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The issue we explored 
What people with disability and family members from Karen and Afghan Hazara refugee communities 
living in Bendigo think makes for safe access to services and supports.   

Why this issue matters 
People with disability and family members from refugee backgrounds have more problems using 
supports and services than others in the community. These problems are partly due to lack of English-
language skills which make it difficult for people to know about and get access to the supports and 
services they need. Additionally, many people from refugee backgrounds come from countries at war, 
where there are limited supports and services available. People arrive in Australia having experienced 
trauma and with cultural views about disability as a private family experience, with low expectations of 
service support. Services are also not equipped to support people from refugee backgrounds. 

What was co-designed 
Our co-design group included people with disability and family members from Karen and Afghan Hazara 
refugee backgrounds living in Bendigo, settlement and disability service providers, and Deakin University 
academics. The co-design group used a group model building process to prioritise issues raised in three 
rounds of individual interviews with 10 people with disability and family members from these 
communities.  

Our evolving understanding of the issues was challenged and refined with the lived experience Advisory 
Group and the individual interview participants to expand our understanding. Through this process, we 
co-designed a research question and proposal focussed on addressing the knowledge, connection, and 
confidence of Karen and Afghan people with disability and family members, and the settlement and 
disability service providers who support them. Our research proposal aims to strengthen capacity across 
the Bendigo community to foster safe and inclusive regional service access, use and provision, for these 
resettled communities. 

What were our key lessons from the co-design 
process 
Our co-design group worked across three languages – Dari, Karen and English. The key lessons we learnt 
were how to enact practices of taking our time, building trust, valuing everyone’s viewpoint, and not 
making assumptions based on our own cultural understanding and values. For example, one person in 
our Advisory Group asked “What do you mean by safety? Here in Bendigo, there are no bombs falling on 
us”. This prompted a discussion about different forms of safety including emotional and social as well as 
physical safety. It changed the way we asked people in the individual interviews about their experiences 
of safety.  
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What the future research could achieve 
Our future research proposal could demonstrate a model for creating accessible and inclusive regional 
communities through peer support groups for currently isolated people with disability and family 
members from Karen and Afghan Hazara refugee backgrounds living in Bendigo. The co-led peer support 
model involving bi-cultural workers would build the capacity of people with lived experience to support 
each other, to understand and connect with services and supports, and to educate and resource the 
wider Bendigo community. The research would contribute to knowledge about the value of peer support 
initiatives and their impact for individuals and communities.  

What people with disability, policymakers, advocates, 
services and others need to know about this project 
People with disability and family members from refugee backgrounds are a marginalised group who 
experience greater access barriers than others. To feel like they truly belong and are included and 
participating within their resettlement communities, they need opportunities to connect with each other 
and with people providing services in their communities, information in their languages, and 
opportunities to engage with their resettlement communities, to strengthen cultural understanding and 
safety. 
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