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The context
Four complications for refugees settling in a new c ountry

Housing crisis

Lack of employment 
opportunities

Health issues

Drug and alcohol 
issues

Lack of security

Exposure to violence

Separation from 
loved ones

Transience

Extreme poverty

Role of families

Role of communities

Living arrangements

Subtle / direct 
conversation

Eye contact

Language

Australian processes 
and systems:

Financial

Education

Employment



The process
One perspective on the process of settlement
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Time

Excitement

Family reunification

Sense of safety

Reality of settlement 
barriers:

Language

Financial

Housing

Employment 

Isolation

Family changes etc

Adjusting expectations

Building a sense of 
stability and security

Increasing knowledge and 
acceptance of Australian 
processes and systems

Finding ways to live within 
two cultures



Barriers to settlement



Parenting

• Generational history of using physical discipline

• Exposure to violence and trauma 

• Discipline as negative consequences only

• Children accustomed to spending more time with other children 

or other adults. 

• Lack alternatives to physical discipline

• Isolation and stress in Australia



Education
� Lack of education prior to arrival for 

both adults and children

� Children given 6 - 12 months at 
specialised English Language School

� Children then placed into mainstream 
schools according to chronological 
age, not academic performance

� Parents lack confidence and skills to 
assist their children with school work

� No familiarity with early childhood 
services



Safety and supervision

• Isolation from family and/or community 

when in Australia

• Lack of awareness of risks: roads, 

water, home, falls, burns etc 

• Lack of understanding of child 

development

• Sometimes unaware of emergency 

procedures

• Responsibility of supervision often left to 

older children



Financial

� Familiarity with a cash economy

� General lack of trust

� Lack of familiarity with Australian 
processes: forms, Centrelink requirements, 
banks, ATMs, cheques, money orders etc

� Lack of experience in budgeting or saving 
money (emphasis on survival)

� Expectation to send money to relatives 
overseas



Meeting the needs

At SERMRC we prioritise needs and 
provide a multi-layered approach

This involves:

Basic practical assistance especially 

access to affordable housing

Support groups and information sessions

Parent Information and parenting support

Youth programs

In-home family support

Family counselling



Australia is very different



So, when things within the 

family start changing – things 

that used to be central to the 

family’s functioning – raising 

children becomes a whole 

new challenge…



Cultural differences which impact on 
family relationships

� Changes in gender roles

� Sense of shame and insecurity for 
men who are accustomed being the 
‘leader’ and ‘breadwinner’ for the 
family

� Often more rights for women 

� Perceptions of difference



Cultural differences which impact on 
family relationships

� Individualistic culture in 
Australia

� Living arrangements 
relatively segregated

� Lack of extended family 



Cultural differences which impact on 
family relationships

� Children generally more adaptive 
than adults

� Children exposed to rights based 
thinking at school

� Young people start to challenge 
their parent’s authority



Emmanuel Ngondimana

Mother doesn’t know about 
germs, SIDS, choking 
hazards etc 

Sensitive parenthood

Limited social support

Very few Kirundi 
interpreters

Mother doesn’t speak 
English and is illiterate 
in her own language Emmanuel regularly cared 

for by siblings, often the 4 
year old

High expectations and 
hopes for Emmanuel

Arrived 2007

Large Burundian family 
(7 children)

No transport

Refugee trauma

Potential involvement from 
Child Protection regarding 
milk hygiene 

Mother unaware of support 
services 

Family evicted from private 
rental property



Emmanuel Ngondimana

Volunteer English tutors

Education about:

Child safety

Supervision

Heath and nutrition

Linking family with informal 
social supports: churches, 
volunteers etc.

Emotional and practical 
support for the whole 
family:

Relationships 

Parenting

Finances and budgeting

Education

Housing

Activities to increase 
Mother’s confidence in 
Australian systems

Enhanced Maternal and 
Child Health Nurse Referral to Red Cross Tracing 

Service and Migration Agent

Mother’s Group / Playgroup



Questions


