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1. Executive Summary

The Rural and Regional Youth Hubs (RRYH) program was a two-year initiative (2023-2025)
delivered by the NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma
Survivors (STARTTS) in close consultation with young people in Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour
and Wagga Wagga. Funded by the Our Region, Our Voice — Regional Youth Investment Program,
it supported young people with refugee experience living in rural and regional New South Wales,
with a focus on enhancing social connection, participation, wellbeing, and leadership. This
program was particularly salient in the context of ongoing regional settlement of refugees in
NSW and the growing cultural and linguistic diversity of these regional communities.

Unique challenges faced by youth with refugee backgrounds in non-metropolitan area include,
social isolation, limited access to culturally appropriate services, and fewer opportunities to
participate and lead. These challenges are exacerbated by the ongoing effects of trauma
experienced during the refugee journey. In response, the RRYH program activities were
structured to ensure cultural relevance, build trust, support the inherent agency of young
people and progress recovery. A core youth group was the foundation of the initiative at each of
the Youth Hubs, with additional leadership, sporting, arts, cultural expression and wellbeing
programs delivered according to the interests and needs of the young people.

The responsive and safe nature of the programs supported a high number of young people to
participate in the programs over the two years, with up to 880 participants, and a wide range of
activities totalling 851 sessions and 16 camps and retreats delivered. A range of participants
from varied cultural backgrounds participated in the programs. Participant demographics
retrieved from the larger groups programs, including the youth group and young adult groups
illustrated a high proportion of participants from Iraq, with a variety of community groups from
Syria, the Democratic Republic of Congo, along with Nepal, Myanmar, Afghanistan and Burundi.
There was a slightly higher proportion of males (55%) compared to females (45%). A greater
proportion of participants from Wagga Wagga (34%) and Coffs Harbour ( 28%), compared to
Albury (16%) and Armidale (21%), consistent with levels of humanitarian and family settlement
across these 4 regions over the last 4 years.

The evaluation sought to develop a framework to accommodate for the complexity of the
initiative, which spanned the multiple localities of Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour and Wagga
Wagga, and the varied nature of activities across these groups. This involved framing the
outcomes across three key levels, individual, group and community, and developing an
overarching logic model to assess progression over the two-year period.

The evaluation adopted a mixed methods approach, including an end of project survey and
focus groups at regular intervals to capture experiences and insights from young people in
regional localities. Findings illustrated that positive outcomes occurred across all three key
levels. At the individual level, young people reported greater social connections, increased
confidence, improved understanding of health and wellbeing and opportunities to have their



say. Group level outcomes included strengthened peer relationships, collaborative problem-
solving, and enhanced intercultural understanding. As participants grew in confidence, some
emerging outcomes were noted at the community level, which are included is this report as
case studies — which demonstrate how young people are engaging in their new communities
and beyond.

Challenges reported included the time intensive nature of a flexible and responsive approach
and supporting staff and resourcing in dispersed regional locations. Critical enablers included
the inclusion of bi-cultural youth workers, with lived experience, providing an essential role in
building trust, community relationships and supporting cultural safety. Strong community
relationships enabled youth workers to meaningfully engage with families, address concerns
and support the ongoing participation of young people. Providing a safe environment that
supported cultural and emotional safety provided youth participants with the right conditions to
develop connections, try new skills and undertake challenging activities to support their growth
and development. The established STARTTS services of direct community capacity building,
sector development, trauma-informed individual and group-work interventions that are
available to school aged children and young people, including in regional and rural settings
provided further support to enable recovery and healing and added significant value to the
project.

The RRYH initiative highlighted the importance of local, culturally sensitive approaches that
engage the voices of young people with refugee experience. It demonstrated that young people
with refugee backgrounds can play a vital role in rural and regional communities contributing
towards connection, leadership and overall community wellbeing.



2. About the RRYH program and activities

Background

The RRYH program was funded by the Our Region, Our Voice — Regional Youth Investment
Program designed as a strengths-based initiative recognising the needs of young people with
refugee experience within the context of their own resourcefulness and leadership potential. It
sought to meet the challenges which young people with refugee experiences in rural and
regional NSW face, including social isolation, lack of appropriate cultural activities and limited
opportunities for leadership. Grounded in principles of safety, the program aimed to create
welcoming spaces where young people build connections, share experiences, and shape their
own opportunities for growth.

Program objective

To strengthen young people’s social connection, participation, leadership, and wellbeing by
creating inclusive and culturally safe environments where their strengths are recognised and
they are supported to develop skills, share their opinions and take active roles in the
community.

Program aims

1. Enhance social connection among young people from diverse cultural backgrounds.

2. Increase participation and skill development by providing opportunities to learn,
practice and share new skills that build confidence.

3. Develop leadership and agency by supporting young people to take on participatory
leadership roles in planning and decision making.

4. Promote health and wellbeing by increasing awareness and understanding of personal
and collective wellbeing.

STARTTS approach to program development

STARTTS programs are designed and developed in alignment with the following models:

1. The complex interaction model

The complex interaction model thinks of people from refugee backgrounds as sitting in the
middle of a complex interaction between the impact of traumatic experiences, challenges

of resettling in a new country, normal life cycle challenges of the new environment in which
they settle.’

The complex interaction model recognises that settling in rural and regional areas add
complexity to the normal life cycle where young people already face challenges relating the
accessing education, health services and employment. These challenges are further

" Aroche, J., & Coello, M. J. (2004). Ethnocultural considerations in the treatment of refugees and asylum seekers. In
Broken spirits (pp. 83-110). Routledge.



exacerbated when considering the experiences of young people with refugee backgrounds and
the acute need for mental health and health service support, challenges in accessing culturally
appropriate services, and broader settlement issues such as language barriers and lack of
familiarity of services and system, which further intensify the challenges they experience.

By recognising young people within their broader social and cultural contexts, this model
recognises the complex interaction of existing underlying factors, with specific individual
factors of the refugee experience, and the existing challenges which youth living in rural and
regional areas in NSW face. This model progresses an attuned program design that seeks to
recognise the interaction of these complexities on young individuals and families and build on
capacities for resilience and growth.

2. The Biopsychosocial Model
The Biopsychosocial model recognises the effects of trauma across biological, psychological
and social levels. These impacts can include physical pain or injury, changes in brain function,
anxiety or emotional challenges and disruptions to relationships and trust between individuals,
families and communities.?

Understanding these interconnected impacts was a vital component within the RRYH youth
program , ensuring that activities are delivered sensitively with an emphasis on emotional
safety. An understanding that experiences of trauma require unique approaches to support
participation, learning and relationships helped to create supportive environments that
promote healing, rebuild trust and strengthen young people’s confidence and connection with
others.

3. The systemic approach
The systemic approach recognises the multiple contexts which influence the experience of an
individual refugee.® These include individual, family, social/support network, refugee
community, mainstream society & institutions. STARTTS recognises that trauma can have an
impact across these contexts, and in response delivers programming across these five areas.
In alignment with this systemic approach, the youth program incorporates activities and
partnerships that engage across each of these areas. This might include supporting individual
wellbeing and peer connections, strengthening community networks, and collaborating with
local services to build inclusive environments. By working across these interconnected areas,
the programs can better respond to the complex realities of young people’s lives and enhance
the protective factors that support long-term recovery and belonging.

2 Aroche, J. and Coello, M. (2020) Towards a systemic approach for the treatment and rehabilitation of torture and

trauma survivors: The experience of STARTTS in Australia. International Rehabilitation Council of Torture Victims

% Ibid.



4. Social capital framework and program design
A social capital approach is important to designing effective programs with refugee
communities, providing greater focus on strengthening relationships, networks and norms,
which are often eroded through deliberate state sanctioned interpersonal or organised violence.
Social capital refers to the connections and relationships within and between communities,
and the building of trust, cooperation and reciprocity *

A social capital framework recognises that wellbeing and social adjustment do not occur in

isolation. When positive social networks are strong, individuals and communities are better
able to share information, draw on social resources and settle into new social environments
which benefit overall wellbeing.®

Social capital also helps program designers understand the different layers of connection
refugee communities draw on and works to rebuild the social resources often depleted through
torture and refugee trauma.:®

¢ Bonding social capital: supportive relationships within one’s own cultural or language
group—essential for safety, belonging through familiar social and cultural norms.

e Bridging social capital: connections to people and groups outside one’s immediate
community—access to larger network of social resources which can provide new
opportunities.

o Linking social capital: relationships with institutions and people in positions of
authority—essential for navigating systems and improving access to resources and
decision-making.

For refugee communities settling in regional areas, all three forms of social capital are critical
and often unevenly available due to experiences of trauma, disrupted networks, language
barriers, and systemic inequities.

Using a social capital framework therefore ensures that programs are not only delivering
activities but are actively rebuilding the social infrastructure that enables meaningful
connection and wellbeing.

4 Pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G., (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees

5 Ahmadi Forooshani S, Murray K, Khawaja N, Izadikhah Z (2024), "A benchmark model for the process of post-
migration social adjustment: exploring the views of young people from forced-migration backgrounds in Australia".
International Journal of Migration, Health and Social Care, Vol. 20 No. 1 pp. 46-61; Mwanri, L., Miller, E., Walsh, M.,
Baak, M., & Ziersch, A. (2023). Social Capital and Rural Health for Refugee Communities in Australia. International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(3), 2378.

8 Pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G., (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees



About the Youth Hub regions

The chart below shows the ongoing resettlement of humanitarian visa holders to the regional
locations of Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour and Wagga Wagga over the period 21/22 to 24/25.
These levels are informed by current international humanitarian crises and often the re-
settlement of similar background communities within these regional hubs. Regional
humanitarian settlement increased over the financial years 2023 and 2024 for most of the
regional hubs.

Figure 1. Family and humanitarian settlement over the last 4 years’

Family and humanitarian settlement 21/22 - 24/25
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Armidale was formally designated under the Humanitarian Settlement Program (HSP) to receive
Ezidi refugees in 2018. Approximately 650 Ezidi refugees, mainly from Iraq, began arriving from
2018.8

7 Department of Home Affairs (2024) Permanent settlers (Humanitarian stream) in all States/ Territories with a data of
settlement between 01 Jul 2021 and 30 Jun 2022; Department of Home Affairs (2024) Permanent settlers
(Humanitarian stream) in all States/ Territories with a data of settlement between 01 Jul 2022 and 30 Jun 2023;
Department of Home Affairs (2024) Permanent settlers (Humanitarian stream) in all States/ Territories with a data of
settlement between 01 Jul 2023 and 30 Jun 2024; Department of Home Affairs (2024) Permanent settlers
(Humanitarian stream) in all States/ Territories with a data of settlement between 01 Jul 2024 and 30 Jun 2025;

8 University of New England (2023) A regional refugee success story, https://www.une.edu.au/about-une/news-and-
events/news/2023/04/a-regional-refugee-settlement-success-story
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Since the early 2000s, Albury has supported refugees arriving through the Humanitarian
Settlement Program (HSP) with Bhutanese, Nepalese and Congolese communities settling in
Albury. ®

Coffs Harbour began formally receiving humanitarian entrants under the HSP in 2008. By 2022
over 1600 refugees had settled in Coffs Harbour through the HSP, including communities from
Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar and Irag. "°

Wagga Wagga is a large regional site for refugee settlement. In the 3 years prior to 2020 it had
settled between 300-500 people, annually, through the HSP." The city has hosted communities
from Sudan, South Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan.’

About the participants

There were approximately 880 young people who participated in the RR Youth Hubs overall,
retrieved data indicates the following proportion across the regions.

Figure 2. Participants per region
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® Spennemann, Dirk H.R. (2024) Albury Heritage Review 2022. Historic Themes for Albury (NSW). Albury as an
Immigrant Community and the Principal Heritage Sites associated with this theme. Report to Albury City. Albury,
NSW: School of Agricultural, Environmental and Veterinary Sciences, Charles Sturt University iv, 68pp

10 UTS Business School (2019) Refugee Settlement Snapshot 2018: Coffs Harbour, NSW.; Refugee Council of
Australia (2022) Coffs Harbour City Council.

1 City of Wagga Wagga ( 2020) Submission 37: Inquiry into migration in regional Australia. (This inquiry ran from 2019
t0 2020, and was suspended in 2020 due to economic uncertainty due to COVID-19)

12, Shepley, C. (2007) Regional settlement in Australia: Research into the settlement experience of humanitarian
entrants in regional Australia. Department of Immigration and Citizenship

3 There were approximately 880 participants in total across all activities, some data for smaller activities
were unavailable at the time of data retrieval, with individual records retrieved for 826 participants.
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The proportions of participants roughly correspond to the humanitarian settlement proportions
according to regional area, over the last five years (see Figure1) where larger proportions can be
seen in Wagga Wagga and Coffs Harbour, with smaller numbers of participants in Armidale and
Albury.

Participant age

The RRYH program across the four Youth Hub localities, primarily engaged young people aged
between 12-24. The chart below illustrates the concentration of age groups within the 15-17, 18-
20 and 21-24 categories. Albury holding the greatest proportion of 15-17 year old participants (
comprising 75 young people, or 50% of their total cohort) , and the largest proportion of 12-14
year olds ( n=35, or 23%). The age categories were more evenly distributed for the remaining 3
Youth Hubs.

Figure 3. Participant age by region
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Participant Gender
Across all youth hubs, the proportion of males were a little more than fifty percent, which
females in the fourty percent range.

Figure 4. Participant gender by region
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Participan gender by region
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Participant cultural background

The programs were delivered to young people across number of cultural groups. The use of
culturally competent staff, and bi-cultural youth workers with lived experience across all four
Youth Hubs, ensured cultural relevance and sensitivity. Where necessary additional workers or
partnerships were engaged with to support greater cultural facilitation.

Participant countries of birth included: Iraq, Iran, Syria, Afghanistan, Ukraine, Nepal, Bhutan,
Myanmar, Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Burundi, Tanzania, Uganda and
Kenya. Community groups that were represented included Ezidi, Kurdish, Hazara, Afghan,
Syrian, Nepalese, Bhutanese, Rohingya, Chin, and Eritrean, Ethiopian, Congolese, Burundian,
Sudanese and Kenyan. There were differing proportions of cultural groups across the four Youth
Hubs.

13



Figure 5. Country of birth by region
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The diversity of RRYH participants is illustrated in the above chart. High proportions of
participants from Iraq are evident in Wagga Wagga, Coffs Harbour and Armidale. The Albury
Youth hub includes a high proportion of participants from the Democratic Republic of Congo,
and a greater diversity of participants when compared to other regions. The category 'Other’
includes countries with only one participant, including Lebanon, Malawi, Mozambique, Serbia, Sri
Lanka, Tibet, and Turkey

Activities

There were multiple dimensions to the activities which progressed and achieved outcomes
across the RRYH program, with youth groups, additional programs and camps and retreats
tailored to be responsive to the needs of young people in the locality.

Youth groups were run weekly and featured a range of activities that are programmed according
to feedback and in consultation with the young people who attend. Broadly these included a
range of arts activities, sporting activities and leadership activities. They provided opportunities
for social connection, increased participation and engagement, acquisition of skills and
confidence, with an aim to support overall wellbeing

14



The combined total number of sessions across these Youth Hubs add up to 851 sessions

across the 2 years of the program, made up of a total of 340 core youth group sessions, and 511
sessions of additional programming. Further, the camps and retreats come to a total of 16. A

detailed outline of the programming is presented in Tables 1, 2 and 3, below.

Table 1. Core youth group sessions for 2023-2025

. No. of sessions
Location Core Youth Group Programs
(2023-2025)
Weekly Multicultural Youth
Albury 56
Group
Weekly Young Adults Group 31
Armidale Weekly Youth Group 59
Coffs Harbour Weekly Youth Group 57
Weekly Youth Group — High
Wagga Wagga 72
School
Young Adults / Leadership Group 65
Total Core Youth Groups 340

Table 2. Additional programming 2023-2025

Location Additional Programs No. of Sessions
Albury Bhutanese Youth Engaging the Disengaged (2024-25): 41

Study Sessions (2025) 7

Syrian Background High School Group (2024) 4

Congolese Children of Single Mothers (2024) 3

Simba’s Football Group (2024) 13

Congolese Cultural School (2024) 13

Syrian New Arrival Youth Program (2023) 8
Armidale Volleyball Group (2023-25) 47
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Location Additional Programs No. of Sessions
Youth Week Activity & Stall (2025) 6
Futsal Training for Wollongong World Cup (2025) 8
Refugee Week Stall & Preparation (2025) 4
MYAN Presentation on Refugee Services (2025) 2
Women’s Volleyball (2024-25) 11
Pottery Group (2024) 9
Futsal (2023-24) 34
Women’s Twilight Soccer (2023) 9

Coffs Harbour Football for Community (2023-25) 52
Tree of Life Narrative Therapy (2025) 15
Young Women'’s Social Group (2025) 8
Young Women’s Swimming Group (2025) 12
World Cup Training (2025) 18
Rhythm to Recovery (2024-25) 13
Football Tournament (2024-25) 5
Cinema Outing (2024) 6
Young Women’s Singing / Music (2024) 8
Dance Group (2025) 4
Top Blokes (2024) 5
School Holiday Surf Lesson — 1 day (2025) 1
School Holiday Volleyball - 1 day (2025) 1

Wagga Wagga Street Banner Project (2025) 12
Swimming Group (2024-25) 23
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Location

Additional Programs

No. of Sessions

Volleyball Group (2024-25)

38

Futsal (3 teams per session) (2024-25)

38

Creative Group (2024)

Community Bushdance (2024)

Film Group (2024)

Azadi Photography Group (2023)

Community Artwork Project (2023)

Boxing (2023)

Total

511

Table 3. Camps and retreats

Location

Camps & Retreats

No. of Camps

Albury

Wollongong World Cup Soccer Tournament (2025)

1

Leadership Camp (2024)

Leadership Camp Melbourne (2024)

Fusion Multicultural Festival, Wagga (2024)

Leadership Camp African Festival (2023)

Armidale

Wollongong World Cup Soccer Tournament (2025)

Coffs Harbour Excursion (2024)

Leadership Camp Lake Keepit (2024)

Coffs Harbour

Young Girls Camp (2025)

Wollongong World Cup Soccer Tournament (2025)

17



Location Camps & Retreats No. of Camps
Wollongong World Cup Soccer Tournament (2024): 1
Youth Camp — High School Aged (2024) 1

Wagga Wagga Cootamundra Volleyball Competition (2025) 1
Cootamundra Volleyball Competition (2024) 1
Spring Camp (2024) 1
Leadership Camp Melbourne (2024) 1

Total 16

3. Literature review'

Challenges young people in rural and regional areas face

Young people living in rural and regional areas are dispersed across larger geographic distances
and experience distinct challenges in accessing services, education, and employment when
compared with young people living in urban centres.' Distance from major population centres
can significantly affect participation in education, with students in regional and remote areas
facing greater barriers to both accessing and completing schooling.'® Young people in rural and
regional areas are less likely to complete Year 12 and are less likely to transition into further
education, training, or employment compared to their peers in major cities."”

Access to health and wellbeing services is also more limited in rural and regional contexts.
People living in rural and remote areas experience barriers related to long travel distances,
limited infrastructure, fewer specialist services, and higher indirect costs such as
accommodation and lost income when accessing care.®

Mental health services are less available in rural and regional areas compared to metropolitan
centres' and evidence suggests that health services in these regions are often of lower quality

14 This literature review was compiled by Stella Nwosu, as part of her student placement at STARTTS, and edited by
the Community Development Evaluation team.

15 Office for Regional Youth (2022)Regional Youth Insights Report. NSW Government.

18 NSW Audit Office (2023) Regional, rural and remote education. Performance Audit

7 ibid

18 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) (2025) Rural and remote health. Web article. accessed
17/12/2025: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/rural-remote-australians/rural-and-remote-health

9 NRHA (National Rural Health Alliance) (2024) Social determinants of health in rural Australia- external site opens in
new window, NRHA
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overall.? These structural challenges compound disadvantage for young people and shape the
context in which youth development, wellbeing, and participation must be supported.

Challenges for young people with refugee experience in rural and regional areas

Young people with refugee experience often face unique challenges stemming from their
displacement, trauma, loss of social connections and the uncertainty of their future, which
overlay their experience of the rural and regional environments where they first settle. Their
experiences are shaped by the complexities of nhavigating new cultures, languages, and societal
norms and limited access to services, while dealing with the psychological impact of their past
experiences.?’

The upheaval and instability they faced before seeking refuge and the challenges of adapting to
a new environment significantly impact their mental and emotional health. 2 The well-being of
young refugees is crucial for their personal development and resilience. Ensuring their well-
being also helps to build a sense of belonging and provides an opportunity to contribute
positively to their new society.?®

Young refugees encounter unique issues in rural and regional areas compared to urban settings.
Rural and regional areas may need more resources, including support services, educational
opportunities, employment options, health, and cultural diversity and discrimination. The lack
of social networks and infrastructure can lead to heightened isolation and difficulties accessing
essential resources and support systems. 2* Social isolation is a significant challenge for young
people with refugee experiences, often driven by barriers such as cost, transport, lack of
culturally appropriate services and unequal access to social and cultural resources. These
factors can limit participation and reduce the reach of programs for newly arrived
communities.?® The challenges exacerbate the already existing issues faced by young refugees.

Several measures have been put in place to facilitate the settlement and well-being of refugees,
including settlement in regional areas and social inclusion through the provision of services.?

29 Driver, R. (2024). Mental health service accessibility for young people in rural, regional, and remote areas and its
implications for social work practice: a scoping review protocol. Social Work in Mental Health, 22(5), 734-753.

21 Curry, O., Smedley, C., & Lenette, C. (2018) What is “successful” resettlement? Refugee narratives from regional
New South Wales in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 16(4), 430-448.

22 Hynie, M. (2018). Refugee integration: Research and policy. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 24(3),
265.

23 Curry, O., Smedley, C., & Lenette, C. (2018) What is “successful” resettlement? Refugee narratives from regional
New South Wales in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 16(4), 430-448.

24 Curry, O., Smedley, C., & Lenette, C. (2018) What is “successful” resettlement? Refugee narratives from regional
New South Wales in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 16(4), 430-448; Hynie, M. (2018). Refugee
integration: Research and policy. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 24(3), 265.

2 Young, D., & Block, K. (2022). Count Me In: a sports participation intervention promoting inclusion for young people
from migrant backgrounds in Australia. Sport in Society, 26(7)

26 Ziersch, A., Mahdavi, E. G., Levin, |., Walsh, M., Due, C., &, & Green, E. (2023) Health and wellbeing impacts of
experiences of public spaces for young people from refugee backgrounds in Australia. Wellbeing, Space and Society,
5,100178.; Ziersch, A., Miller, E., Baak, M., & Mwanri, L. (2020) Integration and social determinants of health and
wellbeing for people from refugee backgrounds resettled in a rural town in South Australia: a qualitative study. BMC
Public Health, 20, 1-16.
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Despite these efforts, refugees are at risk of poor mental and physical health and face
discrimination and lack of participation which is a strong social determinant of health.?’

Given the compounded challenges young refugees face in rural and regional areas, there is an
urgent need to prioritise and enhance their participation and well-being. It is crucial to empower
them by addressing their unique needs through tailored support programs, inclusive initiatives,
access to education, mental health services, and community integration efforts. Strengthening
their well-being would improve their quality of life and facilitate their successful settlement into
these communities.?®

An Australian study explored refugee narratives from regional New South Wales in Australia. The
narratives emphasised how participation in various spheres of community life was pivotal in
fostering a sense of belonging and well-being among young refugees.?® Hynie's research on
refugee integration (2018) emphasizes the role of social networks and community engagement
in facilitating successful integration. It highlights the contribution of community activities, such
as sports and cultural events, in building social connections and resilience among young
refugees. These interactions serve as avenues for cultural exchange, mutual understanding, and
developing a supportive social fabric within rural and regional areas®

A recent study focused on the transformative potential of grassroots sports, particularly
football, in empowering African Australian refugee-background young women. The findings
underscore the significance of creating inclusive spaces that respect cultural diversity and
provide opportunities for participation. Engaging in sports enhances physical well-being and
fosters a sense of agency, empowerment, and social inclusion among refugee youth in rural and
regional areas.®' The study underscores the intrinsic relationship between participation, well-
being, and successful settlement of young refugees in rural and regional settings.

In conclusion, insights from the literature emphasise the pivotal role of promoting participation
and enhancing the well-being of young refugees in rural and regional areas. Active engagement
in community life contributes to their sense of belonging and well-being and enriches the social
fabric of host communities. Creating inclusive spaces and fostering avenues for participation
are critical steps toward ensuring the successful settlement of young refugees, leading to more
cohesive and resilient societies.

27 Ziersch, A., Miller, E., Baak, M., & Mwanri, L. (2020) Integration and social determinants of health and wellbeing for
people from refugee backgrounds resettled in a rural town in South Australia: a qualitative study. BMC Public Health,
20, 1-16.

28 Curry, O., Smedley, C., & Lenette, C. (2018) What is “successful” resettlement? Refugee narratives from regional
New South Wales in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 16(4), 430-448; Hynie, M. (2018). Refugee
integration: Research and policy. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 24(3), 265.

2% Curry, O., Smedley, C., & Lenette, C. (2018) What is “successful” resettlement? Refugee narratives from regional
New South Wales in Australia. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 16(4), 430-448

30 Hynie, M. (2018). Refugee integration: Research and policy. Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 24(3),
265.

31 Luguetti, C., Singehebhuye, L., & Spaaij, R. (2022) ‘Stop mocking, start respecting’: An activist approach meets
African Australian refugee-background young women in grassroots football. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise
and Health, 14(1), 119-136.
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4. About the Evaluation

The evaluation aimed to assess the key outcomes across the RRYH program and its delivery
across Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour and Wagga Wagga. It also sought to build understanding
of the ways such an initiative works in practice and to contribute to the evidence base regarding
program engagement and support of young people with refugee experience residing in rural and
regional NSW.

Key Evaluation Questions
To better understand the impact of the RRYH program, key evaluation questions were developed
to guide the scope of the evaluation.
o What are the actual changes (outcomes) delivered by this initiative?
e How can progression of outcomes be captured across multiple levels, including the
individual / group / community level.
e What are the existing enablers and challenges and how do they inform the program?

Evaluation Approach

STARTTS and UNSW’s Social Capital Evaluation Framework and literature on how to evaluate a
complex initiative, informed the evaluation approach. .

Community Development — Social Capital Approach to Evaluation

STARTTS adopts a social capital framework in the evaluation of all its community development
programs to capture outcomes specific to the refugee and resettlement experience. For many
refugees, social connections, networks and trust are disrupted by organised violence, trauma,
war and displacement, leading to the erosion of critical social capital resources.*?

Key indicators for measuring the building of social capital are identified in the social capital
framework. These include, social connections and networks, social relational norms, social
resources and social capital enablers.

This evaluation has chosen to map the indicators of bonding capital (connections with people
from your own cultural background) and bridging capital (connections with people from a
different cultural background) as critical building blocks to social capital and to measure the
efficacy of this initiative, at the individual level. With group level outcomes seeking to expand
these foundational elements of social capital to support greater fluency and acquisition of
cultural and social resources which support settlement in a new environment.

Evaluating a complex initiative
This evaluation drew from existing literature on evaluating a complex initiative®®, which enables
an analysis of how overarching objectives are advanced through a range of diverse, local

32 pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G., (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees Research.

33 Resources on evaluating a complex initiative and overall system transformation include the following: For a
conceptual lens on systems transformation see Leadbeater, C. and Winhall, J. (2020) Green Paper on System
Innovation: Building Better Systems, this paper outlines 3 levels of change, micro, meso and macro which can inform
change across a social system. A practical adoption of this theory for a complex state level evaluation is presented in
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activities. Adopted from Leadbeater and Winhall’s (2020)%** model of systems change; three
levels of change were identified and adapted for this initiative. These are outlined below.

Individual level - reflects personal development and growth in skills and capacities, including

to initiate connections with others, to engage in activities and try new things and greater
awareness and knowledge.

Group level - reflects more collective and collaborative outcomes across the groups, where
group activities, retreats and camps focus on specific skills which lead to a greater depth in
achievement.

Community level — emerging outcomes are captured through case studies to reflect early
indication of community level engagement and impact.

Importantly, the non-linear relationships between these levels, where individual, groups and
community level changes inform each other, is also implicit in this approach.

Overarching logic model

An overarching logic model supports the evaluation of a complex initiative by mapping how
shared outcomes are progressed across diverse contexts.* The logic model provides a high-
level summary of the initiative as a whole.

Nous (2022) ‘Greater than the sum of the parts: Evaluating the collective impact of complex programs.’ Australian

Evaluation Society Blog. NSW Treasury Evaluation Guidelines include specific workbooks to support monitoring and

evaluation, see Workbook 8: complex initiative for practical guidance on evaluating multiple programs which

progress shared outcomes. Overall, these resources provide guidance on evaluating complex programs, which have

been adopted to suit the purposes of this initiative.
34 Leadbeater, C. and Winhall, J. (2020) Green Paper on System Innovation: Building Better Systems,

35 NSW Treasury Evaluation Guidelines include specific workbooks to support monitoring and evaluation including

complex initiative evaluation, with guidance on developing an overarching program logic see Workbook 8: complex

initiative
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Program Logic — Rural and Regional Youth Hubs (2023-2025)

Inputs

e  Program staff, facilitators, bi-cultural workers, and partner organisations
e \enues, transport, equipment, and materials
e Funding and governance support
e Data systems

o Evaluation framework: Social Capital Evaluation Framework
e Program frameworks: Biopsychosocial Framework, Systemic Approach, Complex Interaction

Model

Activities

e Core Youth Groups: Weekly sessions in Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour, and Wagga Wagga

e Additional Programs: Sport, recreation, creative arts, study, wellbeing, social and cultural
sessions

e Camps & Retreats: Wellbeing and leadership-focused residential programs

e Community Events: Festivals, tournaments, exhibitions, performances

Table 4. Short Term to Medium Term Outcomes

Connection

same and different cultural
backgrounds)

Outcome L. .
i Individual Level Group Level Community Level
Domain
Increased connections with Developing trust and Strengthened intercultural and
Social peers (including those from mutual co-operation cross-peer group connections

Participation

Participating in more activities
than before; learning and
extending skills

Engaging in community
spaces through group
activities

Greater engagementin
community and public life

Developing confidence;

Collaborative problem
solving; planning and

Demonstrating leadership in
community spaces and

Leadership offering opinions and having  organising activities contributing to collective
their say in group activities decision-making
Learning more about health Supporting one another :Advocating for greater
and wellbeing and discussing understanding and support of
Wellbeing wellbeing within group iwellbeing within the broader

contexts

community

Long-Term Outcomes

e Improved long-term wellbeing and resilience of young people with refugee experiences
e Sustained participation and civic engagement
e Strengthened intercultural and cross-peer group networks, trust, and social cohesion

e Youth demonstrating community-based leadership and contributing to inclusive regional
development
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Methodology

The evaluation adopted a mixed methods approach to support engagement from participants
and to help triangulate data, supporting the gathering of meaningful insights across the
program.

To ensure cultural sensitivity and alignment with a trauma informed approach , the data
collection methods aimed to minimise the likelihood of distress among participants. Focus
groups and surveys were conducted in safe environments with youth workers at hand if needed,
and visuals were incorporated where possible to support equitable participation.® Data
instruments were also reviewed by youth workers, and the purpose of evaluation and use of
data was explained to prior to evaluation. Participants were given an assurance of anonymity
and that withdrawal from participation would be without consequence. Across the RRYH
program, youth workers provided extensive support in carrying out the evaluation.

The evaluation focused on the central youth groups and most of the associated activities held at
each of the four Rural and Regional Youth Hubs located in Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour and
Wagga Wagga. It is not always possible to evaluate every activity, however care was taken to
hold focus groups at key interim stages and close to project completion, to support the
engagement of participants and effectively capture their experience across the initiative.

Table 5. Methodology

Methodology

Description
Component

Focus groups were conducted at each site during specific camps and
Focus Groups retreats, at the project mid-point, and close to project completion to capture
in-depth participant perspectives.

An end-of-program survey was administered between late April and late May
2025 to capture participants’ overall experience of the RRYH initiative.
Survey Additional, shorter surveys were also administered following specific
activities where youth workers determined that a survey was more
appropriate for the cohort than a focus group.

A visual reflection activity was used to gain additional insight into participant
experiences. This activity was based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree diagram?¥,

Visual
Reflection supporting participants to reflect visually on their feelings, engagement, and
Activity experience of the program over time. Participants were asked to reflect upon

their experience of the RRYH program and to either colour in or circle the
figures which reflected how they felt. Participants were then asked to

3¢ MacDonald, J. B., Butler, K., Willoughby, M., Gartoulla, P., & Dobud, W. (2024). How to do trauma informed research
and evaluation. Practice Guide. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies.

37 Poikonen, L. (2011) Using Blob tools to express feelings and emotions in occupational therapy. Experiences from
five Finnish Occupational Therapists. Degree Programme in Occupational Therapy, Social Services, Health and
Sports.
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Methodology

Description
Component

describe why they chose their figures. Only a small proportion of participants
engaged in this activity, however their reflections corresponded closely to the
outcomes areas and were a valuable addition to the evaluation.

The WHO-5 Wellbeing Index is a validated, 5 item measure of psychological
wellbeing. It is used across a range of community service programs to track
changes to participant wellbeing over time. The questionnaire comprises 5
statements rated on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘0’, indicating ‘at no
WHO-5 time’, to 5, indicating ‘all the time’. Scores are converted to a scale of 0 to
100, with lower scores reflecting poorer well-being. The WHO-5 is used
across programming at STARTTS and can be used at multiple collection
points to monitor wellbeing.

Evaluation Scope

The evaluation concentrated primarily on the core youth groups, and the more frequently
delivered sessions of the additional programs. Activities with a smaller number of sessions were
also represented where focus group participants were engaged across both the core groups and
additional programming, a common occurrence that added valuable insight. Some challenges
with evaluation arose due to the dispersed locations of the programs; however, these were
mostly managed within the scope of the evaluation.

Data collection schedule

Due to the dispersed regional locations of the activities, it was not possible for the evaluation
team to conduct early stage and interim data collection. Instead, this was undertaken by staff
available in the regional youth hubs, who received specific instruction in data collection. Final
data collection was undertaken by the Community Development Evaluation team.

Table 6. Data collection schedule

Region Type of data No of
collection Date Group participants

Albury Focus group Nov-23 Young Adult leadership Camp 6

Albury Focus group Mar-24 Junior Youth Group 8

Albury Focus group Mar-24 Syrian Youth Group 11

Albury Focus groups x3 Apr-24 Camp 5

Albury Focus group Oct-24 Congolese group

Albury Focus group Apr-25 Multiple - reflection on initiative | 15

Armidale Focus group Oct-24 Leadership camp 6

Armidale Focus group x3 Apr-25 Multiple - reflection on initiative | 15
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Coffs

Harbour Focus group x 4 Mar-24 Youth Wellness Camp 31

Coffs

Harbour Focus group Jun-24 Multiple - reflection on 24/23 25

Coffs

Harbour Focus group x 2 Apr-25 Multiple - reflection on initiative | 13

Wagga Survey May-24 Young Adult leadership Camp 12

Wagga Focus group Oct-24 Youth group camp 7

Wagga Focus group Apr-24 Multiple - reflection on 24/23 8

Wagga Post camp survey Nov-24 Girls Retreat 8

Wagga Focus Groups x3 Apr-25 Multiple - reflection on initiative | 15

All End of project survey Apr-25 Youth Group 175%

Visual reflection

All activity Apr-25 Multiple across regions 10

Consent

All participants were informed of the purpose of the focus groups and surveys and provided
informed consent prior to participation. Program staff were available to support participants
during data collection and focus groups if needed. All data was made anonymous to uphold
participant privacy.

Data limitations

Inherent limitations to both quantitative and qualitative data were recognised and accounted for
through the use of a mixed-methods approach. Qualitative data collection can be influenced by
participant bias and the nature of group dynamics during discussions. In turn, quantitative data
provides simple data across larger groups of people, which can lack the nhuanced depth of
qualitative data. Triangulating the data enabled the collation of both fine-grained insight and
broader trends to confirm perspectives and experiences.

38 An end of program survey (n=175) which aimed to capture overall experience was also utilised. The survey was run
during the end of April to end of May in 2025. The were a total of 175 responses across the four Youth Hubs, Albury
(n=42), Armidale (n=28), Coffs Harbour (n=35) and Wagga Wagga (n=66).%8 Slightly larger numbers were gained from
Wagga Wagga, as they volunteered to pilot the survey with their volleyball group prior to its distribution across the
youth hubs
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5. Evaluation Findings

Reflection Activity

P ]
ey CApETT

]
Figure 6: Youth Hubs Program —visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The Blob Tree activity above, reflects the theme of social connection. A participant explains why she
circled these figures: ‘At first, | was shy, some people helped, | wasn’t shy anymore. Then | made friends,
then | was really happy. How hard it is never give up.” (Armidale Youth Hubs participant)
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1.Social connection

Across the Rural and Regional Youth Hubs (RRYH) qualitative and quantitative results reveal
strong outcomes in the area of social connection. The qualitative responses outline feelings of
connecting with others, with data collected from the evaluation illustrating engagement in the
Youth Hubs program leading to the development of social bonding, highlighting the program’s
role in facilitating inclusion for young people from diverse backgrounds.

Participants reflected on the gradual process of becoming more familiar with each other and
building trust. Over time, some of these micro-level connections increased, developing a
stronger sense of connection at the group level. Early outcomes at the community level are also
emerging, where experiences and perspectives inform a greater understanding and engagement
across diverse groups.

A key element which supported achievement of this outcome was the inclusive environment of
the Youth Hubs program where young people were supported through culturally appropriate and
trauma informed program delivery to support positive peer relationships. The safe and trusting
environment of the Youth Hubs programs, enabled young people to engage more openly and
form meaningful connections.

Outcomes structure — Social Connection

The outcomes below will be explored in the rest of this chapter. They illustrate how social
connection was strengthened across individual, group and community levels, highlighting the
layered and relational nature of change.

Individual level: participants reflected on the gradual process of becoming more familiar with
each other and making valuable connections with peers from their own and different cultural
backgrounds.

Group level: participants describe developing a stronger sense of connection, trust and
cooperation across the group.

Community level: early outcomes are emerging, where participants are taking a greater
interest in engagement across diverse groups.

Individual level

Bonding social capital

The RRYH program created a welcoming and supportive environment where young people felt
safe to share experiences and form friendships. In the End of Project Survey, 174 respondents
from across the 4 RRYH regions answered two questions on whether they made connections
with young people from the same and different cultural backgrounds
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| connected with young people from my cultural background
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Figure 7. Level of connection with young people from the same cultural background

A high proportion of 90% overall (157 out of 174) chose either ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’ to the
statement ‘/ connected with young people from my cultural background’. This finding highlights
that Youth Hubs programs were effective in creating culturally relevant spaces where
participants felt a strong sense of shared identity. For many young people, the opportunity to
engage with peers who share similar cultural experiences can provide a positive and supportive
environment from which to draw critical social resources. Connecting with peers who share
similar cultural traditions and past experiences helps reduce isolation and provides a space
where young people feel understood.

Connecting with young people outside of my cultural background

A proportion of 80% overall, (137 out of 172) chose either ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’ to the
statement ‘/ connected with young people outside of my cultural background.’ A significant
majority of participants reported making connections beyond their cultural communities
suggesting that the program played a meaningful role in breaking down cultural barriers and
supporting intercultural interaction. Lower proportions of participants from Armidale chose
‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ possibly due to the singular ethnic group of participants. Participants
were encouraged to engage in the wider Armidale community with ample opportunity to interact
with locals during open programs, such as volleyball and celebration weeks such as the
Refugee Week stalls.
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| connected with young people outside of my cultural background
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Figure 8. Connection with people outside of my cultural background

Initiating connection and finding friends

Qualitative responses reveal a recurring theme of social connection and inclusion facilitated by
the Youth Hub programs, which alleviated initial feelings of loneliness and isolation among
young people with refugee experience in rural and regional NSW. The qualitative findings
confirm how both bonding and bridging capital emerge, providing youth who have lost social
networks with the emerging connections necessary to rebuild a sense of community. Some
participants described the Youth Hub as the first place where they built new friendships in
Australia.

‘Actually I’'m going to talk from the beginning. So when | came here to Australia, | have no
friends... Was like no friends and no one, | knew no one. . . And then | come to youth group,
found new people and new friends.’(Coffs Youth Hub participant)

‘I mean, | gained new friends. That’s a good thing, like new friends like from different
backgrounds.’ (Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘We can say, coming here for the first time, | didn’t know any person... but after | enjoy the
connection with the group, | understand that we can find any person, any friend and any
connection.’( Wagga Youth Hub participant)

The structured and safe nature of the sporting and arts activities provided a comfortable way for
young people to engage with peers, to share time and to create connections with each other.
‘I’'m happy because | met new people, and | spent time with new people, because we don’t have
anyone here like relatives. It was a chance for me to make new friends and also you have, new
courses, photography, drumming, good guitar, and that was interesting.’ (\Wagga Wagga Youth
Hub participant)
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‘Yes | didn’t know anyone, just my friend. But | became friends with other people.’ (Albury Youth
Hub participant)

‘It was good. | learned how to make new friends. . . Yeah because | played games with them, like

ping pong.” (Albury Youth Hub participant)

'I played activities together with others and that how I felt comfortable to make new friends and

make connections with others' (Armidale Youth Hubs participant)

‘Helped me to be with my friends outside and connect more with my friends’ (Armidale Youth
Hubs participant)

A consistent theme across participant reflections is that of emerging connection and trust,
highlighting the value of the Youth Hubs as safe and inclusive spaces for young people from
diverse refugee backgrounds. Through a welcoming environment and engaging activities,
participants were able to meet new people, form friendships and build a sense of community.
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Reflection Activity

Figure 9. Youth Hubs Program - visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The Blob Tree activity above reflects the theme of social connection. A participant explains that

her experience of the RRYH program was ‘Making new friends.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hubs
participant)
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Group level outcomes

Throughout the RR Youth Hubs Program, camps and retreats provided an extended opportunity
to develop social connections across the group, through the provision of shared experiences
and connections in new settings, allowing for greater group engagement. Specific environments
were deliberately chosen for these camps, such as the natural environment or the urban
landscape. The practicing of respectful social interaction and the experience of connection in
spaces outside of the familiar group environment extends the sense of belonging developing
within the groups. Group level outcomes in social connection are discussed below.

Strengthening group connections
Camps and retreats provided opportunities for building friendships, one participantin the
Armidale Camp to Lake Keepit described the expansion of initial connection:

'We knew each other but we did not talk to each other, and we did not have many activities with
each other. We feel connected once we have activities to do with each other. We have been
here for a few days and we feel like we are friends.’

Similarly in Wagga, youth participants reflected on their end of year camp in 2024:

‘My group consists of 6 people and | only know one of them, but | got to know all of them through
like experiencing the camp through activities and talking with each other, even sharing food on
the same table. It's just totally, just get to know them more.’ (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub

participant)

In Coffs Harbour, young participants described how their friendships were strengthened through
shared activities.

‘By STARTTS doing the activities they do, they bring all of us together and | think the connection
gets stronger between people.’( Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

‘You get to meet new people, you make new memories and stuff like that, so it was a really good
experience to do with people that you are not close with so you can build a bond with them and
get closer to them and build a bigger friendship. (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

In Albury, youth hub participants reflected on the activities in the Youth Groups:

‘A lot of friends, | didn’t know about, but now we are good, really good friends.’ (Albury Youth Hub
participant)

‘Probably the activities, it just helped me build, like to get to know my friends more, what they
like doing and their free time. And that helps me a lot (Albury Youth Hub participant)
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These interactions illustrate a stronger connection emerging across the group, from the young
people who attend the Youth Hubs program. Some participants described extending their
friendships outside of these groups. For example, in Coffs Harbour, the high school students
who were part of the Football for Community group described continuing to meet during the
holidays to play soccer or basketball.

‘We hang out on Friday after the youth group, usually after we finish, we play 2-on-2 or 3-on-3
basketball.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

Similarly, young adults in the Wagga Wagga Volleyball group described playing volleyball
together outside of the Youth Hubs program.

Building mutual trust and cooperation

Across the RR Youth Hubs, young people developed the capacity to trust and support each
other. The structure of the activities in the youth groups, camps and retreats prompted
collaborative engagement and supportive peer relationships. Participants described
strengthening bonds towards greater trust with each other and also the STARTTS staff.

‘I mean, | knew everyone there but as | get to know them, they got more trustworthy.’ (Coffs
Harbour Youth Hub Participant)

‘I feel happy because I’m spending time with people that | know, with people that | can hang out
with and trust, so it makes for a better environment, and you feel better as the days go on. Every
single youth group will be better and better as the days go on.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub
participant)

‘It is good when we do this kind of activities, we make new friends and we meet new people, so
it’s good and trusting. We can’t trust because like very easily, but like the teachers were so good.
. .we can trust them’ (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub Participant)

‘I trust all of them (youth workers) because they help me in very different styles, like they help
me to be successful in my life.” (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub Participant)

These findings illustrate the effectiveness of the program in supporting connection and trust.
Social connection is an important building block of social capital, supporting cooperation and
mutual support. Social ties can develop into networks that support reciprocity and the sharing
of resources, offering critical support to refugee resettlement and recovery.*

3% pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G., (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees Research.
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Supporting intercultural understanding - Albury

Group camps and activities also supported intercultural understanding. In Albury, one of the
more diverse Youth Hubs, several participants described learning how to work with each other,
to resolve disagreements and develop mutual respect. Participants reflected honestly around
initial challenges that were later overcome.

In recognition of the diversity of their youth group, Albury youth workers supported young people
to engage with and work together across cultures in key activities programmed during youth
groups and camps. Reflections from a leadership camp help in April 2024 share how these
activities supported developing bridging social capital across diverse groups.

‘I learned to like respect others and not to like to be rude, and to include people.’

‘We did good. Yeah, there was some disagreement and some agreement. But we got through the
disagreement and agree with each other, and then we conquer the challenge. Oh, it was some
was easy and some was hard, because we are different. We have different thinking. So that’s
why it was a big challenge.’

‘And it was easy (but also) it was hard to communicate with.. .language, and sometimes you
meet some people who want to do what they say directly. Yeah. But yeah, but we found the
resolution.’

The behaviours and dispositions which were modelled and supported by the youth workers
resulted in respectful peer relationships. Youth Group participants reflected on some of the
ways in which the programming and elements of group composition brought them together,
particularly to address challenges such as language.

‘I did good in some activities such as rock climbing, we communicated really good. Yeah. And
somewhat it was a bit hard because like, | don’t speak some of their language. . . well | had my
friend who like translated to me, but its good.’

One participant described that one of the things that they learnt from youth group was, ‘How to
communicate even if | have a language barrier.’

A young man described:

‘Yes the group has helped me a lot, we have got to meet different people and when the other
people in the group speak English, (I) ask them, ‘what does that mean?’and then they explain,
so | get to learn English as well’

At focus groups at program completion, the skills and capacities to engage with people from

different backgrounds were highlighted by some participants as the best thing about the
program, and importantly a useful skill outside of the program.
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A high school aged boy in the Bhutanese group described, ‘It made it easier to make friends at
school as it got me socialising and | socialise at school now.’

A girl from the high school group shared, ‘/t’s much easier to communicate with people now
than | used to. Because of the group, because | meet new people in the group, so outside the
group, it’s easier to communicate with people.’

With another young girl explaining, ‘It helped me to make friends from different backgrounds.’

In their descriptions above, young people from the Albury Youth Hub highlight their growth in
navigating cross cultural difference and managing communication with people from different
backgrounds.

Recognising that this as an important and valuable skill that could be transferred to other parts
of their life, emphasised the value of the Youth Hubs program in preparing these young people
to engage and extend their social connections and relationships, outside of the program.

Cultural fluency and supporting English language skills across the Youth Hubs
Further the youth hubs enhanced cultural fluency and intercultural engagement through
supporting young people to practice English.

For example, in Armidale and Wagga Wagga, young people who participated in Youth Hubs
sporting groups were supported to play in open sports competitions, both reflected upon
improving their English. Further, in Wagga, a participant in the leadership group described
pulling on resources for English when he travelled with the Young Adults Youth Group to the
camp in Melbourne.

‘When we went to Melbourne for the first time, | found lots of friends from India and from
Myanmar. We met in town and actually then | can speak English, because | have to...I can
remember when | came here | couldn’t talk English. Like maybe it was like that, but at the
moment, | improved my English, the reason is | could improve more is by doing these group
activities here.’ (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

In Albury, program staff reflected on English being used within the multicultural youth groups as
a key way to communicate and also to share language across cultural groups.

Overall, these findings suggest that across both the individual and group level, there are clear
indications of outcomes achieved in the area of connecting with other young people, building
mutual trust and co-operation and developing bonds across the group. Young people who
participated in the youth groups and camps described being supported to make new
connections and gain new friends through the RRYH program programs, the structure of its
activities and the safe and supportive environment that it offered. The groups prepared young
adults to develop social connections both within their cultural communities and across
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different cultural backgrounds and instilled a set of social dispositions around respectfully
creating connections with others.

Community level outcomes

At the community level, there is emerging evidence of young people from RRYH program
programs engaging in generating connections across communities, as is illustrated in the case
study below.

This case study was chosen to illustrate social connection because it highlights how young
people actively created opportunities for meaningful interaction, inclusion and relationship-
building within their wider community. Through planning and delivering Youth Week activities,
participants strengthened bonds within their group while also aiming to create new connections
across the local community.

Mini case study: Youth Week 2025 - Armidale

Three youth group participants from Armidale, played a central role in organising, planning, and
delivering the STARTTS Youth Week stall to help celebrate Youth Week in April 2025. They
organised their stall over a number of sessions where they worked closely with the Armidale
Youth Worker who offered support and guidance. They planned the day, with the main activities
being volleyball and soccer games, along with other games that were available for the local
youth and public to participate in. The Youth Hub participants described planning for the
different activities in the hope of including a variety of people who enjoy different things. Medals
were organised to acknowledge key participants.

The small organising group reflected a strong commitment to mutual support and reciprocity—
both within their youth group and in extending support to other young people across the broader
Armidale community.

The group expressed a clear intention to create a welcoming and enjoyable experience for
others. Their actions showcased bridging social capital, as they reached beyond their
immediate networks to engage and connect with peers from different backgrounds and
settings.

One organiser shared:

‘After we planned the day, | talked about it with my teachers and my friends at school. | told
them that there will be a day that you will have a lot of fun, and so many of my teachers and my
friends, they came there.’

When some attendees were unsure how to play volleyball — the organisers were eager to
support and share their skills with them. One organiser described:

‘They didn’t know how to play, so we showed them how to play it. So, then they learnt how to do
it
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They also reflected on how other young people enjoyed the day:

‘Like when they do things like the activity... they feel comfortable, they accept it, they will forget
[their worries], and they will enjoy their day.’

‘I always love to support others.’

‘A lot of people came and they enjoyed their time and had big fun,’

The diversity of the day, stood out for another, who appreciated the opportunity to meet new
people.

‘There was not one community. There were so many different people. | made friends from other
communities.’

By working together towards a shared purpose, the young organisers strengthened ties within
their group and initiated connection across wider circles—building trust, shared experiences
and enjoyment.
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2. Participation

Reflection Activity
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Figure 10. RRYH program - visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The Blob Tree activity above reflects the theme of participation and engagement. A participant

describes her figure as ‘It’s describing having fun’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)
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Social, recreational and sports activities are understood as key social resources which serve to
strengthen social capital. *° Participation in extra-curricular activities helps to support positive
identity formation for young people with refugee experiences and provide them with
opportunities to inhabit everyday community and public spaces that are appropriate for youth*'

Across the RRYH program , participants described accessing opportunities to participate in
social, sport and arts related activities, noting that STARTTS staff played a key role in
encouraging participation and inclusion.

‘I feel like with youth group, we never feel left out. They always try to include you with
something. Some people may feel left out, but then they (youth workers) offer you something to
do. They always include you.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub Participant)

Barriers of social isolation

Socialisolation can present a significant barrier for young people with refugee experiences.
Recent studies found there were number of barriers to participation which young refugees face,
including cost, transportation, lack of culturally appropriate services, and inequitable access to
social and cultural resources to enable participation, which in turn serve to limit the reach of
many programs to new arrival communities.*?

At focus groups, Youth Hub participants shared their sense of isolation and described the lack
of things to do without the Youth Hub program:

‘In the afternoons, after school, on Wednesdays we go to youth group, we hang out with friends
we move around. But on all the other days, we just either go to the park or something, and we sit
there. We don’t even move around. But at youth group we get to move around and we can
always try to find something to do there. (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

‘If we are not going to Youth group we are staying at home.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub
participant)

‘Before the youth group, all | was thinking about was going to school and coming back. That was
the routine. But now, when | go to youth group afterschool it makes a difference... It gets you out
of the house.’(Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

40 pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G., (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees Research.

41 Langat K, Major J, Wilkinson J (2019). Refugee young people (re)forming identities: The role of social networks. The
International Education Journal: Comparative Perspectives. 18(3). 74-87. Wilding, R and Winarnita, M. (2022) Affect,
creativity and migrant belonging. Communication, culture and critique (15), p.293-289.

42Young, D., & Block, K. (2022). Count Me In: a sports participation intervention promoting inclusion for young people
from migrant backgrounds in Australia. Sport in Society, 26(7), 1227-1249.; Hawkins G, Malatzky C, Wilson S, Dingle
K. (2023) Exploring the gap between refugee-background communities' needs and existing community-based
physical activity programs in Australia. Health Promot Int, 38(3) Refugee Council of Australia ( 2010) A bridge to a new
culture: Promoting the participation of refugees in sporting activities.
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‘When I’'m at home, | am just on my phone. But when it's with other people, it's easier to
exercise.’(Albury Youth Hub participant)

‘Before this group I felt like | was in jail, but afterward | felt like | was out of jail.’ (Armidale Youth
Hub participant)

Outcomes structure - Participation

The outcomes below, will be explored in the rest of this chapter. They highlight how
participation developed across individual involvement to early engagement in wider community
life.

Individual level: participants report greater participation in activities and described engaging in
new experiences and learning new skills.

Group level: this growth translates into broader participation, with young people becoming
involved in activities held in community spaces.

Community level: there are early signs of greater engagement in community life, as
participants begin to take part in local events and contribute more actively to the social and
cultural fabric of their surroundings.

Individual level outcomes

Participants described accessing opportunities to participate in social, sport and leadership
activities, noting that STARTTS staff played a key role in encouraging participation and inclusion.
Participants described their enjoyment and engagement in fun activities that were appropriate
to their age group.

Engaging in new activities

Across the RRYH program, 86% (149 out of 173) chose either ‘Strongly agree’ or ‘Agree’ to the
statement ‘/ joined in more activities than usual’. This result indicates that the program
successfully encouraged greater engagement and participation among young people. For some
participants, this may have been their first time in engaging in community-based or
extracurricular activities in their new homes in regional NSW.
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Figure 11. Changes in level of participation

Participants from across the Youth Hubs groups shared positive reflections on engaging in new
and varied activities which allowed them to explore and develop new skills and share these
experiences with their peers.

‘I was a part of young adults like | did photography, drumming and guitar, and | really enjoyed all
of them.” (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘I did art and drew Mario . . .It was really fun and I did it with my friends and we learned new skills
and new things.”(Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘I like soccer on Saturday and we went like | did boxing and soccer and hockey, volleyball and
yeah, it was good experience after school like we enjoyed.’ (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub
participant)

‘l am happy to get the experience of attending each activity such as roller skating, skateboard,
bowling, camp and having fun together with my friends.’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)

‘Positive experience in the group and great fun with peers.’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)

‘I had great memories. All the activities help me to come out of my room and socialise with
friends. Share school stories and get the idea from STARTTS Worker about contacting the right
person. | enjoy coming to STARTTS and wait for Friday!” (Albury Youth Hub participant)

‘| like the activity, because | can’t afford it by myself and my parents can’t’ (Albury Youth Hub
participant)
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‘I like the canoeing because I’ve never done it before, and it taught me a new skill that | might be
able to do myself when | get older.” (Albury Youth Hub participant)

‘| like the activity that we did, kayaking, it was really good. It was pretty fun, because I've never
done kayaking before and now I’m really good at it.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

'l learnt archery and learnt how to canoe.’ (Armidale Youth Hub participant)

'l enjoyed canoeing and bike riding, because we had a competition and challenge with the bike
riding and canoeing to see who is faster.' (Armidale Youth Hub participant)

Participants across all locations reflected positively on their experiences, highlighting the
enjoyment of trying new things—from music, art to sports and outdoor adventures. Many
expressed a sense of pride in learning new skills and accessing opportunities that would
otherwise be out of reach. These activities provided a source of fun and engagement,
developing connections with peers and reinforcing the importance of accessible and
meaningful programs for young people from diverse backgrounds.

Learning skills, teaching and supporting each other.
Across the focus groups, young people described learning skills from others and teaching new
skills to others.

At the Albury Youth group, the young participants reflect on teaching each other songs and
dances. ‘Yes sometimes we do sing the capoeira song. We have taught the capoeira song and
drums to other young people in the group and dancing.’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)

Another described learning from other participants, ‘/ learned new songs, hew dances, hew
languages’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)

At the Armidale and Wagga Youth Hub groups, participants described teaching each other skills
and supporting each other to learn the rules and guidelines of the sports and activities. The
Armidale Volleyball group who play in an open competition at University of New England
described that they helped new participants to learn the rules of the game. Similarly the Wagga
Wagga Volleyball Group described helping each other to learn volleyball skills.

Extending participation to other programs and to develop future skills

As participants abilities and interests grew, some extended their engagement beyond the RRYH
program by joining school teams, sports programs and describing potential futures related to
these activities.

Importantly, some young adults also returned as volunteers, using their experiences to guide
younger participants, and inform their own career choices. In Wagga Wagga some young adults
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described using opportunities to volunteer at the Wagga Futsal competition and the high
school youth group to inform career choices in teaching or sport.

In the Coffs Harbour Youth Hub, participants explained that after participating in the youth
group and soccer program they went along to another football program run by another
organisation locally, to extend their participation in the sport.

Play in more school teams, in school soccer teams where you play versus different schools (
Coffs Harbour Youth Hub Participant)

A small group of Coffs Harbour high school students, from Iraqi- Ezidi, Syrian and Kenyan
backgrounds described their plans for a sports related career outside of RRYH program,
reflecting the youth group sessions which included career talks from physiotherapist and sport
scientist. They listed some of their future plans which were informed by participating in the
Football for Community group:

‘Plans for like being a part of a professional soccer team, like getting paid and stuff’

‘Something about sport like a physiotherapist.’

‘Study sports science.’

In the Wagga Wagga Futsal competition, among the Under 16s team, some reflected that
playing together with people from different cultural backgrounds supported participation in
other areas. One girl shared that it helped her to join in sports at school, describing that ‘futsalis
challenging, making you better (while) playing with friends’ and that it helped her ‘to not to be
shy and to just have a go’

Group level outcomes

Participation and engagement in community spaces

Participation in sporting and cultural groups and engagement in everyday youth spaces, such as
libraries, sports centres and the outdoors, helps the ongoing construction of belonging.*?
Engaging in public spaces is important to moderating connections to place and belonging.*
Opportunities for placemaking, where individuals participate in and contribute to shared
spaces, helps to create meaningful connections to both community and place. These
experiences are especially valuable in the resettlement journey of refugees, creating a strong
sense of home in their new environment.

43 See for example Wilding, R and Winarnita, M. (2022) Affect, creativity and migrant belonging. Communication,
culture and critique (15), p.293-289, who review the opportunity for creative expression and the opportunity for
engaging in broader youth spaces.

44 Aelbrecht, P. Stevens, Q. and Nisha, B (2019) From mixing with strangers to collective placemaking: Existing
theories, policies and practices around social cohesion in public space design pp1-33, in Aelbrecht, P and Stevens,
Q. (eds.)'Public space design and social cohesion: An international comparison. Routledge. Cigliano, M. and
Barberena, L. (2024) The importance of placemaking and public space for migrant and refugees resettlement. Centre
for Migration Studies, New York.
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The following examples illustrate how increased participation extended into community spaces,
highlighting the ways Youth Hubs activities supported young people to engage, connect and
build a sense of belonging.

Volleyball in Wagga Wagga and Armidale

Young adults who participated in the volleyball group in Wagga Wagga, explained that it was a
large community event. Program staff described the group drew up to 40-50 young adults each
week, who were provided with equipment and coaching and arranged into teams of 6 according
to skill level and abilities.

The mix of abilities within a team and structured rotation of players across the teams were
intended by the youth worker to promote team work across the group, to enhance skills and
ability and support the teaching of volleyball skills from more advanced to new players. He
described, ‘It’s so they can teach other volleyball skills and get to know each other better.’
Sometimes family members also came along to help out with the group.

One young person explains that this is a valuable and meaningful part of her community, and it
is useful particularly for young people to initiate and maintain connections to their community,
especially when they can be busy trying to find jobs or with studying.

As a new arrival, after joining the Volleyball group and swimming group — | know more about my
community, | connect with more people and learn something new.’

Both the Armidale and Wagga Wagga Youth Hub provide a regular volleyball program for their
groups. Youth workers from both these regions have described the popularity of volleyball for
the Ezidi community and highlighted its prominence as a sport among the community. Studies
which focus on placemaking and refugee settlement suggest that continuing cultural activities
and practices in new places of settlement can offer a healing and therapeutic experience.*

‘More people from our community come together, (the volleyball group) is a special time for
activities.’(Volleyball group, Wagga Wagga Youth Hub)

In 2024 and 2025 the Wagga Wagga Youth Hubs, took two teams to the Coota Beach Volleyball
competition in Cootamundra. In 2024, the two Wagga Wagga Youth Hubs teams played against
each other in the quarterfinals with one going on to win the competition. The same team won
again in 2025. One of the young men involved in the winning team described, ‘It was really
exciting to win in 2024, because it was the first time that we went.’

In Armidale, young adults engage in a mixed teams open competition held by the University of
New England. For these young adults, the groups offer a safe space from which to learn about
and interact with local communities. They explain that both local and Ezidi team members
support them with learning more about volleyball.

One describes, ‘Yes we help each other and teach each other how to play, and how to put your
hands, when you play... Whatever you learn, you teach.’

45 Cigliano, M. and Barberena, L. ( 2024) The importance of placemaking and public space for migrant and refugees
resettlement. Centre for Migration Studies, New York.
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One young adult describes that it helps with ‘Feeling more comfortable and knowing each other
more and also other people, including Australians and other backgrounds.’

Another shares:
‘It gives me more confidence when | play, and when | join with other teams with Australians of
the same age and | can have fun and use some English.’

A young woman describes that she injured her leg during the war, and has been on a long road of
rehabilitation, the weekly volleyball games have been a useful way for her to keep her leg
moving, ‘its useful for the movement’, she describes.

The descriptions from participants in both the Wagga Wagga and Armidale Youth Hubs illustrate
how participation in volleyball provides a supportive and inclusive space that works beyond the
game itself, offering opportunities to strengthen community and sense of belonging.

Participation and cultural expression — Albury excursion to the African Festival in Federation
Square Melbourne

Participating and celebrating your culture in the public domain, can support a strengthened
sense of belonging. Six young people of Congolese background were supported to attend and
participate in the African Festival in Federation Square in Melbourne in November 2023. They
expressed their enjoyment of the event and of sharing their cultural heritage with the larger
community.

' was surprised about how big the festival is compared to the festivals in Albury/Wodonga
I haven't had cultural food for ages, and I loved it’

‘Reconnecting with culture, hearing language, food and seeing people of colour.’

‘Great to see people not from African backgrounds embrace dance, music and our culture.’
‘Being at the festival, the food, seeing a lot of people of colour and the music and dances.’
The quotes above reflect a sense of cultural pride and the positive value that the Youth Hubs

program offers in supporting a more plural and inclusive understanding of belonging, by
supporting engagement and participation in cultural activities and celebrations.

These findings highlight the important role that sporting and community activities play,
particularly when engaged in public spaces, to drive participation and support the development
of a sense of belonging. They also demonstrate the significance of placemaking for young
people with refugee experience. Public spaces become sites where cultural practices are re-
embedded and recognition from the wider community is experienced. For young people
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navigating the loss of familiar places through displacement, this active shaping of space helps
transform unfamiliar environment into ones of safety and cultural visibility, strengthening both
individual and collective belonging. The following case study provides a more in-depth
illustration of the achievement of this outcome.

Community level outcomes

This case study was chosen to highlight participation because it demonstrates how young
people were actively involved in shaping, sharing and presenting their own stories within a
public community space. The photography exhibition provided meaningful opportunities for
participants to engage creatively, express their identities and perspectives, and participate
confidently in civic and cultural life.

Mini case study - Photography exhibition: bridging cross cultural understanding

A collaboration between STARTTS and Wagga Wagga City Library, led to 15 young participants in
the Leadership Group to participate in an 8 week photography course, culminating in the
exhibition of their work in the Wagga Wagga City Library. The exhibition was named, Azadi
(Freedom) and showcased the experiences of the young adults and some of their stories,
highlighting their aspirations for a bright future in Wagga Wagga. The exhibition was held from
the 31st of October to 19th December 2023.

Two young participants, a young man with Afghan background and a young girl with Ezidi
background, delivered speeches to the attendees of the exhibition on the first night ( around 80
people).

The speech delivered by the young man is below:

‘lam 21, from Afghanistan. | moved to Wagga Wagga in Australia from Turkey five months ago.
It's a quiet place with nice people. I'm not good at talking in front of others, but | want to share
what | feel. When | take pictures, | wonder if we really fixed our problems. Is this like a dream?
Can people see me without thinking about my race? When it gets dark around me, I tell myself
that every morning, the rising sun brings good things, like hope and success. Every new light
comes from your own light, giving good news and telling you that your tomorrow is coming. Every
sunrise is a chance for a new start.’

A sample of the photographs exhibited, along with the individual participant bio and
explanations are included below:
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Figure 12. Participant photos. ( Source: Wagga Council News))

I'm from Afghanistan, | came to Australia from Turkey, 5 months ago. | am so happy to live in
Australia. | want to be a successful woman in my life.. .Doing this photography course (with
STARTTS and Wagga library staff) has been so much fun! My classmates and teacher were so
friendly. | took this photo myself. | love my hair and I fall in love with these photos. This poetry is
from my favourite poet, Hafiz 14th, a 14th-century Persian poet.

Last night your locks were our circle's theme.

Until the heart of the night, the talk was of the links of your hair

Later, during the press coverage of the event, she also described the freedom of wearing her hair
out after living in countries where her hair had to be covered.*®

Another participant described her photos for the exhibition below; they include a photo of
horses (slightly obscured below due to the reflection) and a photo of her friend’s hand and her
own hand reaching across the landscape of apartments in Wagga.

46 November 2023, Multicultural photography exhibition acknowledges Azadi (freedom), City of Wagga
Wagga, Council News.
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Figure 13. Participant with her photos. (Source: Wagga Council News )

‘Hello! I'm from Iraq. | came from Turkey to Australia in 2022.

It's been about 2 months that we're doing this photography course. | enjoyed every single
moment with our teachers and with new people from different cultures. When | was driving at
Borooma | saw the horses and | went to see them and | took pictures because it touched me, so
I liked to share these beautiful souls with you. And the hands reflection photo | took at Wagga
city apartments. | like to take photos from different places and focus on details. I'm happy to
show you my photos - enjoy it!

The STARTTS Youth Worker described, ‘Despite coming from different cultural and linguistic
backgrounds, the group has grown very comfortable with each other, sharing jokes and offering
each other support as they begin their journey here in making Wagga Wagga their new home.”*”
Further publicity relating to the exhibition are provided in the footnotes below*®

"5 1bid
48 November 2023, Join a visual odyssey of freedom and connection through the lenses of refugee youth in

Wagga. Region Riverina.
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Figure 14. Photos from the exhibition opening night. (Source Wagga Council News )
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Mini case study: Street Banner Project supporting Refugee Week 2025

This case study was chosen to highlight participation because it shows how young people were
actively involved in a creative, community-based project that enabled them to contribute their
voices, skills and cultural knowledge to a highly visible public space, fostering inclusion, pride
and ongoing engagement in community life.

The WELCOME project was developed in a partnership between STARTTS and the Wagga
Council to celebrate the diversity of cultural identities in Wagga Wagga for Refugee Week 2025.
The banners explored the idea of welcome, to encourage communities to welcome and to feel
welcomed. The participants worked with local Wagga artist, Sara Wilson who supported them to
use digital technologies to design and create the banners. Two young people from STARTTS
Youth Hubs program, with Ezidi backgrounds, were supported to visually represent their
cultural heritage through a banner design which featured key elements of architecture, food and
cultural practice and the word ‘welcome’ in their language.
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Figure 15. RRYH participants created the 2 banners on the left-hand side. (Source: Wagga Council News
)

Experience of the Street Banner Project:

Two participants from the Wagga Wagga Youth Hub designed and created the two banners that
are on the left in Figure 710. When reflecting upon what it was like to be involved in the project
and how it made them feel. Both participants described feeling a sense of pride and enjoyment:
‘It felt exciting and fun to work together and make something colourful that everyone could see
and enjoy. It feels exciting and makes me proud to see my banner out there for everyone to see.’

51


https://news.wagga.nsw.gov.au/news-articles/2025/june-2025/wagga-wagga-welcomes-refugee-week

‘I feel proud. Whenever | go to the library, | feel happy thinking | was part of that. It was really fun.’

Cultural expression

The participants noted the unique cultural expressions that were part of the banners, outlining
that these public displays highlighted important aspects of their culture which supported
greater understanding across the community.

‘It was nice, making something about my culture for everyone to see. . .People could see what is
special to us and where we came from.’

Members of the Ezidi community, in Wagga, reached out to STARTTS youth workers to convey
their appreciation of the banners and their installation at such a prominent position in the town,
near the Wagga city council.

Connection to community and ongoing engagement

The project provided a platform for young people to share their culture with the wider Wagga
Wagga community in a very public way. Diverse young people also worked closely together, to
express their cultural heritage and learn more about each other.

‘Being part of this project made me feel more connected and included in the Wagga community.
It was also a great experience meeting new people and learning about their culture.’

The Wagga Wagga Youth Worker involved in the project described that for the young people, the
success of these programs, supported further engagement and interest. The youth worker
shared how the participants from the Street Banner Project were eager to extend their learning
and participation.

‘Now they are doing another project because they wanted to keep going. They are learning
animations. They are learning how to make animations on an iPad from a young graphic
designer, and then the animations are going to be projected down near the gallery.” (Wagga
Wagga Youth Worker)

Figure 16. Members of the Welcome Project (Source: Wagga Council News



https://news.wagga.nsw.gov.au/news-articles/2025/june-2025/wagga-wagga-welcomes-refugee-week

3. Leadership

Figure 17. RRYH program - visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The Blob Tree activity above reflects the theme of leadership, it is described by the participant:
‘| felt very happy that we can join in the fun and we can also build a good relationship and good
leadership. | was also very happy that we organised the group. | was pleased that youth group
helped us.” (Armidale Youth Hub participant)
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The RRYH activities supported the agency and decision making of young participants, ensuring
that they were regularly consulted and included in the decisions around activities provided by
the program, instilling small steps towards developing leadership as the program progressed.
Over time, this approach supported young people to move into informal and formal leadership
roles in sporting and community advocacy.

Rural and regional youth workers in Albury, Armidale, Coffs Harbour and Wagga described how
the Youth Hubs program activities are shaped by the input of the young people and their
interests, which informs the structure and content of the activities. Often activities are also
informed by the ages of the young people and their stage in life.

A young person reflected on this inclusive environment which supported their participation and
input:

‘When we want to do any activities in the leadership group, then the (youth worker) ask us about
how we could do it or do you have any idea to do it. And we just share our ideas, and then they
just listen to us, even if it’s not like something related to that, sometimes (we talk about)
something different, but they are really respectful, just listening and they don’t interrupt. (Wagga
Wagga Youth Hub participant)

A Wagga Wagga youth worker described being responsive to participants needs at different
stages, for example with younger participants seemingly enjoying unstructured activities that
allow them to ‘hang out’ together afterschool. However, with older participants often requesting
structured sports or arts related activities and the opportunity to extend career or education
skills.

Similarly in Coffs Harbour one youth worker describes setting up the Football for Community
group, as an opportunity, ‘ to respond to some of the kids that they always are telling me, ‘we
always stay home’, or ‘we want to do something’, so then obviously that’s one of the reasons.’

Overall youth workers recognised the need for both structured and unstructured activities, in
alignment with a trauma- informed approach, including activities where there was little
expectation placed on the young people and with enough activities available for them to engage
in something more structured where they liked to challenge themselves. Further, these were
underscored by the interests and responses of the young participants themselves, in voicing
their opinions on what they would like to do. This practice supported young people to build their
confidence in influencing decision as a foundation to later take part in leadership at group and
community levels.
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Outcomes structure — Leadership

The outcomes below will be explored in this chapter. They show how leadership developed
progressively across individual, group and community levels, as young people built confidence,
exercised voice and progressed towards an inclusive form of leadership.

Individual level: young people begin by building self-confidence and developing their ability to
express their opinions in supportive environments. This foundation supports them to begin to
understand their capacity for voice and agency within the group.

Group level: young people are more engaged in planning, organising and working closely to
solve challenges.

Community level: leadership skills evolve towards a participatory and inclusive style of
leadership.

Individual level outcomes

The RRYH program provided a supportive environment for young people to build confidence,
develop leadership skills and explore future aspirations. Through a mix of structured activities
and informal experiences, participants developed self-belief and took up opportunities to
exercise agency.

Exploring confidence

A total of 141 out of 171 respondents or 82%, chose ‘Strongly Agree’ or ‘Agree’ to the statement,
‘I gained more confidence in myself’. This strong positive response illustrates that the program
supported young people’s belief in themselves. In the context of young people with refugee
experience, confidence is understood as an important individual capacity which helps to
determine a person’s ability to access social resources.*®

49 Pittaway, E., Bartolomei, L. and Doney, G. (2013) The Glue that Binds’ Social Capital in Refugee Communities
Settling in Australia. Sydney: STARTTS and UNSW Centre for Refugees Research.
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Figure 18. Participant confidence

The multiple dimensions to developing confidence were explored by young participants in the
Albury Youth Camp, where skills related to connecting with others, and sharing their ideas
supported the development of confidence.

‘I has so much fun participating, and a lot of friendship from it, and | learned a few things from
my friends that | didn’t know about and that boosts my confidence.’ (Albury Youth Hub
participant)

‘At this camp | gained many experiences, like connections and teamwork and working in a
group. Yeah. Team working and being confident. Yeah. Being confident.’ (Albury Youth Hub
participant)

‘To share ideas with others and how to be confident, yes, be sure with myself.’(Albury Youth Hub
participant)

These reflections show that confidence was developed across several dimensions, including
social interaction, skill building and team work and the personal experience of being heard — all
of which informed greater self-belief.

Formal and informal leadership roles
Across the Youth Groups, formal and informal leadership opportunities were available to
participants. In Albury, during the end of project focus groups, one young woman consistently
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helped her peers to respond to questions and supported the discussion and offered to translate
if needed.

In Wagga Wagga, the youth group includes about 4 or 5 young adults as volunteers who support
the younger people with learning about volleyball or other sporting activities. In a focus group,
two of them describes that this experience has helped them to refine their career and education
decisions towards working with young people.

In Coffs Harbour, the youth worker who runs the Football for Community group reflected on one
young person’s consistent participation and informal leadership which was later formalised
through a captaincy position in the Wollongong World Cup team, ‘He never misses any of the
soccer, and plays every Friday and in the group chat he leads the group and says, ‘we should do
this and we’ll do that. . . and this year for Wollongong World Cup, | put him as a captain because
he has been stepping up.’

Career aspirations

RRYH program participants also described engaging in conversations and activities which
helped them to clarify future education and employment decisions. Activities included
presentations about running your own small business and guest speakers from different
professions across the youth hubs. Participants found that the environment of the youth group
supported an exchange of ideas without judgement, enabling them to reflect on opportunities
and balance cultural expectations, available opportunities and their own interests in shaping
education and career choices.

‘Someone wants to go to university, someone wants to work in someplace, someone wants to
open the new business (but) everyone needs some place that is a comfortable and good place
where they can feel free to get any idea to learn, to get new ideas and think about new things.’
(Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘I’'m searching (for a career) but it helped me to like to have more information about jobs and or
you know the small business (presentation) just | have more information. But it’s not something
easy to say, ‘I want to do this.’ It’s not easy, but (the group) was helpful and I’'ve got more
information and I’m searching. (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

There is some evidence for formal opportunities of employment to also present themselves
through these groups, in Wagga Wagga there are instances of young adults successfully
undertaking casual roles in STARTTS through engaging in the RRYH program. At focus groups
young participants describe youth workers also supporting them with the more immediate
needs of finding a job, including by reading their CVs and providing other practical assistance.
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Group level outcomes

Learning more about teamwork

Across the RRYH program, participants reported learning more about teamwork. A high
proportion, 153 out of 173, or 88% either ‘Strongly Agreed’ or ‘Agreed’ to the statement, ‘/ learnt
more about teamwork.’ This high level of agreement indicates that the majority of young people
felt the program significantly enhanced their understanding and ability to work collaboratively
with others. In the qualitative feedback that follows, they share how activities and leadership
camps across the RRYH program, generated opportunities to engage in group activities and
solve problems collaboratively.

| learnt more about teamwork
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Figure 19. | learnt more about teamwork

Challenging tasks helped develop participant collaboration. Varied activities were adopted
across the group programs, including for example, a shared tyre swing or balance beam, which
require group engagement to work.

One Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant described using teamwork to solve the balance beam
problem - ‘I found this really enjoyable and I really want and feel like helping, doing teamwork

and using your brain.” (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘The teamwork was fun because we all helped each other.’ (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub
participants)
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‘I learned how to canoe and learned that teamwork is a lot better than being alone.” (Wagga
Wagga Youth Hub participant)

Collaborative problem solving

Leadership camps were organised in consultation with youth group participants and provided
key activities to extend and challenge participants to solve problems, work together and engage
in collaborative problem solving. The following case studies illustrate how this outcome was
progressed in two key camps.

Albury Leadership Camp to Melbourne (2024)

Participants were involved in developing skills in planning, programming and budgeting for their
excursion camp to Melbourne. This excursion involved a series of activities designed to support
young people to work in teams and solve challenges, including an escape room challenge and
navigating across Melbourne using public transport. Young people were involved in planning
and choosing how to explore leadership activities, they described enjoying their experiences
and learning more about working closely with each other.

‘| liked the escape room. It was scary but it was fun working together to solve problems.’

‘Working with others was not easy at first, but when | got use to everyone it was easy. They were
all friendly, they trusted me to guide them, they helped me when | got stuck and they didn’t laugh
at me when | didn’t know something.’

The experience supported their sense of agency in planning future trips.

‘How to move around Melbourne, how to use the trams and the buses. In Albury we pay cash for
the bus, but in Melbourne we learned to use the card for the transport. . . by visiting, we get to
know new places, and if we like them, then we can organise to go again with our friends.’

Armidale - Leadership Camp to Lake Keepit (2024)

Armidale’s Leadership Camp travelled to Lake Keepit. Young participants described learning
about the importance of sharing ideas and the importance of helping and supporting each
other. Activities of the camp were structured to engage participants to work closely together,
these included supporting and helping to set up activities together.

‘I learnt about working as a team. It’s always good if we share ideas as a team and then work
together.’

‘I feel we all are friends and | feel that we all have to help each other, | feel happy we are a team.’
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Sharing their opinions and voice

Atotal of 147 out of 171 respondents, or 86% either ‘Strongly Agreed’ or ‘Agreed’ that they had a
chance to share their ideas and suggestions with group leaders. A high level of positive
responses reflects an environment where young people were encouraged to express
themselves and have their say regarding the direction and activities of the group. It suggests that
group leaders were approachable, receptive and responsive to youth input.

I had a chance to share my ideas and suggestions with group leaders
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Figure 20. | had a chance to share my thoughts and ideas with group leaders

Wagga Wagga - Leadership Camp Term 2 2024 (Melbourne)

Wagga Wagga camp held in May 2024, involved young people in organising and planning their
trip to Melbourne.

‘We planned everything as a leadership group. We give everyone responsibility, some people
wanted to find the places we go . . .and some people said we’re going to see where we could
stay... we did all of this and we planned it with (youth worker).’

The group described that they enjoyed the freedom to make decisions during their trip, with an
interest in extending this to future trips.
‘So you know, now, we are trying to like plan ourselves and go with our own money as a group’

‘Like me, for a new arrival, one year is not enough to know everything around me. So I need all

the persons here in this group to give me another idea, to give me something .. . When we
discuss together, all those things, I’'m going to learn something new from my friends, one
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Afghani, the other Burnese, as well, that means that | can use all of those things outside; to
benefit from all of these ideas, because everyone has a different idea.’

These findings illustrate the strength of the RRYH initiative in its emphasis on inclusive, youth-
centred leadership development. Youth workers created an environment where young people

had opportunities to exercise agency, felt heard and empowered to contribute and valued the
perspectives of their peers.
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Community level outcomes

The community level outcomes are illustrated with two mini case studies below: the
Wollongong World Cup and community advocacy in Wagga Wagga.

Mini case study: Coffs, Albury and Armidale — Wollongong World Cup

This case study was selected to highlight leadership because it demonstrates how young
people with refugee experience actively stepped into leadership roles beyond participation,
taking responsibility for planning, preparation, teamwork and peer support across multiple
regional communities. The Wollongong World Cup provides a clear example of youth-led
leadership in action, where participants developed confidence, communication and
accountability while representing their communities in a respectful and inclusive environment.

The 2025 Wollongong World Cup was organised by STARTTS Wollongong to showcase the
strength and resilience of regional and rural communities and youth with refugee experience. It
was founded by Karenni and former refugee Francis Htjaru Kayphoe and STARTTS Community
Development Officer, Piteeri Michael.

Overall experience:

The overall experience of the Wollongong World Cup was positive with participants from RRYH
program programs in Albury, Armidale and Coffs Harbour describing how it helped to showcase
their skills and support an overall sense of connection and participation.

'Playing with my friends and seeing many new, different people and enjoying football.' (Armidale
Youth Hubs participant)

'Playing with other teams, having fun and showing our skills. Make more friends.' (Armidale Youth
Hubs participant)

'‘Meeting new people, travelling, playing soccer.' (Albury Youth Hubs participant)

'We get to meet new people and spend time and also learn new things from them.' (Coffs
Harbour Youth Hubs participant)

'That we can play futsal against teams around NSW, make new friends and be with your friends.'
(Coffs Harbour Youth Hubs participant)

'To see other people, make new friends, get to know other community, meeting nice people who
take good care of us.'(Coffs Harbour Youth Hubs participant)

Leadership elements:

Leadership was demonstrated by a number of Youth Hub participants when planning and
organising the trip to the Wollongong World Cup. Participants from Youth Hub Groups from
Coffs Harbour, Armidale and Albury trained, organised and prepared for the Wollongong World
Cup over the few months leading up to the event held on the last weekend of June 2025.
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Particularly of note were players and team captains who supported other team members during
the travel and training, and who were also responsible for on-field duties including
communicating between team members and referees, following competition rules and leading
their team.

Coffs Harbour were placed at the top of the competition in two streams, ‘Competitive Men’s’,
and ‘Competitive Women’s’. One of the Coffs Harbour youth workers reflected that it was a great
opportunity to recognise the leadership skills of one of the young men in their Football Group
who was made captain of one of their teams.

‘He took the role of captain very seriously and showed great leadership to his team including
being a positive role model with clear and respectful communication with the referee and with
his team. He also worked really well with our leadership team from Coffs Harbour during all key
aspects of the trip- the travel, camp and at the competition. He was reliable and consistent. He
played fairly and with great skill but his communication skills and his commitment to the team
were equally admirable. ..I have seen how being selected as captain gave him the opportunity to
grow and develop and increase his leadership skills. He was very proud of his team and
embraced all of the opportunities offered.” (Coffs Harbour youth worker)

News interviews were conducted with the Coffs Harbour Youth Hub teams. ‘/ feel proud of
myself and all of the girls teams from Coffs Harbour,” winner of the Outstanding Female Player
said.?®

The Albury team earnt a significant achievement with the ‘Spirit of the Game’ trophy, the youth
worker in Albury elaborated and described the young woman who won this title.

‘The ‘Spirit of the Game trophy’ was awarded to a young woman from Albury who showed
leadership during the Wollongong World Cup. She is a Nepali-speaking Bhutanese woman.
From the early planning stages of the Wollongong Camp, she demonstrated exceptional
organisational skills by developing a team and liaising with STARTTS staff to coordinate training
for the other young women.

Albury’s four teams did not win a single match at the World Cup - but she continuously
supported the players and maintained strong sportsmanship. At the conclusion of the
tournament, she was appropriately awarded the ‘Spirit of the Game’trophy.’ (Albury youth
worker)

Through opportunities like the Wollongong World Cup, the RRYH program participants
showcased their skills, and embraced the greater visibility offered through a regional
tournament to develop and demonstrate leadership skills in a collaborative and inclusive

50 https://coffscoast.newsofthearea.com.au/coffs-harbours-refugee-footy-teams-excel-at-wollongong-world-cup
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manner. These experiences allowed young people to build confidence, strengthen teamwork
and take on responsibility both on and off the field.
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Figure 21. Wollongong World Cup Participants from Albury, Armidale and Coffs Harbour. (Source:
STARTTS supplied)

Mini case study: Community advocacy in Wagga Wagga

This case study was chosen to illustrate leadership because it highlights participant-driven
advocacy, where young people moved beyond personal development to collectively identify
community-level issues and take action to address them. The Wagga Wagga example
demonstrates how leadership can be expressed through collaborative problem-solving,
confidence-building and civic engagement, as participants researched concerns, articulated
their voices, and engaged directly with decision-makers on issues affecting their education and
wellbeing.

At the Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participants described their involvement in a leadership group
that encourages them to think about communities and their roles in these communities. They
shared how they plan activities and identify solutions. Leadership in this sense was participant-
driven where young adults identified gaps and worked with youth workers to plan how to
respond to these.
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The Young Leadership Group participants described gaining experience in exploring and
articulating current problems and making decisions about the next steps towards resolving
these challenges, with an emphasis on collaborative problem solving.

‘we try to research about the problem and find a solution. We also know that like its not my
problem or your problem, that means our problem. We should work together to find the solution
... like I cannot find a solution for a big problem, if | didn’t try to work with the group.’

As participants gained confidence, they began identifying issues affecting their broader
communities. In 2024, members of the group sought to raise concerns around access to English
language education.

Participants highlighted three key issues: long wait times, insufficient staffing and overcrowded
classrooms in the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) at the local TAFE. These challenges
were particularly critical considering they were learning English as an additional language.

Ayoung Aghan man described the difficulty with large classes:

‘One of the biggest problems is that they don’t have enough teachers. You know, and more than
20 students in one room. And it’s a second language. For me, a new language is hard
sometimes.’

The young adults were supported to write a letter of petition to outline the issues and the
impact this is having on the individuals and their community’s wellbeing.

Further, they also met with the Independent State Member for Wagga Wagga, Dr. Jo McGirr to
discuss these issues.

A young woman of Ezidi background who participated in the group, shared:
‘We met with him and talked about the problems, like TAFE issues—they don’t have space, they
don’t have enough staff for teaching us.’

This demonstrates how the Young Leadership Group supported participants to engage in

collective action and engage in advocacy on issues that directly impact their lives and
communities.
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Reflection Activity

Figure 22. Youth Hubs Program - visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The theme of leadership was reflected in the above Blob Tree activity. One Afghan young
woman, from Wagga Wagga Youth Hubs, explained her reflection activity, starting with the
figures at the base of the tree, up till the top.

‘| like the orange one because sometimes in STARTTS we are supporting each other to group.
Sometimes some people are shy, and others say, ‘let’s do it, so we are supporting each other.
I chose the purple one, because sometimes in STARTTS (I went to the camp as a volunteer, and |
went to Melbourne Camp) we feel happy enough to feel like we are crazy.

The next one shows that | am happy in the middle of a community (Yellow figure with red outline)
Then, finding and spending time with friends (Olive green figure) Sometimes other people are
supporting us and putting us at the top and showing us that we are important. (Blue figure).
Being excited and energetic in the groups (Light green figure) Being confident and being part of
the groups’ (Red figure)’
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4. Wellbeing

The RRYH program delivered a holistic approach to supporting the wellbeing of young people
with refugee experiences. The Youth Hub programs served to strengthen protective factors and
support wellbeing across the programs by increasing social connection, supporting
participation, building skills and confidence. Learning more about wellbeing was also a specific
focus of group activities and camps, where young people were provided with a supportive and
structured environment to explore how to better manage stress and understand their emotions.
Young people spoke of the groups positively impacting their wellbeing and the group setting
helping them feel more settled in their new communities.

Outcome structure — Wellbeing

Outcomes in wellbeing were evident across individual, group and community levels, reflecting
progression from personal understanding, supporting each other and beginning to promote
broader understanding of wellbeing.

Individual level: young people find that they have a better understanding of health and
wellbeing with some describing strategies to support their wellbeing.

Group level: young people understand the importance of the group and feeling safe and
supported to discuss wellbeing at the group level.

Community level: early indication of advocating for greater understanding of wellbeing at the
community level.

Individual level outcomes

Learning more about health and wellbeing

Key activities that supported wellbeing at the group level included structured programs which
focused on managing emotions and wellbeing. Across the four RRYH program, participants
described learning more about health and wellbeing. A total of 138 responses out of a total of
172, or 80%, either ‘Strongly Agreed’ or ‘Agreed’ to the statement, ‘/ learnt more about health
and wellbeing.’ Overall the data reflects that the Youth Hub activities were highly effective in
supporting young people’s learning and awareness around health and wellbeing.
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Figure 23. Learning more about health and wellbeing

Improved wellbeing through participation in RRYH program
The activities and discussion at the Youth Hubs and the provision of supportive youth workers
meant that young people were supported to improve their wellbeing through participation at the

group.

Young people described that before joining RRYH program, they felt isolated with little
opportunity for social connection and meaningful participation. The Youth Hub program offered
a welcoming space where they could build friendships, share experiences and participate in
activities that supported their emotional wellbeing. The following quotes illustrate how
connection and participation through the RRYH program helped young people to experience
better wellbeing.

‘So when before | came to the group, | used to be someone who would just sit, like alone and be
angry. But because we come to the group, and we play together and we laugh and we are happy
when we're at the group - it helps me when I’m outside of the group. | get to be happy outside the
group and yeah, just laugh with other people outside of the group.” ( Albury Youth Hub
participant)

‘It also helps to release stress. So when at home, when you’re just usually on your phone or like
not interacting with people, you get to think a lot more and like, get stressed a lot more. But once
you start coming to your group, you don’t think that much and you get to interact with people,
and that releases stress and when you go to school you are stressed less. (Albury Youth Hub
participant)

‘Sometimes its needed, some fun activity, for that problem, because someone may have a
family problem or anything but (we) need some place.” (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)
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When you like, go to after school (group), you go like play with your friends and forget, bad things
like sadness. (Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

For some, the range of activities available and their enjoyment of these activities supported
their sense of positive wellbeing

‘So yeah, | enjoyed and | feel happier because I'm a person. | like to make memories from
different stuff. | just don't stay on one thing. So it was all of you know, photography, drumming,
guitar. It is all about different things, so | agree when they say life is sad at home, you will be
always at home, you will get like mental health [issues], loneliness. You don't want to go out. So
this was the chance to go out to meet new people, to try different stuffs, to make memories...
Like you feel alive, you know the life. So, you feel like you still alive. You still trying, even if it's not
your best, but you're still doing something.’(Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

‘Because when we are coming from overseas to Australia, and like, you have got no one, like
ever, like | have got my uncles or my aunties everyone but like they're not here in Wagga. So you
are at home, You will get bored, right?, So when you are going like in a group or for example like
when | come to STARTTS like it was fun for me. that time, like, we went to, what was that? the
mountain, we went for a trip, that was so fun. Like, | met new people like | became to know about
everyone and it was fun. People doesn't have to sit at home like they will get sick, It's better to go
outside. Yeah. And it was a good experience for us, for the refugee background, to be in a group.’
(Wagga Wagga Youth Hub participant)

Youth Hub staff described how the groups often became a pathway for young people to explore
wider support systems around them. Through trust-based relationships, youth workers were
able to recognise when a young person might need additional help and guide them toward
appropriate support. These relationships also created opportunities for young people to explore
their interests and cultural identity in safe and supported ways. The Coffs Harbour youth worker
shared:

‘We needed to guide them... there was in particular one young man, | think he’s a really good
example, because there’s been quite a few things that he’s shared with me there about some
really massive challenges that he’s been having, that have meant that I’ve been able to follow up
with the school and help him. So he is really passionate about sharing culture, so really
encouraged him to (participate in a cultural event) that was a really greater experience for him
and his family.’

‘I think that’s probably an example of how other young people, too, if they really need help, you
know, they’re sort of coming along to youth group, as both something to do, but also a way to
kind of work out how to get support for themselves. Like they build a relationship with the (youth
workers) and it helps them because they feel like they’ve got someone neutral outside of their
family, or even outside of school that they can talk to about an issue that they’re having.’

69



WHO -5 Findings
WHO-5 data collected through the RRYH initiative shows positive changes in wellbeing for

participants over the course of the program. The graph below compares average scores at
Collection Point 1 and Collection Point 4.

A total of 120 participants from the core youth and young adult groups completed the wellbeing

measure at Collection Point 1, with 23 participants completing it at Collection Point 4. At

Collection Point 1, the average wellbeing score was 75.5, increasing to 80 by Collection Point 4.
This represents a percentage increase of approximately 6 per cent and an absolute increase of

4.5 points. While modest, this shift indicates an overall improvement in wellbeing across the
cohort.

Figure 24. Average WHO-5 scores

Average score - commencement vs completion
81.0
80.0
79.0
78.0
77.0
76.0
75.0
74.0

73.0
Collection Point 1 Collection Point 4

B Series1

The table below presents average wellbeing scores across Collection Points 1 to 4 and the
number of scores per collection point.

Table 7. Average WHO- 5 scores at each collection point.

Collection point Number of scores Average WHO 5 score
Collection point 1 120 75.5

Collection point 2 120 81.2

Collection point 3 61 77.6

Collection point 4 23 80

In Figure 25, a steeper gradient in wellbeing, between Collection point 1 & 2 can be observed.

The average wellbeing score increases from 75.5to 81, ( a percentage increase of 5.5%) This
early gain stabilises over Collection point 2 and 3. In community programs, after early
improvements, progress may naturally stabilise as participants reach new equilibrium.
Fluctuations to scores over time can also be expected with community groups, depending on
external factors such as local or overseas stressors. While some consolidation of progress is
evident between Collection point 2 and 3, the overall trend, across the data is positive. An
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upward gradient between Collection point 3 and 4 illustrates the progression of wellbeing, with
the average score moving from 77.6 to 80, a percentage increase of 3%

Figure. 25 Average WHO-5 scores at each collection point
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Greater understanding of the changes in wellbeing, can result from taking into account the
variation within participant baseline wellbeing levels. Some RRYH participants reported higher
scores at baseline, leaving limited scope for large measurable change, reflecting the upper limit
of the scale (100). While others started at much lower levels, where there was greater potential
for improvement.

Approximately 11 per cent of participants (n=14) recorded baseline scores of below 50, at
Collection point 1. The table below focuses on this subgroup and illustrates their increase in
wellbeing over time. Participants in this lower baseline group showed a marked improvement
between Collection point 1 and Collection point 2, with an average increase of 31 points
(101%). This data also generally reflects the greater sensitivity to change that is captured by
WHO-5 for participants at lower levels, compared to the limited room for change when close to
the upper limit of the scale.

Table 8. Average scores for participants who report lower baseline scores

Collection point Number of scores Average WHO 5 score — Lower
baseline group

Collection point 1 14 30.9

Collection point 2 14 62.3

Collection point 3 10 79.2

Collection point 4 2 76

Overall, the WHO-5 data reflects an increase in wellbeing for RRYH participants and helps to
corroborate the qualitative evidence collected from participants, who report increased
wellbeing and attribute their improvement in wellbeing to the RRYH program.
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Reflection Activity

Hogpy / Supperled
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Figure 26. RRYH program -visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The Blob Tree activity above reflects the theme of wellbeing, with the participant describing her
experience as ‘Happy/ supported and welcomed.’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)
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Group level outcomes

Across the four Youth Hub regions, youth workers demonstrated their understanding of the
different communities which they served, including the relative newness of a community and
the social resources and bonds which the community can draw on. This knowledge and
awareness supported a tailored set of activities relating to progressing the wellbeing of
participants at the RRYH program.

Group level discussion and reflection on wellbeing

At the group level, young people shared that they gained useful strategies for managing their
emotions and coping with stress through the RRYH program. They spoke about discussing and
exploring wellbeing and some of their strategies to respond to stress such as turning to friends,
engaging in enjoyable activities, and using mindfulness techniques to support their wellbeing.
Outings and group discussions provided practical guidance on how to recognise and respond to
stress.

‘In the young adults group there was a day where we had an outing and we went a talked about
how to be more mindful and stress less. It was really helpful because we got information about
what to do when you are stressed and if you’re very stressed, who you can call and what
numbers you can contact.’ (Albury Youth Hub participant)

Armidale Camp to Lake Keepit

Activities which focused on wellbeing in the Armidale Camp included a pottery class with
relaxing music, and an exploration of strategies including listening to relaxing music and
breathing technique to support young people to better manage stress. Young people who
attended the camp, described exploring and deciding on self-care strategies that could help
them manage stress.

'‘Going to friends and share activities to get rid of stress and spend a happy time.'

'When | feel lonely or stressed, | can go out with my friends and also play music.'

Retreat Day Wagga Group

In November 2024, 15 participants from Afghan and Ezidi backgrounds were engaged in a
Retreat Day for young women. The aims of the day were to promote relaxation, stress relief and
enhance emotional wellbeing and explore self-care strategies. Activities included yoga and
breathwork which were explored to help participants experience physical relaxation and learn
techniques to incorporate into their daily lives. Wellbeing discussion and arts activities were
engaged to allow participants to express their emotions and develop coping strategies for
managing stress and trauma. The facilitators included the youth workers, a yoga instructor, a
breathwork facilitator, who were supported by a STARTTS volunteer who spoke Ezidi and a young
adults youth participant who volunteered as a Farsi interpreter. A short survey at the completed
by 7 participants and the end of the retreat found that the majority of the respondents, learnt
strategies to calm themselves and manage their emotions (88%), and learnt practical strategies
to take care of their wellbeing in everyday life (88%).
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Focus on wellbeing in Coffs Harbour

A number of therapeutic approaches were adopted in the Coffs Harbour groups; this included a
Tree of Life group in partnership with the STARTTS School Liaison Program a Youth Wellness
Camp and a specific Girl’s Group and Excursion.

Tree of Life

The Tree of Life activity is a narrative-based therapeutic intervention. It uses the metaphor of a
tree to help participants articulate their life stories, focusing on their skills, hopes, and dreams.
It ran for 7 sessions in 2025, as a high school group for girls.

‘Tree of Life — helped me a lot- it was the first term back at school and we had a lot of tests and
assessments, and school was stressful and we would go to that group, and we would forget
about that stress and all the worry about school.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)
Another participant described how the Tree of Life program supported her to identify her
feelings of anger:

“A big part of me (was) getting angry, and | want to work on that. (It helped) to see something to
work on.’ (Coffs Harbour Youth Hub participant)

Youth Wellness Camp

Coffs Harbour delivered a wellbeing camp held in March 2024, with 31 participants attending.
The camp was structured to support participants to learn more about wellbeing, to understand
and adopt techniques and strategies to and manage their feeling and emotions. Young people
explored the connection between mind and body, learning techniques such as breathing,
mindfulness and self-regulation to support emotional balance. Participants reflected on how
these practices helped them better understand their feelings, respond more calmly to
challenges and build confidence in managing difficult situations.

At the end of the camp, young people reflected upon what they learnt at camp, describing
learning about managing their emotions and responding to stress:

'How to deal with your stress and anxiety.'

'How to calm down, about the body, breathing body, sympathetic and parasympathetic
systems.’

'Learning about the body and how breathing can help you when you get mad.'

Some described understanding how emotions affect the way you feel and how your body feels.

Gender and wellbeing advocacy at the group level

Youth workers provided support to young people as they navigated the complexities of cultural
transition, while also addressing experiences of trauma and promoting emotional well-being.
For some young people, differing gender expectations between the multiple communities they
were part of contributed to additional challenges.

Young women in the Coffs Harbour Youth Group suggested to separate the boys and girls for

some activities and highlighted the need for a space just for girls in the Youth Group. Youth
workers responded positively to this suggestion, discussing possible options to address this,
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and planned a girls group, and a girls retreat, having already delivered the girls only Tree of Life
program.

These suggestions and discussion highlighted the recognition of wellbeing within the group, and
capacity to advocate for it when needed. The structure of most youth hubs includes both a male
and female youth worker which guides and supports discussions around gender.

Recognising the level of need for the young girls from Ezidi background, the Coffs Harbour Youth
Hubs allocated a girls only camp for mid-2025, which was postponed due to poor weather. The
camp was held in September 2025, providing a space for retreat and reflection, supporting
social connection and mental health through activities and being in nature.

Girls only retreat

There were 6 young women who attended, and they described enjoying camping, beingin
nature, walking, and exploring the environment. They began to value their time away from social
media, and enjoyed spending it with each other, building connections, sharing in conversations
and experiences such as the fireworks. When reflecting on what they enjoyed the most about
the camp, the participants reflected on the friends that they made and the engaging activities
they participated in.

‘The main thing is | make new friends, everything was really nice for me, the food and fireworks
was good. I love it. Thank you so much.’

‘I liked the fireworks and the way all of us came together and we sat there we talked, that was
that was pretty fun.’

When reflecting on what they learnt, they described their interest in doing things away from
social media, being more mindful and focused on the details of the activities.

‘There is actually stuff that you can do without being on your phone, without using social media
on it. It's also like how we were doing the camp, and setting up the tent and doing everything like,
like a step by step.’

‘Walking was really good, when we didn't have Internet after like we all came together and we
know each other more and more.’

‘Actually, there was so many things that | learnt so much, but | don’t know how to (describe) its
like more about how to be kind, like that.’
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These findings illustrate the capability of Youth Workers to respond to the needs of the
participants and their level of understanding of the communities which they work with to
strengthen outcomes in wellbeing for young people. Youth workers supported young people to
identify challenges to their wellbeing, to take steps to learn more about wellbeing, and to better
respond to challenges. In this way, the RRYH initiative supported young people to draw on their
strengths to support their ongoing journey in healing and wellbeing.

Community level outcomes

Community level outcomes in wellbeing are illustrated in the case study below. The case study
was chosen to reflect wellbeing because it highlights how feeling heard, understood and valued
can positively support individual and community wellbeing. The example demonstrates how
creating safe opportunities for young people to share lived experience with service providers
can reduce barriers, strengthen connection, and promote culturally responsive support that
enhances overall community wellbeing.

Mini case study: Advocating for greater understanding to promote community wellbeing

The Wagga Wagga Youth Hubs Leadership Group supported two young participants to share
their stories and reflect on the broader experience of their communities as they navigate
settlement in Australia. This involved a presentation to Headspace Wagga Wagga.

In her reflection below, a young woman from the Ezidi community describes her presentation
and what it meant to her. Her reflection demonstrates her strength in caring for and advocating
for the wellbeing needs of her community.

‘The presentation was about who we are. We wanted to represent our community, to share
about our identity, what we do, what we love, and most importantly, what we need to make our
daily life easier. It was also a way to talk about the kind of support that would really help us.

‘It made us feel valued. There were more than ten staff (Headspace) sitting and listening to us,
and (the youth workers) were beside us, helping to make sure our message was clearly received.
That made us feel like someone really cared and wanted to help.’

She continued to describe how the event was meaningful and the way it helped:

‘It was definitely meaningful. It’s not always easy to talk about what we’ve been through, even
the smallthings. But being able to explain, for example, that some people in our community
struggle with things like using email, and having someone understand that it’s okay to struggle,
meant a lot. It showed us there are other ways to support people, and it felt good to share even
those little things and know someone would listen.

| think it really helped. Sometimes they (service providers) don’t know exactly what we struggle
with, so sharing these issues, especially ones many people in our community face, makes a big
difference. Many of us don’t speak English or don’t know how to ask for help. So being able to
speak on behalf of our community and let them know what we need was very important.
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Her reflection illustrates the courage it takes to share lived experience and the meaningful
impact such contributions have in bridging barriers, creating understanding and shaping more
culturally sensitive conversations around community wellbeing. By creating spaces where
voices are heard and respected, the initiative contributes to more inclusive, culturally
responsive services and promotes a stronger sense of dignhity and belonging for individuals and

their communities.
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Figure 27. Youth Hubs Program - visual reflection activity (Based on Pip Wilson’s Blob Tree)

The above Blob Tree activity reflects the theme of wellbeing. The participant describes ‘I chose
these figures because I love Youth, it makes me feel very happy and safe. Just like home, they’re
also very supportive. (Albury Youth Hub participant)
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6.Enablers and Challenges

Enabling factors

Bi-cultural Youth Workers

Bi-cultural youth workers played a central role in supporting young people with refugee
backgrounds. These workers brought first hand understanding of cultural values, expectations
and lived refugee experiences, enabling them to build trust and rapport with participants. They
provided culturally informed support and created inclusive spaces for social connection. Four
bi-cultural workers were former participants of STARTTS programs themselves, 2 Ezidi and 2
Congolese youth workers, offering a unique form of mentorship.

Strong community relationships

Youth workers with established and trusted relationships within the community played vital
roles in supporting the engagement of young people. Their familiarity with local families and
community networks supported the participation and engagement of young people. Youth
workers with long standing connections with the communities were able to communicate the
purpose and benefits of the program and discuss any challenges around enrolment, information
shared at registration and the nature of the activities with parents and guardians. By taking the
time to engage with families and explain the nature of the program and addressing concerns of
families the workers continued to build the credibility of the program within the community.

Locally based youth workers

Importantly, youth workers lived in the regional locations of the youth hubs which enabled a
greater understanding of the communities they worked with in comparison to the fly -in and fly
out model of support. This is also supported in the literature, where the MYAN 2023 report
S'suggest that locally based youth workers offer meaningful and consistent support to rather
than fly in and fly out models.

Professional development pathways

STARTTS supported the professional development pathways of some youth workers to continue
their studies and build their qualifications while recognising their expertise in local
communities and cultural knowledge. Some youth workers were young people who came
through STARTTS youth programs, reflecting the investment in ensuring cultural relevance and
lived expertise.

5T Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN) ( 2023) Navigating Youth Settlement in Australia: Challenges and
Opportunities. Report of national consultations conducted by the Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN).
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Culturally responsive guidelines and programming

Guidelines and programming were thoughtfully adapted within the Youth Groups to develop
respectful and meaningful interaction between participants from the same and different
cultural backgrounds. Youth workers from across the RRYH program described setting ground
rules and structuring activities and expectations within the groups to support safety, connection
and cultural expression. This approach supported the building of bonding and bridging social
capital — promoting greater understanding and connection.

The design and delivery of group-based activities, including camps, provided structured
opportunities for shared experiences, collective problem solving and working towards a
common purpose which contributed towards strengthened connection and understanding.

Strategic Partnerships

Collaboration with local councils and community providers enhanced the program’s outcomes
and effectiveness. These partnerships expanded the scope and quality of activities, engaging
additional resources and often leading to ongoing relationships. These partnerships are
reflected in the case studies included in this report.

Flexible nature of funding supporting responsive program implementation and delivery
The program was implemented with a high degree of responsiveness to the evolving needs of
young people and their communities. The flexible approach allowed for the timely adaptation of
activities to ensure the program remained relevant and impactful in responding to the needs of
the young participants.

Challenges

Recruiting new staff with the right cultural knowledge and lived experience

Some staffing challenges were experienced at the beginning of the program. Recruiting new
youth workers with lived experience, language and local relationships can be a challenge. This is
exacerbated in regional locations where the number of suitable candidates can be limited.
These challenges were mitigated where possible, by recruiting emerging leaders from within the
youth programs and supporting their professional development.

Reliance on individual workers

Key relationships and responsibilities can develop around individual youth workers, where they
act as important bridges to the communities that they work with. In regional areas where
resources are already stretched, the reliance on individual workers can be an ongoing challenge
for programs. These were managed through support by additional staff and volunteers where
possible and the larger STARTTS rural and regional network including staff who are presentin the
are and the programs delivered in these locations.
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Balancing flexibility with timeliness

RRYH program programs worked hard to deliver flexible, responsive programming that adapts to
the needs and interests of young people with refugee experience. This flexibility was a strength,
recognising young people’s agency and supporting them to shape the program. However,
workers also identified that this required greater attention and was more time intensive. Despite
this challenge, youth workers demonstrated strong capacity to navigate this complexity,
providing both structure and flexibility to support young people’s growth.

Precarious funding and limited long-term planning

Precarious nature of funding can reduce stability for both participants and workers and can
result in disruption to the connections and networks that have begun to emerge as a result of
the program. Longer-term, flexible funding would allow communities and youth workers to build
on existing strengths and plan for sustainable futures.
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7. Recommendations

Recommendations for NSW Government

Ongoing need for program delivery

Given the demonstrated positive impacts of the RRYH initiative, continued investment and
delivery of this program is strongly recommended. Young people with refugee experience in
regional NSW continue to face structural barriers, including social isolation and limited access
to culturally responsive services, which the RRYH program is uniquely positioned to address.
The evaluation shows that consistent, trusted relationships with bi-cultural youth workers,
culturally safe environments, and opportunities for ongoing skill development are critical
enablers of social connection, wellbeing and community participation. These supports cannot
be delivered through short-term or ad-hoc initiatives. Sustaining and expanding the RRYH
program will help maintain the momentum achieved over the past two years, ensure continuity
of support for emerging young leaders, and strengthen the capacity of regional communities to
support active participation among refugee-background youth. Continued program delivery is
therefore essential to meeting both current needs and the long-term community goals of
regional settlement in NSW.

Build scope and frequency of delivery

Young people consistently expressed a desire for a broader and more frequent programming,
often describing how they looked forward to weekly sessions and were eager for additional
opportunities to participate. Requests for more youth group activities, excursions and extended
program hours indicate both strong engagement and unmet demand. Expanding the scope and
frequency of delivery would help sustain this enthusiasm and deepen the program’s impact by
providing young people with more regular, structured opportunities to build social connection,
practice leadership and engage in positive, culturally affirming activities.

Recommendations for anyone who wants to work with refugee young people in
rural and regional areas

Prioritise culturally responsive program design

The success of the RRYH initiative was driven by its commitment to culturally grounded
practice. Activities that incorporated cultural expression, shared experiences, creative arts,
sport and group-based learning played a key role in strengthening both bonding and bridging
forms of social capital. Maintaining this responsive approach is essential. Continued
investment in culturally sensitive processes will ensure that program content remains relevant,
meaningful and aligned with the identities and needs of young people with refugee experience
across regional communities.

Strengthen locally based workforce models
A locally embedded workforce, particularly one that includes bi-cultural youth workers with
lived experience, was a critical enabler of trust, safety and sustained engagement. To preserve
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these strengths, it is recommended that the program continue to prioritise local employment
models over “fly-in, fly-out” approaches, which risk undermining continuity and community
relationships. Ongoing investment in recruitment, training and professional development for
youth workers with community expertise will support program stability and capability.
Additionally, creating structured pathways for young people who show leadership within the
program to transition into mentoring or volunteering roles will continue to help build a
sustainable, community-led workforce over time.

Support Flexible program design within a clear structure
A key feature of the initiative’s success was its ability to adapt activities in response to young
people’s interests, needs and emerging priorities. Ensuring that the program continues to

provide flexible, youth-driven opportunities, supported by tools, resources and decision-making

processes that empower young people, is essential.

Secure long-term flexible funding
Multi-year, flexible funding arrangements that supports the long-term nature of relationship

building, settlement support and community development, is essential. Sustained funding will

enable workforce stability, clearer planning and greater engagement with young people and
communities with refugee experience.
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8. Conclusion

The Rural and Regional Youth Hubs (RRYH) initiative has demonstrated the value and
effectiveness of a youth-centred, culturally informed approach to supporting young people with
refugee experience in regional NSW. Despite the inherent complexity of delivering a multi-site
program across diverse communities, the evaluation shows consistent and meaningful
progress across individual, group and community levels.

Young people reported strengthened confidence, improved awareness of health and wellbeing,
greater access to youth-friendly spaces and activities, deeper social connections and increased
opportunities to contribute to decisions affecting their lives. Group-level outcomes highlighted
the development of supportive peer networks, positive intercultural relationships, and
collaborative problem-solving skills.

Importantly, early signs of community-level change emerged as young people applied their
leadership, cultural knowledge and social skills to local initiatives, service engagement and
broader civic participation. These emerging examples underline the program’s potential to
support belonging and leadership within regional communities.

The evaluation also underscores the central role of key enablers, including bi-cultural youth
workers, culturally safe practices, responsive programming, in creating the conditions for
meaningful youth engagement.

Overall, the RRYH program provides compelling evidence that when young people with refugee
experience are supported through safe environments, trusted relationships and opportunities to
lead.. Continued investment in initiatives like RRYH will be essential to strengthening peer
connections, participation and wellbeing for young people with refugee experiences across
rural and regional NSW.
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