
Summary of research with young people 

in refugee and migrant communities 
This information sheet is about a research project that investigated experiences of 

young people and their families from refugee and non-refugee migrant backgrounds.  

This research was done between 2020 and 2024, in South Australia, as well as in the 

United States and in Canada.  

The research aimed to: 

1. Investigate experiences of young people from

refugee and non-refugee migrant backgrounds, to

provide evidence to support their wellbeing;

2. Find out what is important for young people and

their families;

3. Understand how young people and families get

help from services, what kinds of services they are

going to, and what is most helpful;

4. Share the findings with government, service

providers, and communities, to help improve

support systems and services, and to improve

overall wellbeing for young people.

In this summary, you can read about the findings and 

recommendations. Implementation of these 

recommendations will help improve psychosocial 

wellbeing of young people and families as they are 

‘Rebuilding life after migration’.

Methods: What did we do in this research project? 
This research included young people mostly aged 15-24, and their family members, 

living in South Australia, Canada and the United States of America. Most participants 

had backgrounds in: 

• Middle East and North Africa (e.g. Afghanistan, Egypt, Iran, Syria);

• East, South, and Southeast Asia (e.g. Bhutan, China, India, Pakistan)

• South, East, and West Africa (e.g. Ethiopia, Liberia, Somalia, Zambia);

• Central and South America (e.g. Brazil, Mexico, Venezuela).



 

 

Survey 
The study included a survey of 1201 young people. The 
survey had questions about young people’s experiences 
after migration, about wellbeing, education, employment, 
goals for the future, experiences of discrimination, and 

how much they felt they belonged. 

Focus groups 
The study also included 
56 focus groups with 
young people and 
family members from a 
wide range of 
backgrounds. Young 
people joined in groups 
with other young 

people.  

Family members had 
separate focus groups 
with other parents, 
siblings, aunties and 

uncles. 

Findings 
Settling in a new country 
Young people shared via the survey and focus groups that there were many positive 
aspects of settlement. Most participants were making new social connections and 
finding ways to feel at home in their new environments. Building a sense of belonging 
and identity was important for young people, and those who felt connected to both the 
broader Australian culture and their ethnic community had higher wellbeing. 

Young people also talked about challenges like racism, discrimination, and adjusting to 
new systems and languages. In Australia, young people who had lived in the country for 
longer reported more discrimination than those who had arrived more recently. Despite 
these challenges, young people appreciated the positive 
aspects of their new lives, such as greater access to 
opportunities, freedoms, and human rights. Many felt 
motivated to engage with these opportunities. Family 
members emphasised that they were pleased for the 
opportunities and safety available to their children. 
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Survey - youth participants in 
three countries 

I’m happy for my children 
… that they are safe. 

[Family member] 

Afghanistan, 17%

Burma/Myanmar, 6%

China, 7%
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Malaysia, 6%

Syria, 6%

Missing, 13%Country of 
background of 
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Afghanistan Belize Brazil
Burma/Myanmar Burundi China
Colombia DR Congo Egypt
Eritrea Ethiopia Ghana
Hong Kong India Iran
Iraq Jamaica Jordan
Lebanon Malaysia Mexico
Nigeria Pakistan Palestine
Peru Philippines Somalia
South Korea South Sudan Sri Lanka
Syria Turkey Ukraine
Venezuela Vietnam Missing



 

 

Family relationships 
Family relationships were important to young 
people's wellbeing. They provided emotional and 
practical support, especially as young people faced 
the challenges of migration. However, being 
separated from loved ones was a difficult issue, 
with some participants feeling distressed, 
particularly those with refugee backgrounds who 
worried about the safety of family members. 

Education and employment 
Young people had strong goals for education and employment. Around 80% of young 
people who filled the survey said they hoped to complete TAFE or university studies, 
with a quarter aiming for a postgraduate university degree. Many young people wanted 
to help their families by reaching educational and work goals. In the focus groups, some 
young people talked about difficulties finding a job. This was particularly true for boys 

and young men, who felt a strong responsibility to take care of their families financially. 

Wellbeing challenges and supports 
Young people were stressed by the pressures of education, at school or university, and 
talked about challenges meeting family expectations, or disagreements in the family 
about education and employment pathways. Young people also talked about feeling 
responsible for supporting family financially now and in the future.  English language 
played a big role in relation to stress for many young people, at times making study more 
challenging and also bringing extra pressures for young people who were supporting 
family to access services. Sometimes cultural expectations at home and in public were 
different, causing stress for young people, and experiences of racism and discrimination 
in the wider community negatively affected wellbeing. 

Overall, wellbeing was improved for youth who were more supported at school and from 
friends or family. Wellbeing was also associated with young people feeling a sense of 
belonging and identification with both their cultural community and the Australian 
community. Young people also shared a wide range of coping strategies that helped 
them face challenges and improve their own wellbeing, such as through sport, prayer, 
music, and seeing friends. 

Although some young people reported 
accessing services for their own wellbeing, 
including help with education or employment, 
or help with their wellbeing, many were not 
accessing services. Barriers to service access 
included lack of trust in systems, or stigma 
around asking for help for taboo issues like 
mental health. 

I have too many things going on in 
my life, it’s like I don’t know what 
to focus on and I don’t know what 

to put first.…I stress a lot. My 
family is one, school is one and 
outside of my life is one and it’s 

really stressful. [Young person] 

I know what my parents have 
been through just to get us here. 

…just to we could have a good 
life…they still work hard…so 

much every day…every time I 
see that, it’s like a reminder that 

I need to work hard as well, 
yeah, so I can help them enjoy 

their life. [Young person] 



 

 

Recommendations from the research 
❖ English language classes for everyone in the family, young and old. 

❖ Better systems to make sure racism or discrimination are reduced or stopped. 

❖ Support for young people to get a job and work towards employment in the future. 

❖ Simpler and faster processes for visas that enable family members to be together. 

❖ Easier pathways to permanent residency and citizenship, especially for people 

claiming asylum. 

❖ Connecting families with a range of services through welcoming programs and in 

ongoing collaboration between communities and services, including schools. 

❖ Services can provide ongoing, practical support to families, to reduce the work that 

young people do to support their families. This will enable young people to engage 

with education and employment as well as social activities to improve wellbeing. 

❖ Raising awareness of how mental health is understood in Australian systems, and 

about the types of supports available to support wellbeing. 

Thank you 
We would like to acknowledge and pay our respects to the First Nations Peoples on whose traditional 

lands this research was conducted. In South Australia, the research team were located on Kaurna 

Country and we pay our respects to Kaura Elders past and present. 

Thank you very much to young people and their families who participated in this research. Thank you 

for sharing your thoughts and experiences and for giving your time so generously. 

Thank you to partner organisations AMRC and MYSA in Australia, NCP in Canda and IMCES in the USA, 

who provided leadership throughout the study. Thank you to staff and bilingual researchers working 

with these organisations, who worked hard to support the research and who connected with young 

people, families and communities. 

This research was made possible through the generous contributions of partner organisations as well 

as funding from the Australian Research Council through a Linkage grant (LP190100740). Additional 

funding from Preventive Health South Australia contributed to the production of this report. 

For more information about this study, please contact Prof Tahereh Ziaian: 

Tahereh.Ziaian@unisa.edu.au, Ph. +61 8 8302 1114 
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