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According to UNHCR figures, the global refugee population in 2016 reached 22.5 million,  
the highest level ever recorded. In 2015-16, 17,555 people entered Australia through its  

Humanitarian Programme, including 4,860 women. 

Women face many challenges during the refugee journey and upon resettlement.  
They demonstrate great resilience as they start a new life for themselves and their families.  

Understanding settlement from the perspective of refugee women is important in implementing  
policies and programs which can effectively respond to their needs and issues.
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Songs of tradition and hope
The freedom to express myself through speech and actions without fear for my 
safety here in Australia. Keeping up with my traditional values as I am proud to 
be a Vietnamese with an Australian citizenship.

“I felt like it was a way to express myself and taking 
away some of the pain that is inside me by sharing the 

photos with others, talking about that.”

Participants
43 women of refugee background took part in the photovoice 
project and 22 women selected photographs for the exhibition and 
booklet. 

The women were from Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria, Vietnam, 
South Sudan, Eritrea, Somalia, Myanmar, Pakistan, Lebanon and  
El Salvador.

About the project
Our project explored refugee women’s perspectives and 
experiences of settlement in Western Australia. The project was 
funded by Healthway – the Health Promotion Foundation of 
Western Australia. We conducted the project in partnership with 
Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre.

We used photovoice, a participatory research tool and the 
participants were given cameras to photograph images of 
importance to them. The women then discussed their photos and 
stories in small groups. Taking photographs and sharing these with 
the group was described as an empowering experience.

The photographs provide a glimpse of the lives of refugee women 
and raise awareness of issues faced by the women in the wider 
community.
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Women’s recommendations 
• English programs tailored to women’s unique circumstances, 

recognising issues which impact on learning such as family 
responsibilities, pre-Australian education, trauma/health issues and 
cultural adjustment 

• Support to gain employment

• Resourcing for settlement and women’s services 

• Assistance from settled migrants to help new arrivals.

Project team
Curtin University: Professor Jaya Dantas (Project Lead),  
Anita Lumbus (Project Manager), Shelley Gower (Research Officer) 

Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre: Collaborative Partner

Ishar Project Staff: Rehab Ahmed, Sally Bower

Photographer: Natalija Brunovs 

For more information about the research contact Professor Jaya 
Dantas, Jaya.Dantas@curtin.edu.au

This study was approved by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC approval number RDHS-253-15).

“In the beginning the language is a big barrier and 
knowing the places, where to go, your directions. 

Knowing the law and knowing everything about the 
country or finding your way. Driving, this all difficult. 

And slowly, slowly you start knowing things from 
friends or trying to you know, settle.”

“If I go into somewhere, a party or wedding and if I 
am different, everyone else look the same colour, 

same skin and I am the odd one out, then I feel very 
uncomfortable because I don’t speak the language and 

I look lost. But if the people there talk to me,  
welcome me as a friend, then I’ll be ok.”

Factors that facilitate settlement:
• Settlement & community support services 

• Feeling accepted and welcomed in multicultural Australia

• Family reunion

• Having a driver’s licence 

• Drawing strength from religion and culture 

• Support from peers, religious and ethnic community groups. 

Settlement challenges faced by the  
women were: 
• Barriers to learning English 

• Not having family in Australia and feeling socially isolated

• Adjusting to a new life and different culture which also puts stress on 
family relationships

• Managing physical and psychological health issues among themselves 
and family members 

• Difficulties accessing suitable housing

• Barriers to employment. 
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War orphan memories – Food from a lost world    Orphaned to my 
mother to the Japanese war at age 5 and then orphaned to my father to the 
French War at age 6. My elderly grandmother and Aunty took me into their 
poor family. This traditional homemade banana leaf cake was all of the good 
childhood memories I had.

Homeland    I’m always missing my homeland, the few good 
memories of my younger life so I’d make traditional Vietnamese 
food to fill in a part of that hole in my heart.

A view from the other side: Fences and Barriers  Life is like being 
caged up in a cell in my homeland. Bad things can spring up on you any 
second. In having experienced prison life due to political reasons I bear 
this heartfelt appreciation of every breath of fresh air and the generous 
necessities I can afford here in Australia post prison and refugee camp. 

Travels of refugees… 
there to here
“I think it’s underestimated to which 
extent people might have issues 
before coming here….trauma, a 
personal reflection, in journey I 
realised actually probably I was 
depressed before coming here.”

Refugee women come from different 
backgrounds, with varied experiences and seek 
protection in Australia. They face additional 
risks to their safety during the refugee journey 
because of their gender. Women shared stories 
of the dangers of violence against women 
during flight, the trauma and loss caused by 
war and displacement, the challenges of daily 
survival and living with insecurity while in a 
refugee camp or in temporary asylum. 

The impacts of trauma on settling in Australia 
were described by one woman as ‘trying to 
swim in the dark.’

A view from the other side: fences and barriers    Life is 
like being caged up in a cell in my homeland. Bad things can 
spring up on you any second. In having experienced prison 
life due to political reasons I bear this heartfelt appreciation 
of every breath of fresh air and the generous necessities I can 
afford here in Australia post prison and refugee camp.
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Fresh Air    Breathe in clear air makes you more healthy. On my path in 
search of freedom I have had to endure so many difficulties and obstacles.

Hope in the sky through rays of light    Person locked in his cell 
looking forward to seeing the light, seeing the sun, seeing the life 
back again.

Light and warmth in war    Light makes me feel safe. War took all 
the light from our lives. We used this light to survive and hold us 
together.

Immortal memories    This time of the day is the alarming time to 
remember the past, the childhood, the missing ones and wait for this 
time to pass. 

Road to Life: Leaving weary worlds behind    The road represents the 
difficulties of life before coming to Australia. And you got turning point in 
your life, no one knows what is there waiting for us. The turning point in 
my life came and I was able to overcome the difficulties of life with help 
from support organisations.

Loneliness in an unknown place    The feeling of loneliness in a 
vast foreign place. The feeling of loss and displacement when I first 
arrived in Australia. I still feel like this occasionally.
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My daughter    First visit in a park she paint Australian flag and is very 
happy about it. Because she feels safe in Australia, and she loves the 
nature, parks and gardens. 

Opportunity for the future    I was orphaned to both parents from age 
5 to the Japanese and French war. I was displaced with a broken heart. 
But settling here in Australia I’ve had this opportunity to grow old with my 
children.

Refuge of hope,  
safety and opportunity
“I think the reason we come from our 
country is that there has always been 
war and conflict. But when we come 
here there is so much opportunity,  
a good life, we appreciate it more”.

Women expressed gratitude for the refuge, 
freedom and opportunities offered in Australia 
for themselves and their families. They valued 
Australia as a safe place, its natural beauty and 
being welcomed and accepted. They expressed 
the importance of their children’s access to 
education in particular and shared stories of 
their successes growing up in Australia.

Freedom, safety and enjoyment    My little daughter can play without any fear
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The free bird    The bird walks a free man, 
bewildered what to do. I loved him so much.

Testing one’s wings: freedom and flight    This bird was tangled in wire and could 
not fly. My son and I rescued him and enabled it to fly again. This is how I feel about 
coming to Australia from Sudan. There are many opportunities for me and my family 
to have freedom and be happy and safe. There is a lot of help available.

First lunch in Australia    First lunch I prepare in Australia it 
was so delicious with family. It was a celebration of our new 
life, new culture, new food. I like that Australia is so different.

Education, school and learning: opportunities    My son is going to the 
library. It is important to me because in my country it was not possible for 
children to go safely to the library or school. In Australia, my children can 
have the opportunity to be educated, which is something I did not have.  
I enjoy being part of my son’s school.

Wanders to a better future    My children and myself are given 
the chance to attend classes to broaden our knowledge for a better 
future.
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Our strength…  
our family
“When she tell my mum or my 
brother or sister coming to Australia, 
she feel more happy, she feel more 
confident.”

Family is fundamental in people’s lives. Many 
refugees come from cultures which have 
an extended model of family. The family 
unit is torn apart as a result of the refugee 
journey. Women also take on the extra 
role of supporting other family members 
to adjust to a new life upon resettlement. 
Women discussed the importance of family, 
being separated from loved ones and how 
it impacted on their wellbeing. They talked 
about the strength and meaning in their roles 
as carers and the importance of support to 
help families settle successfully in Australia. Happiness in jumps of joy    This is the first photo taken by me when the project 

started. I used to feel lonely as I didn’t have anyone here in Australia. Now that I have 
my children, I no longer feel lonely. They fill my heart with love. When I look at him in 
this picture (him jumping up), I think of birds flying.

Peace and togetherness    A peaceful life is granted here, away from 
the land of no human rights so family and friends can gather safely for 
happiness and to absorb and enjoy the beauty that this land offers.

A new path to life    Peaceful life no longer surrounded by polluted and 
poverty stricken environment.
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Flower and flower    This is also 
my flower in the flower garden, 
very colourful. No one will say that 
flowers are not good.

My little job    Our children are like flowers to us. 
As we all love flowers we also love our children.

Princess    My daughter is a princess, 
so beautiful.

Love: Clearing the vacuum in my life    This presents my hope in 
future. He cleans up my daily problems and keeps me going.

My beautiful princess    My beautiful daughter is my world. She is very 
important to me. She is a very good girl and makes me happy. She likes my 
headscarf and her brother.
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My son    This is my son, he is blind and talks very 
little, but I love him as he is. Although life is full of 
hardship as a carer of such a child, this land of promise 
gives me great support and strength to take my son’s 
hands into the great future with me.

Daughter’s letter    I have a sweet daughter, she written this letter for me, she likes 
drawing and painting. It’s very special this letter. Love you Shams.

Party time    Family is important. Arab people 
love to be together but unfortunately my mum is 
not here because it is so hard to get a visa for her.
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Family    This reminds me of when we first came to Australia. My only family 
in the new world! A new challenge to start a new life.

My granddaughter    A picture of my granddaughter and her 
husband. She choose a British husband she is happy with him and 
also us.

Mothers and love    Mother is the support and love for family. 
My mother passed away 60 years ago but I like to remember my 
love for her and this image reminds me of those feelings and I 
also think of myself as a mother to my four daughters. 

Blooms and buds of growth    This photo represents my family, with two small 
buds symbolising my kids and plants are like kids, however you bend they will grow 
accordingly. 

Plants of life and hope    Looking after children all my 
life and now they have children to raise. This plant is my 
new child that I raise and seeing it thriving makes me 
happy and fulfilling. My role as a giver as a mum is still 
going on.
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Finding cultural  
and personal strength
“Hope should be always there.  
To go on in your life you are needing 
the hope to be there.”

Refugees should feel safe to practice and 
celebrate their culture as well as distinguish 
the norms of their new country that best 
fit with their lives. Women discussed the 
importance and meaning from maintaining 
their culture, religious faith and traditions 
in Australia. Focusing on the present and 
a positive attitude were among personal 
resources viewed as important in dealing with 
challenges. Settlement was seen as a process 
that took time and women shared their hopes 
and achievements.  

Traditional delicacies of our land    I enjoy baking and cooking traditional food 
for my family because my family like the food I cook that reminds them about 
our country.

Wish    This is traditional food. When I look at it, it reminds me of being 
with family and my life in my country.

Backyard barbeque    As you can see my son is very excited. Because 
this is the first time we are using Australian traditional BBQ at our 
backyard. It was exciting and enjoyable experience for all of us. In the 
old days we used to cook in fire.



27

Empowerment: driving into the future    I love this photo because I 
got licence. I feel confident when I drive, not like before when I had [L], 
just I feel I depend on myself.

Making beanies for winter warmth    I like making things for my family. 
Here I am making a beanie for winter. It’s not only beanie I also make 
some African costume and I learned some sewing from Ishar thanks to 
the visiting sisters.

Prayer at my father’s grave    This is the place where you don’t feel 
lonely because there is always someone with you. As you can see I am 
happy here because I am with my father.Memories    This carriage brings out old memories of Afghanistan.

Land of promise    A place of promise and hope.
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My garden    This is a flower for orange. This smell very nice especially 
in the evening. “I love it” the taste yummy and seedless.

Blossoming future    I have a bright and colourful future to look forward 
to. It gives me strength.

Beauty    Flowers are so 
beautiful, looking at them 
makes you feel calm and 
relaxed.

Shadows and memories    Adjusting in other country or 
culture is a hard process but once the process is over those 
hard moments become shadows (memories).

Reaching for the skies: strong roots and branches    From my first look I saw a 
very big, strong tree. I drew strength from this one. I saw the branches as different 
opportunities and pathways for me. 
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Canaries in a cage    The voices are very nice in the morning. My husband is happy when he hears them.  
We get happier when we hear them. We take good care of them in hot weather, they are like our children. 
Taking care of the canaries keeps my husband busy, which gives him purpose, because he cannot work.

Nice fresh air    My favourite colour is green and I am happy just 
enjoying this fresh air.

Calm    When I go here I feel relaxed and at peace and feel my whole 
family is with me.
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My cheeky son: his smiles makes my day     I took this photo before 
going to Ishar. He likes to go to Ishar, he had lots of fun and enjoyed with 
his friends “Love you mumma.”

Sharing my happiness     My daughter turned 9 in October. She 
received a lot of money as a present at the celebration. She decided 
to donate all the money to those in need.  She wanted the other kids 
to be as happy as she is.

Kind and generous, a humanitarian act.     This lady has been 
making dolls for the African children for 21 years. She does that for 
children who have not had any toys at all. There are few ladies in the 
group making dolls. One of them takes the dolls to Africa. The dolls 
are made of fabric of the used clothes (good recycling technique). 
Sometimes they raise money by selling the dolls and send that 
money to disadvantaged children in Africa. 

Support and 
community in  
our new home
“Especially for refugee people when 
we come to Australia, always we 
need some support. Because it’s a 
strange place and we don’t know 
anything about the language, very 
hard.”

Refugees lose their social support structures 
when forced to leave their country. Support 
in Australia from services, one’s local ethnic 
community, neighbours and new friends 
who may have had a shared experience 
is vital in helping make the process of 
settlement easier. Women in the project 
discussed the importance of support from 
Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre 
and other agencies, supporting each other 
and giving back to their local community and 
beyond.

Spaces of friendship and solidarity     Coming to Ishar is like my second home. My 
family situation means we don’t have many opportunities for fun. However Ishar gives 
me this chance. It also gives me the chance to make new friends, get counselling and 
get some financial help. Some years I couldn’t come to Ishar as I had a driving issue, 
but now I come often and enjoy getting information on different topics that help in my 
life. For example, legal services, multicultural services etc. It gives me a better life. I love 
Ishar, it is fantastic!
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Relaxing: Hands that create     I facilitate a workshop that relax, 
heal and help to start a new day.

Neighbours     This photo reminds me of my friend and she was my neighbour 
as well. We used to sit and chat on those chairs for hours. Now she has moved 
to a new house far away.

Ishar: my second home     I feel like when I come here, it is a 
second home to me. I feel very relaxed here and I talk to people. 
I feel like Ishar is like a mother, a sister and a friend to me. Before 
we were scared of anything, but now we are not. I feel strong. I 
feel that I can do anything.

A spread of food, and happiness     Making and cooking food and inviting 
friends because I am alone, I don’t have my family with me. That makes me 
happy and not alone.

Cups of celebration and life    This photo reminds me when I see 
a lot of cups together is not alone, the candle is a good sign for life 
and with small things we can make people happy.
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Horizons of hope and loneliness     
Tree of life can be leafless but full moon 
spreads light into darkness of lonely 
moon. Full moon is the support provided 
to refugees. Tree represents refugee. 
Evening is the depression and moonlight 
is the hope for the bright future. I am 
suffering from bipolar and have no family 
in Perth but support services have made 
a big difference. They are family to me.

Colourful Autumn     When refugees are connected to support 
services life becomes colourful. Spring in Autumn. Settlement process 
makes life easier.
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