suggestions about the ways in which ethnic communities, mosques and schools could 
serve as bridges for Muslim families, linking them to other services and to the broader 
Australian community. 

Services and support for young people 
The most important need identified for Muslim young people was access to more 
recreational facilities, meeting spaces and structured activities – youth centres 
catering specifically for Muslim youth, and youth-friendly facilities and places to 
engage in sports and other activities. Young women preferred women-only sports 
activities. At the time of the study, there were just a few days when public pools were 
open to females only, and participants said that their communities had had to lobby 
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even for those few days. They could also do with out-of-school activities/programs 
allowing for more women-only activities where possible. 

Participants and key informants identified young Muslim men (including those from 
refugee backgrounds) as particularly marginalised, and thus needing particular 
assistance and support to enable them to participate equally with other Australians. 
Some of these men had come from single parent families and lacked male role models 
in the family or community. They were known to be confronted with racial 
discrimination and negative stereotyping (from the police, employers and the media).  

While Australian Muslim family members strongly supported more youth-friendly 
and culturally/religiously appropriate facilities and programs for young Muslims, their 
main preference was for programs that enhanced the young people’s understanding of 
heritage and culture, religion, and ‘morals and values’. Many parent participants 
supported systematic, schools-based planning about how to best collaborate with 
communities to provide Arabic language classes for Muslim students, irrespective of 
the language spoken at home. They also wanted high-quality, comprehensive Islamic 
religious education, free of what they saw as dubious content.  

A recurring comment was that the Muslim-specific services were needed most for the 
teenagers’ socialising and recreational activities, as a way of preserving culture and 
ensuring that the acculturation process for children was not dominated by mainstream 
Australian culture. The idea of having youth centres for Muslim children only, or 
making mosques centres of social, cultural and religious activities, was also discussed.  

Participants with refugee backgrounds from Afghanistan, Iraq and Sudan also wanted 
schools to promote education around discipline and proper/moral conduct for young 
people. Suggestions included: centring this around respect for parents, elders, 
teachers, and others, and respect for Australian laws; and fostering positive attitudes 
and values, for example, abstinence from alcohol, regardless of students’ religious 
backgrounds. 

How to support families 

Participants, both parents and youth, believed that there should be initiatives to build 
greater trust and understanding across the generations. Community development-type 
programs were mentioned as one approach. Schools in particular were identified as 
places where parents and children could come together. They suggested that schools 
could broaden the teaching of children’s rights to include discussions of family 
dynamics, reciprocal expectations and dispute resolution. Parents were seen as crucial 
participants in such programs, which would help them develop parenting skills and 
learn from their peers, and reduce family conflict as a result. 

As noted above, parents believed that schools could do more to educate children about 
‘morals’ and family relationships, including respect for parents. Regardless of their 
geographic location, cultural background or migration experience, parent participants 
in the focus groups all brought up the problem of children threatening to involve the 
police in the family, and saw this as a consequence of the schools teaching their 
children about children’s rights. A suggestion which came from several groups was 
that the debate about children’s rights should be expanded to include discussions 
about how children should behave towards their parents, especially the boys. 
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Expanding the lessons for children about their rights into discussions about family 
dynamics, reciprocal expectations and dispute resolution could be a mechanism for 
reducing conflict within the family. If parents had access to the information too, as 
well as to other parents, it would also help them develop further parenting skills. 

The threat or fear of police involvement in family life was a constant theme of 
discussions about dispute resolution within families. The group containing people 
associated with Auburn Council said they had found that there was a lack of 
resources, particularly for men, about how to resolve situations in the family. They 
recommended developing something like an emotional toolkit for men as part of an 
early intervention program, rather than treating men only as perpetrators.  

Other recommendations involved programs which could be centred on parental 
expectations of children’s educational progress and career-path choices. Service 
providers emphasised that addressing such issues for the ‘whole family’ was likely to 
be more effective than targeting individuals by, for example, providing mentoring 
programs for young people only. 

Single parents were frequently mentioned as a social group which needed additional 
support as they may be less likely to have support from extended family and may 
therefore be more likely to be marginalised. 

A recurring complaint from both parents and children was the feeling that they did not 
get to spend enough time together as a family or that, when they did, they were too 
tired to participate.  

The important thing is time management. (Male youth participant, Sudanese 
background)  

The families said that it was important to set aside time for family, whether daily 
(having dinner together) or on the weekend. There were also suggestions, particularly 
from the parents of teenagers, for more kinds of family activities, things that could be 
done by parents and children together. Examples of outdoor activities were soccer, 
fishing and camping. Several youth participants simply wanted more time with their 
parents, such as just talking or playing board games.  

Participants acknowledged that ethnic organisations should continue to play a major 
role in strengthening family traditions and language. Even when the children lacked 
interest in cultural associations or were reluctant to attend cultural and community 
events, these events were important because they created opportunities for social 
interaction between people of different ages. During community events ‘the young, 
parents, and the old’ could spend time together, and this presented opportunities to 
create greater understanding within families.  

Youth volunteering in the community was mentioned as a strategy that should be 
encouraged and resourced, given how beneficial it was. It could enable young people 
to maintain their cultural and religious identity and build new relationships. They 
could also socialise with their peers and family, and participate in recreational, 
cultural, religious and other activities.  
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Some organisations ran social groups, some sex-specific, some targeted at particular 
age groups, in addition to more general groups. 

Sometimes we organise picnics for the ladies or breakfast every month... Twice a 
year an entertainment night just for ladies and we get a lady DJ... We have 
fundraising activities and they [young people] do drama and dancing... During 
Ramadan, every Monday, we give dinner; about four families take turns in cooking. 
(Female ethno-specific service provider, Turkish background) 

Refugees and recently arrived migrants  
Participants were concerned that some groups of recent arrivals were missing out on 
available supports due to the lack of services specifically targeted at these groups. For 
example, the Turkish participants said that sponsored wives could face 
marginalisation and social isolation because they were not aware of the services 
available to them or did not understand them. Supported children’s play groups were 
mentioned as programs which had worked well in the past to enhance sponsored 
wives’ social participation and well-being. 

Refugees were another group that concerned both family and service provider 
participants, because they had so few resources and were so dependent on welfare 
support. They also tended to be subjected to greater levels of distrust and hatred than 
most people, because ethnic and religious conflicts limited community members’ 
ability and willingness to support one another. Another limiting factor was the loss of 
traditional systems for mediation in cases of abuse or intergenerational conflict. This 
significantly decreased the capacity of the community to deal with family-related 
problems in a traditional and culturally accepted manner. 

Participants also mentioned small and emerging communities, such as the Burmese-
Australian Muslims. These communities lacked the resources and population size to 
create their own support structures, but felt that they ‘don’t really fit in’ with any of 
the existing ethno-specific community supports. 

Some service providers commented that health did not seem to be a priority for some 
refugee families. They tended to concentrate on their housing, employment and 
educational needs before addressing their health needs.  

It was recognised that some cultural and linguistic groups were less cohesive than 
others. While diversity ‘within’ is a common feature of any social or cultural group, 
high levels of divisiveness creates major barriers to unifying and strengthening 
communities. Divisiveness can take many forms and involve cultural, linguistic, 
religious, political or social differences. Participants said there was a need for more 
programs aimed at overcoming barriers to collaboration, and focused on 
commonalities rather than perceived differences. 

Older people and family carers  
Older people and family carers were identified as groups needing attention. 
Participants said that there was a lack of culturally and religiously appropriate aged-
care services to meet this population’s needs. They spoke about the social stigma 
within the Muslim community associated with ‘outsourcing’ the care of ageing 
parents to formal institutions. Even when a family’s socio-economic status had 
diminished or when the family support system was simply not there (e.g. due to 
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women’s workforce obligations), family obligations were still upheld. Decisions 
about the care of elderly family members that were seen as contrary to family 
obligation (e.g. placing them in nursing homes) could lead to family disharmony. 
Participants said there was a need to develop campaigns that would raise awareness of 
the support available to carers looking after family members, and address cultural and 
other barriers to taking up services such as respite and other forms of support from 
outside the family. 

5.5 Support mechanisms to address the gaps 

Ethnic community as a bridge between the Muslim community and mainstream 
society, and across services and communities 
Section 3 discussed participants’ concerns about being discriminated against and 
ostracised by mainstream Australia. Many of them had had experiences of distrust on 
the part of the wider Australian community.  

When you’re walking down the street people think that you are a terrorist or have 
some sort of sympathy towards terrorism. (Father, Turkish background)  

Thus, there were some participants who recommended educating the community and 
combating negative stereotyping as an ongoing project. However, concrete 
suggestions about how this might be accomplished were limited. Some youth 
participants said that this responsibility belonged to both the wider Australian 
community and the Muslim community. In other words, they believed that the barriers 
between the Muslim community and mainstream Australia were mutual. 

We Muslims put up our own boundaries from the world and that’s why people are 
seeing us differently. (Mixed ethnicity men’s focus group) 

One participant suggested that education and relationships start from ‘sincerity then 
go up from there’. Another recommended that Muslim families be willing to talk to 
and connect with mainstream Australia, and get rid of their own prejudices against 
Anglo-Australians.  

We need to teach the wider community because they are not going to learn about us if 
we don’t teach them. We [Muslims] are all ambassadors here. (Female youth 
participant, South-Asian background) 

Participants described a number of opportunities ethnic organisations had provided for 
community members to participate in and contribute to events within the broader 
Australian society, which might otherwise not have been available to them. Some 
examples were ‘Women’s Day’, ‘Clean Up Australia Day’, and forums around human 
rights and the role of volunteering within CALD communities.  

Ethnic organisations also offered the wider community opportunities to gain a better 
understanding of Islam. As part of ‘Islamic Awareness Raising’ activities, for 
example, community members become involved in local government initiatives – 
such as the Living Library – to create greater social cohesion and trust between and 
within different social and cultural groups. Participants recommended that these be 
encouraged to continue and adequately resourced so they could do so. 
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Participants believed that community support structures could provide an avenue that 
other organisations, Muslim and non-Muslim (e.g. churches), and formal services 
could link into. This had many functions: to provide communities with services and 
information; to develop partnerships and collaboration (e.g. strengthen referral 
pathways); to receive feedback on barriers to accessing support and satisfying 
communities’ needs; and to involve community members in the development and 
planning of services and programs. Some ethno-specific organisations saw themselves 
providing a ‘base’ from which to host or organise a range of programs and activities. 
The range of services provided varied greatly between organisations. One service for 
Muslim women involved a range of services, including information courses in breast 
cancer awareness, obesity, depression and non-smoking, as well as tutoring 
opportunities for young people and English language classes. 

Providers from mainstream services also acknowledged the crucial role of ethno-
specific community organisations/networks as ‘bridges’, linking communities with 
the formal service system.  

It is very common for community groups or associations to extend their ‘bridging’ 
services by taking on additional roles such as to advocate, transport, interpret... They 
do everything for the client, not only linking communities with services. 
(Multicultural health manager) 

Schools as community bridges 
As well as important vehicles for fostering positive intra-family relationships, schools 
were discussed as bridges between the Muslim community and the wider Australian 
society. One concrete suggestion was to use schools as the centres for community 
outreach programs. Because all children attend school, they could bring together the 
whole community, participants said. Schools could use their unique position to 
educate the community and the families as well as the students, and serve as a vehicle 
for communication between parents and children. Using schools as a focal point could 
also put children and family programs at the centre of policy.  

However, participants suggested that, before schools could be used as forums, they 
needed to become more like communities and places where Muslim families were 
welcome. This could be partly achieved by parents becoming proactive and involving 
themselves in the school community, for example, by volunteering at schools or 
sports carnivals. At the same time, schools could reach out to Muslim families, for 
example, by offering Halal meat at sausage sizzles.  

Parents described a number of benefits they received once they did become active in 
the school community. Visiting their child’s school, or attending their child’s 
performance at school, made them feel more engaged with and connected to their 
child. For these parents, such involvement ‘enhanced the whole educational system’ 
because it allowed them to build trust with their children, and helped them to 
encourage their children to do better at school. 

That experience [of parental involvement] will stay with us and the kids are 
encouraged to do better, to do music and dance and religion and poetry, sports, 
everything. (Father, Turkish background)  
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Mosques as places of social networking 
Irrespective of their cultural and linguistic background, Muslim families, young 
people and service providers all highlighted the importance of mosques as ‘places of 
social networking’. They said that mosques were places where Muslims went for a 
number of reasons other than their explicit functions of providing spiritual guidance 
and emotional support. Mosques also functioned as places were Muslim families were 
able to socialise and use social and community services. With this in mind, a number 
of research participants identified religious institutions as ideal places for the 
provision of a range of social, youth, family or parenting programs. Participants 
believed that situating services within religious institutions was likely to be effective 
for a number of reasons. Mosques were widely attended by a broad spectrum of the 
Muslim community; advice from other members of the community was likely to be 
valued more highly than guidance received in a mainstream context; and programs 
that targeted communities as a whole rather than specific people individually were 
more valued. 

They [parents] talk over there [at mosques], they make jokes and talk about some 
serious stuff. The community can change the strictness of the parents and stuff 
because most of the Afghans are there. It [programs targeting parents] can be in the 
mosque. (Female youth participant, Afghani background) 

A number of research participants also identified religious facilities as good places to 
engage young people. Some of the Muslim youth reported that they attended 
mosques, and many parents placed a high value on religious education and expected 
their children to attend religious sermons, and Quran, Arabic and scripture classes. 
Service providers working with young Muslims commented that, while the young 
people did attend mosques and religious education, there too few activities available 
and too little understanding within these organisations of how to engage young people 
effectively or provide youth appropriate education on topics like anti-social 
behaviour. This was acknowledged by a number of participants as an area that the 
community needed to address. 

There is some education around crime in the mosques, but most of the time there is 
not much time. Parents pray [for] 5 minutes and go. DIAC should support and co-
ordinate with the religious leaders to teach our youth around social issues. (Father, 
Sudanese background) 

5.6 Recommendations for capacity-building initiatives 

In all the discussion groups and interviews with Australian Muslim families, service 
providers and key community members, participants strongly emphasised the need for 
communities themselves to enhance their own capacities: to advocate for their rights 
and needs; to deal with issues affecting communities and families; and to participate 
in and contribute to the broader Australian community. Participants overwhelmingly 
agreed that empowerment should start from the grassroots level and involve and target 
individuals, as well as community organisations and key community leaders. 

Some suggestions proposed by participants included: 

• scholarships to increase the numbers and the diversity of community members 
trained in the social, welfare, health and related services, with the aim of 
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reflecting the cultural diversity in the mainstream services, and increasing the 
communities’ access to services and their social participation 

• training programs for ‘key community members’ (e.g. religious leaders/elders) 
and others to enhance understanding of the service system and its referral 
processes, how to deal with family conflict, how to increase youth engagement, 
and so on, with the aim of strengthening the communities’ capacity to identify 
and deal with issues in culturally appropriate and acceptable ways, and to 
collaborate with formal services  

• training programs for organisations in such issues as: community development 
and networking; applying for funding; management and the role of steering 
committees; planning and delivery of services; and monitoring and 
accountability of grants, with the aim of augmenting organisations’ capacity to 
make the best use of the available resources  

• developing and strengthening partnerships and cooperation between 
mainstream services, ethnic community organisations and informal support 
networks (e.g. mosques), with the aim of making the best use of communities’ 
and services’ capacity for partnerships and collaboration  

• meeting spaces and financial resources for community organisations, taking 
particular note of arts spaces, with the aim of empowering communities to 
make their own opportunities for both outreach and cultural preservation; 

• ‘supported’ funding for ethnic community organisations and programs, which 
provides, where needed, guidance, assistance and monitoring, with the aim of 
supporting community services/organisations to deliver good practice and to 
increase accountability 

• an ‘accreditation system’ for mosques to enhance their accountability, which 
will provide mosques with greater legitimacy and allow communities to 
develop their internal and external capacity and networks further 

• culturally appropriate awareness-raising and community-development 
programs: around anger management (for different groups, e.g. men, families 
‘as a whole’, youth); devising strategies for dealing with family conflict; 
devising strategies for dealing with the stigma and shame about accessing, for 
example, mental health, and extra-family-support services; devising strategies 
for dealing with and reporting discrimination; etc., with the aim of enabling 
both mainstream and community service providers to better assist their clients, 
and allow clients to become better connected to their communities 

• programs which build and enhance trust and collaboration within and across 
communities, with the aim of enabling greater capacity within and across 
communities.  

5.7 Conclusion 
Participants used various strategies for coping with family discord, such as getting 
advice around child-rearing practices, or finding avenues of support in cases of family 
disharmony, including DV. These strategies involved informal support – family and 
friends, or religious leaders and key community members – as well as 
ethnic/multicultural services and formal mainstream services. 
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Overwhelmingly, when asked where they would go for advice or help relating to 
family issues, young participants identified family, friends or trusted community 
members as their main sources of support. Parents were more likely to get advice 
from ‘significant community members’, mainly religious leaders or respected elders.  

Religious leaders were often consulted on family issues including parenting, marriage 
and divorce, and family or intergenerational conflict. While there was satisfaction 
with these forms of informal support, it was acknowledged that their capacity was 
limited, both in terms of availability and in relation to knowledge of Australian 
service systems. There were also concerns about confidentiality and the usefulness of 
the advice provided. 

Community members, especially those in key roles and in ethnic community 
organisations, were very useful for maintaining the cultural heritage and identity, for 
liaising with mainstream services, and for offering services directly. There were some 
concerns about whether there were enough resources and skills to maintain these 
organisations, and about too much focus on the ‘cultural’ and the needs of very 
specific target groups. 

Most Muslim families reported having used mainstream services such as welfare and 
social services at different stages in the process of settling in Australia. For parents 
and youth, formal support was a key way to get their social needs met. Most 
frequently mentioned were government welfare services, settlement services for 
recent arrivals, and church-based and other not-for-profit charitable organisations.  

A number of barriers and difficulties in accessing formal services were mentioned, 
including language and communication problems, mistrust of the service, lack of 
knowledge or understanding of the service, and personal problems. 

A number of gaps were identified, including services and support for young people, 
services that supported families as a whole, support for single parents, attention for 
refugees and recently arrived migrants, and the special needs of the elderly and carers.  

There were also suggestions made about how the ethnic community and its schools 
and mosques could become involved in the provision of services and in linking 
Muslim communities to the broader Australian community, both in terms of 
participation and in relation to accessing support. 
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6 Good Practice Case Studies 

This section presents a number of good practice case studies identified through this 
present research. Most of these were identified by the research participants, usually 
the service providers or the key community members. The family participants rarely 
provided actual examples of programs, but they commonly described the 
characteristics of services that would best meet their needs. From all these 
suggestions, we followed through by contacting the service or program provider, and 
either interviewed them or gathered additional documentary information about the 
service/program. 

We also conducted brief web-searches to identify further examples of good practice, 
although the scope of the research did not allow for a systematic, rigorous or 
Australia-wide search, nor could we evaluate all the existing services or programs that 
were recommended to us. 

In selecting the case studies, we took into account family participants’ and key 
informants’ views and recommendations, as well as general criteria of good practice 
gleaned from the literature. In order to qualify as ‘good’ practice, a service, project or 
program must fulfil one or more of the following criteria: 

• Innovation – Work is undertaken in a new way, or current practice is extended 
in new directions. 

• Evidence-based – The service is explicitly based on a rigorous evaluation. 

• Theoretically grounded – The service is based on an established theory of 
effective interventions. 

• Culturally sensitive – The service recognises and adjusts to the cultural 
characteristics of the clientele. 

• Strengths-based – The service focuses on supporting families’ existing 
capacities. 

As the fieldwork for this project was conducted in two locations in NSW, most of the 
case studies and programs presented here reflect the situation in these two locations. 
However, web-searches produced examples from other States, Victoria in particular, 
and these have been included as well. Where possible, we have relied on evidence 
from evaluation reports and documentation, as well as stakeholder consultations, in 
order to identify the ‘key (good) practice’ ingredients and ‘lessons learnt (areas for 
improvement)’. 

There are a total of 23 case studies, six of which were the result of the web-search. 
They are classified into four categories according to the main purpose of the service, 
program or initiative: family support (8); young people (9); enhancing social cohesion 
and inclusion (3); and education and school-based (3). Figure 1 provides a snapshot of 
these case studies. 

The presentation of each category includes a brief summary of the context in relation 
to the findings of this research and of any relevant literature (e.g. reports that would 
be useful to consult in the future).  
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Figure 1: A snapshot of the 23 case studies 

 

6.1 Family support services  
In 2008, Soriano et al. (2008) prepared a comprehensive review of ‘promising’ 
strategies for engagement and service delivery when working with Australian families 
in general, and with disadvantaged, marginalised and ‘hard-to-reach’ families in 
particular. The review provides a good overview of services delivering to families 
with younger children in areas such as early childhood learning and care, school 
readiness or supporting ‘first-time’ mothers.  

In this review Soriano et al. (2008) identified parent education, whether in the form of 
separate sessions or integrated as part of recreational activities, as the core of family 
support services. Group and peer-based activities (e.g. mothers’ playgroups, youth 
leadership skill development) were regarded as crucial since much of the support 
given went beyond the actual programs provided and includes the relationships and 
support networks developed.  

This present research demonstrates a need for more culturally appropriate and 
targeted supports to newly-arrived and CALD families, including Muslim families. 
These programs should enhance the capacity of individuals, families and communities 
to maintain positive relationships and to deal with family issues. Programs and 
services are needed to support families in the following areas: 
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• the strain on family relationships among some newly-arrived migrant and 
refugee families through experiences such as the loss of social support, 
lingering concerns about the welfare of family members left behind in the 
countries they have left, feelings of disempowerment (e.g. limited proficiency 
in English, changing gender and family roles), and socio-economic 
marginalisation 

• perceived competition between CALD families’ cultural and religious heritage 
values and lifestyles, and mainstream Australian values, which can exacerbate 
family discord and add to strained family relationships (e.g. reduced levels of 
trust and understanding between generations) 

• misconceptions of Australian legislation (in particular around child-rearing and 
child protection) on the part of CALD families, irrespective of their length of 
stay in Australia, which can impede their capacity to nourish positive family 
relationships (e.g. parents’ lack of confidence in disciplining their children or 
setting limitations) 

• early intervention programs to develop leadership skills and positive problem-
solving skills, to enhance self-esteem, and to strengthen family and community 
relationships, for young people, for families-as-a-whole and for men. 

Soriano et al. (2008) found that support programs based on group sessions were a 
more effective early intervention strategy for ‘hard-to-reach’ families, including 
CALD and refugee families, than targeting individuals (Soriano et al. 2008). This 
present research found that progressive integration from one form of support (e.g. 
group session) to another (e.g. one-on-one counselling, home visitation) was 
beneficial, especially when working with families who were not familiar with certain 
forms of support or who had complex needs. It follows that agencies and service 
providers with the capacity and flexibility to provide a range of integrated services 
would be most beneficial in meeting marginalised families’ needs. However, 
evaluations of Australian family support services have shown that one-stop-shop 
models are not necessarily the best way to meet the needs of ‘hard-to-reach’ families 
(Cortis et al., 2009). 

6.1.1 Programs that enhance families’ capacity to build and maintain positive 
relationships  
The core aspects of the programs selected as case studies of programs aiming to 
enhance families’ capacity to maintain positive relationships and deal with conflict 
situations in the family include:  

• early intervention: psycho-education and parenting education  

• support groups, education and skills development for families/individuals, with 
a focus on men and fathers 

• strengthening and re-building trust within families/communities (e.g. through 
camping and other outdoor adventure programs). 

Four case studies are presented here. All were identified by research participants. 
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An example of a program offering psycho-education and parenting education for 
recently-arrived migrants, particularly those from refugee backgrounds, is the 
Families in Cultural Transition (FICT) program (Case Study 1).  

Case Study 1: Families in Cultural Transition (FICT) Program  

The FICT (Families in Cultural Transition) program was developed by the Service for 
the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma (STARTTS) and was run 
jointly with a number of agencies including the NSW Department of Education 
(DET).  

FICT was a group‐based, facilitated learning program designed to assist newly-
arrived adults from refugee backgrounds to anticipate and manage their practical and 
psychosocial settlement needs and changing family dynamics during the period of 
cultural transition. The program trained bicultural facilitators from refugee 
communities to assist and support refugee families to maintain a cohesive family unit, 
and to enhance self-reliance and peer support.  

Workshops (10 weeks) were run in a context where family members felt valued and 
supported, had fun, and gained access to information and assistance in an interactive 
and empowering way. FICT was thus an alternative approach to counseling and was 
based on experiential learning rather than simply information provision. Topics 
included: concepts of democracy and the welfare state; money and budgeting; positive 
parenting; gender roles; and youth cultures. Participants were empowered to make use 
of available supports and access services.  

Key good practice ingredients 

• community consultation to identify needs 

• development of an on-going relationship between the target communities and the 
referring/partner agencies 

• employment of a strengths-based, structured but flexible program 

• encouragement of experiential learning (e.g. group work, guest speakers such as 
mental health professionals to reduce the stigma attached to seeking help for 
emotional problems)  

• enhancement of peer-to-peer support 

• building of community capacity; training and supporting of facilitators (five-day 
training, on-going supervision, access to debriefing) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• the need to ensure that the recruitment process of community facilitators is fair, 

open and transparent 

• retaining facilitators (difficult without long-term employment) 

• the use of a second support person to assist the facilitator in the early stage of 
training 

• accessible venues and transport issues  

• childcare services 
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• fluctuations in participation levels (offer workshops at convenient times, e.g. 
weekends) 

References: Evaluation report and other documentation; key stakeholder 
consultations 

One of the central objectives of the program was to assist families to maintain a 
cohesive family unit by focusing on increasing people’s knowledge and understanding 
of particular issues, depending on communities’ needs. For example, in 2008 
STARTTS ran group sessions for African communities with a strong focus on child 
protection issues, and on how to overcome family conflicts caused by 
misunderstanding or misinformation about the respective roles and rights of parents 
and children in Australia.  

The evaluation of this Child Protection Focused FICT program showed that the 
program had positive effects on families and communities, by ‘normalising’ families’ 
experiences of conflict and giving them more confident to seek support. One of the 
key challenges encountered was setting workshop times so that they aligned 
participants’ preferred times with the working hours of guest speakers – in this case 
Department of Community Services (DoCS) staff. The opportunity for people to meet 
face-to-face with Child Protection workers was of great value for the participants and 
for the project overall. Recommendations from the internal evaluation included 
expanding the Child Protection‐Focused FICT to other emerging communities, and 
continuing the input from and collaboration with DoCS (STARTTS, 2009b). 

Case Study 2, the Parenting Education Network, was an early intervention model 
providing parenting skills for established families from Arabic-speaking backgrounds 
which has the potential to be piloted as a parenting model with other CALD 
community 

Case Study 2: Parenting Education Network (PEN) – ‘Tupperware model’  

The Parenting Education Network (PEN) project was established as part of the NSW 
Premier’s Department of Youth Partnership with Arabic-Speaking Communities 
initiative (YPASC). The program ran from 2002 to 2003 and reached a total of 411 
families. The overall objective was to promote the well-being of young people and 
their families through establishing parent-support networks, spreading key messages 
and raising awareness about positive parenting, promoting and improving families’ 
access to services, and reducing the isolation of Arabic-speaking parents. 

The ‘Tupperware model’ was implemented by bicultural facilitators who identified 
‘host parents’ in the community and encouraged them to invite other parents to come 
to a one-off information session in their home. As incentives for hosting the group, 
each host received a gift voucher and a small allowance to cover the costs of 
refreshments. The information sessions covered topics such as positive relationships, 
communication skills, the rights and needs of children, support networks, and 
available services. Facilitators were trained to identify families who required to access 
additional assistance or more specialised services, and to support them where 
appropriate.  

The PEN project was embedded in a wider initiative supporting families from Arabic-
speaking backgrounds and linking them to a bilingual parent-support hotline and  
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culturally appropriate, bilingual parenting magazines – ‘Parenting: The Teenage 
Years’. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• high level involvement from key stakeholders and departments as ‘a key to 
success’ for the multi-agency-driven initiative 

• recruitment of participants through word-of-mouth  

• bicultural ‘paraprofessionals’ (who did not necessarily have professional 
qualifications in the area but were given specific training) 

• provision of services in informal settings minimising common barriers to access 
(e.g. transport, time, opening hours) – over three-quarters of the participants rated 
this format ‘better’ than going to an external facility/service 

• parenting education as part of a broader, targeted service-delivery approach 
(telephone-hotline, parenting magazines, support groups) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• follow-up as an integral part of awareness-raising initiatives/programs 

• the program offered value for money 

References: evaluation report and other documentation (Leahy et al., 2004); key 
stakeholder consultations 

There is a need to develop prevention and early intervention approaches and strategies 
for working with CALD fathers and those who have recently migrated to Australia. In 
recent years, there has been a noticeable trend among health, education and welfare 
services to develop and implement father-inclusive policies and practices. One of 
these programs is the Men and Family Relationships Initiative funded by the 
Department of Family, Housing, Community and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA) 
(Case Study 3). 

Case Study 3: The Men and Family Relationships Initiative  

The overall objective of the Men and Family Relationships initiative was to improve 
the well-being of families and children, by supporting positive family relationships 
through prevention, early intervention, and post-separation services. The program 
targeted men and fathers from a range of backgrounds (including Indigenous, low 
socio-economic, CALD) to improve their understanding of positive family 
relationships, effective communication, and conflict resolution. It focused on migrant 
fathers, assisting them to develop skills to deal with life challenges arising from 
migration and settlement.  

Services offered in the South West and Western Sydney areas included case 
management, skills development, community development activities, and support and 
education groups. Examples are: 

• ‘Hey, Dad’ – a 6-8-week psycho-educational program where fathers reflected on 
their experiences of fathering 

• ‘Keeping Children Safe’ – a 6-week group for fathers to gain information on child 
protection issues in a safe and non-threatening manner 
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• ‘Parenting Between Cultures’ – a 6-week program to suit the needs of fathers who 
had arrived in recent years 

The Uniting Care Burnside evaluation report (2003) of the Father’s Support Service 
in Sydney found that 11 per cent of registered clients attending services were from 
CALD backgrounds.  

Key good practice ingredients  
• an integrated and diverse service-delivery approach (e.g. telephone hotline, groups 

and workshops) 

• inclusive environments 

• strengths-based approach (e.g. building on fathers’ motivation, focusing on 
individual needs and stories) 

• experienced staff 

• strong working relationship with referral and support agencies  

• services outside normal business hours and using ‘soft’ entry points (e.g. 
playgroups for dads and children 0-8)  

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• the crucial importance of capacity-building and outreach achieving and sustaining 

behaviour change (which is a long-term process) through radio and word-of-
mouth recruitment, as well as collaborating with ethno-specific community 
organisations/leaders 

• limited capacity for follow-ups 

• develop peer-leadership training programs for former clients 

• assessment of service providers’ training needs 

• limited, short-term funding a barrier to developing long-term strategies 

References: evaluation reports (O’Brien and Rich, 2002; UnitingCare Burnside,  

This present research showed the importance of families spending more quality time 
together to strengthen and re-build trust within families and communities. This is 
particularly important for refugee communities and families who have experienced 
separation resulting from the migration experience. A number of ethnic community 
organisations reported running camps for families (e.g. mother-daughter; father-son 
camps). However, there is little evaluation and reporting from these initiatives. The 
Mandaean Family Camp run by the Mandaean Resource Centre in collaboration with 
STARTTS (Case Study 4) is an exception.  

Case Study 4: Mandaean Family Camp  

In 2008 the Mandaean Resource Centre, in collaboration with STARTTS, ran a three-
day camp for Iraqi families of Mandaean background. This community development 
program, attended by 62 people, was funded through the Department of Sport and 
Recreation Social Justice Program for disadvantaged families who had been living in 
Australia for less than three years. 
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The camp was designed to produce individual therapeutic outcomes, including 
recovery and settlement, and as a community development activity, to empower and 
strengthen  communities. It involved physical activities such as fishing, and 
bushwalking, as well as social and cultural events such as a Mandaean band, games, 
dancing and singing. 

The evaluation of the program found that it was a highly valuable experience for 
families and the community as a whole. On an individual level it had assisted people 
to overcome social isolation, reduced their levels of stress, and enhanced their feelings 
of connection to Mandaean culture. The evaluation further concluded that on a 
community level the camp had increased bonding as well as bridging social capital 
and social cohesion. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• family-based structure a highly successful element for building intergenerational 
trust and enhancing community connections 

• a balance of activities to meet both young people’s and adults’ needs  

• community-driven and capacity-building focus (e.g. participatory camp planning 
through Organising Committee, to set and meet community expectations) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• utilise focus groups as an effective follow-up data collection tool.  

• link newly-arrived families with more established families to ease the settlement 
transition.  

• strong organisational infrastructure to ensure the smooth running of the camps 

References: Unpublished draft Evaluation Report (Mandaean Resource Centre and 
STARTTS, 2008); stakeholder consultations. 

6.1.2 Programs that enhance the capacity of families, communities, and 
mainstream services to deal with severe family issues 
This present research has shown, as have previous studies, how a set of settlement 
difficulties – problems with housing, language, employment and schooling – and the 
exposure to trauma prior to the arrival to Australia, can put a lot of pressure on 
migrant families. In addition, families can experience stress resulting from the 
‘adjustment process to new societal and cultural norms’ (Migrant Information Centre, 
2008). Intergenerational and family conflicts are common in any family, but they can 
be exacerbated by difficulties in adjusting to a new socio-cultural environment, for 
example, conflicting perceptions of the need to preserve familial identity, norms and 
values. The combination of a number of these pressures can contribute to 
communication difficulties and family conflict, and in the worst case scenario, to 
relationship breakdown or even violence. Without traditional systems of mediation 
and support in place, migrant families can struggle to deal with family conflict 
(Gordon and Adam, 2005; Migrant Information Centre, 2008; Wright and Varusay, 
2005). 

Four case studies are presented here, one of which was sourced from the internet. 
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In recent years a number of inter-agency action groups and services working to reduce 
family violence and increase reporting of incidents have collaborated with a range of 
religious and community leaders. One such example is the Religion and Family 
Harmony Project led by the NSW Violence against Women Specialist Unit 
(VAWSU) in Western Sydney. In 2004/5 the project engaged around 400 community 
and religious leaders, providing them with information in a one-day workshop on 
challenging family violence within their communities, and on referral to services. 
Another more recent program is the Faiths and Families in Harmony project (Case 
Study 5). 

Case Study 5: Faiths and Families in Harmony: The role of community leaders  

This project was run by the Stop Domestic Violence Action Group (SDVAG) together 
with Auburn Interfaith Network, supported by Auburn and Strathfield councils. 

The convenors organised a community forum on DV in July 2009 which was attended 
by 57 stakeholders. The event offered an opportunity for counselling, health and legal 
agencies to meet with influential members of the community including religious 
leaders, and for participants to learn from one another. The aims of this forum were to 
seek and facilitate collaboration for preventing and responding to domestic and family 
violence prevalent in both LGAs, and engage religious leaders who were identified as 
‘instrumental’ in raising awareness about services available.  

Religious leaders tended to emphasise restoring family relationships, strengthening 
family values and organising alternative accommodation (although some limited 
reference was made to other issues such as confidentiality, ostracism, referral 
pathways and legal frameworks). On the other hand, service providers failed to 
acknowledge the counselling role of community leaders and expressed challenges of 
building trust with vulnerable members attuned to stronger patriarchal family/cultural 
values.  

This event can be regarded as a starting point for deepening understanding for a range 
of future initiatives.  

Key good practice ingredients 

• the targeting of communities and religious leaders across the faith spectrum (e.g. 
not singling out Muslims or migrant communities only) 

• a community-driven and community-supported initiative  

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• a need to embed discussions around DV at all organisational levels, from leaders 

to grassroots 

• the use of real-life case studies to raise awareness and reduce abuse 

• the provision of training and information to assist religious leaders to identify and 
understand DV, the Australian legal framework and referral pathways 

• a need to develop more informal ‘outlets’ (someone women can talk to and go to 
for help) in order to raise women’s awareness and overcome the shame of 
reporting 
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• a need to develop non-threatening supports for men (e.g. enhancing family 
involvement, respect) 

References: report of forum proceedings (Baffoun, 2009); key stakeholder 
consultations 

Service providers and families in this present research commonly stressed the 
importance of developing culturally appropriate early prevention and intervention 
approaches to address issues around family violence. Below is a detailed example 
which illustrates a holistic and evidence-based community approach for working with 
Southern Sudanese families (Case Study 6).  

Case Study 6: Family Violence within the Southern Sudanese Community 
Program (information obtained through web-search) 

Migrant Information Centre (MIC), Eastern Melbourne 

In 2007-2008 the MIC carried out a program with the Southern Sudanese community 
in Eastern Melbourne to develop and implement culturally appropriate prevention and 
early intervention family violence approaches. The project was based on an action 
research and community development model.  

The MIC developed, piloted and implemented a family counselling model based on 
traditional Southern Sudanese forms of mediation. The intervention included 
counselling, education and couple mediation. Five men and five women participated 
in the program for six months. The MIC also developed a series of community 
information sessions around the causes of conflict that could lead to violence in 
families, implemented a therapeutic support group Sisters Together for women at risk 
of family violence, and produced a training manual and DVD for service providers 
documenting ‘lessons’ learned through the project, which have been distributed across 
Australia. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• strong community involvement and consultation at all stages of the design, 
piloting and implementation (e.g. between September 2007 and December 2008, a 
total of 24 meetings with reference groups, bi-monthly steering committee 
meetings with a range of services) 

• word-of-mouth and snowballing recruitment, as well as using flyers and reminder 
phone calls 

• culturally appropriate and accepted forms of working in partnerships (e.g. gender-
segregated reference group meetings) and interventions (‘counselling’ based on 
traditional forms of support) 

• physical exercise and relaxation as part of adult group sessions 

• multilevel prevention and intervention approach (awareness-raising, family 
therapy, support groups, resources for practitioners, etc.) 

• whole-of-family (working with men, women and children) and whole-of-
community approach (community leaders and elders, families, mainstream 
practitioners, etc) 
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• evaluation of processes and outcomes 

• development and sharing of evidence-based outputs (DVDs and manuals, training 
workshops) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• men (husbands, relatives, elders) who were nominated by the Sudanese women, 

often felt threatened, and therefore failed to attend the group counselling sessions 
if they had not previously participated in community education and awareness-
raising programs  

• a need for indirect approaches when engaging families/communities to participate 
in programs addressing DV  

• a need for rigorous enforcement of confidentiality in group settings 

• it takes time for participants from different kinship groups to trust each other and 
openly discuss family issues in a group setting 

• eight weeks is too short a time for support groups for empowering women. 

• child care is essential for women’s participation. 

Reference: evaluation report, Migrant Information Centre (2008) 

For cases where family breakdown is unavoidable because the safety of the women 
and children is at stake DoCS has developed a program to recruit and train foster 
carers from Muslim backgrounds (Case Study 7). This helps to maintain the cultural 
and religious identity for the children placed with a foster family.  

Case Study 7: Muslim Foster Care Program  

DoCS ran a program to recruit and train foster carers from Arabic and Turkish-
speaking backgrounds, many of them Muslims. The objective of the program was to 
allow children from these communities to maintain their religious and cultural 
identities while in the foster care system.  

The initiative consisted of a number of measures: translating materials into Arabic and 
Turkish; training programs for the community about being a foster parent; and 
establishing bilingual community liaison officers at DoCS to assist in developing and 
maintaining community relations, and the recruitment and training of foster carers. 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• ensuring continuity of the information and guidance provided to foster carers by 
community development officers 

The next case study (#8) is not an established service or program, but an approach 
adopted by a peak ethnic service in dealing with a case of DV and divorce in a 
Muslim family. The format is different from that of the other case studies because it 
was a different kind of action. 
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Case Study 8: Case management approach to dealing with DV/divorce, a case 
where a Muslim woman could be marginalised by her own community 
 
The particular case involved a Muslim woman (call her Anna) who was subjected to 
DV and divorced by her husband. She was marginalised by her own Muslim 
community, because a woman divorced by her husband is automatically considered to 
be at fault and to bring shame on the family. This is the case even when she is a 
victim of DV.  
 
Anna did not know where to go and was being ostracised by her community. Even her 
friends did not want to help her because of the stigmatisation that they would also 
experience. Anna’s husband was an Imam. She did not have her own family in 
Australia because her husband has gone to Turkey to find a wife. When she came to 
Australia as a wife, she felt that the Turkish Muslims here were more conservative 
and traditional than those back home. She had worn makeup and did not wear a hijab 
while in Turkey. In Australia, her husband required her to wear a hijab, and forbade 
her to wear makeup. 
 
The case was referred to the peak ethnic service in the community by a Muslim friend 
of Anna’s who felt she could not help Anna openly. The service staff member (call 
her Jan) went through each step of the process with Anna, but was very covert about 
the whole operation. Anna could not afford to let her community see her with Jan, or 
being associated with the service. Jan contacted the mainstream services and got Anna 
back on her feet – linked her to Centrelink, got her housing, built up her self-
confidence and courage, accompanied her to court to get an AVO against the 
husband, got her enrolled in English classes, and so on. Jan also started liaising with 
other Muslim women who could continue supporting Anna. But meetings had to be 
very discreet because her friends did not want to be victimised as well. Jan also made 
herself very visible in Muslim community gatherings so she could inform them about 
Australian laws in dealing with family conflicts.  
 
The approach: A multi-pronged approach is needed in dealing with issues related to 
morals and honour in Muslim families. The religious leaders and the ethno-specific 
services are not always the best source of support. When an issue is taboo, or where 
the community holds very strong opinions about the moral aspect of a situation, for 
example, sex, extramarital acts committed by the woman, DV, divorce, the best 
source of help will be the mainstream services. However, the Muslim family members 
may not always want to access these, or even to seek help because of the stigma 
attached to being in such a sensitive situation.  
 
This is where a peak organisation is helpful. The peak organisation knows about 
mainstream services as well as those that are ethno-specific. The mainstream services 
can provide the financial and legal support; and the ethnic services are the source of 
the case referrals and later continuing support. The ethnic service cannot necessarily 
provide support directly or openly because of the sensitivities involved, but the peak 
ethnic service can. So in this sense, the peak ethnic service can be the central point for 
handling such cases. 
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Peak ethnic services do not have standard case management roles; nor are they in a 
position to provide technical services such as income support, mental health advice, 
etc. Nonetheless, they know where to bring the case. The peak organisation is also 
more acceptable to the Muslim community because it has a history of working 
together with various CALD communities.  
 
The approach documented here involves drawing on several agencies and community 
individuals and groups to help, with the peak organisation overseeing the whole 
process. Resources have to be available for peak organisations to do this. 
 
On a long-term basis, the community needs to be educated, but in a non-
confrontational way. Discussing policies and programs in open forums or formal 
information sessions is not always the best way to raise awareness. Peak ethnic 
services can be more effective by turning up at social events and discussing these 
things informally; or by hosting camps for fathers and sons, or mothers and daughters; 
or by running workshops for young women about personal development including 
sexual health (although without advertising it as such or parents will not allow their 
daughters to attend), and so on. 
 
Key good practice ingredients 
 
• multiple sources of assistance 

• engagement of various elements of the community 

• both informal and formal forms of support 

• continuous education of the community 

• strategies that work within or address cultural norms 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• confidentiality is vital 

• the holistic approach requires resources similar to ‘case management’ 

• creative ways of advertising this approach to the community need to be addressed 

6.2 Services and programs for young people and youth ‘at risk’ 
In October 2007, the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) 
published a comprehensive overview of programs, strategies and future directions for 
working with multicultural youth, young people born overseas and those born in 
Australia from CALD backgrounds (Francis and Cornfoot, 2007). Service sectors 
covered in the review included resettlement, family and community, education, 
housing and income, justice, health, sports and recreation, and youth participation 
among others. The review provided good insights into programs and supports 
delivered across all Australian States and Territories, and identified gaps in support 
mechanisms.  

This present research showed that there is a strong need to support migrant and CALD 
youth by building on their strengths and enhancing their capacities to overcome 
adversity and marginalisation. Participants identified a number of community 
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development type initiatives aiming to foster a sense of belonging in young people by, 
for example, their participation in arts and sports and through peer support.  

6.2.1 Capacity-building programs: mentoring, leadership skills, and promoting 
access to services  
Mechanisms such as mentoring and peer support have been identified by policy 
makers as an important form of support for all Australian young people (see, for 
example, ACT Government, 2004).  

Evidence shows that formal mentoring programs can be highly beneficial to newly-
arrived migrants, particularly those who are not at school because they are most in 
need of additional support (Sawrikar et al., 2009). Those attending school are more 
likely to have access to a range of other supports already (e.g. homework groups, 
informal peer support). While mentoring can assist young people in the settlement 
process and their orientation to a new country, it should be done in ‘conjunction with 
other more frequently provided settlement tools’, because it is voluntary and 
infrequent, and because mentoring resources are limited (Sawrikar et al, 2009).  

Sawrikar et al. (2009) identify three main types of mentoring models: 

• one-to-one mentoring – most effective when mentees require individualised 
attention and information, especially how to pursue educational and 
employment opportunities  

• group mentoring – most effective when mentees require social support and a 
sense of belonging to facilitate the development of their cultural or personal 
identity  

• e-mentoring – as a supplement to either of the other two models but not as an 
alternative, as it can be difficult to develop a trusting relationship over the 
internet. 

We present four case studies in this sub-category, two of which have been sourced 
from the internet (Case Studies 10 and 11). 

While the usefulness of mentoring to recently-arrived youth may seem obvious, the 
review of good practice case studies (Sawrikar et al, 2009) also identified mentoring 
programs as a beneficial strategy for supporting CALD young people in general. 
Commonly these programs aimed to enhance leadership or literacy skills, or to 
support young people’s access to training and employment. 

Case Study 9: KiCKSTART - Refugee Youth Mentoring Program  

KiCKSTART was a mentoring program for refugee youth aiming to support the 
orientation and settlement process of young people as well as help them make career 
choices. Young people were linked with an adult/professional (e.g. from TAFE, 
corporate business, university student) who was experienced in the young person’s 
identified area of interest. One-on-one support and guidance was provided with a 
focus on employment and education, help with homework, and general knowledge of 
the Australian system. In 2009 eight young people participated in the program which 
ran over 12 months. 
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Key good practice ingredients  
• the use of Volunteering Australia and informal volunteers (e.g. university 

students) 

• a high level of assistance provided by committed volunteer tutors 

• a focus on young people’s identified needs (e.g. improving school performance as 
well as developing career pathways) 

• reimbursement of volunteers’ travel costs 

• support for continuing the mentoring relationship (beyond the 12 months period) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• extending mentoring beyond 12 months for young people with high needs 

• including recreational (group) activities in one-on-one mentoring programs 

• recognition of the crucial importance of parental involvement and support for 
young people’s educational outcomes  

• recognition that parental involvement can be challenging  

• recognition that programs need to work with young people and their families (e.g. 
use family group work to enhance understanding of how family members can best 
support each other) 

References: annual report; key stakeholder consultation  

The next two case studies, both sourced from the internet, focused on Arabic youth. 

Case Study 10: Arabic Youth Project (AYP) – Improved participation in 
apprenticeships and traineeships by young people and employers of Arabic-
speaking background (information obtained from the internet) 

This was a multi-agency approach involving NSW DET South Western Region, 
TAFE NSW, DET New Apprenticeship Centres, and ethno-specific community 
organisations. 

The Arabic Youth Project (AYP) aimed to reinforce vocational pathways for young 
people at risk of leaving school early and to increase the uptake of apprenticeships 
and traineeships by young people from these communities. A total of 28 young people 
of Arabic-speaking background participated in the program, and 18 of them were 
subsequently registered as apprentices or trainees. The AYP was based on a transition 
coordinator model and was trialled in South Western Sydney from 2005 to 2006.  

Key good practice ingredients 

• case management of young people into apprenticeships and traineeships 

• holistic post-placement mentoring and support linking participants, parents and 
employers 

• CALD targeted approach (outreach and community involvement) 

• case-conferencing to support young people with complex needs 

• strong community collaboration including Arabic-speaking entrepreneurs 
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• evaluation of individual cases and young people’s outcomes 

• community forums to discuss broader implications and implementation of the 
model 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• possible application of the transition coordinator model to other communities (e.g. 

Sudanese, Pacific Islander)  

• the effectiveness of a holistic approach strengthening links and cooperative efforts 
amongst the key stakeholders (schools, young people, parents, TAFE, employers) 
for young people with complex needs and at-risk youth 

• empowering parents by giving them an active role in supporting the young person  

• effective outreach and engagement of target communities, including Arabic-
speaking employers 

Reference: evaluation report (TAFE NSW Multicultural Education Unit, 2006) 

 
Case Study 11: Arabic-speaking Student Leadership and Literacy Project 
(ASSLL) (information obtained from the internet) 

The Arabic-speaking Student Leadership and Literacy (ASSLL) Project was 
implemented across 11 high schools in the Sydney and South Western Sydney regions 
in 2008 and piloted in two primary schools in the Sydney region in 2009. It targeted 
students from Arabic-speaking backgrounds who displayed leadership potential, in 
Years 9 and 10 in high schools, and Years 5 and 6 in primary schools.  

The aim of the project was to build the capacity of students to engage with cultural 
issues relevant to the Arabic-speaking community through enhancing their literacy 
skills and self-confidence, and by providing opportunities for them to express 
opinions orally and in writing and to publish their work in the public domain. 
Eventually students were expected to take on leadership roles in the school and the 
community. 

A similar project was designed and rolled out for African students, predominantly 
those from a Sierra Leonean background. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• the training of youth mentors both to mentor and to become positive role models 

• engaging topics and activities relevant to students (e.g. publishing for a ‘real 
audience’) 

• the use of interactive media (e.g. digital storytelling) and clear workshop guides 

• workshop supervision by school-based coordinators 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• a need to strike a balance between providing the necessary information and 

avoiding information/activity overload 

• scheduling workshops at appropriate times (e.g. mornings)  
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• including activities suitable for the more challenging students and those with 
learning difficulties 

References: evaluation report (Sydney Region Equity Programs, 2009); stakeholder 
consultations 

Other forms of capacity-building for young people involve programs assisting newly-
arrived migrants to access the available support and to understand the services. One 
example of this kind of program is Case Study 12. 

Case Study 12: Linking New Arrivals to Community Support (LINCS) 

The program aimed to link recently-arrived youth with the available supports and to 
increase their understanding of the Australian service system. LINCS was developed 
by STARTTS and was rolled out in partnership with Intensive English Language 
Learning Centres. 

LINCS took the young people on a series of visits to a range of community services, 
including Migrant Resource Centres, youth services and youth health services, 
Centrelink offices, and youth job providers. The aim was to familiarise young people 
with the services and to help them gain confidence in accessing the available support. 
Concurrently the program worked with service providers on the best ways to engage 
young people from refugee backgrounds (e.g. appropriate use of language and 
avoiding jargon). 

Key good practice ingredients 

• educating both young people and services  

• enhancing experiential learning (e.g. meeting service providers face-to-face) 

• providing information in manageable amounts 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• the crucial importance of working with the service providers 

• a need for explicit follow-up mechanisms specifying how young people can reach 
services on their own 

Reference: stakeholder consultations 

6.2.2 Community development programs using sport and recreational activities, 
the arts and creative engagement 
There is a growing body of evidence linking the social inclusion and well-being of 
young people with their participation in sports and other physical recreational 
activities, as well as the arts and creative activities more generally. However, as 
Australian research has shown, CALD young people are underrepresented in sports 
and recreation in comparison with youth who were born in Australia or in other 
English-speaking countries (CMYI, 2005). Cortis et al. (2006) found that women born 
in North African or Middle Eastern countries were the least likely to participate in 
sports. The research also identified a number of barriers which can prevent young 
people from participating in formally organised sports in clubs or associations.  
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The research report by the Centre for Multicultural Youth Issues (CMYI) on ‘Good 
Practice Sports Inclusion Models’ presents an overview of strategies used by sporting 
associations, local governments and other selected leisure organisations in Victoria to 
respond to and overcome barriers to participation by youth from CALD backgrounds. 
Examples include organising girls-only sports teams, and employing Multicultural 
Project Coordinators to engage CALD youth in the Australian Football League.  

Programs based on sport, recreational activities and the arts have also found a wide 
use in social work. They are widely used to engage and work with disadvantaged 
young people from a wide range of backgrounds. Furthermore, there is evidence from 
the evaluation of the YPASC initiative (Leahy et al., 2004) of the importance within 
youth leadership programs of including a focus on arts and the media and 
strengthening links with sporting associations and clubs.  

Four case studies are presented here. Case Study 13 illustrates the successful use of 
sports as a means of engagement, in this case for group-based therapy. Case Study 14 
shows how programs can build on physical and musical expression to address issues 
of trauma and strengthen interpersonal skills. Case Study 15 involves community 
development programs aiming to raise awareness of support and services for reducing 
young people’s distrust of state authorities. Case Study 16 shows how residential 
camps can use recreational activities to enhance peer support and develop 
interpersonal and living skills.  

Case Study 13: Family Relationships Skills Program for Southern Sudanese 
Young Men (information obtained from the internet) 

In 2006, the Migrant Information Centre (Eastern Melbourne) in collaboration with 
the South Eastern Region Migrant Resource Centre developed and implemented a 
program to strengthen family relationships amongst newly-arrived refugee families 
from Southern Sudanese backgrounds. 

The eight-week therapeutic group program aimed to provide alternative, culturally 
responsive forms of counselling for young men (mostly of Christian backgrounds). 
The core objectives were to increase the young men’s leadership skills, to enhance 
family relationships by focusing on their future role as husbands and fathers, and to 
explore the impact of settlement  

on their relationships, values and beliefs. Between 14 and 20 young men participated 
in the program in an informal setting which involved playing soccer and sharing food 
as well as discussion and learning. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• the appropriateness of sports and recreational activities as means of engagement 

• the cultural appropriateness of the way the program was structured (commencing 
with soccer and food, and continuing with discussions around sensitive topics) 

• the use of a bicultural facilitator for the initial engagement and of a mainstream 
professional (psychologist) later in the program 

 

SPRC 95 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

• differences in the ages and educational backgrounds of the young people can 
impede the smooth running of programs  

• interventions need to be flexible to accommodate high levels of fluctuation in 
attendance  

Reference: evaluation report, Migrant Information Centre, Eastern Melbourne (2007) 

Case Study 14: Capoeira Angola Program for Young People  

Capoeira Angola was a STARTTS program, implemented in partnership with Project 
Bantu and Cabramatta Intensive English Centre (IEC).  

The Capoeira Angola Program was a therapeutic intervention that introduced the 
Brazilian dance/martial art of Capoeira Angola to young people from refugee 
backgrounds as well as at-risk youth and those from Aboriginal backgrounds. The 
project used the healing potential of musical and physical expression, together with 
group work, to empower young people (e.g. by showing ways to respond 
appropriately to racism or bullying), and to support their social, emotional and 
cognitive development.  

The positive social and learning outcomes of the program (as reported by participants 
and teachers) included: strengthened interpersonal skills (e.g. to work co-operatively, 
to build trusting relationships); improved school performance (e.g. attendance, respect 
for teachers); and enhanced understanding of self and mastery of emotions (e.g. 
control of anger, increased sense of self-discipline, self-worth and confidence). 
Another positive effect was an increase in physical fitness and coordination, both of 
which are important factors in overall well-being. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• the use of experienced and trained facilitators with strong abilities to connect to 
youth 

• the universal approach (both sexes and all ages, cultural backgrounds, physical 
abilities and cognitive levels) 

• the combination of musical and physical expression and group work as vehicles 
for enhancing young people’s social and mental development  

• the balance of clinical approaches and community development activities allowing 
for experiential learning 

• the strengths-based approach to recovery for young people exposed to trauma and 
settlement stresses 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• a need to link program aims more closely to learning outcomes and concepts 

relevant to students 

• a need to make time slots more convenient for students (e.g. mornings within 
school hours) 

• a need for longitudinal research to confirm sustainability of outcomes 
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References: Project documentation and evaluation report (STARTTS, 2009a); 
stakeholder consultation 
 
Case Study 15: Soccer Tournament for Young People and Services  

Two-day soccer tournaments were organised as a way for young people and 
community services to interact informally. The services involved included the police, 
youth health services, and TAFE. The program also aimed to enhance the young 
people’s communication skills, their ability to work in partnerships, their social 
networking and their peer support, to raise their awareness of the available supports, 
and to reduce their social isolation during school holidays. Informal engagement and 
opportunities to interact were encouraged during communal cooking and barbecues.  

Key good practice ingredients  
• the use of sport as an engagement strategy  

• early intervention, structured activities for young people  

• separate tournaments for boys and girls  

• no use of formal ‘information sessions’  

• monitoring by youth workers who intervened in conflicts  

• the multi-agency approach 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• any information provided should reflect young people’s interests 

• the short-term funding makes planning difficult 

Reference: stakeholder consultations.  
 
 
Case Study 16: Residential youth camps  

STARTTS runs a number of youth camps annually: two for young women (14-17-
year-olds), two for young men (14-17-year-olds), and two for younger children of 
both sexes (10-13-year-olds).  

Camps are short-term residential programs taking place in the bush or in coastal areas. 
They provide opportunities for young people to experience natural settings, and aim 
to expose them to new activities and interests, bolster their self-esteem, enhance their 
notions of teamwork, sharing, support and leadership, give them practice in living and 
social skills, provide them with positive life experiences, and in general to contribute 
to their well-being. Camps run by STARTTS normally involve therapeutic 
interventions aimed at meeting identified needs of participants (e.g. enhance self-
awareness, manage anxiety and anger, and deal with legal issues). 

Camps have been found to be particularly useful for working with disadvantaged and 
marginalised youth, including those from refugee backgrounds, who would otherwise 
not have access to these types of recreational resources. Camps also create a respite 
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from each other for young refugees and their families, either or both of whom may be 
suffering from intense separation anxiety. By creating a safe environment for the 
children and thus reassuring their parents, camps can be a way of helping people to 
learn how to let go.  

Themed camps have proven to be successful. The themes can be recreational (e.g. 
soccer for boys, dance camps for girls) or camps address specific needs (e.g. living 
skills, self-defence for young women). 

Key good practice ingredients 

• the use of community consultations to identify young people’s needs and interests 

• the mix of social, recreational activities and needs-based, group interventions  

• activities which are both youth-appropriate and have full parental support  

• the separate camps for boys and girls  

• the use of trained and experienced staff 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 
• a need to involve young people in the planning and organisation  

• rhe residential format allows the time needed to build trust and work towards 
outcomes.  

• a need to develop evidence-based resources (e.g. a handbook on how to run camps 
for community groups) and build community capacity  

• a need for government provision of funding (e.g. through the NSW Department of 
Sport and Recreation) for community agencies to run youth camps 

References: STARTTS ‘Camps Manual’; stakeholder consultations 

The consultations with the key stakeholders also identified programs based on arts 
and creative expression as a valuable way of enabling young people to come to terms 
with their experience, to express ideas and emotions, and to learn new skills. 
Examples given included skills development programs such as sewing classes or 
handcrafting. However, service providers faced a major challenge when working with 
CALD youth, and that was the difficulty of involving parents and carers in these 
programs. And yet parental engagement is mandatory because parental consent is a 
legal requirement for young people’s attendance at recreational activities or youth 
facilities. Service providers identified a need, therefore, for developing better 
strategies for overcoming parental suspicion of youth services and their lack of 
understanding of the importance of balancing children’s educational attainments with 
recreational activities. 

This present research indicates that, overall, services targeting young people need to 
be youth-friendly, accessible and confidential, and to provide integrated and 
coordinated support. This was particularly important as young people were generally 
less likely than adults to seek help. When they did find their way to formal support, it 
was useful if that service could either address their needs holistically or make 
appropriate referrals. Providers also needed to be culturally aware and sensitive, a fact 
that was particularly highlighted by the Muslim parents. 
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6.2.3 Working with highly disaffected youth in public spaces 
The case study presented below, the Youth Liaison Teams project (Case Study 17), 
involved a program for working with Arabic-speaking youth in Sydney. According to 
an evaluation of the project (Leahy et al., 2004), it resulted in little demonstrated 
change on the part of the young people concerned. It was selected for this review in 
order to highlight the need for further research and the importance of inter-
departmental sharing of good practice experiences, in particular when working with 
severely marginalised social groups.  

Case Study 17: Youth Liaison Teams (YLT) (information obtained from the 
internet) 

The Youth Liaison Teams were part of the YPASC Initiative. These volunteer teams 
interacted with young people on Thursday and Friday evenings wherever they 
congregated – shopping centres, railway stations, sporting venues and other public 
places. The aim of the YLT teams was to develop rapport and trust as early as 
possible with young people who were at risk, to provide informal support to prevent 
problems further down the track, to connect young people with services, where 
appropriate, and to encourage positive relations between young people and the police. 

By December 2004, the teams had contacted over 3,000 young people, the majority of 
whom were from Arabic-speaking backgrounds (95%) in the Sydney suburbs of 
Auburn, Bankstown, Darling Harbour, Liverpool, Rockdale and Parramatta. The 
evaluation found that, while the level of participation was high, demonstrated change 
was low. However, as the authors pointed out, it is difficult to demonstrate change in 
a preventative model such as the YLT. The evaluation also found that there were 
differing views about the most effective engagement with young people.  

Key good practice ingredients 

• the targeting of young people where they commonly meet 

• the building of community capacity through the training of volunteers  

• the early intervention approach 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• the administrative difficulties involved in engaging volunteer teams 

• the crucial importance of sharing of good practice experiences across 
agencies/departments in the implementation of new strategies 

• the need for strategies for the most highly disaffected young people in public 
spaces 

• a need to assess the effectiveness of alternative engagement models for Arabic-
speaking and other CALD communities 

• a need for youth policy to articulate the linkages between language-based and 
place-based approaches 

References: evaluation report and project documentation (Leahy et al., 2004); key 
stakeholder consultations 
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6.3 Programs and initiatives to enhance social inclusion and cohesion  
Wise and Ali (2008) documented and reviewed a range of community-based 
initiatives to foster social cohesion. In assessing such grassroots strategies in relation 
to making connections between Muslim and non-Muslim Australians, they pointed to 
a number of barriers to the effectiveness of ‘bridging’ programs intended to create 
‘greater levels of mixing and friendships’:  

• the short-lived nature of community ‘bridging’ projects 

• the under-representation of men, both Muslim and non-Muslim, in such 
activities and programs (sport was identified as a way to engage them) 

• a too narrow spectrum of society included in contact-based initiatives 

• the low priority given by local councils to ‘relationship building activities’ 
(although NGOs were leading the field) 

• differing attitudes to alcohol, food and gender relations as key barriers. 

The social cohesion and inclusion programs identified in this present research 
commonly highlighted the usefulness of mainstream programs celebrating 
multiculturalism. Examples included the organisation by police and other state 
authorities of religious events such as Iftar dinners (to break the fast during Ramadan) 
for religious and community leaders, and the celebration by social services of 
inclusive ‘end of the year’ festivities instead of Christmas. 

We present three case studies under this social inclusion category. 

Cross-cultural education  
This present research uncovered mixed opinions on the extent to which the broader 
population should be educated about the diversity of Muslim ‘lived experiences’. 
However, there was a consensus that it was important to raise people’s understanding 
of Islam and Muslims living in Australia. Programs such as the Living Library Project 
(Case Study 18), which aim to foster understanding and to assist in breaking down 
religious, cultural and ethnic stereotypes, were seen to be useful for enhancing social 
cohesion. This was particularly the case because the Living Library Project does not 
single out Muslims in particular but addresses religious diversity as one of many 
forms of ‘difference’. 

Case Study 18: Living Library Project  

Local Government Initiatives (e.g. Auburn and Wollongong City Councils) 

The Living Library was a community development project involving publicly 
available sources of information who were people, not books. These living ‘books’ 
represented a diverse range of backgrounds and life experiences, which people could 
engage in conversation in the setting of a library or a school. Instead of reading a 
book, people talked to a person. ‘Readers’ were offered the chance to engage in 
informal half-hour conversations with the living ‘books’ about their lives and life 
choices. Questions and active participation in discussion were encouraged. 
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The Living Library project, which originated in Denmark in 2000, creates 
opportunities to enhance understanding, break down stereotypes and barriers, and 
share experiences between 

 social groups in the community. Encounters of ‘difference’ were encouraged along 
the lines of cultural, ethnic and religious background, sexual orientation, youth 
cultures, world views, health, well-being and disability, and many more. 

Key good practice ingredients 

• the training and support of volunteers  

• the organising of transport for volunteers 

References: Wollongong and Auburn City online resources; key stakeholder 
consultations 

Volunteering 
Another strategy claiming to enhance social inclusion was the development of better 
pathways into volunteering (Case Study 19). This was regarded as a culturally 
appropriate and desirable way for Muslim youth in particular to engage with their 
ethnic communities as well as with the broader Australian community. But older 
people also wanted to become involved. They saw it as a way of strengthening 
community relations by participating in school communities and having more 
opportunities to volunteer in mainstream organisations.  

Case Study 19: Supporting volunteering of Australian Muslim youth  

In 2008, the NSW Youth Advisory Council undertook consultations with 245 Muslim 
young people in South West Sydney to gain an understanding of issues around social 
inclusion with particular reference to volunteering. 

The consultations found that volunteering had personal and community benefits and 
was undertaken for a variety of reasons, most of which did not differ from those of 
non-Muslims. These included a desire to help, the gaining of skills, knowledge and 
experience, an increase in self-confidence, and recognition. The young Muslims also 
had motivating factors for volunteering that differed from the reasons usually given, 
namely, religious or cultural beliefs, wanting to change society’s perceptions of young 
Muslims, and breaking down cross-cultural barriers.  

The consultations also revealed a number of impediments, many of which are shared 
across populations (e.g. other commitments, lack of transport or confidence). Some, 
however, are more specific to Muslims and CALD youth, namely, religious, cultural 
beliefs or practices, a lack of awareness or understanding of mainstream volunteering 
organisations, and perceptions of being unwelcome in these institutions.  

Key recommendations 

• use schools as networks to promote volunteering among young people 

• enhance mainstream volunteer organisations’ capacity to be more responsive to 
the needs of potential volunteers among young Muslims (e.g. provide culturally 
appropriate opportunities for involvement) 
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• mainstream organisations must be clear about their mandates (e.g. whether or not 
they are faith-based) and accommodate specific needs (e.g. prayer rooms) 

References: Madkhul (2007) and NSW Youth Advisory Council (2008) 

Community development initiatives for social inclusion 
Another approach to promoting social inclusion was to raise the profile of the CALD 
community by highlighting its strengths and needs, and empowering the community 
to overcome disadvantage and social exclusion through its own efforts. An example is 
Case Study 20. 

Case Study 20: Unveiling the Myths - Muslim Women’s Project    

Between 2006 and 2009 the Illawarra Women’s Health Centre implemented the 
‘Unveiling the Myths’ project. The project aimed to enhance greater understanding of 
communities’ health and other service needs, to provide a comprehensive analysis of 
the needs of different groups of Turkish and Arabic-speaking women, to implement a 
range of flow-on projects to promote positive images of Muslim communities of 
women in particular, to actively promote CALD women’s well-being (e.g. by 
organising recreational outings), and ultimately to promote social cohesion by linking 
different language and cultural groups. 

The project involved extensive community consultations with four distinct 
demographic groups, namely grandmothers; daughters (women raised and educated 
in Australia); ‘brides’ (recently-arrived women of Turkish and Arabic-speaking 
backgrounds); and teenagers (young Australian women of Turkish and Arabic-
speaking heritage). 

Key good practice ingredients  
• the community support and involvement (e.g. advisory groups) 

• the word-of-mouth and snowball sampling technique for reaching people 

• the culturally appropriate consultation and activities 

• the use of bilingual staff and interpreters 

• the strengths-based approach (e.g. participants identifying issues for further 
exploration) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• a need to develop evidence-based resources for service priorities across service 
sectors 

• a need to strengthen collaboration for meeting communities’ language needs, 
particularly in relation to accessing the services provided by government agencies  

• a need for greater education around employment (e.g. women’s rights at work), 
and for employer-targeted education 

• a need to foster connections to mainstream society (e.g. through cross-cultural 
social outings)  

• a need to develop mentoring programs to enhance women’s employment (e.g. 
Muslim women in employment supporting younger women) 
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References: Interim project report (Dooley and Anaz, 2008); key stakeholder 
consultations  

6.4 Education and school-based programs 
Research shows that parents can play a crucial role in advancing their children’s 
academic and social progress (Sonderegger and Barrett, 2004; Mistry et al., 2008). 
However, as Salend and Taylor (1993) pointed out for the US, strategies seeking 
parental involvement are commonly designed to serve families who are English-
speaking, and who have adequate resources and the ‘cultural perspectives’ to engage 
with school communities and their children’s education. 

This present research did find that parents commonly attributed a high value to their 
children’s education, both mainstream and religious/cultural, and that education and 
school therefore played a significant role in shaping family dynamics. Family 
members pointed out the role schools played in raising ‘good and respectful’ citizens, 
and the potential for schools to bring parents, children and communities together. 
Parents also raised a number of difficulties, including doubts about their ability to 
assist in children’s homework; and the young Muslims commonly highlighted the 
lack of understanding or parental support for their career pathways, and the limited 
involvement of parents and carers in school communities. But on the whole, the 
parents in this research were satisfied with their interactions with schools. 

A number of studies have identified the challenging nature of disadvantaged and 
marginalised families’ involvement in school communities and the education of their 
children (Cardona et al., 2009; Chodkiewicz and Hayes, 2003; Davis, 2000; Rah et 
al., 2009; Watkins and Noble, 2008). Unless schools actively seek out single parents, 
fathers, working couples, and families from CALD and socio-economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, they are unlikely to participate in school events or 
volunteer (Davis, 2000).  

In her work, Davis (2000) draws on six types of partnerships between schools, 
families and communities with the potential to overcome the barriers, namely: 

• parenting – helping families create home environments which support children 
in their learning  

• communication – establishing effective avenues of communication both from 
school-to-home and home-to-school 

• volunteering – organising the school’s volunteer program including effective 
recruitment of volunteers 

• learning at home – helping families to help their children with homework and 
other learning-at-home opportunities 

• decision-making – including students, parents and the community in the school 
decision-making process 

• community collaboration – ensuring effective identification and use of 
resources and services available in the community.  

This present research project found that approaches for engagement were more likely 
to be successful when they were tailored to a particular socio-cultural group (e.g. 
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schools asking parents to help organise religious/cultural events). In this respect, it 
was noted that structures already in place for facilitating engagement with ethnic 
communities (e.g. Multicultural Programs, Community Relations sections of 
government departments, Community Information Officers) were a crucial resource 
for sustaining the flow of information and facilitating interactions between groups, 
and for identifying and addressing community needs. 

Three detailed examples of promising practices for engaging families and 
communities in school and education are presented below (Case Studies 21-23).  

Case Study 21: Beginning School Well 

This program targeted ‘at-risk’ groups in general, and refugees in particular. It was a 
playgroup for children during the term before they started school and the first term of 
kindergarten. The sessions took place on school grounds, and were facilitated by 
bilingual mentors. 

The goal of the playgroups was to introduce children and parents to the idea of 
structured learning while playing, and to introduce parents to the basics of the 
Australian educational system, including homework and the way the school was run.  

Key good practice ingredients  

• the ‘demystifying’ of the educational system by bringing parents onto school 
grounds  

• the clarifying of expectations (e.g. around homework) 

• the use of bilingual facilitators  

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• a way of smoothing transition into kindergarten and the first year of formal school 

• a way of making the functions and expectations of school accessible to children 
and parents 

Reference: key stakeholder consultations 

 
Case Study 22: Teaching and Learning for a Culturally Diverse Community: 
Multicultural Education Action Research Projects in Schools 
This program involved 11 schools in NSW (primary and secondary) working in 
partnership with the University of Western Sydney in an action research model over 
18 months.  

Schools participated by designing two projects to implement in their school, each 
project taking up one of a number of specified dimensions of multicultural education. 
One project was classroom-based, the other was for the whole school community.  

There were a number of projects designed around community relations. One was a 
playgroup that brought parents together and provided another mechanism through 
which the school could communicate with parents. 
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Another was an oral history project conducted by students working in partnership 
with the Migration Heritage Centre. This project trained students to conduct oral 
history interviews, which were then undertaken with parents and grandparents of the 
students. Interviews took place in their first language, were written up and put on a 
website, and used as a learning and teaching resource in classes. The final stage of the 
project was an evening which showcased the different stories, along with objects of 
significance families had contributed for the event; and family members could see 
their stories as they were written by their children. Interpreters were available on the 
evening, and the whole school community was invited.  

Key good practice ingredients  
• the manageable size of the projects in relation to the school resources available 

• the enrichment and reinforcement the projects brought to classroom education 
activities  

• the reaching out to community members, and the uniquely individual form of the 
invitation (rather than generic) 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• the great potential of programs which draw on parents and children and then feed 
into the whole school community  

• the working with partner organisations in the community to draw on their 
expertise to make the program a success 

References: project documentation (DET and University of Western Sydney, 2008); 
key stakeholder consultations 

 
Case Study 23: Successful Language Learners 

This program was trialled in 11 state and Catholic schools in South-Western Sydney. 
The schools each had a very high percentage of students studying English as a Second 
Language (ESL). At the time of this study it was entering the second year of a two-
year trial. Each school ran their own programs, which were aimed at lifting 
educational outcomes by dealing with four key areas: leadership development; teacher 
capacity; targeted individual support; and parent and community engagement. 

Through the Parent and Community Engagement program, schools became 
community centres which brokered a range of services such as English classes for 
parents, seminars given by bilingual health workers (e.g. about nutrition), separate 
health seminars for women and men, and seminars given by charities.  

In one school, the St Vincent De Paul Society provided tutors for a homework club, 
and ran workshops for parents on how to modernise clothing bought from their 
charity shops. In another school, students participated in a homework club which 
produced ‘Edublogs’ (e.g. about their homework, or the community garden). At the 
same time their parents were attending computer classes, where they looked up the 
blogs their children had made and saw their children’s work online. 
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Key good practice ingredients  
• a range of language-specific Community Information Officers to work with the 

school principal and with the communities to bring them into the school 

• programs which work in tandem for students and parents to make it easier for both 
to attend 

• programs which meet the needs of the communities in question (e.g. language 
classes when required, computer skills classes) 

• the use of community service providers within the school environment to inform 
parents of the services and make them more familiar 

Key lessons learnt/areas for improvement 

• a need for specific people to maintain community contacts and ensure continuity 
of information and guidance 

• a need to allow schools to develop programs that are sustainable 

Reference: key stakeholder consultations 
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7 In Search of Best Practice  

The first aim of this research was to understand the nature of the marginalisation 
experienced by Muslim families. The research found that:  

• Both the Muslim communities and the wider Australian society contributed to 
people’s feelings of either belonging or marginalisation. 

• Family and the ethno-religious community play a vital enabling role in 
people’s participation in the wider society. At the same time, they can also be a 
source of conflict for a number of reasons: notions about competing ‘Muslim’ 
and ‘Australian’ beliefs and practices; the unfamiliarity of some Australian 
laws; the personal circumstances of the post-migration experience; and 
different expectations on the part of parents and children regarding the 
boundaries of parental control and children’s right to make their own choices. 

The second aim was to identify best practice in meeting the needs of marginalised 
Muslim families. To achieve this, we started by looking at the various strategies of 
Muslim families for coping with family issues and problems, and their experiences 
with informal and formal support mechanisms (discussed in Section 5 of this report). 
Then we looked at a number of good practice case studies that were mentioned by the 
research participants or discovered through web-searches (presented in Section 6 of 
this report). The main findings of this part of the research are as follows: 

• Muslim families normally turn to their extended families, their friends, their 
own ethnic communities, and religious leaders when they have family 
problems. This trend is stronger among parents than among young people. 
However, there were some issues for which families were reluctant to use these 
coping strategies, for example when they were in conflict with the family 
honour, or when they were concerned that the information would not remain 
confidential. 

• Religious and community leaders are often approached by Muslim families – 
either for direct assistance, or for linking them to the appropriate service/s or 
source/s of help. 

• Schools are potential bridges – between parents and children, and between 
Muslim communities and the wider Australian society.  

• There is a need to focus on particular groups for developing services and 
programs, as well as the family as a whole unit. 

• Informal as well as formal support systems are important and are used by 
families depending on the circumstances. Both need to be enhanced and more 
effectively linked so that they can better complement each other.  

The 23 case studies provided some leads to the elements of best practice; these can be 
gleaned by reviewing the ‘key good practice ingredients’ and the ‘key lessons 
learnt/areas for improvement’ that were identified in each case study. This final 
section is an attempt to integrate the recommendations from the empirical data with 
the insights from the review of the relevant literature – in a reflective way.  
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The most general conclusion that can be drawn from this research is that it is not 
possible to establish a single comprehensive ‘best practice’ model, in part because it 
was not possible within the timeframe and resources of this research to investigate the 
majority of existing services relevant to the needs of marginalised families, even in 
the two fieldwork sites. Furthermore, it is apparent that the range of needs and the 
diversity of backgrounds and sub-groupings within the ‘Muslim community’ make it 
impossible to develop one model capable of addressing all the relevant issues. 

Nonetheless, the search for ‘best practice’ uncovered four main elements that must 
form a crucial part of any initiative for meeting the needs of marginalised families: 
cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building; enhancing informal 
support and social capital; educating the community; and explicit guidelines for best 
practice service and policy. In the sub-sections that follow, the findings of this present 
research are not repeated in detail; instead, there is an attempt to link the findings with 
the relevant literature to reinforce the recommendations made.  

7.1 Cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building 
In the early 1980s, Australian research indicated that community development was the 
most appropriate mode of service delivery and welfare assistance for Muslim families 
of Turkish and Lebanese origin (Mackie, 1983). More than two decades later, another 
Australian study investigating how services can best achieve outcomes for children 
and families from CALD backgrounds also found that a community development and 
strengths-based approach was the most effective way of working with disadvantaged 
minority groups (Sims et al., 2008). That study also emphasised the importance of 
working in partnerships, and identified three different types of services – 
ethno/culturally specific, multicultural, and mainstream services.  

The study also outlined the relevant and effective strategies for each service type. For 
multicultural services (agencies targeting a variety of cultural and linguistic groups), 
Sims et al. (2008) pointed out the necessity for engaging bilingual workers to meet 
their clients’ needs. To achieve this, staff need to be supported with adequate 
resources, and to have the ability to identify community leaders and support them to 
become the ‘conduit’ or link between the agency and the target communities.  

In the case of mainstream services, the authors underline their potential to generate 
social inclusion for disadvantaged migrant populations. In combination with 
community services, they are in a position to strengthen ‘the development of social 
support networks within local communities as well as create bridges and links 
between these communities’ and other resources (Sims et al., 2008: 16). If such a 
capacity-building process is to evolve, the approach needed is an empowerment and 
strengths-based one which supports communities (both individuals and organisations) 
to take responsibility and make their own decisions, and which acknowledges that 
people’s own strengths, knowledge and skills can serve as the foundation for further 
learning. Translated into practice this includes: 

• the provision of adequate support (through resources – funding, staff, time – 
and cultural competence development) 

• the development and maintenance of strong and mutually beneficial 
partnerships and collaborative working approaches between all three types of 
services, and between social networks within communities 
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• the engagement of community leaders and other community members (formal 
and informal, volunteers and paid workers) to support and inform service 
development and build and enhance the community’s capacity (in this context, 
women, and especially mothers, have been identified as an important resource 
for reaching out to particularly marginalised members and acting as an 
identifiable link between communities and services, particularly in areas such 
as health, care and education) 

• the acknowledgement of community leadership skills, and supporting, training 
and adequately paying community leaders and workers 

• the sharing of resources across agencies (i.e. ‘cultural facilitators’ – the 
expertise and skills of staff need to be appropriately remunerated) 

• a variety of forms of support for the involvement of staff and workers in the 
community (this requires broader service mandates, e.g. flexible job 
descriptions, less outcomes-based reporting, and organisational commitment)  

• change management processes of training and development at all levels in 
order to implement these ways of working in agencies and services (Sims, et al. 
2008). 

These recommendations overlap considerably with the findings of the present 
research. This is described at 7.4 below. 

The main principles of the community development approach to mainstream services 
described above have been recommended and at least partly implemented in 
Australia in sectors such as ethnic aged care (Barrett, 1988; Uckan, 2006) and health 
care (Kelaher and Manderson, 2000). However, Sims et al. (2008) go further and 
recommend seamless service delivery in the form of ‘wrap around’ or ‘integrated 
service’ models. The authors point out that sharing resources, infrastructure or even 
co-location can greatly facilitate the partnership approach.  

However, the evaluation of the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy (SFCS) 
(Cortis et al., 2009) initiated by the Australian Government in 2004, and referred to 
by Sims et al. (2008), only partly supports the effectiveness of ‘wrap-around’ service 
models. Cortis et al. (2009) identify aspects of the SFCS model that are useful and 
effective in engaging hard-to-reach families and children (soft entry points, 
employing specialist outreach workers, etc.). However, they conclude that the ‘place-
based and collaborative ethos’ of the model does not prove to be ‘vastly superior’ to 
the individual services for reaching and engaging the target groups (p. vii). The 
general recommendations from the evaluation point to the need to support specialist 
outreach workers and to provide long-term and sustainable funding in order to 
minimise disruption to the relationship-building process. This aligns with the points 
listed above.  

The third type of service identified by Sims et al. (2008) is ethno/culturally specific. 
This type of service might seem an obvious solution to many of the barriers faced by 
marginalised Muslim families because they serve specific Muslim communities. 
These services can be expected to be more culturally sensitive and more accessible 
than mainstream services. They already have knowledge of individual and collective 
strengths, and the task of identifying needs can be met from ‘within the community’, 
by linking into and building on existing infrastructure and other resources. There is 
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research suggesting that the ethnic matching of staff can facilitate CALD families’ use 
of parenting and early childhood services (although it can also present obstacles, 
depending on the individual’s preferences) (Craig et al., 2007). Sims, et al. (2008) 
point out that members of newly-arrived and emerging refugee and migrant 
communities normally lack the confidence to engage with mainstream services, and 
can find that informal support networks are of little assistance. This is where ethno-
specific services can act as a ‘safe harbour’ (Stewart et al., 2008 for Canada). In fact, 
a number of such services have been developed in Australia and around the world.  

However, international evidence for their effectiveness has been mixed, and there are 
few studies comparing ethno-specific services with mainstream services. The few 
comparisons there are tend to be in the areas of psychotherapy and health more 
generally (Sue, 1998). Research conducted in the USA found that ethno-specific 
counselling programmes had lower drop-out rates than mainstream services, and that 
they engaged clients for longer times, but they showed no significant differences in 
treatment outcomes (Sue, 1998). Research in the UK examined ethnic parents’ and 
adolescents’ satisfaction with mainstream mental health services, and found that 
service quality was more important than the organisation’s responsiveness to culture 
or ethnicity (Dogra et al., 2007).  

Moreover, there is some evidence that even ethno-specific services face challenges. 
Firstly, there are some people who do not want to be supported by members of their 
own community, as this present study found. The most commonly cited reason for 
this reluctance is privacy (Weinfeld, 1999). Many CALD communities are closely 
knit, and service users can feel that accessing a service will cause them to be 
stigmatised in the community. In some cases they may even fear that their safety 
would be compromised if the community found out about their use of a particular 
service, for example, DV counselling, or sexually transmitted disease (STD) clinic 
Another challenge faced by ethno-specific services is the perception on the part of 
some members of the group that these services are less effective than mainstream 
services. There is sometimes a presumption that CALD service providers are 
stigmatised and seen as peripheral, and are therefore less effective at advocating on 
their clients’ behalf. Feelings such as these are frequently due to the fact that ethno-
specific services are much smaller than mainstream services and less well resourced. 

The findings of this present study confirmed this finding and it seems clear that there 
would ideally be a range of services – mainstream, multicultural and culturally 
specific – where people could get assistance depending on their own needs and 
expectations. Whatever the available arrangement, best practice must include 
collaboration across the three types of services.  
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Figure 2: Cross-cultural collaboration and community capacity-building 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building 
which tie in with the enhancement of informal support and social capital. This is 
discussed in the next section. 

7.2 Enhancing informal support and social capital 
Past research and this present study have shown that the majority of migrant and 
Muslim families are much more likely to approach family members and friends for 
support, long before they access formal services (if they ever do) (Barnes, 2004; 
Barnes et al., 2006; Ghate and Hazel, 2002). There are several Australian studies 
which highlight the importance of informal support networks as a first point of call to 
access information and get needs addressed, among, for example, Afghan, Iranian and 
Iraqi newly-arrived immigrants (Neale et al., 2007), Lebanese families (Batrouney, 
1995), and a number of African Muslim communities (from Somalia, Sudan, Liberia, 
and Sierra Leone) (Chafic, 2008). In a Western Australian study on Muslims needs, 
women said that the main reason they came to community centres was ‘meeting 
people’, as well as finding information on support, resources and activities (Yasmeen 
and Al-Khudairi, 1998). Other culturally accepted alternatives of informal support 
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include clergy or mosques. Studies among Lebanese (Batrouney, 1995) and African 
Muslim communities (Chafic, 2008) in Sydney identified religious leaders and 
mosques (and churches in the case of the Lebanese) as an important source of spiritual 
and emotional support, as well as a place for education, social and cultural activities.  
  
Research in metropolitan Perth (Yasmeen and Al-Khudairi, 1998) found that living in 
neighbourhoods with people who shared similar ethnic and cultural backgrounds 
could also be an important source of support, particularly for newly-arrived and 
emerging communities. Newly-arrived Muslim families found it helpful for ‘easing 
their settlement into the new country’ when ethnic community structures were already 
in place, for example, halal meat shops, or Islamic schools or mosques.  

At first sight, this would appear to indicate that a key strategy for supporting 
vulnerable families would be to enhance the informal family and community support 
systems they rely on. Nevertheless, a number of authors have pointed out that 
informal support can be a ‘two-edged sword’ – family members can feel criticised and 
excluded by other members of families and by their own community (McMichael and 
Manderson, 2004; Ghate & Hazel, 2002). Drawing on evidence from Somali families 
living in Melbourne, McMichael and Manderson (2004) found that the process of 
resettlement brought together not only people who were formerly ‘strangers’, but also 
those had been enemies on different sides of ethnic conflicts characterised by violence 
and hostility. As a consequence, the authors warned against any policy responses 
taking community ties and social networks for granted. They also identified a lack of 
resources among many immigrant communities and people’s consequent need to 
depend on social security payments as their only source of income. Combined with 
the loss of social capital (trust, social support, etc.), this can further undermine the 
ability or the willingness of informal networks to provide ‘traditional’ levels of 
support and mutual assistance. Stewart and colleagues (2008) came to similar 
conclusions in Canada. They pointed out that ‘inadequate informal supports from 
small and weak social networks’ could in the worst case exacerbate difficulties with 
accessing formal services (p. 143). 

Another factor that impacts on the level of support that can be provided through 
informal networks is the socio-cultural diversity within immigrant communities. This 
is commonly underestimated within sociology and migration research. With respect to 
Australian Somali families, McMichael and Manderson (2004) question the ‘taken-
for-granted solidarity’ within immigrant communities, commenting that differences 
can relate to social status, clan and ethnicity, nomadic versus urban culture, education 
versus illiteracy, or gender (p. 95). In their study of leadership and representation 
among Sydney’s Lebanese community, Tabar et al (2003) identified at least 100 
different organisations formed around cultural, religious, regional and family 
loyalties, reflecting the local socio-political situation as well as that of the home 
country. The authors argued that, while community leaders had to have access to 
cultural capital (community knowledge) and social capital (forms of association) in 
order to maintain their influence and power, none of them or their organisations could 
truly claim ‘the right to represent the common position of the Lebanese community’ 
(p. 279).  

This present research uncovered similar dilemmas involving the diversity of 
backgrounds and needs, as well as both positive and negative impacts on families of 
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the ethno-religious community. Nonetheless, it is still important to enhance the social 
capital of the community, given that it is a source of assistance with many family 
problems and a referral point for their members’ access to both multicultural and 
mainstream services. 

7.3 Educating the wider Australian community 
A number of Australian studies of Muslims from diverse cultural, linguistic and 
socio-economic backgrounds have identified the need to tackle racism and 
discrimination among the broader population. This can be done through education and 
awareness campaigns to reduce the social marginalisation of Australian Muslims. 
Schools and the media are obvious vehicles for educating the wider community. 
Educating the community and combating negative media stereotyping was seen as a 
useful strategy by the Australian Muslim youth consulted in the DIAC research on 
topics such as barriers to education, employment and community participation (DIAC, 
2007a). This has been confirmed by research with Muslims of all age groups, 
speaking about experiences of discrimination and ‘negative’ policing (HREOC, 
2007). There has been a call from the broader community for the acknowledgement of 
Islam through such means as the recognition of religious festivals. Other sustainable 
and useful suggestions for tackling negative perceptions of Muslims and Islam 
include interventions and programs promoting interpersonal interactions such as 
interfaith festivals or inter-school discussions. 

This present study found that, while society’s marginalisation of Muslims in general 
is not directly a family issue, by lowering people’s self-esteem it does have an impact 
on family life. People who do not feel good about themselves do not always behave 
well towards those who are closest to them. 

7.4 ‘Best practice’ guidelines at policy, service, and practice levels 
In the delivery of ‘best practice’, three levels are relevant – policy, service and actual 
practice. These guidelines are summarised in Figure 3 and elaborated on in the 
sections that follow. 
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Figure 3: ‘Best practice’ guidelines 

 

7.4.1 The policy level – enhancing diversity and equality, accountability, 
evaluation and funding 
Policies encouraging diversity and equality of opportunity can reassure people that the 
state is beneficent, or at least that it is an unthreatening context where families can 
seek help from the authorities. On the other hand, however, policies can result in 
‘institutional racism’ whereby agencies intentionally or unintentionally discriminate 
against particular sectors of the population. One way in which institutional racism 
operates is through policies that might be called ‘colour blind’. For example the 
assumption that everyone speaks English and therefore information about services are 
produced in English; another example would be a requirement for specific 
qualifications for recruitment which effectively exclude particular minority groups 
(Sawrikar and Katz, 2008). With regard to Muslim service users, there can be some 
tensions between different policy objectives. For example, an over-emphasis on 
gender equity can discourage certain Muslim groups from accessing the service, even 
Muslim women. Similarly, a policy of cultural diversity may dissuade families who 
are seeking a Muslim-specific service.  

The research participants in this present study (service providers and other key 
informants) underlined the importance of state and organisational policies which 
recognised and valued different linguistic, religious, racial and ethnic backgrounds, 
and promoted equal rights and responsibilities. However, they frequently criticised 
policy-makers for their lack of any real commitment. If multicultural policies are to 
result in better outcomes for CALD populations, government would need to adopt a 
more holistic approach towards funding, planning, implementation, delivery and 
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accountability, both of the programs and of the government bodies that administered 
them.  

Participants regarded the setting of clear criteria for government and non-government 
(NGO) accountability as a precondition for meeting the needs of minority and 
marginalised communities. They said that DIAC and other departments needed to 
agree on how best to identify marginalised communities, and gave as an example 
DIAC’s strategy of giving priority to the languages of people who had arrived in the 
last five years. Other participants were of the view that recent arrival or ‘emerging 
communities’ should not always take priority, since long-established communities 
also had needs, such as ageing. Nonetheless, having clear targets would help 
governments and services to plan their programs and tailor them towards greater 
inclusiveness, as well as providing measurement criteria for accountability and future 
funding. 

One suggested example of a policy around measurement criteria involved the 
implementation of a stronger evaluation culture within child-care services. The policy 
would require services to collect information on the children’s family backgrounds 
(language spoken at home, time lived in Australia) and any special needs they might 
have. This information would enable governments to develop strategies to enhance 
the access of populations currently underrepresented in child-care services. The 
participants in this present study saw early childhood education as crucial for reducing 
the educational disadvantage of children from non-English-speaking backgrounds, but 
they were also aware that targeting and including marginalised populations would 
mean greater funding commitments from governments. At the same time, they also 
felt that future funding could be linked to services meeting defined diversity 
accountability criteria. 

Throughout this research, service providers strongly highlighted two aspects of a 
commitment to diversity and equality, both within services and on the part of 
government departments: 

• the implementation of an evaluation culture within agencies, as a way of 
enhancing the evidence-base for assessing the extent to which services and 
departments are meeting CALD communities’ needs (e.g. the use of 
interpreters)  

• structuring the funding arrangements so that they covered the true costs of 
meeting the needs of CALD families and ensured continuity of service.  

Service providers had found that the focus on outputs, instead of concrete outcomes 
for actual people, made it difficult for services to embrace diversity and equality of 
access for marginalised groups. With respect to funding, a number of participants 
commented on the difficulties of planning for the provision of quality services 
(recruitment, retention of staff, etc.) when funding arrangements were only short-
term.  

The challenges involved in trying to assist hard-to-reach and disadvantaged families 
with short-term, outputs-based funding, is well documented in program evaluations 
such as the Stronger Families and Communities Strategy (see Cortis et al., 2009). 
Other Australian-based research on how best to provide CALD-sensitive health and 
social services has identified the need to take into account, not only standard 
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population characteristics such as gender or age, but also varying levels of need 
(Kelaher and Manderson, 2000). Translating this into practice could mean reaching 
people with the highest level of need through bicultural workers who would enhance 
the communities’ capacity to access support by linking families to services. People 
not regularly using services even though they had ‘elevated’ needs could be 
encouraged through public health campaigns to go for preventative health check-ups. 
Kelaher and Manderson (2000) argued that the ‘appropriate matching of interventions 
to population characteristics’ would improve the effectiveness of programs targeting 
CALD populations, because it would take into account the ‘stage of health behaviour 
change’ as well as the ‘degree of acculturation’ to the broader society. Prioritising the 
population’s level of need instead of simply its size would also assist in the more 
accurate allocation of resources. 

Participants in this study said that some government departments and service sectors 
were better than others at embracing culturally appropriate practice. One example 
concerned the meticulous use of qualified interpreters when working with CALD 
populations. High-level stakeholders from these service sectors reported that, in this 
case, the funding allocated from the central budgets for the free interpreter services 
was money which could not be used for other purposes. Such arrangements were seen 
as a useful policy measure for enhancing departmental and service commitment to 
meeting CALD communities’ needs.  

7.4.2 The service level – engagement, service delivery, training and networking 
Information from the literature review and data from the fieldwork identified a range 
of interventions that mainstream services could implement in order to facilitate access 
by Muslim and other CALD families, increase the quality and appropriateness of 
services, enhance the cultural competency of staff, and strengthen and develop 
effective collaboration and partnerships with communities and other services (Cortis 
et al., 2009; Forehand and Kotchick, 1996; Graham et al., 2009; Sims et al., 2008). 
These suggestions can be grouped under the following four headings: 

Strategies for engagement 

• consultations with community leaders and advocates about how best to 
promote information, using multiple avenues including radio, regional TV 
broadcasting, community forums and information sessions, as well as flyers 
and community newspapers – thus reflecting different levels of literacy as well 
as traditional ways of communicating (for example, this present study showed 
the importance of word-of-mouth information) 

• developing resources explaining the aims of the services to communities (e.g. 
DVDs involving community members as ‘actors’ speaking about the usefulness 
of a particular service) and reflecting the cultural, religious and linguistic 
diversity within any one social group, for example, Arabic-speakers from 
North Africa 

• providing CALD-appropriate resources, such as translations of information 
sheets, posters and other promotional material, advertising on radio in different 
languages 
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• involving community members (e.g. ‘parent ambassadors’, past clients 
particularly women) by inviting them to share their service experiences and 
information with their community networks, while at the same time ensuring 
professionalism and addressing issues such as confidentiality through rigorous 
training and the provision of continuous support  

• developing bilingual community education and capacity-enhancing programs 
focusing on early intervention strategies to increase individuals’ coping 
strategies and the support mechanisms within families and communities, and to 
raise awareness of the available support 

• identifying outreach and ‘soft entry points’ (e.g. playgroups in places 
frequented by families such as parks, shopping centres) where families can be 
contacted and then referred on to more intensive services where necessary 

• strengthening collaboration between services and community organisations – 
with respect to Muslim families in particular, working closely with mosques 
and other highly frequented community services and events, such as 
community festivities 

• recognising limitations and challenges (e.g. the time needed to build 
relationships with marginalised communities, the importance of continuity of 
contact, the need to engage a range of ‘key community members’ from a broad 
spectrum)  

• strengthening referral pathways between services and organisations, and 
enhancing the capacity of key mainstream services (e.g. settlement services, 
GPs as sources of referrals to other organisations where needed) 

• employing bilingual staff and creating community liaison positions which 
reflect the diversity within services, and working towards overcoming access 
barriers  

• engaging young people as well as families as a whole through non-
stigmatising, culturally appropriate activities and programs based on arts, crafts 
or sports  

• celebrating diversity and culture while building trust and confidence in 
institutions, (e.g. police and other authorities) through their involvement in 
cultural and religious community events such as Iftar dinners.  

Service delivery 

• collecting and evaluating data about CALD communities’ service use to 
identify which groups are under- and which over-represented in service 
utilisation 

• employing a strengths-based service delivery in order to enhance communities’ 
capacities to overcome barriers without being ‘paternalistic’, and involving 
consultations about communities’ needs, their taboos and other cultural issues, 
and their input into the design and implementation of programs and 
interventions  

• empowering clients by enabling them to give their fullest possible input and 
allowing the maximum choice of service or providers allowing for greater 
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flexibility (e.g. around appointment times in the case of recently-arrived or 
marginalised communities), while over time working to integrate people into 
the ‘regular’ systems and procedures 

• tailoring facilities and service delivery to clients’ needs (e.g. services in 
different languages, access to free interpreters, child care, halal food, space for 
praying, women’s-/men’s-only groups, after-hours services for working clients, 
English courses that reflect the skills of learners coming from oral language 
traditions) 

• demonstrating commitment to diversity by employing staff from diverse 
backgrounds at all levels, while remembering that, although ‘shared 
experience’ can help to build rapport and enhance client engagement, open-
mindedness and skill in listening and connecting to clients are even more 
important  

• aiming for holistic service delivery by enhancing the capacity of services to 
develop and maintain referral pathways, and to collaborate and coordinate 
between services and across service sectors  

• designing sustainable programs by making the best use of existing, limited 
resources (e.g. courses on parenting education and skills development, initially 
facilitated by professionals, could become self-supporting by incorporating 
strategies to strengthen the capacity of parents to meet regularly and informally 
to support and learn from each other) 

• developing monitoring policies by explicitly embedding procedures for 
meeting CALD communities’ needs within the organisation.  

Professional development and training 

• providing opportunities for staff self-reflection, including re-examination of 
professionals’ beliefs and attitudes (e.g. ‘deficit’ models of immigration which 
assume that refugees or illiterate people come without skills and resources) 

• promoting cultural competency through training and education of providers 
regardless of cultural backgrounds (e.g. effective communication strategies and 
listening skills, understanding values, sensitive topics and conflicts, 
acknowledging ethno-specific groups while recognising diversity) 

• acknowledging the cultural, linguistic and religious diversity within the broad 
general group of those identified as Muslim (e.g. participants in this study were 
concerned that differences were being ignored – ‘Well, they are all Muslims, 
they all wear the veil and they need this’ – or that the Muslim population’s 
needs were being seen as ‘too difficult [and demanding] for non-Muslims to 
understand’)  

• developing skills for effectively conducting community consultations and using 
the knowledge gained to build service capacity to ‘ask the right questions’ 
about communities’ strengths and needs, and to devise the best ways for 
community members to participate in service delivery 

• understanding both the strengths and the challenges in cooperating with 
interpreters or community workers when providing cross-cultural case work 
(e.g. how to prevent interpreters from guiding or dominating discussions) 

SPRC 118 



FINAL REPORT – THE NEEDS OF AUSTRALIAN MUSLIM FAMILIES 

• breaking down the fear of working with Muslim communities caused by 
misconceptions of ‘Islam’ and ‘Muslims’ fed by negative media 
representations, the sensitivity of the topic, and the politics surrounding the 
subject.  

Networking and community engagement 

• enhancing the collaboration of professionals across services, agencies and 
departments by sharing knowledge and resources and developing more 
effective referral pathways 

• accessing existing community supports by networking and collaborating with 
ethno-specific community services, organisations and key stakeholders, by 
developing programs and effective engagement strategies for increasing 
community acceptance of the services, by facilitating service access, and by 
building and maintaining good relationships with communities  

• establishing stronger collaboration with emerging communities especially 
because there may not be any qualified professionals from these backgrounds 
in social, health and related services (e.g. by training and supporting workers as 
interpreters and cross-cultural facilitators, by working with key community 
members including Imams and elders, by developing targeted capacity-
enhancing initiatives) 

• fostering bridging programs building and enhancing social capital, trust, 
engagement and relationships, both between various Muslim communities and 
between Muslim communities and the broader Australian population. 

7.4.3 The practice level 
Most of the research evidence for the effectiveness of culturally sensitive practice 
applies to the CALD population more generally than specifically to Muslims, 
although much of it is relevant to Muslim families. For example, Page et al. (2007) 
provided five key themes around engaging with minority ethnic parents: 

• recognising diversity within and across ethnic minority groups 

• challenging racism and promoting different cultures 

• addressing barriers 

• providing culturally appropriate services 

• empowering ethnic minority parents. 

However, recently there has been increasing attention paid to Muslims specifically. 
Crabtree et al. (2008) provided a comprehensive practice guide for social workers in 
the UK working with Muslim families. They identified various cultural and structural 
barriers, gave specific practice guidance for addressing issues such as sexual abuse, 
DV and intergenerational conflict, and discussed many of the surrounding ethical and 
practical challenges for social work. In Canada, Graham et al. (2009) drew on 
interviews with Canadian service providers to outline specific areas requiring 
attention in future social work curricula, particularly in working with first-generation 
clients with Muslim backgrounds. Instead of focusing on modifying worker 
behaviour, they focused more broadly on the ‘adaptation and localisation’ of the 
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knowledge base of social work. According to these authors (and others), the following 
areas needed further consideration in social work education and practice when 
working with Muslim populations:  

• the value of community and community leaders – as a source of assistance, a 
first point-of-call in seeking help and guidance, conferring status on members –
implications for practice: target interventions for changing practice at the 
community level rather than focusing on individuals; build capacity among 
community leaders by supporting them to play a greater role in conflict 
resolution and in building bridges between immigrant communities and 
mainstream society (see also: Chafic, 2008) 

• the value of family – an important source of support in emergencies and in old 
age (Nauck, 2005); bolsters individuals’ resilience (Sonderegger and Barrett, 
2004); involves cultural values impacting on the people’s help-seeking 
behaviour such as perceptions of ‘family honour’, a preference for resolving 
issues within the family unit, and the social stigma associated with divorce 
(Batrouney, 1995; Gordon and Adam, 2005; Hassouneh-Phillips, 2001); the 
aims of interventions need to be explained and the people involved reassured 
that they are meant for the families’ benefit and that the family will be kept 
together where possible (Graham et al., 2009) 

• faith and spirituality – values embedded in Islam irrespective of age (Modood, 
1997); a need for service providers to gain at least a basic knowledge of Islam 
(Graham et al. 2009); religious and spiritual interventions can be used with 
clients, especially those for whom religion plays a significant role (Gilligan and 
Furness, 2006); faith can help people cope with adversity and mental health 
issues such as grief and trauma (Weaver et al., 2003); recognise that health and 
illness are constructed in religious terms in Islam to increase patient trust and 
access to services (Eltaiba, 2005); and resistance to treatment may involve 
religious beliefs about the causes of disease 

• gender and social roles – understanding how these are defined in Islam can 
help develop appropriate service and intervention responses, reduce 
misunderstandings about body language (e.g. handshaking, eye-contact, dress 
codes), and better enable the support of families in resolving intergenerational 
conflict (Carolan et al., 2000).  

7.5 Conclusion 
This section described some of the key issues relating to the development of best 
practice for addressing the needs of marginalised Muslim families. There is no single 
model which would serve the full diversity of Muslim families, and many of the 
features of best practice with Muslim families apply to CALD families in general (and 
indeed, to working with all vulnerable families). Nevertheless, this present research 
has confirmed and enhanced findings from previous Australian and international 
studies about the nature of best practice with this group of families. The first 
important point is that services overall must develop policies and procedures to 
encourage and develop good practice, that is, it should not be left to individual 
practitioners to develop their own practice. Secondly, the model should contain the 
following features: 
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• cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building;  

• enhancing informal support and social capital;  

• educating the community; and,  

• explicit ‘best practice’ guidelines at the policy, service and practice levels.  

It is important to regard these guidelines as a kind of menu or checklist that can be 
drawn from in addressing the needs of marginalised families effectively, rather than 
as a definitive list. It is difficult to be more prescriptive than this because what policy-
makers, service developers and providers decide is suitable will depend on particular 
circumstances.  

A final and significant point is that best practice must involve the means through 
which services are developed and implemented, and not simply the final product. The 
overarching recommendation of this report is that all services be developed in 
consultation with the local communities and through collaboration with both 
mainstream and ethno-specific local services.  

The overall conclusion to this study is the need to reaffirm the diversity of the 
backgrounds of Muslim families in Australia, and of their experiences of formal and 
informal support systems. This study has tried to capture this, although it was limited 
due to the small sample and hence generalisation is difficult. Nonetheless, it is to be 
hoped that this report has managed to convey, at least in part, the depth of 
understanding required, and to raise awareness of the range of actions that can be 
taken.  

A corollary to this diversity is that many of the themes, views and experiences of the 
Muslim families who participated in this study, the strengths they have as well as the 
challenges they face, are shared by and thus apply to other Australians, whether 
migrant, Indigenous or Anglo-Celtic in origin. But since this study involved no 
empirical comparisons of this nature, it is not possible to draw any such conclusions. 
There is some relevant literature but it is limited. Thus, one recommendation for 
future study is a meta-synthesis comparing marginalisation and access and usage of 
services by different groups of Australians.  
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8 Findings and Recommendations for ‘Best Practice’ 

 
This research project had two key aims: to enhance understanding of the needs of 
marginalised Muslim families; and to develop best practice for addressing these 
needs. In this final section we want to bring together the findings emerging from our 
research and produce recommendations for addressing some of the issues faced by 
Australian Muslim families and communities. These recommendations highlight what 
have emerged as best practice priorities from a range of practices.  

Social belonging and marginalisation 

In section 3 of this report – Being Muslim in Australia – we explored three main 
areas: the key issues that concern Muslim families in Australia; the nature of 
marginalisation they experience; and factors that promote resilience within Australian 
Muslim families and their positive engagement in Australian society. 

In summary, many participants of this study reported experiencing a sense of 
belonging, feelings of being accepted and included into mainstream society, and many 
good things both about living in Australia and within their ethno-religious 
communities. A key finding from this research is the importance of ethno-religious 
communities in enhancing resilience, social inclusion and participation of newly 
arrived as well as well-settled community members. However, there were also many 
Muslim families who expressed negative feelings related to experiences of 
marginalisation (discrimination, stigmatising by the media, and economic hardship). 
 
The following table summarises relevant good practice responses elaborated in the 
study.  These are of necessity rather general descriptions, and the detail of how these 
principles can practically be implemented are set out in the relevant chapters of this 
report. 
 
Key findings from the research  Recommended ‘good practice’ responses - 

service delivery and broader policy 
Section 3.  
Social Belonging and Marginalisation:

Translating the evidence into practice could 
mean placing high priority on: 

Ethno-religious communities: 
• play a major role in facilitating 

the settlement of new migrants; 
• assist well-settled Australian 

Muslim families in maintaining 
hybrid (mixed) identities 
(celebration of festivals, 
maintenance of languages etc.); 

• assist in linking ethno-religious 
and mainstream communities. 

Mainstream services: 
• develop and enhance strategies building 

on community empowerment and 
engagement on all service levels 

• enhance community capacity (e.g. train 
community members and involve them in 
service delivery) (see 5.6) 

• hold community consultations to identify 
community needs and inform future 
service directions 
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Acceptance, tolerance and 
understanding by the broader 
Australian community of religious 
minorities, including Muslims, is 
critical for fostering a sense of 
belonging and social cohesion. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• implement and enhance policies that 

strengthen multiculturalism, diversity and 
equity across institutions and services 
(including schools, mainstream services, 
NGO and ethno-religious community 
services) 

• consult with communities about key 
policies and practices to avoid unintended 
discriminatory practices 

• invest in the development of evidence-
based training resources and skills 
development for providers 

• enhance cohesion between Muslim and 
non-Muslim Australians through effective 
community ‘bridging’ projects and cross-
cultural education programs (see 6.3) 

Volunteering as a means of social 
inclusion. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• develop and promote culturally sensitive 

and appropriate responses to volunteering 
that enhance the involvement of ethnic 
minority communities 

Deprivation and lack of resources 
strongly contribute to social exclusion 
and marginalisation. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• adopt multi-agency and joint-government 

approach to combat discrimination of 
ethno-religious groups at the workplace 

• implement cross-cultural community 
education for employers 

• facilitate recognition of accreditation of 
diplomas and skills 

• enhance cross-sectoral service 
collaboration to link families with the 
necessary support  

Discrimination and problems 
associated with the visibility of Islam, 
and defamation by the media add to 
social marginalisation. 

Broader policy level: 
• promote programs that build capacity for 

self-representation and leadership and that 
build social cohesion and foster cross-
cultural community understanding 

Language is an important means of 
both enhancing and hindering social 
participation and family interactions. 
Language is also strongly connected 
to individuals’ self-identity. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• provide free and appropriate English 

language courses  
• place stronger focus on bilingual 

education for children with another 
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language than English spoken at home 
• make better use of interpreters and 

translated materials 

Intra-family relations – issues and needs  

Section 4 of this report looked at the main factors that negatively influence intra-
family relations within Muslim families in Australia; the main sources and issues for 
inter-generational conflict; and factors that promote individual and family resilience. 

Overall, the research found that there are many strengths both within Muslim families 
and in the Muslim communities more broadly which can aid individuals and families 
in times of instability, insecurity and conflict. However many Muslim families are 
vulnerable to inter generational tensions due to the different acculturation experiences 
of parents and children. 

The following table summarises relevant good practice responses elaborated in the 
study. 
   
Key findings from the research  Recommended ‘good practice’ responses - 

service delivery and broader policy 
Section 4.  
Intra-Family Relations: 

Translating the evidence into practice could 
mean placing high priority on: 

Islam as a religion was recognised as 
a main source of spiritual and social 
guidance. 
Family played an influential role in 
most of the research participants’ 
lives. 
Community played a central role in 
bringing up children. 
Good communication, trust and 
respect within the family was 
considered a key to positive relations. 

Service level: 
• use strengths-based and culturally 

sensitive approaches to engagement and 
intervention that build on the value of 
community and community leaders; the 
value of family; and faith and spirituality 
among many Muslim community 
members (see 7.4.3) 

Difficulties related to adjustments in 
settling down (e.g. isolation due to the 
loss of social networks and status, un-
/or underemployment) could impact 
on family relations. 

Service level: 
• implement family or group interventions 

that build and enhance peer-to-peer 
support and learning (see, for example, 
Case Study 1, p.72) 

• enhance cross-sectoral service 
collaboration to link service users with 
other forms of support (e.g. use schools as 
a ‘bridge’ to provide related information 
around parenting, mental health and well-
being and how to seek help) 
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Some parents’ limited English 
language proficiency could lead to 
dependency on other family members, 
especially children, which could lead 
to tensions and reversal of roles. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• ensure policies promote best use of 

interpreters in all critical family related 
institutions (e.g. schools, social and health 
services) 

• develop policies and programs that 
acknowledge the social roles of children 
from migrant families and offer support 
and respite 

• support and encourage parents to enhance 
their English language proficiency 

Some families felt that they needed to 
protect their children from the 
perceived negative influences of 
mainstream society. 
Some recently arrived migrant parents 
were uncomfortable about their 
children’s newly gained autonomy, 
and perceived children had ‘too many 
rights’ in Australia.  

Broader policy and service level: 
• introduce multicultural policies that 

ensure ‘cultural security’ of ethno-cultural 
groups (e.g. schools offering wide range 
of religious education) 

• implement projects and programs that 
build social cohesion by deliberately 
encouraging contact between migrants 
and non-migrants 

• use schools as ‘bridges’ to link parents 
and children, and Muslim and non-
Muslim Australian communities 

Some parents feared that when trying 
to discipline their children this could 
lead to children being taken away 
from them by Community Services. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• provide  material in different languages to 

enhance understanding of the child 
protection system and the Australian legal 
context 

• educate community leaders/members 
(incl. religious leaders) to strengthen and 
support early intervention and mediation 
in family conflict situations 

• introduce culturally appropriate early 
intervention programs for parents and 
families as a whole (e.g. see, for example, 
Case Study 1, p.72) 

 

Accessing formal services and informal support 

In section 5 we provided some insights into the coping strategies used by Muslim 
Australian families to deal with marginalisation and intra-family discord. We also 
reported on what works well in existing support structures and services, especially in 
the government and non-government service sector. 
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One of the major findings in this section was that participants, Australian Muslim 
families, service providers and key community members, strongly emphasised the 
need for communities to enhance their own capacities: to advocate for their rights and 
needs; to deal with issues affecting communities and families; and to participate in 
and contribute to the broader Australian community. Participants overwhelmingly 
agreed that empowerment should start from the grassroots level and involve 
individuals, as well as community organisations and key community leaders. 
 
The following table summarises relevant good practice responses elaborated in the 
study. 
 
Key findings from the research  Recommended ‘good practice’ responses - 

service delivery and broader policy 
Section 5.  
Accessing formal services and 
informal support: 

 
Translating the evidence into practice could 
mean placing high priority on: 

Parent participants used various 
strategies for coping with family 
discord, including seeking help and 
advice from religious leaders and 
other key community members. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• enhance communities capacity (incl. 

religious leaders) to promote early 
intervention, and to identify, deal with and 
refer community members in need of 
more intensive support to formal services 
(for a detailed list of possible approaches 
see 5.6) 

Young people commonly identified 
family, friends or trusted community 
members as their main sources of 
support. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• enhance youth-friendly and culturally 

sensitive engagement of young people that 
build on peer-to-peer support, mentoring, 
and community development programs 
based on sports and recreational activities 
(see 6.2.1) 

Most Muslim families reported having 
used mainstream services such as 
welfare and social services at different 
stages in the process of settling in 
Australia. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• recognise the challenges of assisting 

‘hard-to-reach’ and marginalised families 
• allocate funding and resources based on 

assessment of social groups’ needs rather 
than population density 

Participants identified a number of 
barriers and difficulties in accessing 
formal services, including language 
and communication problems, 
mistrust of the service, or lack of 

Broader policy and service level: 
• implement and enhance evaluation culture 

in services to document over/underuse by 
particular ethno-cultural groups 

• identify access barriers and develop 
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knowledge or understanding of the 
service. 

culturally sensitive strategies for 
engagement and intervention 

• provide face-to-face consultations rather 
than written documents for the 
dissemination of particular kinds of 
information (e.g. early prevention in 
health and other social issues) 

Schools and Mosques (and other 
religious institutions) were identified 
as a place of social networking and 
good place for social services to 
connect to ethno-religious 
communities. 

Broader policy and service level: 
• enhance the capacity of non-stigmatised 

community institutions and formal 
services to develop strategies for effective 
collaboration 

 

Good practice case studies and search of best practice  

Section 6 of the report provides insights into 24 ‘good practice’ case studies. The 
examples that were chosen fulfil at least some of the following criteria: innovation, 
evidence-based, theoretically grounded, culturally sensitive, or strengths-based 
approach. Figure 4 below provides an overview of service areas discussed and 
corresponding ‘good practice’ case studies identified. 
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Figure 4: A snapshot of the 23 case studies 

 

In the last section 7 we link the evidence from the various strands of this research the 
literature review, qualitative fieldwork and good practice examples to outline key 
‘best practice’ guidelines for services working with ethno-religious communities.  
 
This present research has confirmed and enhanced findings from previous Australian 
and international studies about the nature of best practice with vulnerable and socially 
marginalised groups of families. While there is no single model which would serve 
the full diversity of Muslim families, and many of the features of best practice with 
Muslim families apply to CALD families in general, we identified a number of key 
features of ‘best practice’: 
 

• cross-sectoral collaboration and community capacity-building;  

• enhancing informal support and social capital;  

• educating the community; and,  

• explicit ‘best practice’ guidelines at the policy, service and practice levels. 

 

These are high level principles which will have to be implemented in different ways 
depending on the particular service and the local context.  The case studies provide 
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good examples of how these principles can be implemented.  In conclusion it should 
be pointed out that there is still a very small evidence base for the effectiveness of 
cross-cultural and ethno-specific services in Australia, and it is important that further 
research and evaluation is undertaken as services develop and mature, so that future 
service development can draw on a substantial evidence base. 
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Appendix A: Family Focus Group/Interview Guide 

Personal family background information 

• country of origin,  
• settlement in Australia,  
• employment status (paid/unpaid),  
• number of people/children in and/or outside the household, and ages 
• educational background 

 
General experience of life in Australia by participant and by Muslim families and 
members in the community 

• Perceptions of life in Australia (what is it like to be Muslim or from a non-
English speaking background, priorities for needs) – as a young person; as an 
adult (eg parents) 

• Perceptions of feeling part of the Australian community – how 
integrated/accepted do they feel (give examples) 

• Enablers for positive engagement (e.g. language, equal opportunities, ethnic 
community) – what contributes to their being integrated/accepted  

• Experience of disadvantage or marginalisation – in what areas and give 
examples (e.g. employment, language, discrimination, negative media 
coverage, access to services etc) 

• Factors for disengagement (e.g. discrimination, negative media coverage) – 
what contributes to their being disadvantaged or marginalised? 

• Coping with disadvantage/marginalisation - How do families cope?  
(e.g. seek help from family, ethno-specific services/organisations, religious 
support, belief/hopes for the future, access formal services, etc)  

• How can they be supported to overcome disadvantage/marginalisation?  
(e.g. increase informal family/community support, have better information and 
access to formal services, provide language learning opportunities, equal 
opportunities at the workplace) 

Intra-family themes 

• What are family relations like between parents and children in your family or 
in Muslim families? Describe –  

o strengths and positives and what contribute to these strengths 
o problems or issues (eg parental authority, social relationships, customs 

and values, education, leisure activities etc.) – and what contribute to 
these (eg cross-cultural differences; intergenerational issues) 

o major concerns of parents  
o major concerns of children. 

• Long-term effect of inter-generational issues on the family as a whole and on 
its members?  

• In what ways do families deal with these problems?  
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• How can families be supported in dealing with intergenerational and other 
family issues (ways to create greater understanding among parents and 
children)? 

General service needs and help-seeking behaviour 

• Which informal support networks (religious facilities, ethno-specific 
community groups, family and friends within/or beyond Australia) are being 
used; reasons for seeking/not seeking help from these sources 

• Which formal support (mainstream and community services) are being used; 
reasons for seeking/not seeking help from these sources 

• Appropriateness and effectiveness of services (NGO/government) to meet 
Muslim and migrant families needs 

• Recommendations for change 
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Appendix B: Key Informant Interview Guide 

Demographic and service provider information 

• Type of work that government agency, NGO, community service or individual 
performs 

• Individual’s role within organisation 
• How organisation specifically supports Muslim/migrant families and youth 
• Scale and scope of support for Muslim/migrant families 

General community based themes 

• Changes for Muslim/migrant families and youth over the past two years in the 
community and perceptions of why these changes have occurred  

• Perceptions of priorities for needs of Muslim/migrant families and youth in the 
area, including but not limited to inter-generational issues (family decision 
making, education, social relations, gender roles etc.);  

Marginalisation 

• Marginalisation experience of Muslim and migrant families face – in what 
areas, how, consequence for the families 

• Factors that contribute to this marginalisation 
• How do families cope with marginalisation – informal and formal mechanisms  
• On the other hand, what are enablers or factors that lead to the opposite of 

marginalisation, e.g. factors that help them overcome the barriers to full 
participation in Australian society? 

Services and good practice 

• Services and other supports (informal, religious networks) accessed by 
Muslim/migrant families and youth 

• Appropriateness and effectiveness of services (NGO/government) to meet the 
needs of marginalised Muslim and migrant families 

• Effective strategies/models for working with Muslim/migrant families within 
this particular service (and the broader community) 

Service collaboration  

• Extent to which service providers work collaboratively (NGOs and 
governments providers, ethnic community and mainstream services) and 
perceived impact of this 

• Examples of working effectively and ineffectively (regarding quality and 
access of service provision; service types; engaging and supporting Muslim 
and migrant families; service coordination; collaboration between 
governments; NGOs and community) 

• Importance of external factors (cooperative spirit, understanding of 
community needs, availability of resources) and internal factors (cultural 
awareness and understanding of workers, availability of translators) in 
working for Muslim and migrant families and youth 

Examples of how service provision could be improved to support Muslim and migrant 
families and youth (service types, quality and access, hard to reach families, service 
coordination and collaboration). 


