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Syrian and Iraqi Refugees

 15 million Syrians and Iraqis fled war

 2015 Australia accepted 12,000 Syrian and Iraqi humanitarian entrants

 2012 Australia streamlined health waiver

 Refugees with disability eligible to come to Australia
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Australian Government, 2012; Refugee Council of Australia, 2017a, 2017b, 2019



People with disability from 
refugee background
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Humanitarian visa recipients are 
eligible to access Australian 
supports and services

 Disability services
 Health services
 Education
Welfare entitlements

Eligibility and access to supports and services
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Soldatic et al., 2015; Crock et al., 2017; Dew et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2020, 2021; Refugee Council 
of Australia, 2019; Smith et al., 2022; Wells et al., 2021   
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“I have spent a long time in Australia learning how 
to ask and search for services. I support others in 
my community to do this. I have observed that 
many people from refugee backgrounds are focused 
on getting basic needs and do not have any 
expectation that they will receive [disability 
support], so they do not ask for it.” 

(Murad cited in Wells et al., 2021: 387)



Partnership grant to develop resources
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Funding provided by the National Disability Research Partnership, 
hosted by the University of Melbourne and funded by the Department 
of Social Services. 



Co-design a suite of resources to increase information 
access and build capacity of: 

• people with disability and family members from 
Syrian and Iraqi refugee backgrounds to use 
services; 

• services to provide support.

Project Aim
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Step 1: Desk based: 
Identify information 
and resource access 
gaps and barriers: 
previous research; 
literature review

Step 4: Knowledge 
exchange – “trusted 
places and spaces”

Step 2: Arabic-
language Workshops:  

38 service users to 
identify information 

needed to access 
services and supports 

Step 3: Co-design 
group: online bilingual 

group (n=16) 
Graphic designers and 

video companies to 
create resources



Equitable collaboration between researchers and 
communities. 

Using culturally centred, creative participatory 
methods.

Co-researchers: active agents in co-production of 
new knowledge.

Iterative, cyclical process - planning, action, 
observation and reflection. 

Create innovative solutions.

Participatory Action Research and Co-design

Four key principles for co-design: 

1. Share power in decision-making, design, 
delivery and evaluation; 

2. Prioritise relationships, building trust and 
social connections; 

3. Use participatory means to facilitate self-
discovery and encourage active partnerships; 

4. Build capacity: everyone has something to 
teach as well as something to learn.

Lenette, 2022; McKercher, 2020



Oral Health Postcard

Co-designed Resources
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National Disability Insurance 
Scheme Information Videos

Families with Disability 
Video 

(funded by NSW Refugee Health 
Service)

Coming
https://youtu.be/aQHrk
DgtdrY

https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FaQHrkDgtdrY&data=05%7C01%7Cangela.dew%40deakin.edu.au%7C047cfb69b0174f3f6f5a08db71fe6880%7Cd02378ec168846d585401c28b5f470f6%7C0%7C0%7C638229109706999505%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=zXJ85hsunvqKCklq3cPbNVOqRx9qKquHr7WUXzzkorc%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FaQHrkDgtdrY&data=05%7C01%7Cangela.dew%40deakin.edu.au%7C047cfb69b0174f3f6f5a08db71fe6880%7Cd02378ec168846d585401c28b5f470f6%7C0%7C0%7C638229109706999505%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=zXJ85hsunvqKCklq3cPbNVOqRx9qKquHr7WUXzzkorc%3D&reserved=0


Challenges

 Bridging language and cultural differences

 Connecting with the communities
 Gaining trust & power sharing
 COVID restrictions
 IT challenges
 Timeframe for project – condensed co-design 

Challenges
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Solutions

 Bi-lingual approach Arabic privileged / English 
secondary

 Leveraging our partners
 Employing people with lived experience
 Conducting workshops and groups online
 Trouble-shooting and support
 Maintained momentum between group sessions
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What we’d do again

 Conducting research in participants’ language 
not via an interpreter

 Including multiple perspective at all stages

 Online workshops and co-design groups

 Bi-lingual co-design group facilitation by 
practitioners

 Visual outputs and resources

Implications
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Why we’d do it

 Built trust and rapport

 Added to veracity of decisions made

 Allowed for greater diversity across geographic 
locations

 Brought personal and professional knowledge

 Accessible, engaging, easily shared



 YouTube videos

 Oral health postcards

 Presentations

 Publications

Dissemination: “Trusted Places and Spaces”
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Links distributed via partner organisation and 
universities social media
Distributed via partner organisations and 
Disability Oral Health Consortium (Deakin led)
Resources registered with NSW and Victorian 
multi-cultural health resources

Presented at 5 conferences (including one in 
Miami USA in Feb 2024); university staff and 
student presentations; STARTTS Master class

Bi-lingual co-design method, TQR, 29(2), 577-
593. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-
3715/2024.6377.
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