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The Witness to War project was established by STARTTS to be the first line of support for individuals 
and families affected by overseas conflict. It was designed to be a hotline service that individuals 
could call, speak to an operator in their own language and receive the support, referrals and/
or information they need to access other service providers. With funding from Multicultural NSW, 
the project commenced on 19 January 2022 and concluded on 30 June 2023. Though the project 
was set up with a specific focus on the Afghan community residing in NSW, it has responded 
to the evolution of overseas conflicts and has offered support to individuals from the following 
countries:

i.	 Ukraine

ii.	 Iran

iii.	Sri Lanka

iv.	India

v.	 South Sudan

Furthermore, the project collaborated on and delivered trainings to service providers and 
community organisations to better equip them with the knowledge and skills necessary to work 
with individuals from a refugee background. The project also acted as a first point of contact 
for newly impacted communities and was able to engage those communities with alternative 
STARTTS services. 

Objectives 
The objectives of the project are to provide:

•	 Impactful case work for impacted individuals and families.

•	 A gateway service into the existing service system

•	 Training and awareness training among the service system of the many and varied ways in 
which local communities are affected by overseas conflicts, including the current situation 
in Afghanistan, and how existing services can support them.

INTRODUCTION
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Background 
This is the second iteration of the Witness to War 
project (W2W). The pilot project was delivered 
from 2017 to 2018 and offered support on a 
case-by-case basis to individuals impacted 
by war. It also provided training to service 
providers and practitioners and raised their 
awareness and skills of working with this client 
group. Training developed by the first project 
iteration was later incorporated in training 
delivered by STARTTS Training Team and other 
staff such as School Liaison Officers. 

STARTTS has observed the negative impact 
on the Afghan community in NSW from the 
onset of the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan 
in 2021. Community members were impacted 
by what their country was going through and 
lived with unrelenting fear and worry for their 
family members in Afghanistan. For many, 
the events that unfolded in those 10 days 
and media reporting were traumatising and 
triggered reminders of past experiences of 
conflict and persecution. Additionally, the 
areas where the community primarily resided 
i.e., Cumberland, Blacktown and Parramatta 
became designated LGAs of concern during 
COVIID-19 lockdowns. This was a period when 
the community needed the help of service 
providers. However, the lockdowns further 
restricted their access to service providers and 
exacerbated the circumstances, contributing 
to further isolation for these communities. 

Under these circumstances, STARTTS applied 
to Multicultural NSW to re-establish the 
Witness to War project as a telephone service 
that was easily accessible, free, and equipped 
with bicultural support workers to support the 
Afghan community in their own languages. 
The invasion of Ukraine (February 2022) 
occurred shortly after the project commenced, 
requiring an expansion of Witness to Warf 
to the Ukrainian community. Since then, the 
hotline has continued to expand its reach to 
offer services to other communities impacted 
by overseas conflict.
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Theoretical framework behind Witness to War
The design of the project was informed by the following three models/principles:

1.	 The Complex Interaction Model

Graph A: Complex Interaction Model 

The Witness to War project was designed with the understanding that people from refugee 
backgrounds experience a number of challenges resulting from a complex interaction of the 
experiences of their traumatic past (in their home country and during the process of seeking 
safety), the challenges of resettlement (e.g., language barriers and culture shock) and the 
challenges that are ubiquitous to us all (illness, employment etc). Other factors which impact 
this client group include lack of access to and quality of service providers, the socio-political 
climate of the country they settle in and the renewal of conflict in their country of origin (STARTTS, 
2022).
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2.	 The Biopsychosocial model
 

Graph B: Biopsychosocial model

The trauma experienced by people from 
refugee backgrounds affects them on three 
levels. The first is at the biological level where 
clients may report suffering from physical pain 
and injury, as well as due to impact of traumatic 
experiences on the brain. The second is at 
the psychological level whereby clients may 
experience psychological challenges including 
anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress. 
The third level is the social level. Those affected 
by trauma may experience a breakdown of 
their relationships and trust and are at risk of 
being isolated. The Witness to War project was 
designed to connect individuals to services 
and groups that offer support at each of these 
three levels (STARTTS, 2022).

3.	 The Systemic Approach
 

The guiding premise upon which the project and STARTTS in general functions is that the ‘the 
individual refugee does not exist in isolation, but within the context of their family, social network, 
refugee community and larger Australian society.’ The Witness to War project functions from 
mainstream society and accessible institutions and offers support by addressing the needs of 
their clients in each of these spheres.

This evaluation seeks to understand the impact of the hotline with reference to the outcomes 
outlined by the URBIS Framework (Witness to War Evaluation Framework, 2022).  
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Graph C: The Systemic Approach
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This report uses a qualitative evaluation with limited quantitative elements in which seven key 
stakeholders have been identified and engaged. These include:

i.	 Clients- individuals impacted by war who called the hotline.

ii.	 Project staff- Senior Project Officer and the team of bicultural support workers.

iii.	STARTTS Senior management 

iv.	Afghan and Ukrainian community leaders

v.	 Afghan and Ukrainian STARTTS community development workers

vi.	STARTTS School Liaison team

vii.	 Staff from Multicultural NSW

Below is a list of data that was collected and utilised for the purpose of evaluation:

Feedback interviews from clients: During their follow up calls, the bicultural staff asked 
permission from clients to administer a feedback interview. Having the bicultural staff administer 
the interview was deemed appropriate given the bond and trust established between them 
and the clients. 13 clients provided their feedback to the following three questions about their 
satisfaction, their willingness to recommend the service and where they initially heard about the 
service. Depending on whether clients had more time, they were also asked about their future 
expectations and suggested ways to improve the hotline.

Interviews and focus group discussion: All other key stakeholders were interviewed by the 
Evaluation Officer. The project staff participated in a focus group discussion. The questions were 
centred around each of their experience being involved in the project, the impact they observed, 
factors which enabled the success of the project, the challenges they faced and suggestions on 
how the project could be improved.

Training evaluation survey: The STARTTS School Liaison team provided results of an evaluation 
survey for two training workshops they delivered in collaboration with Witness to War. The survey 
was filled out by school staff belonging to the Parramatta Diocese and Central IEC. A total of 34 
and 29 staff members attended the trainings respectively. Questions were asked about their 
knowledge of and confidence to work with people from a refugee background. 
Attendee Evaluation Survey: Attendees of the first Iranian Community gathering in March 2023 
were provided with an evaluation survey to elicit their feedback. A total of 8 responses were 
received.

Miscellaneous reports: throughout the project duration, the Senior Project Officer drafted a 
series of documents which provided information on the work carried out by the project staff. 
The Evaluation Officer was privy to these documents as they were a vital source of data for this 
report. These documents included:

METHODOLOGY
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-	 Progress reports

-	 Milestone report

-	 Summary document providing information on all trainings, presentations and media 
engagement activities undertaken by staff.

-	 Info-graph providing a recap of Witness to War in 2022

-	 Minutes, feedback and summary notes of the two Iranian gatherings

Case studies: the Evaluation Officer received information for case studies from the bicultural 
staff. Without breaking confidentiality, the staff shared information on selected clients who were 
impacted by the project.

The data collected above would have been impossible to gather without the assistance of the 
Senior Project Officer. Prior to facilitating the focus group discussion and interviews, all parties 
were made aware of the purpose of the evaluation, the procedure involved and assured of their 
anonymity throughout the entire process. Evaluation findings have been thematically analysed 
using the Urbis Framework.  
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Four frameworks have been used to analyse the findings of the evaluation. The first three are 
The Complex Interaction Model, The Biopsychosocial Model and The Systemic Approach Model, 
explained in more detail in the background section of this paper. 

The fourth framework is the Social Capital framework developed by STARTTS and UNSW (see 
Bartolomei, Pittaway, Ward and Doney, 2013). The model provides detailed information on the 
building blocks required to build positive social capital outcomes. These are Social Connections 
and Network (SCN), Social Relational Norms (SRN), Social Resources (SR) and Social Capital 
Enablers (SCE). SCN identifies the different types of connections that are essential to improve the 
quality of one’s life during settlement. SRN and SR speak to the positive qualities and resources 
required for individuals to develop and build their connections. SCE are the individual, community 
and socio-political factors that encourage individuals from a refugee background to expand 
their networks during resettlement.

Table A: Four aspects of the Social Capital Model.

Frameworks used in the analysis
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Foundational outcomes
a.	 Project is staffed and resourced appropriately.

The hotline had to start operating rapidly in March 2022 before casual staff were recruited due to 
the invasion of Ukraine and subsequent request by NSW Government to commence operation. At 
first, the phones were operated by existing bicultural staff and clinical students. This has enabled 
to project to provide services while still recruiting.  Ukrainian staff employed by the project were 
also the first Ukrainian staff at STARTTS.  According to the Senior Project Officer, with her help, 
the program and STARTTS in general were able to provide support immediately to the Ukrainian 
community and assist with development and provision of STARTTS in-language resources. In 
addition to Ukrainian speaking staff, the project also engaged Dari, Farsi, Hazari, Pashto, Arabic 
and Kurdish speaking staff. This has enabled the commencement of operations covering the 
identified priority communities. 

b.	 Project design and implementation evolves in response to operating context and 
evolution of overseas conflicts.

The Witness to War program was initially set up in response to requests from members of the 
Afghan community living in NSW who were impacted by the fall of Kabul in 2021. Shortly after the 
invasion of Ukraine was launched in 2022, the program expanded its reach to cater to Ukrainian 
community members residing in NSW. Since then, the program has recruited bicultural staff from 
Iranian, Tamil, and Northern African backgrounds to offer support to the different communities 
affected by overseas conflict. According to the Senior Project Officer, the team adjusted its 
messaging for each group based on community needs and cultural nuances. The efficiency 
with which the program was able to respond and evolve was attributed to the strong existing 
relationships between STARTTS and community groups. Reports from MNSW staff also indicate 
that the program did evolve in response to the evolution of overseas conflicts. 

“Jorge approached us after the fall of Kabul and in August 2021 to say that they were 
getting a lot of inquiries from the Afghan community, who were very concerned about 
what was happening in Afghanistan and had family and friends still there who were 
trying to get out. And he thought that group in particular could benefit from Witness 
to War starting again. So, I think from a high-level perspective that was the intent of 
the program. We didn’t want to be so stuck with the original idea and premise of the 

program so as not to be flexible to what the community existing or arriving needed.“

“I think looking at it from the kind of day-to-day perspective of like, communication 
with STARTTS and with Ellen. We will be able to, they kept us up to date on different 
kinds of communities that they were addressing through the staffing of the Bicultural 
Support Workers. So certainly, can see that kind of targeted community was the Afghan 

FINDINGS
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community. But then pretty soon into the delivery timeframe, there was the invasion of 
Ukraine. So, there was kind of that shift towards the Ukraine community, which was that 
newly arriving community as opposed to the existing community. So, I think, yeah, the 

design and implementation like it did evolve to address different global conflicts.”

c.	 Program management and evaluation is fit for purpose.

The bicultural staff were managed by the Senior Project Officer who reported to STARTTS 
Community Services Coordinator. Additionally, other STARTTS senior staff were also consulted in 
the project development and implementation.

The evaluation of the project was done in accordance with the framework drafted by URBIS after 
consulting with STARTTS and Multicultural NSW. In the interview with staff from Multicultural NSW, 
they stated that the framework would allow them to discern the impact created by the project in 
bridging the gap between individuals affected by conflict and service providers.

Few challenges were identified by the Senior Project Officer and the Evaluation Officer with 
regards to obtaining data from clients. These were:

-	 Difficulty completing certain client evaluations due to the brief nature of intervention and 
efforts taken by the team to minimise any re-traumatisation.

-	 The project is designed to be a hotline service, which makes it difficult to obtain feedback 
as most clients did not wish to stay on the line to provide feedback. 

-	 This service is different to the pilot project whose primary mode of offering support was 
through face-to-face casework. The team would have been able to obtain more feedback 
as the interactions were face to face.
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Outcome 1: Awareness of Witness to War services and supports is developing among 
priority communities (those impacted by conflicts in Afghanistan and Ukraine) 

1.1 	 Awareness-building and engagement activities undertaken to promote Witness to 
War (including media releases, media presentations, promotional materials) 

Analysis of the data collected indicate that Witness to War did raise awareness of the program 
among priority communities and service providers. Activities promoting the program include: 

1. 	 Community engagement 

The project team attended 53 events and gatherings organised by communities and service 
providers in order to introduce the program and establish links with key stakeholders. These 
included meetings, fairs and festivals and giving presentations both online and in person. The 
team utilised each opportunity to interact with members of the community and understand 
their needs and challenges. One team member commented:

“Additionally, what I think what helped our team is the links with the communities. Any 
event that we were aware of we would send some of our members to go to attend it 
to see the people. That way, we actually get to know some of our callers, and we might 
anticipate that this person might call us, and this might be the problem and we may 

think how to help that person. So, it’s good.”

Community leaders also attested to the team’s efforts in the following statement:

“They came to one of our information sessions. They provided their flyers and brochures, 
and they provided information for the clients.”

Examples of Successful Community Engagement Incentives:

a. UkiFest Ukrainian Festival (April to June 2022): The Senior Project Officer and Ukrainian Bicultural 
Client Support worker helped manage a stall at the festival in Darling Harbour to provide 
information about the Witness to War project and STARTTS services to newly arrived Ukrainians 
settled in Australia, and the public. 

Immediate outcomes
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UkiFest Photos from left to right (clockwise): two photos of STARTTS and W2W team manning the stall 
and Ukrainian Bicultural staff with Mr Mark Joseph Coure MP (Shadow Minister for Multiculturalism, 
Shadow Minister for Jobs, Industry, Innovation, Science and Technology, and Shadow Minister for 
South-Western Sydney).

Photo: Arabic speaking bicultural staff member 
at the Liverpool Council Refugee Week event.
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2. 	 Distribution of flyers 

The team created Witness to War community flyers and distributed them at every event they 
attended. The flyer was also posted on the STARTTS Facebook page to raise awareness. For 
example:

a. Fairfield Council Prairieville playgroup session (July to September 2022): Arabic speaking 
Bicultural Client Support Worker attended the session at Prairieville Public School to introduce 
the program. Parents were supplied with flyers and the children were given balloons and 
stamps. Additional flyers were left with the support worker running the session.

The statements below are from the client feedback interview in response to how they heard 
about the program:

“I got the W2W number from flyers in the men’s group at Auburn STARTTS”.

“I saw a flyer in Ukrainian about our services, at Lidcombe. I became interested in the 
service, asked one of the members about it and from that person got more information 

about the hotline.”

Similarly, a STARTTS Community Development staff from the Afghan community further 
attested to the distribution of flyers in his community:

“Word of mouth and distribution of the flyer. I’ve been sending messages through social 
media to the Afghan or Hazara community.” 

3. 	 Utilising existing relationships of STARTTS 

With the help of the staff at STARTTS, the Witness to War project utilised existing relationships 
with community leaders, members and service providers to expand their reach. Below is an 
example of how community development workers from Afghan backgrounds working at 
STARTTS helped raise awareness of the program:

“Also, the Kateb Hazara Association, which I (inaudible)-my other capacity as a volunteer. 
So, I promoted the service. We have two new paid staff. They are in direct contact with 

the newly arrived Afghans, so they have been promoting them as well.”

4. 	 Referrals from community leaders 

Given the relevance of the hotline in helping connect individuals affected by conflict with 
relevant service providers, community leaders assisted with the team’s efforts to raise 
awareness of the program by referring some of their members and clients. They told us:

“Most of the people who come from Afghanistan, from my community or other 
communities. They are witnesses of war and are affected by war. This means the project 

was relevant to my clients. That’s why I refer my clients to them.”
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5. 	 Social media

Witness to War and STARTTS used social media platforms to raise awareness of the program. This 
included posts on the STARTTS website, Facebook page and videos on YouTube. For example, the 
W2W Audio Visual Project housed videos explaining details of the program and went live at the 
end of April 2023. The videos are available in Ukrainian, Farsi and English and the Ukrainian video 
has been viewed 201 times. The Farsi video has had 52 views, and the English video has had 96 
views. There was a noticeable increase in calls from NSW and interstate following on from the 
video’s release, signifying an expansion in the promotional outreach of the project.

6. 	 Media engagements

The team also utilised various media outlets to raise awareness of the program. During their 
interview, a STARTTS Senior Manager reflected on how an interview on an Iranian radio program 
about Witness to War resulted in the hotline receiving calls from out of state namely Victoria. 

“When Iran happened, we were able to engage an Iranian staff member. She went onto 
Iranian radio and suddenly we had phone calls even from Victoria asking questions from 
the Iranian community. There were a lot of people on skilled visas and other kinds of 
visas. So, knowledge of some of the refugee services might not have been as strong as 

it would’ve been for Afghans.”

Below are other examples of media engagement activities:

Table 1.1: Examples of media engagements to raise awareness of Witness to War.
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1.2. 	 Activities undertaken in response to community requests (by type of group requesting, 
i.e., community, organization, school, or workplace type) 

Request from schools

As schools began seeing an uptake in the number of refugee students from Ukraine, there was a 
need expressed to understand how best to support them and their families. In the interview with 
the School Liaison Team, it became clear that there were a number of schools who identified 
their incapacity to support such students due to their lack of knowledge about the educational 
system in Ukraine, Ukrainian culture and socio-political context and general lack of experience 
working with students with refugee-like experience. In response, the School Liaison Team worked 
with the Witness to War team to create resources which were of use to teachers and parents alike. 
The resource was promoted through the Hints for Healing podcast and STARTTS social media 
platforms, translated by a bicultural worker, and shared with the Department of Education, EALD 
staff and a local Ukrainian newspaper. To view the resource, please click ‘How can you support 
your children who’ve been affected by the war’ 

Image: Information session at a Kogarah HS meeting for parents and teachers of Ukrainian 
students on 18 May 2022.
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Request from the Iranian community

STARTTS staff and Senior Management met with five individuals from the Iranian community 
(October to December 2022) to discuss their concerns about the increasing levels of distress in 
the community owing to the recent events in Iran. A request was made by community leaders 
seeking support from STARTTS. Consequently, W2W hired its first Iranian staff member and 
organised the first STARTTS-Iranian Community Gathering in collaboration with Refugee Advice 
& Casework Service (RACS) on the 31st March 2023. The gathering was an opportunity for the 
community to establish relations with service providers and gain information about the different 
services available to them. Simultaneously, the gathering was also an opportunity for service 
providers to acquaint themselves with the needs of the community and connect with them in 
a movement of solidarity. Examples of organisations and institutions who attended the event 
include the Australian Federal Police (AFP), NSW health, Community MRC, Scholars at Risk and 
Talent Beyond Boundaries. 

The event proved to be successful as the community found it beneficial. An evaluation survey 
was provided to attendees at the end of the gathering. A total of eight responses were collected. 
Findings suggest that the attendees found the event beneficial due to the information they 
received. One attendee spoke about how the gathering offered an avenue to his friends to learn 
more about STARTTS:

“Informing people about STARTTS’s existence and services. I was talking with some of my 
friends in the past few days but none of them were aware of this organisation.”

One attendee provided the following suggestion: 

“By arranging more such gatherings for the Iranian community. Appointing a full-time 
liaison officer for the Iranian Community who has a good relationship with the community 
members and the community leaders may also help STARRTS to understand what the 

Iranian community needs are and how STARRTS can help the Iranian community.”

The community then requested a second gathering in a different location to facilitate community 
access. The second gathering took place on 22nd June 2023 in West Ryde. Similarly, to previous 
instances, the gathering became a platform for the community to establish and  deepen its links

with service providers and obtain more 
information on visas, migration and 
psychological and community development 
services.  Community members drew 
particular attention to the experience of 
foreign interference (Iranian Government) with 
themselves and their community in Australia, 
as well as their families overseas. Those 
involved in advocacy and public protests in 
Australia spoke about being targeted and their 
distress associated with this.

*NB a full list of issues raised by the Iranian 
community is available on request. Image: Iranian bicultural staff member speaking at 

the 1st Iranian gathering.
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Request from an organisation 

During the period of July to September 2023, the Senior Project Officer attended the St George 
Multicultural Network (SGMN) Interagency meeting to deliver a presentation on the Witness to 
War project, and shared information with the email network. Attendees included multicultural 
service providers, both Government and Non-Government, working in the St. George local 
area.	
Other examples of requests from organisations include:

-	 An online presentation given by W2W staff (April to June 2022) on the project, the Afghan 
and Ukrainian crisis following a request from the NSW Refugee Support Network at their 
meeting.

-	 A keynote presentation given by STARTTS Senior Manager and W2W staff (April to June 2022) 
on the Ukrainian crisis, W2W and STARTTS services at a webinar organised by the Australian 
Association of Social Workers (AASW). 

1.3. 	 Barriers

Dilemmas around the magnitude of advertising

A significant challenge was deciding how much to invest into advertising the program given its 
limited time span. The central concern is the uncertainty surrounding ongoing funding, as the 
absence of assured support post-project completion could leave individuals attempting to make 
phone calls without assistance. The analysis underscores the necessity of securing longer-term 
funding for phone line services, emphasizing a minimum duration of a few years or continuous 
funding to confidently advertise the program widely. The challenge lies in the delicate balance 
between the desire for extensive promotion and the recognition of resource limitations within the 
constraints of available funding.

“The other challenge was that it was only a one-year project, so it’s very difficult to 
invest a lot of resources into advertising something and it takes time to set it up. So even 
though it being one year project, we were not really, like, it was April by the time we were 

able to start actually running and then by the time we got the staff and everything.”
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Outcome 2: Referral pathways have been developed with relevant service providers. 

Findings of the evaluation indicate that the Witness to War program did have an impact in creating 
referral pathways for clients with STARTTS and other relevant service providers. The statements 
given below are from the Afghan community leader who recalled the referral pathways which 
opened for her clients which gave them access to a wide range of services. She told us: 

“Yes. When the clients registered with them, they started to link them with different STARTTS 
Services. Some of the clients were introduced to the FiCT project and some of them had 
a yoga program. They also receive a swimming program to help their mental health…

“I had a client. He was homeless. They introduced some of the services to me, for that 
client and showed me how I can refer my client to different services.”

2.1. 	 Number of meetings with community members or service providers

The table below provides a list of service providers with whom the project staff met with to 
introduce themselves and create referral pathways between them. It is important to note that 
this list does not include any other form of engagement including presentations, attending 
community events or groups. 
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Table 2.1: Meetings with service providers.
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2.2. 	 Number and type of referral pathways managed by Witness to War

Please note that data for 22 referrals made out to STARTTS were the ones formally recorded. 
Upon following up with the Senior Project Officer, it became evident that the remaining four were 
not recorded formally as clients have referred themselves after speaking with a staff member 
from the hotline. The graphs below provide some additional information on the demographics 
of the 22 referrals.

Table 2.2: Referrals from Witness to War (2022-23).

Graph 2.1: Age and gender.  

Graph 2.2: Country of birth. 

Graph 2.3: Residential status.
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The breakup of data in the graphs above are provided based on age and gender, country of 
birth and residential status. For graph 2.1, the orange bars represent referrals for female clients 
and the blue bars represent referrals for male clients. The data suggests that the number of 
referrals for female clients (approximately 77%) was significantly more than that of male clients 
(approximately 23%). Similarly, the age bracket with the greatest number of referrals is between 
25 to 35 years. Reasons for this are not explicitly provided. However, looking back on calls received, 
the Senior Project Officer stated that the majority came from female clients.

In graph 2.2, the greatest number of referrals were made for clients from Ukrainian background 
followed by Afghan background (approximately 68% and 18% respectively). The graph also 
shows that the project was not limited to both these ethnicities as referrals were also made out 
for individuals from Somalia and Bangladesh. The data from graph 2.3 shows that most of the 
referrals made for clients on temporary humanitarian visa (approximately 41%). Only 6 clients 
(approximately 27%) were permanent residents which suggest that they have been in Australia 
longer than the duration of the project.

2.3. 	 Barriers 

Post-referral process

According to the project staff one of the challenges they faced was the limitations they faced 
in following up with other service providers on the status of their client’s referral. They reported:

“I think another challenge in terms of work is also the other organizations and how they 
process things as well in terms of timeline or in terms of how they work and everything. Once 
we refer someone to another service, it basically goes from us to them, but we do follow up 

or they can come back, but again, in terms of timeline, we cannot always promise.”

During such periods, the team recalled making calls to offer emotional support while they waited 
for an update, telling us:

“Well, I try to say, look, while you are waiting, just call us. Anytime you feel like you want to 
talk to anyone, just call us and we’ll listen to you as much as you need.”

2.4. 	 Enablers  

Bicultural staff who could navigate through stigma.

The Witness to War bicultural staff identified commonalities in the way their respective 
communities viewed mental health. Their understanding of the stigma informed by their own 
cultural upbringing coupled with their knowledge of the laws around confidentiality in Australia 
enabled them to navigate the resistance from community members. 

“We managed to make referrals into STARTTS trauma counselling. That’s the biggest 
impact because someone from like Afghani, Ukrainian background-in our cultures, we 
don’t go to psychologists and counsellors, we go to sisters, moms and friends. Here we 
tell them ‘Don’t be afraid, and you’ll be okay. It’s confidential, nothing to worry about. It’s 
not the government, it will not be reported anywhere. It’s just getting help.’ It’s a kind of 
soft introduction into counselling, then they can actually get that help, professional help.”
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“We’ve had a lot of Afghans, and there’s a huge stigma around mental health, and 
talking about it as well. So, as my colleague mentioned, it’s been just such an easy 
transition for us during the call to just go ‘okay, can I refer you to this? It’s confidential and 
professional.’  They understand that their issues are not going to go into the community 
even if the counsellor may be an Afghan because there’s issues of trust and everything. 
So, talking to them about that it’s a bit of psychoeducation that we do on their side as 

well, which is definitely impacting.”

Benefits of having the Witness to War program as part of Community Services

By embedding the program into the Community Services department, the team was reportedly 
able to assist with self-referrals thereby creating a direct pathway between STARTTS counselling 
and the Witness to War program. One team member stated: 

“It was good that the program was part of Community Services. It enabled the Witness 
to War staff to have easier collaboration across the Community Services team and 
movement of staff. It also enabled Witness to War staff to actually send referrals, so, 
it encouraged self-referrals to STARTTS in their language. Because if they call STARTTS 
intake line people to refer to themselves, they would need an interpreter. Here they were 
able to call someone in their language who speaks their language, so then they could do 
a referral to STARTTS counselling. So, there was a pathway between Witness to War into 

STARTTS counselling which was useful.”
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Outcome 3: Clients are provided information, support, and where appropriate referred 
and connected to services that are relevant to their needs. 

Below are a few things to consider when analysing these figures:

-	 Lifeline is an organisation with around 1000 employees, 10,000 volunteers and 41 centres 
spread throughout Australia (Data & Statistics - Lifeline Australia, n.d.). Beyond Blue consists 
of 150 staff members (Beyond Blue, n.d.) and 418 volunteers (“Beyond Blue 2022 Annual 
Report,” 2022). Witness to War is a relatively small-scale project with a team of not more 
than 7-9 employees at a time with one operating centre.

-	 Data is not available on cultural background, language used or interpreter usage for the 
mainstream phone line callers.

-	 Witness to War supported a specific clientele namely individuals impacted by conflict. 
Lifeline and Beyond Blue catered to a much larger client group as it included anyone in 
Australia suffering from poor mental health conditions and/or are at a risk of harming 
themselves. 

When attempting to assess the levels of engagement, the data provided must therefore be 
viewed in line with the resources available to each organisation.

Table 3.1: Number of client engagements in 2022.

Table 3.2: Data on referrals and engagements with clients.

3.1.	 Number and type of enquiries received by Witness to War

The tables below exhibit the number of referrals, client engagements and the type of enquiries 
received by the Witness to War project. It is difficult to assess the levels of engagement due to 
the limited amount of comparative data available. The table below depicts the number of calls 
received from clients in the year 2022 (“Lifeline- 2022 Annual Report,” 2022) and (“Beyond Blue 
2022 Annual Report,” 2022)
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Table 3.3 shows a range of enquiries received by the hotline. Each type of enquiry is different 
from the other thereby revealing the versatility of the project staff and the effort they put in to 
provide adequate support. Organisations like Lifeline and Beyond Blue are more streamlined 
as they receive enquiries that primarily revolve around suicide, mental health and physical 
violence (Data & Statistics - Lifeline Australia, n.d.) and (“Beyond Blue 2022 Annual Report,” 2022). 
Hence, notwithstanding the scale at which Witness to War operates and the differences in the 
number of engagements across the different organisations, the hotline can be considered to be 
multifaceted in terms of the support it offers.    

To all stakeholders involved, Witness to War was relevant because it addressed the existing gap 
between refugee communities and service providers. Statements below from a team member 
and a client offer insight into the broad scope of support offered by the program:
 

“There was a lot of information we were giving around the settlement. The impact of 
conflict overseas can be seen on settlement, but it also could have an impact on people 
who have been in Australia for longer and they’ve got different things that concern them. 
Witness to War was fairly broad in terms of being able to talk about different topics to 
people. There were questions that were related to settlement, there were questions that 
related to mental health, to services, to all sorts of things. I mean domestic violence we 

picked up.”

“I received a humanitarian visa and I have started the process to get the Opal card and 
Medicare card. I’ve enrolled in TAFE for English classes on Mondays and Wednesdays.”

3.2. 	 Client satisfaction with referral/connection process

The data collected from the feedback interviews with the clients and the discussion with the 
Witness to War team indicate that clients were satisfied and grateful to have received support 
from calling the hotline. A team member from Newcastle recalled the following example based 
on positive feedback from her client:

Table 3.3: Types of enquiries.
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“I am based in Newcastle, and the Ukrainian community is not as big as in Sydney. 
For example: We tried to help one senior family who fled the war from Ukraine and 
now live here (Newcastle area) with their daughter and feel lonely. Tried to help them 
I contacted Hunter Multicultural to find out what they provide for Senior people. They 
provide fortnightly meetings with lunch at Church Hall for people who have been living 
here in Australia for a long time and are happy to find new arrivals.  They went for this 
Senior Citizens group meeting and had an enjoyable conversation. They are happy to 

attend these meetings in future.”

3.3. 	 Client satisfaction with information/support provided.

A total of 13 client feedback surveys have been used to determine the findings below. Given that 
the number of responses does not constitute a minimum of 25% of the total number of unique 
clients (168), the findings below cannot be considered representative of the views of the entire 
group. However, they do offer some indication of satisfaction. 

Quantitative findings from Client feedback surveys

Graph 3.1: Percentage of clients who received support.

Table 3.3: Number and percentage of clients who received support.
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The graph and table above depict the number and percentage of client sample who stated that 
they received the support they needed. The majority of participants (53.84%) responded with 
yes. The statement below provides the reason behind the positive review in a nutshell. 

“Speaking to (specific Ukrainian bicultural worker) really helped me. I received the needed 
support.”

Approximately 15.38% of participants claimed that they received support to some extent. A 
marginally significant portion (23.07%) reported not receiving the support they needed. The 
statements below indicate clearly how they received support from Witness to War vis a vis being 
connected with the service provider they sought. Yet, these clients were dissatisfied as they did 
not receive the outcome they were hoping for. They told us:

“I contacted with the numbers that staff provided, but I was not successful to get help 
from them.”

“I still have not received any response from the immigration office about my parents’ 
visa, who live in Afghanistan. I’d like the number of this centre again. I’m thankful for 

STARTTS’s help and support and would like to recommend this service to my friends.”

“I requested from relevant Service providers to change my visa (from Student Visa to 
permanent visa) for Iranian university students. They said they didn’t have any new policy 

to change the visa for this group of Iranian students.”

Graph 3.2: Percentage of clients who would recommend the service.

Table 3.4: Number and percentage of clients who would recommend the service.
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The group unanimously stated that they would recommend the hotline to others in their 
community. Irrespective of whether they received assistance or not, clients were grateful to have 
a service where they could conveniently call in, speak to someone in their own language and 
receive help. 

Qualitative findings from client feedback, interviews with Community Leaders and focus group 
discussion with the project Staff.
Responses from the client interviews indicate that the majority of the cohort were satisfied with 
the support they received from the hotline. One client stated that: 

“Because of the level of encouragement and support that is provided during the 
conversation, I could express my feelings, narrate and discuss things that I couldn’t trust 

even with my closest friends.”

The positive change observed in the client statement above is directly linked to an increase in 
their social capital. Through their calls, they formed a link with a settlement service provider. The 
connection continued to strengthen through the emotional support they received resulting in 
the formation of their trust in the service provider. 

During their interview, a community leader stated that clients appreciated receiving follow up 
calls as it allowed them to give the team an update and/or request their assistance to further 
address their concerns. They said: 

“Good follow up. They did follow up with me and the clients. Whenever I referred a client 
to them, they had a regular follow up with them.”

The team also reported positive updates and messages of gratitude from clients during their 
follow up calls:

“Sometimes it’s hard when you really feel for the person who’s calling you and when you 
cannot help as much as you want to but it’s really rewarding when you do help them. 
Today, one of the people called to thank us for supporting her. It feels great. We had a 
call when one client was saying, ‘Oh, God, thank you so much for helping us, my daughter 
and I were jumping up and down, probably our neighbours’. It’s Wow when it feels good.”

“We have so many calls, when people call at first, they’re so upset, and they think it’s a 
huge problem but after they talk, it feels so good. They say’ I have this problem. I don’t 
know what to do. I cannot sleep today’, and we talk to them, ‘Please tell me more? What 
about this or that and at the end, would you like to do something about your problem?’ 
Sometimes they’d say,’ No, let me think about it. Thank you so much. I feel better.’ That’s 
it, next we would call as a follow-up call asking, ‘How are you feeling?’ They would say 
‘Thank you. Great. You helped me a lot. I don’t need any help. That’s it. I’m fine.’ So, I think 

it has a great impact.”
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3.4. 	 Case study

The client is a woman in her mid-twenties from 
Afghanistan who relocated to Australia with her 
family in 2022. The information provided about 
the client was collected from the project staff 
and identifying details of her story have been 
slightly altered/withheld to protect the client’s 
confidentiality. Since moving to Australia, the 
client and her family have been living with 
their extended family.  During this time, they 
have faced numerous hardships and trauma 
resulting from the ongoing political instability 
and conflict in Afghanistan, their journey as 
refugees and an ongoing fear for the safety of 
their family.  

Shortly after settling in Australia, the client’s 
mental health declined even further due to a 
number of reasons. These include:

•	 Not having access to service providers to 
address her trauma.

•	 Having to assume the responsibility of 
maintaining the house and childcare.

•	 Experiencing challenges resulting from 
cultural differences and lack of proficiency 
in English.

•	 Not knowing how to drive.

•	 Financial constraints.

•	 Feeling isolated from women her age 
in her community due to her familial 
responsibilities.

•	 Lack of time for her to prioritise her 
personal wellbeing. 

The client was connected to the Witness to War 
hotline through the Kateb Hazara Association. 
The Afghan bicultural support worker who 
supported her was immediately able to detect 
her deep distrust in the service sector due to 
her experiences in Afghanistan and her lack of 
awareness of how to navigate the service sector 
in Australia. Hence, despite needing help, the 
client was reportedly reluctant to divulge any 
personal information to the support worker. 

The call lasted for about 15 minutes during 
which the support worker was able to build 
rapport with the client by connecting with 
her from a cultural perspective, providing 
emotional support and by explicitly informing 
her of her rights to privacy in Australia. Over 
the duration of the conversation, the support 
worker saw progress in the client’s disposition 
as she granted permission to have her 
personal information collected to fill out an 
intake form. Subsequently, the client was 
referred to a Persian counsellor as per her 
request and was informed of the standard 
waiting time before her first appointment (6-8 
weeks). In the meantime, the support worker 
offered to check in on her to continue offering 
emotional support. Additionally, the client was 
also offered referrals for groups that provided 
psychosocial support at STARTTS which she 
turned down due to her unavailability caused 
by her responsibilities.

The bicultural worker persisted in regular 
check-ins with the client to sustain their 
relationship and establish trust. Despite 
challenges in reaching out caused by the 
client’s financial constraints and a lack of 
phone credit, the support worker successfully 
made a second call. During this interaction, 
the support worker inquired about the client’s 
well-being and followed up on the status of her 
referral. Subsequent communication with the 
STARTTS intake team confirmed that the client 
began counselling sessions with a counsellor 
towards the end of 2022.

In her conversation with the support worker, the 
client expressed her gratitude to the program 
for the support she received as it reportedly 
increased her confidence to address her 
challenges one by one and seek assistance 
when needed.
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3.5. 	 Project staff views on whether appropriate information, support and/or services were 
available for clients. 

Given the purpose of the hotline, the project staff opined that the information, support and/or 
services provided to clients were appropriate. The project offered clients access to a wide range 
of services they did not have access to before. Consequently, the team observed a positive 
impact on their clients resulting from the information and emotional support they offered, with 
one team member stating in response to a question on whether impact was positive: 

“Absolutely, they call for a need that they have and most of the time, we refer them to 
the organisations that do provide that. And supporting them in that process if need be. 
And most of the feedback is that they’ve received that, or it has helped them get some 
clarity or as my colleague mentioned in terms of if a student needs just basic things like 
a laptop. And even if not just having someone to talk to you and their own language, 
someone who understands their issues and holds that space for them. That has got a 

huge impact.”

For clients with unique needs, the staff resorted to their experience living in Australia and diverse 
skillsets to provide appropriate information and support. Examples included clients requesting 
information on how to connect with their own communities and the wider Australian community. 
One hotline staff member recalls: 

“It’s not only connecting clients with our communities in Sydney, but even connecting 
our Ukrainians with Australians. There was a call, the person was looking for Australian 
friends and links to Australian people, not Ukrainian, because links have been established 
already. So, in that situation we can also provide information on how you can actually 
get those friends, where to go and what activities to do. You have experience from a 
Ukrainian point of view, and you have experienced from a person who lives in this country 

for some time. And you can share that experience with a newcomer.”

“Some callers who just arrive in the country wouldn’t even know where communities 
are based or what organisations are existing. So, I think we are kind of representatives 
of the community linking people. I mean, we had cases like enrolling someone into 
school, getting someone out of (a) domestic violence situation, or getting someone into 
emergency and we link the response and us being a link can translate on the cultural 
side, explaining what the person might be going through and what brought them down. 
Maybe they are small like a couple of cases, but the impact was big in terms of being 

that third party that would connect organisations or help people solve the situation.”
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3.6. 	 Barriers 

Potential challenges to the team while offering support.

One of the STARTTS Senior Managers identified two potential challenges project staff might face 
while providing support. The team consisted of individuals from a multidisciplinary background. 
As such, it was postulated that the team might not be able support critical clients who may pose 
a danger to themselves or others around them. They told us:

“It’s challenging when you have a suicidal client. And you are not trained as a clinician, it’s 
even more challenging. So you need other colleagues to come on board. And certainly, 
if you need to report domestic violence, child abuse or potential child abuse certainly is 

challenging because many communities are not very glad to bring up this topic.”

It is important to note that the team was provided trainings on suicide prevention, accidental 
counselling and all other areas deemed necessary to work with clients suffering from trauma. 
Staff also volunteered themselves for trainings and information sessions they found useful (e.g.: 
a webinar on Centrelink payments for Migrants and Newly Arrived Residents attended by a team 
member who later distributed the information to the team). Additionally, the team received 
support from the Senior Project Officer and from the Direct Services team in the form of periodical 
debriefs to help them assist their clients.

The second is the possibility of the team members being triggered by their clients (trauma 
based on personal experiences or vicarious trauma). Please note that there was no mention of 
experiences of vicarious trauma by the team.

“On the other side, it has been challenging because this situation would trigger the project 
team’s own trauma because their similar experiences. It requires to be addressed, not to 
be ashamed of it, but to address it in a proper way to seek the help of private therapy, 
or even counselling at STARTTS, and certainly looking into the future options, how to 
recognize my weak points and my vulnerability and how to work with my vulnerability 

with the other professionals.”

3.7. 	 Enablers

Several reasons were identified by the team as to why the program offered appropriate 
information/service/ support to the clients. These were:

• Convenience of being a hotline

Being a phone service, members of the community could call in from anywhere at any 
time between 9am to 4pm. This ensured that they didn’t have to make any extra effort or 
accommodations in terms of travel, finance, family or jobs in order to seek support.

• Adaptability and flexibility

The Senior Project Officer cited the project’s ability to adapt and be flexible as one of the primary 
reasons as to why they were able to offer appropriate support in a culturally conscious manner, 
stating: 
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“Service has been very adaptable, flexible and agile, especially with newly arrived 
Ukrainians and responding to their needs. Requests for support and information (are) 
coming from outside the community as well as within. We’ve continued to tailor the 
service and the messaging, incorporating cultural aspects and culturally safe practices, 

so that we can adequately respond to and support community members.”

• Non-judgemental approach towards clients

In their conversations with clients, the team adopted a solution-oriented mindset while giving 
support without judgement of individual or familial circumstance. This enabled clients to 
feel comfortable, build rapport with the team and develop their confidence to seek support. 
Examples of this are present throughout the report including in the case study above and from 
staff feedback below:

“We immediately referred callers when there was a need, and provided information when 
it was needed. Clients needed guidance and reassurance and we always provided that. 
For callers who were upset and traumatised, we provided a listening, non-judgmental 

ear, and accidental counselling.”

The passage discusses Accidental Counselling, a training initiative at STARTTS aimed at 
empowering community members to recognize trauma signs in individuals from a refugee 
background and offer support in a trauma-informed manner. Delivered in multiple languages, 
project staff disseminate information about the program, emphasizing its content, upcoming 
dates, and the potential impact on aiding both participants and others in trauma-informed 
settings without judgment. The passage underscores the training’s positive influence and 
advocates for increased funding to enable STARTTS to expand its support development, 
emphasizing the crucial role of such programs in fostering community resilience and sensitivity 
to trauma.

• Connecting through language

Being able to converse with a service provider in their own language proved to be advantageous 
for clients as it helped them overcome their initial reservations through the development of trust 
and empathy. Bi-lingual staff commented: 

“It provided great support for others affected by war. A particular strength was that we 
were able to communicate in our own language and empathise deeply with those being 

contacted, and also establish great rapport.” 

• Relatability

Staff with lived experience of conflict commented on the relatability they experienced with clients: 

“We know what our callers are going through. When someone calls, because we’re from 
the same nationality, we know what’s happening. We watch the same news; we have 
relatives if we’re talking about Ukraine and what people are going through. What gives 

us a bit of strength is that we’re in the same community.” 
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Outcome 4: Witness to War supports existing STARTTS training, through co-delivery 
or other support such as information sharing, to increase cultural understanding and 
awareness of war and overseas conflicts, trauma and the many and varied ways in 
which communities are affected locally by overseas conflicts.

4.1. 	 Types of training materials or resources developed by Witness to War 

Presentations and training resources were customized by the Witness to War program to suit the 
needs of relevant organizations and service providers. Types of resources include:

a. 	Resources for schools: The ‘How can you support your children who’ve been affected by the 
war’ resource was created in response to the Ukrainian crisis in collaboration with Witness 
to War. The resource was translated into Ukrainian and shared with the Department of 
Education. All EALD staff received a copy for their reference. 

d.	Articles from project staff: Articles written by project staff are great resources for service 
providers due to the unique perspective it offers. The article published in STARTTS Transition 
Magazine titled ‘Witness to War- phone support service for migrants impacted by global 
conflict’ offers insight into the importance of having bicultural staff cater to multi-ethnic 
communities. 

Please note that STARTTS Training Team delivered multiple sessions for service providers working 
with Afghan clients and they possessed the capacity to do so internally (STARTTS Clinician/
Trainer is of Afghan background and highly skilled and experienced). 

b.	Presentations: the project staff delivered 
several presentations for service providers 
and for communities. Each presentation 
can be used as a resource for training. 
E.g.: STARTTS staff presentation and 
presentations at the Ukrainian meet and 
greets.

 
Image: Ukrainian Bicultural staff member presenting at 
the Ukrainian meet and greet.

c.	 Recorded interviews: Ukrainian bicultural 
worker recorded an interview for the 
Parramatta Diocese school counsellors 
discussing the elements of working with 
Ukrainian refugees. The interview can 
be used as a resource for other school 
clusters or any organisation working with 
young people from a refugee background.

Image: Recorded interview of Ukrainian bicultural staff 

member for the Parramatta Diocese school counsellors.
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4.2. 	 Number of requests for training/ presentations that are co-delivered or supported by 
Witness to War (by type of group requesting, i.e., community, organisation, or workplace 
type) 

Total number of information sessions and presentations in 2022	 20

Total number of trainings in 2022 
(in collaboration with STARTTS School Liaison team) 8

Table 4.1.: Total number of information sessions, presentations, and trainings in 2022.

Examples of trainings/presentations based on these requests are:

Requests from Organisations/ Associations

Witness to War Ukrainian bicultural support worker and STARTTS Senior Manager were invited 
to give presentations on Witness to War and the conflicts in Ukraine and Afghanistan at the 
following meetings/events: 

a.	Refugee Support Network Meeting (April to June 2022)
b.	Australian Association of Social Workers Webinar (April to June 2022)
c.	 Settlement Advisory Council Webinar (April to June 2023)

Requests from schools

Below are samples of trainings/presentations carried out by Witness to War in collaboration with 
the School Liaison team from October to December 2022:

a.	Parramatta Diocese Sydney School Counsellors: professional development training online 
which addressed ways of supporting students who have links to Ukraine and Russia.

b.	Ulladulla High School Teachers and Staff:  Presentation given to assist teaching staff with 
supporting Ukrainian students who attend their schools.

c.	 Central Sydney Intensive English Centre (IEC) and Kogarah IEC:  many Ukrainian students 
attended these two IECs.

Findings from training evaluation surveys

As mentioned earlier, the Witness to War program co-delivered eight professional development 
trainings/meetings in collaboration with the STARTTS School Liaison Team in 2022. For each 
training, the project staff contributed by facilitating presentations about the conflicts in Ukraine 
and Afghanistan or on topics related to supporting individuals impacted by conflict and 
facilitating discussions among participants. |The training schedule looked like: 

Date (2022) Training/presentation/ discussion

18 May In person presentation at Kogarah Intensive English Centre – Parents 
and carers of Ukrainian Students

25 May Online training for Department of Education Staff – EAL/D State-wide 
Staff Room meeting

14 June Online meeting with Canterbury Bankstown Strathfield Refugee 
Network Meeting
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15 June In person 1-hour professional learning session/training for Kogarah 
Intensive English Centre – teachers and staff

20 June Online meeting with Liverpool/Glenfield State Meeting

18 July Online training for Central Sydney Intensive English Centre – teachers 
and staff

8 November Online training for Parramatta Diocese School Counsellors – Professional 
Development. Introduction of the pre-recorded video. 

7 December Online training/discussion at Ulladulla High School -EAL/D planning day 
with 5 teachers (2 primary school, 3 high school)

Formal evaluations were conducted for two of the trainings namely for the Parramatta Diocese 
cluster and the Central IEC. Participants who attended the trainings were schoolteachers, 
counsellors and all other staff who work with young people with a refugee background. The 
findings are presented below.

Parramatta Diocese Cluster: Training Evaluation Findings

The training took place online on 8 November 2022. A total of 34 employees from schools within 
the Parramatta Diocese were present.       

Graph 4.1: Knowledge of refugee experiences and trauma.      Graph 4.2: Confidence working with refugees.

The graphs above show the results of participants’ overall knowledge of refugee experiences 
and trauma and overall confidence to support people from a refugee background (from left 
to right). During the training, participants were educated about the conflicts in Ukraine and 
Afghanistan, the education system in Ukraine and principles of working with young people 
affected by trauma. Results of the survey indicate that by the end of the training, the majority 
of the group observed an increase in their knowledge (22 participants) and an increase in their 
confidence (24 participants) to support people from a refugee background in their line work. 

Significant portions of the group (12 and 10 participants respectively) reported not observing 
a change in their knowledge or their confidence. These values were obtained by combining 
the responses rated from ‘neither agree/disagree’ to ‘strongly disagree.’ Based on responses 
collected in the survey, it seems that the training could have used more case studies and a deep 
dive into specific nuances of trauma-informed workplace practices, as exemplified below:
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	 Graph 4.3: Content appropriateness.                                           Graph 4.4: Content usefulness.

Graphs 4.3 and 4.4 show the appropriateness and usefulness of the training content respectively. 
Most of the group (22 and 23 participants respectively) agreed that the training was appropriate 
and useful to their profession, with some stating: 

“Fabulous resource for school counsellors to access”.

“Really great videos. Thank you to the great presenters!”

However, a significant portion of the group (35.28% and 38.22% respectively) did not find the 
content as appropriate or useful as it seemed rudimentary in the face of their skills and years of 
experience. Several individuals in this cohort requested the training to impart skills and strategies 
that would add to their existing skill set. One participant told us:

“The presenters seemed nice but did not appear to appreciate that the audience were 
Psychologists and Social Workers with a wealth of experience working in schools and 
often with a background in trauma. The content just seemed aimed at a basic level and 
the videos could have been shortened or shared at another time. Perhaps more specific 
information about some of the challenges and techniques STARTTS use for the refugee 

population over and above what we would do for other iterations of trauma.”

“Case studies were very long when we already do assessment for new referrals. I 
understand the needs may be different but feel like we did not focus on those distinct 

needs enough.” 

“I think the training needed to be pitched at a higher level with more input on clinical 
work with refugee children and parents.” 
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       Graph 4.5: Personal and professional reflection.                                  Graph 4.6: Overall satisfaction.

When asked if the training helped them reflect on their personal and professional practices, 
the majority of the group (67.64%) agreed that it did. This shows that not only did the training 
increase the knowledge and confidence of the majority of the group, but also encouraged them 
to reflect and identify strengths and inadequacies in their past actions. 

 The majority of the group (20 participants) were satisfied with the training. Though the content 
of the training was adequate, a significant part of the group (14 participants) of the group either 
disagreed or remained undecided due to what they perceived as content that was elementary 
and a lack of interactive activities to keep them engaged. These participants told us: 

“It was difficult to remain engaged, there could have been some more activities that 
engaged the group/small groups. Some things a bit basic for this group.”

“Information was good but for an experienced group of clinicians, info could be more 
succinct.” 

Central Sydney IEC
The training for Central Sydney IEC was conducted online on 18 July 2022. A total of 29 participants 
attended from different schools in Sydney. The evaluation survey administered to participants is 
identical to the survey used for the Parramatta Diocese. 

          

 Graph 4.7: Knowledge of refugee experiences and trauma.          Graph 4.8: Confidence to work with refugees.
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           Graph 4.9: Content appropriateness.                                                  Graph 4.10: Content usefulness.

The majority of the group (26 participants) found the content appropriate. The entire group 
found it useful for their professional practice. The statement below suggests that the content 
helped participants understand the context behind the circumstances of their students: 

“Thank you so much. The insight at the beginning specific to the Ukrainian war and our 
students was very interesting and helps us understand what our students are going through.”

“The links to YouTube regarding learning brain versus survival brain and the window of 
tolerance were exceptional”.

Results from graphs 4.7 and 4.8 indicate that most of the group (28 and 27 participants 
respectively) observed an increase in their knowledge of refugee experiences and trauma and 
their confidence to support people from a refugee background in their line of work because of 
attending the training. Reports from participants suggest that they found the content intriguing 
and the presenters to be knowledgeable:

“The brain thing was useful. The hypo and hyper arousal plus learning brain and survival brain”

“I’ve gain lots of knowledge and understanding of Ukrainian students.”

“Excellent session. Extremely knowledgeable presenters.”

A marginal segment of the cohort (1 and 2 participants respectively) opted for the ‘neither 
agree/disagree’ option. Upon further elaboration, it became evident that participants required 
the training to have a greater focus on transferring practical skills and strategies necessary to 
offer support to students from a refugee background:

“Fantastic, very helpful. I think foregrounding the practical steps that teachers can take 
to support students with trauma backgrounds would be great. Giving some really clear 
takeaways for teachers who are brand new to taking a trauma informed approach. 

Thanks again!”

“I guess more time spent working through strategies for dealing with different situations 
would have been useful. Thank you!”



40

A marginal portion (3 participants) neither agreed nor disagreed mostly because of what they 
felt was the lack of enough practical training.

        Table 4.11: Personal and professional reflection.                                  Graph 4.12: Overall satisfaction.

Most of the cohort (28 participants) stated that the training helped them reflect on their 
experience and professional practice and the group unanimously expressed their satisfaction 
with the training, expressing consistent gratitude and thanks to STARTTS presenters.
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Intermediate outcomes

Outcome 5: Clients can better access and navigate the existing service system to 
meet their needs and address the challenges they face. 

Reports collected from clients reveal their satisfaction with the hotline because of enhanced in-
language service access: 

“In general, that it’s good that we have a service like this that Ukrainians, who recently 
arrived would find it helpful.”

“The staff provided useful information and cared about what I said. The free services 
were helpful for me because couldn’t afford to pay to get advice.”

“I was satisfied to call to Hotline and get the immigration service number to ask about 
my parents visa situation… and would like to have it again.”

However, the data also showed varying experiences among clients with regards to navigating 
the existing service system post W2W engagement.

5.1	 Increased client understanding and confidence with the service system.
Analysis of the client feedback data exhibits that clients unanimously observed an increase in 
their understanding of the service system owing to the service offered by the hotline despite the 
limitations they faced: 

“I am happy to talk with somebody from Hotline and get some number of service provider, 
but I have not connected with them because I was a bit busy.”

“Yes, because I was overwhelmed but I received support. I am happy about how the staff 
helped me.”

One client reported being able to understand and navigate the service system with the help of 
her son who speaks English. Her reports also indicates that the son was able to be of assistance 
because of discovering W2W and being with his mother when they reached out to the service: 

“My son learnt about the service from people we know. I was able to get through visa 
process, enrolment into school and other necessary steps thanks to her son’s help, 
otherwise, without the knowledge of English and without relatives in Australia, it would 

have been quite difficult to manage all the mentioned processes.”

5.2 	 Client reported needs-based beliefs to address the challenges they face.

Responses from eight clients indicate that they received the support they required. The 
statements below are from three clients who received support from W2W. The first client asked 
to be connected with a lawyer after their call. The second client reported being more vulnerable 
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and open as a result of calling the hotline. The third client states that talking to a Ukrainian 
staff member helped him as he was given the necessary information on how to proceed in his 
situation. From each of these statements, an increase in the client’s confidence to address their 
needs/challenges can be inferred due to the support they received from the hotline. 

“During the first call I requested to have a Farsi interpreter which wasn’t available. Could 
I also get advice from a free lawyer?”

“Because of the level of encouragement and support that is provided during the 
conversation. I could express my feelings, narrate, and discuss things that I couldn’t trust 

even my closest friends.”

“I used to see a psychiatrist in Ukraine. I was mainly looking for a psychiatrist to get a 
prescription for medication, which I used to take in Ukraine. A big downfall of our services 
that they could not offer services of a Ukrainian/Russian speaking psychiatrist. However, 

talk to W2W in my native language helped me a lot”.

 The Ukrainian Community Development worker from STARTTS observed an increased belief in 
her client to address her needs and challenges. In her opinion, having a service that was willing 
to listen, offer valuable insight and actionable steps to address challenges is what helped the 
client feel empowered to continue seeking support, telling us:

“For example, this Saturday I was talking with a woman, she’s Ukrainian and she arrived 
in Australia because of war, her partner is Australian. After two months she had another 
case of domestic violence and I know that currently she’s a client of STARTTS. And 
STARTTS is helping a lot because if this hotline does not exist, she will not know what to 
do. They explained to her that it’s a very clear example of domestic violence and she 
has to be careful and can receive support in terms of housing, finance and sessions with 
counsellors. When you talk and you understand yourself more because sometimes, you 
cannot understand that its domestic violence, so you think that maybe it should be like 

that. I know this girl and actually she received a huge help.”

5.3 	 Case Study

The client in this case study is a woman from Ukraine who arrived in Australia in 2022 with 
her daughter. As with the previous case study (finding 3.4), information about the client was 
obtained from the project staff. Identifying details about the client have been slightly altered/
withheld to protect her confidentiality. The woman was unemployed and received monetary 
benefits to support her family. In the meantime, she pursued a certification in English to improve 
their resettlement experience and improve their standard of living.

Towards the end of 2022, the client faced the challenge of finding a new accommodation. The 
place that she was residing in at the time was too far away from her daughter’s school. This 
proved to be a logistical challenge as the client found it difficult to manage her classes while 
dropping off and picking up her daughter from school. Additionally, the client did not want her 
daughter making the trip to and back from school alone. Without a rental history in the country 
or a referee to vouch for her, the task of finding a new accommodation became increasingly 
difficult; a challenge faced by many members in her community who have recently relocated to 
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Australia. The rental market at the time was very competitive with individuals offering to pay rent 
up front for half a year or even up to the full first year. 

The client discovered the Witness to War service by word of mouth and called in to seek support. 
She was connected with a Ukrainian speaking bicultural support worker to whom she expressed 
her frustrations and mental health challenges. The support worker offered her emotional 
support and proceeded to give her information on other avenues she could pursue to find 
accommodation. Additionally, with the details she collected from the client, the support worker 
also offered the client to speak to the agents on her behalf. The client turned down the offer but 
followed up on the information she received. Her persistence rewarded her in the end as she 
was able to find a place to live in. She later called the support worker to give her an update and 
express her gratitude and appreciation for the support she received as it boosted her confidence 
to continue persevering and address her challenges. 

5.4 	 Differences among client groups

In terms of accessing and navigating the existing service system, the following input was collected 
from discussions with the Senior Project Officer, Bicultural Support Workers, community leaders, 
STARTTS CD workers and STARTTS senior management and presented below:

a.	 Established Vs recent links to refugee services.

The Afghan community has relatively more well-established links with refugee services 
compared to the Ukrainian community given the longstanding migration of individuals and 
families from a refugee background. This gives them greater access to service providers who 
speak their language and understand their culture. Though the Ukrainian community is well 
established in Australia, the intake of war-displaced individuals is relatively new. As for the Iranian 
community, though larger migration figures have been recorded since the 1980s, STARTTS has 
not worked closely with them for some time. Hence, the Witness to War service became relevant 
for the Ukrainian and Iranian communities as it facilitated the formation of connections between 
community and service providers. According to one of the STARTTS Senior Managers:

“I think the relevance was, again, for Ukrainians the most to start with and who are also 
scattered all around New South Wales. So being able to actually make a phone call and 
ask questions that are relevant to Visa status, Australian services, access to information 
or just your Accidental Counsellor kind of a thing was really relevant. It happened very 
fast. And it happened within a community that didn’t have previous links with refugee 

services. So, for them it was incredibly relevant.”

b.	 Cultural differences in accessing services.

The Evaluation Officer consulted with the Afghan CD worker and Ukrainian bicultural staff 
member to understand the impact of culture on their respective communities when it comes 
to accessing services. Interview results suggested that a significant portion of individuals who 
arrive from Afghanistan are from rural areas where there was no access to service providers. 
Given the political situation in the country, it was suggested that some community members 
would not approach service providers out of fear and general lack of trust in authorities. 
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According to interview responses, people in Ukraine can have direct access to service providers 
and healthcare specialists without having to go through a GP or any other channels*. Given the 
current structure of service systems in Australia, newly arrived Ukrainians found it difficult to 
access and navigate the service sector in a different country.

*Please note that these are the observations of individuals from each community who work with 
their community members at STARTTS and not to be considered representative of the whole of 
community. 

c.	 Availability of multilingual service providers

There exists an imbalance in the availability of bilingual/multilingual service providers which 
makes it relatively more difficult for some communities to access those in their community. 
Resources and specialists are more readily available for the Afghan community in their vernacular 
language which gives them greater access as opposed to the Ukrainian community where there 
is a shortage of skilled Ukrainian speaking specialists and interpreters. The Ukrainian community 
leader applauded the existence of Witness to War for this reason:

“I gave the overall ranking, say six and a half because while the program was needed 
and while people wanted to go and engage with it, I think some people did manage to 
jump through the various hurdles of language, getting through to the right person at the 

right time.”

5.5 	 Barriers

Lack of trust

Interviews with members of the Afghan community suggest that one of the barriers observed 
that prevented them from accessing services in general was the lack of trust they had for people 
in positions of authority. This makes the design of the Witness to War program challenging as its’ 
very nature requires the client to build a connection based on trust with an operator they cannot 
see in person. One community member told us:

“One of the things that I noticed is that people are not really into phone conversations. 
They don’t see the other person, there’s no feeling, there’s no connection and most of 
them are hesitant to make phone calls and to raise their issues because of the concern 
of privacy and confidentiality. They are afraid of the authorities. So that’s challenging 
for them. For a lot of people, they are comfortable to talk face to face rather than to be 
on the phone especially when there’s an interpreter involved or people from the same 

community and they don’t know who the person on the other side is.”

Expectation Vs reality

During the focus group discussion, one bicultural staff claimed that some of their clients believed 
the project to have fallen short of their expectations. According to them, the clients expected 
the service to go beyond its scope of establishing access to assist them with achieving their 
individual needs. They commented:

“Perhaps that they had greater expectations from the service and wanted greater 
support to walk through their issues, however we simply established access.” 
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5.6 	 Enablers

Nature of the service

One of the enablers identified through an interview with a member of the Afghan community 
was the nature of the service wherein a client could call to seek information on a range of issues 
impacting them. This can make the service a one stop shop for clients to gain access to a variety 
of services without having to feel intimidated by the vastness of the service system:

“I know people are not comfortable to make a phone conversation or a call, but the 
positive side is knowing that such a service exists and if they need to call or to know 
what services are available, because this is a service that does not target one issue. 
They can refer to many organizations. Once that conversation starts, they can get more 
information and see what the other issues are. From that angle, it’s a wonderful project.”

Free service that is open to all

The hotline is a free service that is open to all irrespective of age, gender or ethnicity. There are 
no requirements prior to calling the service and this enables greater reach and access to the 
wider community in Australia. As a result, the service received 15 calls from out of state and one 
call from Afghanistan over the duration of the program and subsequently made 12 referrals to 5 
different organisations outside NSW. As on of the project staff succinctly puts it:

“I think the added strength is that it’s free for people. Having the service which is available 
and is so easy to access like my colleague said, you just need your phone. Any age group 
can do that. You don’t need technology or anything special. You don’t need to travel 
anywhere and there is no pre-intake for the service. You just call and ask your question, 
and you can get the answer at least within, let’s say, 24 hour we can come back with 

some certain information.”

Benefit of being a phone service

While being a phone service can have its disadvantages (as shown in the barriers), it has also 
been identified as an advantage as it allows people to call from the comfort of their home or in-
between busy periods, therefore increasing the community’s access to service providers.



46

Outcome 6: Communities negatively impacted by overseas conflict feel more 
supported due to the Witness to War project. 

Through their work and engagement activities, the Witness to War project not only raised 
awareness of the program’s purpose but also helped communities impacted by overseas conflict 
feel more supported. By operating with the help of bicultural workers from specified communities, 
the program and STARTTS were able to build connections with key stakeholders based on mutual 
trust. Additionally, the program supported communities by facilitating opportunities for them 
to utilise their own agency and work together with organisations to cater to their needs. The 
statement below from the STARTTS Senior Manager speaks to this:

“The team members connected with the communities and informed them what Witness 
to War can do for them and then made a connection and developed trust because 
the community leaders and members noticed that the staff were community members 
themselves. And then staff basically is respecting the community’s needs. So, not to hold 
the hand of the community, but basically to allow them to recreate certain projects, to 

develop certain groups through Witness to War.”

Furthermore, the program equipped service providers with relevant information and training on 
how to work with communities that they didn’t have experience working with before. By doing 
so, several organisations and schools were better equipped to support communities like the 
Ukrainian community. A STARTTS Senior Manager added:

“I think the relevance was, again, for Ukrainians the most to start with. Partly because 
we’ve not had Ukrainian humanitarian arrivals or refugees at all. So, the relevance was 
to service providers who worked with Ukrainians because we had staff who were able to 
deliver information on the political situation, on cultural context, on schooling in Ukrainian 
because the Department of Education called us quite often. Some schools that have 
never had refugee kids suddenly had Ukrainian kids, and that was new for them. And we 
have not worked with those schools before. So having Witness to War and having, being 
able to actually find Ukrainian staff very fast enabled us to make it useful to the service 
provider system. It happened very fast. And it happened within a community that didn’t 

have previous links with refugee services. So, for them it was incredibly relevant.”

6.1 	 Community leaders reported awareness level of Witness to War services in their 
community.

Community leaders in their interviews indicated that the program did raise awareness of its 
services and that it could do more. Both leaders spoke about how they assisted these efforts 
by handing out flyers, inviting bicultural workers to their events and referring individuals to the 
hotline. However, they suggested that the program and STARTTS in general could have further 
increased their engagement to expand their reach:

“The name of the program is Witness to War so if they want to continue this project. It’s 
better to provide the information and mostly spend their time with the community. They 
have to go among the community, and they have to look for any opportunity. They can 
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go and introduce themselves to the community.”

“It will be useful in the future if they can be more in the community. Like Community 
Health (organisation) for example. They are coming to every event; they receive the 

information.” 

“Sometimes I think they are part of our community because they’re always with the 
community events.”

6.2 	 Community leader examples of Witness to War impact in their community

When asked to assess the impact of Witness to War on their communities, leaders stated that 
they could not provide a definitive answer without studying the numbers projected by the 
program. Nonetheless, one community leader stated that they observed a positive change in 
their community’s well-being as time progressed. However, without specific attribution data 
the leader was unsure how much of that change could be attributed to W2W alongside other 
positive changes that occurred for community members.

“I don’t know the statistics and obviously, no one came up to me and said, ‘I called 
Witness to War and now I’m getting counselling.’ So, I can’t tell you who called, but I do 
know that over time, the people were better. People were happier. You know the stress did 
reduce and I think there were several factors there. As people found accommodation, 
people found clothing. People saying they’re obviously still worried. As I said, the general 
happiness level of the community has increased. So, I would only hope that Witness to 
War played a part in doing that for some people. But without knowing who called I can’t 

tell you”

“So, I do not know the statistics. I know how many people I refer to that program. Several 
times I advertise it on Facebook, and I believe that helps.”

6.3 	 Enablers

Community-centric approach

A factor which enabled communities impacted by conflict to feel more supported was the 
community-centric approach undertaken by staff working within the Witness to War project and 
STARTTS in general. In her interview, the STARTTS Senior Manager reflected on how the program 
facilitated consultation which provided communities the space to express their needs:

“A number of community consultations (are) being developed as well, and the community 
was given the opportunity to engage more, to be heard more, and not just to be provided 
information, but basically to use a bottom-up approach and empower the community 
and allow them to basically express a need, what is it that they need as a community 
and how they are going to support their community members. Certainly, the project was 

a bridge to bring the communities closer to staff.”

The Iranian gatherings are examples of the bottom-up approach employed by STARTTS and the 
Witness to War project to help communities feel more supported, engage them, and learn about 
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current needs, strengths, and challenges. Data from the evaluation survey clearly depicts how 
supported the community felt and their subsequent appreciation towards the Witness to War 
program:

“Everything was excellent including the venue, catering and the subject for discussion. 
The Iranian community just needs more gatherings with the service providers to be able 

to know about the available services for them.”

“Talking with representatives from the Federal Police was the most useful thing from the 
event.”

“The program was perfect. Please continue this.”

“Seeing parts of the Iranian community that were passive for years and now they are 
becoming active.”

“Organise such events subject to the organisation’s capability (3 monthly, 6 monthly or 
annually)”

Presence of bicultural staff

The presence of bicultural staff is a factor that has enabled communities to feel more supported 
by the program. Having staff from multicultural backgrounds helps them empathise with the 
plight of their clients as they have similar experiences or are able to understand their clients’ 
circumstances better. A STARTTS Senior Manager states:

“Having colleagues from the bicultural background or multi-cultural background who 
are aware of what’s going on in the community is a crucial element. When people speak 
the same language, when people know about the culture, the history of the country, 
when people understand the root of the problem, I think that’s really so crucial. They can 
approach the community, respect them greatly as well. Community respects STARTTS and 
understands that STARTTS is very effective to understand the problem really sincerely.”

“I think it’s us speaking the language, for the callers to speak with someone in their native 
language, that breaks a lot of barriers in terms of the challenges that they might have in 
their mind in terms of just the culture, language. And yeah, I think language or talking to 

someone from their own country, in a sense, is the biggest asset for this project.”

Normalising difficult topics

One enabler identified by one of the STARTTS Senior Managers was the program’s ability to help 
communities confront topics that they normally did not discuss. This was done by acknowledging 
their trauma and by offering the community the support they need to delve into these topics 
(Please refer to the first quote from a client provided in Outcomes 3–3.3 under Qualitative 
findings). 
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Outcome 7: Witness to War has enhanced STARTTS’ organisational capability to 
engage with communities impacted by conflict. 

Findings of the evaluation suggest that Witness to War did enhance STARTTS’s organisational 
capacity to engage with communities impacted by conflict.

7.1 	 Views of the different teams within STARTTS on the impact of the Witness to War project 
in enhancing the organisation’s organisational capability to engage with communities 
impacted by conflict.

The following factors were identified as factors which enhanced STARTTS’s organisational 
capacity:

Increased inter-departmental communication and collaboration: 

The Witness to War program acted as a bridge between service providers and communities 
impacted by war. In situations where clients could potentially be referred internally or additional 
information was required to cater to a client’s need, the project staff regularly consulted and 
relied on the expertise of relevant departments to offer said support. In this way, the program 
helped the different departments of STARTTS establish connections with new communities. 
Additionally, the collaboration between the project and other departments expanded STARTTS’s 
capacity to work with other service providers to offer support to communities and/or enhance 
their organisational capacity. Examples included trainings carried out by Witness to War project 
staff and the School Liaison team at different school clusters in Sydney, as well as the Iranian 
community gatherings organised by Witness to War in collaboration with the Direct Services 
team. Staff commented: 

“The other thing, the links between departments in STARTTS, for example, with the youth 
team, so if we need some kind of information about this, we can easily connect with them. 
That connection was really awesome because we had questions about this school, so 
we needed to contact the School Liaison Team. So, all these connections and links to 
other departments, it was really helpful, and it actually helped us to solve the problems 

of our callers.”

When discussing the project, the bicultural staff emphasized an added benefit arising from their 
collaboration, which drew on their diverse backgrounds and experiences. Instances were noted 
where valuable information was shared by colleagues, such as details about driving lessons being 
disseminated to the Afghan community and insights on addressing violence and supporting 
women. The team’s capabilities were expanded through the beneficial affiliation of team 
members with different organizations. Assistance in legal matters, including aiding in paperwork 
for a case related to Ukraine, was extended by a lawyer within the team. This emphasizes the 
importance of a multidisciplinary approach and knowledge-sharing in enhancing the project’s 
reach and support capabilities.

Increase in diversity to match the needs of communities:

In response to a shortage of Ukrainian speaking service providers throughout NSW, STARTTS 
hired its first Ukrainian bicultural staff member for the Witness to War program. As the project 
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lived experience and versatile skillset. Few examples of their professional backgrounds included 
counselling, social work, teaching/education, professional writing and interpreting. These two 
qualities helped the team and STARTTS’s improve its organisational capacity to offer support 
to communities they didn’t have experience dealing with. For instance, with the help of a NAATI 
qualified translator employed as a W2W staff member, the organisation was able to translate all 
its material into Ukrainian language shortly after Ukrainian people began to arrive and resettle 
in Australia. 

“A huge benefit to this project was that all of us (project staff) were from different 
backgrounds, with different jobs and experiences and everyone contributed to our 
progress. I know if all of us were counsellors, it would have been a little bit different. But 
all of us are different backgrounds, opinions, and we can help clients from different fields, 

that was awesome.”

“Ukrainians, the fact that we employed the right staff. Our first Ukrainian bicultural staff 
member is a mental health professional, and she works as a counsellor in the domestic 
violence field, and she was tasked by the Ukrainian Community Council as well. So, 
she had a double role to look at mental health services for their community. And then, 
another Ukrainian staff member, who happened to be a qualified translator. There was 
a challenge in accessing- finding interpreters and translators. Having this staff member 
made it possible to translate all of STARTTS materials into Ukrainian. So, one of the factors 
is actually having Ukrainian staff who were able to develop those connections with the 

community and who had skills that were really- that were incredibly useful.”

Effective management:

During the discussion, the team applauded the efforts of the Senior Project Officer and expressed 
their appreciation of their management style. Words used to describe her included welcoming, 
accepting, responsive and solution oriented. Project staff reported enjoying their autonomy under 
her management as it motivated them to be proactive. Due to the Project Officer’s solution-
oriented mindset, the team recalled being able to effortlessly offer support even in the toughest 
situations. Through her leadership, the Project Officer enhanced the organisational capacity 
of STARTTS by establishing relationships with different communities and service providers, 
facilitating stronger inter-department communication and by upholding the values of STARTTS 
when offering support to each client. Their team told us:

“The Senior Project Officer’s management style is welcoming and accepting of our 
opinions and experiences. She responded to our needs by providing training when we 
felt that we needed one. She also provided (a) safe space to share our opinions and 
ideas on how to conduct things. She provided gentle guidance while always taking our 

ideas into consideration.” 

Impact of professional development trainings/sessions:

To carry out their work efficiently, the Senior Project Officer arranged for the team to attend 
professional training development courses. These trainings readied the staff with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to deal with clients undergoing severe trauma and stress. Hence, the trainings 
are a vital factor in enhancing the STARTTS’s organisational capacity as it equips professionals 
with the skills required to support communities with refugee backgrounds. Examples of trainings 
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provided include Suicide Prevention training, Accidental Counsellor training and a training on 
child protection.

Additionally, the team also attended monthly meetings with an external supervisor who would 
review their cases, offer feedback, and carry out psycho-educational sessions on topics backed 
by popular demand. Given the impact on their professional development, the team voiced their 
support for these meetings. 

7.2 	 Impact of increased organisational capacity

The increase in STARTTS’s organisational capacity and its corresponding quality of responsiveness 
enabled STARTTS to:

-	 Establish relationships with new communities, service providers and foundations.

-	 Understand and document issues and challenges faced by communities.

-	 Receive funding to implement new projects to support communities.

-	 Hire new bicultural staff into other departments of STARTTS.

The statements below from the STARTTS senior manager provide an elaborate response on the 
collective impacts mentioned above: 

“W2W enhanced STARTTS capacity to engage with Ukrainians and with Iranians. With 
Ukrainians, it enabled us to develop a relationship with the community, which then led to 
funding from Sydney Community Foundation for a project. I called the Ukrainian Council. 
I was hoping they’d just give money to the Ukrainian Council, but the Ukrainian Council 
preferred that STARTTS auspice the project. So that’s how we still have the project going 
on, but it again started from Witness to War. Through the connections we developed 
through Witness to War, we were then able to recruit people into the FICT team. We 
were able to recruit someone to run the Keeping in Contact group with seniors. We were 
able to pivot off that and then apply for funding in Sydney North Primary Health Network 
and Western Sydney Primary Health Network to employ Ukrainian staff, who are now 
delivering Mental Health Literacy and Suicide Prevention training for their community 
and implementing social support groups. We are getting visit of seven Ukrainian mental 
health professionals who are coming to Australia from Ukraine for three months to learn 

about our services and how we work with the community.”

“We’ve held two Iranian gatherings which were largely led by Witness to War, and it 
has enabled us to document the issues that the community is facing and has then 
supported our request to STARTTS management to employ an Iranian community 
development worker. So, she started, and she used to be in Witness to War. It enabled 
us to do that and to actually put an argument internally that we needed to enhance 
that capacity as well as it also brought STARTTS staff of Iranian backgrounds together 
to work on those gatherings because we do have Iranian staff in clinical services. And 
they felt they needed to do something to support their community but then Witness the 
War became the focal point. So, it did build our capacity definitely to work with largely 
Ukrainian and Iranian community and with Afghans, it was useful, though we already had 



52

a lot of capacity to work with Afghan community previously because we have worked 
with them for a long time.”

Example of the impact created by an increase in the organisational capacity of STARTTS:

In 2022 STARTTS organised a Ukrainian Women’s Circle using the resources and connections 
established through the Witness to War project. The group was run online by a Ukrainian Art 
therapist and a bicultural support worker from the team. The program was designed to offer 
women the tools and strategies necessary to regulate their emotions, alleviate their stress and 
manage their anxiety. For STARTTS, though there were elements of art and nature incorporated 
into many of their community development projects, this was a relatively new experience as 
it allowed the organisation to formally explore nature therapy as a discipline. A total of eight 
women attended the program and participated in the evaluation process. 

 

Graph 7.1: Participants’ overall satisfaction of the Circle.

The graph above is from the evaluation that was conducted towards the end of the program. 
The group were satisfied with the circle with the majority of the group (6 participants) feeling 
very satisfied. Findings indicate that the program had a positive impact on its members as 
participants observed an increase in their knowledge of therapeutic skills, an improvement in 
their mental health and wellbeing, an increase in their social capital and mitigated feelings of 
loneliness. More importantly, participants reported learning the importance of understanding 
personal joy as a significant factor to their overall wellbeing:

“It helps psychologically, because the feeling of the foundation is important.”
“There were a lot of new things for me, practising breathing and grounding, now I know 

how to fight stress and calm myself down.”

“This group was and still is a breath of fresh air for me. Therefore, thanks to the girls, I 
became closer to the Ukrainian community in Sydney. I got a lot of support in the group.”

“Yes!!! I found what I was looking for. Thanks for the openness here. After hearing stories 
from other girls, I realised that I am not the only one like that and it made it possible to 

look at myself in a different way.”
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The statements above are from the participants and shed a light on the impact of the circle on 
their mental wellbeing. Participants exhibit an increased sense of confidence to ensure their own 
wellbeing. The introduction of nature therapy and the subsequent increase in their knowledge 
has empowered the group to develop post-conflict coping strategies. The resources and 
connections made by Witness to War has therefore helped STARTTS connect with professionals 
from the Ukrainian community, explore unconventional therapeutic practices, and have a 
significant impact on their clients. 

7.3 	 Support received by team members

Throughout the course of the program the project staff received support from the direct services 
team in the form of debrief sessions as and when they were required. These sessions were a good 
way for the team to review their cases with professional counsellors and clinical psychologists 
and learn more about trauma-informed practices. Staff reflected that:

“There was an informal exchange of information. If (a) client is in a crisis, if the client 
is suicidal or their wellbeing is jeopardized, or they express concerns about attacking 
somebody. Then we would certainly talk about it with our colleagues in Witness for War 
and about the reporting process and children’s safety and making referrals for that 

client to counselling in order to basically overcome the problem.”

The debrief sessions also provided the team with a space to process their own emotions and 
trauma which can be triggered while working with their clients. For example, they told us:

“We would be working together and providing a space for our colleagues to debrief. So 
not the supervision but debrief on how this program impacted them because a number 
of colleagues had been from bicultural backgrounds as well. So those colleagues who 
had been coming from the same background needed a bit of a debriefing and support 

because the client’s trauma can trigger their own traumas as well.”

7.4 	 Barriers

Absence of a full-time administration officer

Another challenge identified by the team was the lack of having a full-time administration officer. 
This added more work for the Senior Project Officer as she would have to step in at times and add 
the role of receiving and transferring calls to her existing workload. There were attempts to recruit 
an administration officer and finding the right person was challenging in a very competitive 
employment market.
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Outcome 8: Witness to War engagement activities help build community 
understanding of the impacts of overseas conflicts.

8.1 	 Awareness-building and engagement activities undertaken to promote Witness to 
War (media/public presentations or information made available in the public domain)

Please refer to Outcome 1 for further information.

8.2 	 Training attendee reported belief they have improved understanding of people 
impacted by overseas conflict (understanding, skills and confidence)

Please refer to Outcome 4 for further information.

8.3 	 Examples of changes in community approaches when interacting with people impacted 
by overseas conflict.

The following are examples of changes in community approaches when interacting with people 
impacted by overseas conflict: 

i.	 Impact of trainings carried out in schools: findings from the evaluation carried out in Central 
IEC and Parramatta Diocese (please refer to outcome 4) indicate that the majority of the 
school staff observed an increase in their knowledge of refugee experiences and trauma 
and subsequently felt more confident to support people from a refugee background in their 
line of work. Participants also reported understanding their Ukrainian students better after 
having learned about their educational system and the nuances of that particular conflict. 

ii.	 Impact of Iranian community gatherings on the community: the Evaluation Officer 
consulted with the Senior Project officer and the Iranian bicultural staff member to deduce 
their observations. Prior to the gatherings, the community reportedly focused their energy 
on mobilising community for rallies and protest. This approach did not leave much room for 
building social capital, which could enhance community wellbeing through greater access 
to information about matters relevant to the community, biopsychosocial services, and 
employment opportunities. Nonetheless, the gatherings brought about a visible change in the 
community’s approach as there was a greater focus on capacity building and establishing 
connections with service providers and institutions.   Furthermore, the Senior Project Officer 
pointed out that the community formally acknowledged the trauma experienced by their 
members in the second gatherings. 

iii.	Impact of the STARTTS/RACS-Sudanese consultation on the Sudanese community: shortly 
after the Iranian gathering, STARTTS and RACS organised a consultation for the Sudanese 
community on 29 June 2023 in response to the conflict in Sudan. Follow up conversations 
with a staff member who attended the gathering revealed that the community arrived at 
the first meeting with a predetermined idea of advocacy. By the end of the second meeting, 
the community was encouraged to prioritise their needs and moderate their expectations 
based on the reality of politics and system of governance in Australia. Speakers from the 
Afghan community and the Assyrian Resource Centre were invited to share their knowledge 
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and experience of advocating for their communities effectively.  As a result, not only did 
community leaders express their willingness to learn and adopt these new perspectives but 
also reportedly set up a WhatsApp group to communicate and share ideas more efficiently.

Suggestions for improvement 

i. 	 From STARTTS Senior Management:

Long-term funding
Senior Management expressed a desire for long-term secure funding to enhance mid to long 
term planning. This would allow Senior Management to make critical decisions regarding how 
the program is advertised. Senior Management also expressed the importance and need for a 
multilingual support hotline to continue and how beneficial planning for a multilingual resource 
could have been for the community during times of crisis, such as Covid-19 lockdowns. 

Integration of W2W client database with STARTTS wider Electronic Client Data Management 
System (CAReHR)
A suggestion made a STARTTS Senior managers is for the data collected from clients during 
phone calls to be amalgamated into a database that is accessible to counsellors who have 
been referred to them. This would ensure that the counsellors receive additional information 
about the clients and the specific challenges they face. There was a database created by the 
Senior Project Officer however, it was not accessible to counsellors. If the project is to receive 
longer-term funding, a suitable funding allocation should be made to enhance CAReHR to serve 
the documentation needs of the project. 

ii. 	 From Witness to War Project Staff:

Hotline for young people from a refugee background
The team unanimously requested a separate line under the Witness to War program which caters 
to young people of refugee backgrounds from priority communities who require information in 
their own language. As one staff member explains:  

“There was a situation with a girl, I think 12 or 13 years old, and she actually wanted to 
speak to our members on the hotline, but we were a bit reluctant because she was a 
minor. That’s why for such cases the Senior Project Officer organized some workshops 
for us. So, the point is it would be nice to have a line where teenagers can call and if they 
want and speak to staff in their language because it seems to me that we can speak 
to them and maybe advise something especially if they struggle with English. Definitely 
in Sydney, they have lines for kids, but for those kids that do not speak well, it would be 

actually helpful.”
 
Additional administration and case-management support
The team unanimously recommended that additional resources are required for the 
administration aspect of the program, management of stakeholders and case management. 
The role of Admin Officer was created for the program. The following suggestion was made 
because STARTTS was not able to recruit for an administration staff member of a required level:

“I do feel that maybe there could be another support attached to the project manager in 
terms of case management, because managing the project on a higher level includes 
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managing all stakeholders. We are a remote team, which is one big task. And then also 
us staying on top of every case. It’s a huge amount of work and I can see that for that 
just one role it stretched so much. So maybe provide more support to a project manager 

in that case.”
 
Ways to increase impact.
Feedback from multiple members was received regarding hosting pop-up days to increase the 
impact of the project. The suggestions included using STARTTS offices to host in person drop-
in days where members of the public could come in for an in-person consultation. Another 
suggestion received was to identify locations within the community to put up a pop-up location 
to enable better outreach to the community. An example of such a location would be near the 
Blacktown Masjid two or three hours before the Friday prayers. This would cater to the significant 
Afghan community that frequents the mosque.

“There’s a huge Afghan community, with the Blacktown Masjid. So, just before the Friday 
prayer we could have a pop-up for around two hours. And making sure we are there 
because, with the elderly, there’s also an issue with the phone. So, they still struggle to 
make a call. Not knowing how, because even when they make a call, they still speak with 
someone else to say, this is the language I want to prefer. So that itself could put a few 
people off. Just having a pop-up within those communities, I think that would be next level.” 

Sending email recap of conversations to clients
The possibility of sending summaries of conversations to the client was raised. On occasion, 
clients were sent information relevant to their calls to ensure they had accurate follow-up 
information. The suggestion was made for the person who has developed the relationship with 
the client to do this consistently to improve client outcomes. 

iii. 	 From Community leaders:

Request for feedback
 A suggestion received was the need for better reporting mechanisms for community members 
to be implemented during the lifecycle of the project. This would allow community leaders to 
better target members in need of these services and would provide them with a general idea of 
how effective the program was. One community leader commented: 

“So, if you call Witness to War, where does it go? What’s the handoff? How does the 
feedback loop get closed? Maybe have better reporting during the program as well. It 
would’ve been good to have get feedback from me or someone in the Ukrainian council. 
Are we advertising this effectively enough? So that would’ve been good to know, to have 
had probably more frequent checkpoints during the program to see are the number of 
calls coming in where they should be? And if not, do we need to do more on Facebook? Do 
we need to make more announcements? Do we need more Ukrainian language (staff)?”

 A request to the project staff to organise regular meetings with community leaders to keep them 
apprised of their developments was also suggested. This could also be used as an effective 
opportunity to get the leaders involved to address challenges with regards to the program’s 
effectiveness on an ongoing basis. Further follow up from one of the STARTTS Senior Manager 
reveals that there were frequent meetings between STARTTS and the organisation in question 
but not with W2W specifically:
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“We had weekly catch ups with SSI. And those were really helpful because we ironed out 
glitches just as it happened. So maybe it would’ve been good to have had someone from 
Witness to War popping in every fortnight to those governance meetings saying, well, here’s 
what we are finding- this is working and this is not working and here how we can improve.”

Request Witness to War to have its own “programs”.
A community leader requested for Witness to War to have its own programs as clients reported 
feeling safe with the phone operators and not wanting to be referred elsewhere.

“As I know about the project, they’re introducing the clients to different services. But if 
they can provide some program by their own project. It will be better. Programs that help 
the people are, especially for women affected by domestic violence. If they can provide 
support and don’t introduce them to other departments, programs and/or projects. It is 
safe I know, but clients don’t want to go to different resources or services. They want to 

trust someone and stay with them.” 

iv. 	 From STARTTS Community Development (CD) Workers:

Extend hours of the hotline
Feedback was received regarding possible changes to the operating hours of the hotline. It was 
pointed out that hotline closed at 4 pm. However, most members of the community were engaged 
in work or studying until that time. Therefore, a significant number of community members and 
potential clients may not have been able to access the hotline. Extending the hours of the hotline 
would require a greater number of resources which the project did not have. Should there be 
another iteration of the project, it is recommended that project be provided enough funding to 
incorporate this suggestion, also outlined below: 

“I can say that all the girls are very open to help. It’s a good idea maybe to extend 
working hours of that hotline because this hotline works till four o’clock and most of our 
community, they are studying or working till four o’clock. So, they actually do not have 
any chance to use this service - it’s like 80% of our community. Because we are running 
multiple programs, and the people are interested to  enrol. So, they are calling us mostly 

after four o’clock or something.”

Hybrid model of in-person and telephone calls
While telephone calls are more convenient for a significant number of clients, the importance of 
in person contacts cannot be overstated. A suggestion was received to implement a once-a-
week open door policy wherein members of the public could come into the STARTTS offices and 
have a face to face consultation. This would enable staff to better form a relationship with the 
clients.

“I know it’s convenient for some people to call rather than coming because of the issue 
of transport and access to STARTTS offices but I think we can have one or two days of 
face-to-face. For some, they need to see the person they’re talking to to feel comfortable 

and build trust. And then the phone conversation, it will be more convenient.”
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Analysis of the findings above in the context of the four theoretical frameworks have produced 
the following four overarching themes:

Bridging a gap in service provision
The Witness to War project was set up to address the gap between individuals and communities 
with refugee experience and service providers. Analysis of all the immediate and intermediate 
outcomes reveal that the project was successful up to a point. Through their engagement 
activities, the project raised awareness of their services among service providers, institutions and 
the Afghan, Ukrainian and Iranian communities. The calls that came in can be better understood 
from The Complex Interaction Model framework as clients requested information or support with 
regards to their trauma (experienced in their country of origin), resettlement and normal life 
challenges (STARTTS, 2022). During each call, project staff assessed the client using the Systemic 
Approach to identify their needs and challenges. Outcomes 3,5 and 6 show that clients were 
satisfied with the support they received. A total of 279 referrals were made to service providers 
who offered support at the biological, psychological and social levels (The Biopsychosocial 
model).

The gap addressed by Witness to War was regarding the lack of access to service providers. The 
word ‘access’ in this situation extends to the point where clients begin to receive the intervention 
they seek. For those who were allocated within STARTTS, the project staff were able to follow up 
on both ends. However, the staff were limited when it came to other organisations. However,, the 
evaluation acknowledges the limitations of the scope of the project.

Increase in client’s social capital with individuals, communities, and service providers
Findings of the evaluation indicate an increase in social capital for clients and STARTTS. For the 
clients, two types of SCN are established with the bicultural staff in the form of links with service 
providers and links to someone in their immediate community (please refer to the table A under 
‘Frameworks used in the analysis.’). The connection is built based on the Relational norm of trust 
and is deepened using Social Resources like emotional support they receive from the bicultural 
workers and being provided access to appropriate service providers. The bicultural staff were 
able to build trust with their clients due to their own lived experiences, their ability to listen and 
understand what their clients are going through. As a result, clients were reportedly more open to 
information provided by the staff. Outcome 5 shows an increase in Social Capital enablers such 
as the clients’ self-confidence and sense of hope/aspiration as they gain an understanding of 
the service system and feel more confident to address their challenges and take care of their 
needs. However, the evaluation has also found that the Social Capital Enablers are affected 
when clients move on to navigate the service system beyond W2W. In such cases, reports from 
clients have indicated that the continued support offered by the bicultural workers has helped 
to motivate them. 

For STARTTS, an increase in the organisational social capital has been observed through their 
engagement activities. Social Connections and Networks like connections with people who 
share the same interests, connections with networks of community organisations, connections 
to Community Leaders and links to political systems and networks have been established. The 

Discussion
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engagement activities, trainings, presentations and subsequent referral to organisations from 
the hotline suggest the development of Relational norms such as trust, mutual support and 
cooperation between the parties involved and their understanding and acceptance of diversity 
within the community. The following were the observed impacts:

i.	 In Outcome 4, school staff reported learning more about the Ukrainian conflict and the 
educational system of Ukraine. This indicates an increase their respect for and acceptance 
of diverse cultures (SCE) and a continued willingness to improve cultural competency.

ii.	 The impact created by the bicultural staff have been detailed throughout the report. 
Additionally, in Outcomes 1 and 4, the project has relied on the expertise of the bicultural 
staff to carry out their work (translation, giving presentations about the Ukrainian conflict 
and education system). This indicates an increased recognition of the skills and experience 
of people from refugee backgrounds and a recognition of world languages beyond English.
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As mentioned in the introduction, the following were the objectives of the project:

•	 Impactful case work for impacted individuals and families.
•	 A gateway service into the existing service system
•	 Training and awareness training among the service system of the many and varied ways in 

which local communities are affected by overseas conflicts, including the current situation 
in Afghanistan, and how existing services can support them.

Findings of the evaluation indicate that the Witness to War project did have a significant impact 
on individuals and families impacted by overseas conflict. Regardless of the final service access 
outcome, feedback from all 13 clients indicates that they received the support they required from 
the hotline (please refer to Outcomes 2, 3, 5 and 6). Clients were grateful to speak to operators 
who could speak the same language as them, who understood their struggles and genuinely 
showed care and concern. They also expressed their appreciation towards the team for following 
up with them and offering them assistance as and when required. This suggests that the team 
did impactful casework for their clients and hence, satisfied the first objective. 

The data from Outcome 2 specifically depicts how the program achieved the second objective. 
The team made a total of 279 referrals for their clients. Objectives 3 and 4 are achieved in 
Outcomes 4, 6 and 8 show how training and other awareness building activities carried out 
by the project staff raised awareness among service providers about the varied ways in which 
local communities are affected by overseas conflicts. Findings from the evaluation surveys 
administered at Central Sydney IEC and Parramatta Diocese (Outcome 4) show an increase in 
knowledge of refugee experiences and trauma among school staff. 

Apart from satisfying the project’s objectives, the program has also had a significant impact 
on STARTTS as it has increased the organisation’s social capital with new client groups and 
service providers and has enhanced its organisational capacity to provide support to these 
communities. 

Several suggestions were provided by key stakeholders to improve the project. Few examples 
include requests for a separate phone service for young people from a refugee background, 
requests for community leaders and interested stakeholders to be provided with routine updates 
and statistics and for the project to extend its hours. In summary, the project had a positive 
impact on its clients and on service providers and responded to a gap in human services that 
crucially needed to be filled.

Conclusion
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“Our hotline stands as a crucial service, serving as a lifeline for individuals in 
search of guidance, support, and connection during challenging transitional 
phases. Offering a secure environment, it extends accidental counseling and 
facilitates referrals to suitable service providers in their native language. Serving 
as the initial touchpoint, our hotline plays a pivotal role in the lives of refugees 

and immigrants as they embark on their journey in Australia.”
Bicultural Support Worker Witness to War

“Culturally and linguistically suitable service.”
Bicultural Support Worker, Witness to War

“Finally, someone understands me.”
Callers of Witness to War project


