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ABSTRACT 

Across the world, including in Australia, the numbers of refugee immigrants 

are growing. Yet, understandings about how best their resettlement needs 

can be addressed remain unclear and under-informed. The Australian federal 

government, through its Humanitarian Program, aims at offering refugee 

immigrants safe and productive environments for such resettlement 

objectives. However, despite being in relatively safe environments, adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia continue to experience poor educational, 

occupational, and social resettlement outcomes. These three outcomes have 

been identified as amongst key indicators of successful resettlement for 

immigrants in a new country. The poor resettlement outcomes for adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia may be due to compounded effects of their 

possible traumatic and difficult past refugee life experiences, current 

distressing and challenging resettlement experiences, as well as the 

dissonances between earlier life experiences and what makes for effective 

engagement in a resettlement country, such as Australia.  

This study, therefore, developed a transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework that explains the relationship between refugee 

immigrants’ significant life experiences and their adult development 

progressions. This conceptual framework focuses on how adult refugee 

immigrants’ particular life experiences shape their prospects for successful 

and productive resettlement, that is, one that secures positive engagement 

socially and economically in their new resettlement country. In addressing 

the research questions and using a transformative methodological 

framework, 27 interview sessions were conducted with 15 adult refugee 

immigrant participants from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia 

regions.  

Findings of the study indicate that participants’ life experiences 

included the following significant events: experiencing war and violence, 

fleeing to safety, living as refugees, immigrating to Australia, and resettling 

in Australia. Apart from fleeing to safety, having high resettlement 

expectations as refugees, and accessing education and training opportunities 
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in Australia as refugee immigrants, most participants’ life experiences 

offered social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise the significant personal agency expected of them as adult society 

members. Such constraints, including (a) dealing with effects of past refugee 

life experiences, (b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting 

racism and racial discrimination, and (d) experiencing employment 

difficulties, were identified as likely to adversely affect their adult 

development and readiness for successful resettlement in Australia. 

The empirical concepts from these findings construct a 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of adult development 

that informs resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia. These 

theoretical concepts will assist in developing an empowering blueprint for 

adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement, in terms of securing full 

participation in and contribution to socioeconomic activities in Australia. 

 

Key concepts: Adult development; Critical reflection; Personal agency; 

Psychosocial approach; Racism and racial discrimination; Refugee; Refugee 

immigrants; Refugee resettlement; Significant life experiences; Social 

structural affordances; Transformative psychosocial analytical framework; 

Transformative psychosocial conceptual framework; Transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework; Transformative psychosocial 

methodological framework; War and violence 
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Chapter One 

Adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia  

[P]eople who are born into circumstances associated with greater 

probability of discrimination and oppression (due to physical, 

historical, economic, or other factors) continue to experience 

lower access to resources, as well as greater likelihood that they 

will have a lower quality of life. (Mertens, 2009, p. 3)  

Background of research 

In the last 10 years, over 152,000 people forcibly displaced from their 

homelands due to war and violence have been offered protection and 

resettlement in Australia through the Refugee and Humanitarian Programme 

of the Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) (DIBP, 

2013). However, despite being in relatively safe environments, refugee 

immigrants
1
 in Australia continue to experience poor resettlement outcomes. 

In particular, adult refugee immigrants experience (a) severely limited 

occupational opportunities and unsatisfactory workplace conditions 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2010; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 

2007; Correa-Velez & Onsando, 2009, 2013; Hebbani, 2014; Torezani, 

Colic-Peisker, & Fozdar, 2008); (b) significant challenges in tertiary and 

higher education institutions (Ben-Moshe, Bertone, & Grossman, 2008; 

Joyce, Earnest, De Mori, & Silvagni, 2010; Onsando & Billett, 2009); and 

(c) social exclusion and other social challenges (Campbell & Julian, 2009; 

Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009; J. Taylor, 2004). Indeed, accessing 

educational opportunities, engaging in gainful employment, and having the 

ability to form social relationships and interactions are indicators of 

successful resettlement for refugee immigrants (Ager & Strang, 2008; 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship [DIAC], 2011; K. O'Sullivan & 

                                                 

1
 Immigrants move from their country of origin to another country for permanent 

resettlement while migrants often move to find itinerant work with intentions of returning 

to their home countries (Arzubiaga, Noguerón, & Sullivan, 2009). 
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Olliff, 2006). Yet, these have not yet been fully achieved by many refugee 

immigrants in Australia. 

The poor resettlement outcomes for many refugee immigrants may 

be due, in part, to effects of significant events during their past refugee life 

experiences as well as their challenging resettlement experiences. However, 

refugee immigrants’ current resettlement experiences are more likely to 

influence their resettlement outcomes (Porter & Haslam, 2005). Refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement, therefore, should seek to address issues arising 

from their personal histories, and more importantly, redress the current 

societal challenges they encounter. For these reasons, this research study is 

conducted to examine life experiences and perspectives of Australia’s adult 

refugee immigrants with an aim of developing and constructing theoretical 

and empirical concepts that can account comprehensively for their life 

experiences, developmental progression and readiness for successful 

resettlement. This study, therefore, advances a transformative psychosocial 

approach to understand the relationship between adult development and 

resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. This approach to adult 

development offers conceptual, methodological, empirical, and theoretical 

frameworks aimed at offering opportunities that can be deployed to 

empower adult refugee immigrants’ engagement in effective and productive 

social and economic lives. Furthermore, their participation in and 

contribution to Australian society should involve developing capacities and 

offering opportunities to transform their lives.  

To understand the researcher’s positioning, interests, and personal 

perspectives on adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia, I now 

present a summary of my personal background and motivation in this field. 

Researcher’s background and motivation 

I came to Australia as an international student to study an education degree 

at a university in Brisbane. A core requirement for this education program 

was the completion of a teaching practice course that involved placement at 

an external organisation. I was sent to a Technical and Further Education 

(TAFE) institute for my teaching practice where I interacted with many 
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recently-arrived adult refugee immigrants enrolled mostly in Adult Migrant 

English Program (AMEP) courses. From regular conversations with these 

students and with many other refugee immigrants outside TAFE, I started to 

envisage the magnitude of challenges they were experiencing as they 

resettled in an “alien” environment in Australia. For primarily these reasons, 

and the mostly negative focus on refugees and asylum seekers in the 

Australian mainstream politics and press, I was motivated to conduct a 

research study titled Experiences of African refugee students at TAFE: A 

phenomenological study (Onsando, 2007) for my Masters Degree program 

dissertation. In this study, I investigated issues that affected adult African 

refugee immigrants engaged in learning at the TAFE institution.  

I have also been involved with several communities from refugee 

backgrounds in different capacities. For example, I was a part-time 

interpreter for adult refugee immigrant clients of Centrelink. I volunteered 

as a tutor with a Brisbane-based organisation where I assisted refugee 

immigrant family students with their schoolwork. I also served for over a 

year as a members’ representative of a local community association where 

the majority of the members are refugee immigrants. I have joined with 

community members, a majority of whom are refugee immigrants, for the 

regular weekend social football game and occasional barbeques at a park in 

one of the suburbs. I subsequently found employment at a university faculty 

in a research study that focused on resettlement experiences of adult refugee 

immigrant men in southeast Queensland. Some of my key responsibilities in 

this research position included training, coordinating and supervising a team 

of 10 staff from refugee immigrant communities.  

During my candidature, some of the research outputs and 

contributions from these social and employment engagements with refugee 

immigrant communities include a number of publications (see Appendix L). 

I have also presented at a number of conferences on issues affecting refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement in Australia. Moreover, these interactions and 

engagements with refugee immigrant individuals and communities made me 

appreciate their resilience and resolve to restore normalcy to their lives, 
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amid significant challenges. Unlike participants of this study, I have not 

experienced similar challenging refugee immigrants’ life experiences. Yet, 

as an immigrant, my experiences and personal motivations place me in a 

unique position to focus on resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia. 

It is from these personal backgrounds that I was motivated to undertake this 

study and contribute to knowledge that assists in better understanding 

refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement experiences in 

Australia. 

Rationale for the study 

Given the poor resettlement outcomes for adult refugee immigrants in 

Australia, it is important to understand how their life experiences influence 

and affect their adult development and resettlement outcomes. These 

insights can offer significant contributions to addressing their poor 

resettlement experiences and outcomes. Over a number of years, key adult 

development approaches and theories have contributed to an understanding 

of adult development and life experiences (e.g., Cross, 1981; Habermas, 

1981; Knowles, 1980; Knox, 1980; McClusky, 1963; Mezirow, 1981, 1991) 

in which adults negotiate and change experiences, and the basis by which 

they do that successfully. However, from an adult refugee immigrant’s 

perspective, a key concern about many of these adult development models 

and theories is that they were developed from, and focused on, individuals 

with different kinds of life experiences and sociocultural backgrounds, as 

well as societies which probably had greater social life stability. This means 

that refugee and resettlement life experiences offered refugee immigrants 

social affordances that may not be fully understood through such adult 

developmental approaches and theories.  

These approaches and theories have largely ignored significant life 

experiences of forced flight, trauma, and social discontinuities similar to 

those encountered by adult refugee immigrants. Furthermore, these 

approaches have been developed based on experiences in environments that 

are quite different from those encountered by adult refugee immigrants. The 

lack of adequate adult development theories and models that account for life 
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experiences and resettlement of adult refugee immigrants necessitates a 

consideration for developing theoretical concepts of adult development that 

informs resettlement of refugee immigrants. This study, therefore, develops 

and constructs transformative psychosocial theoretical concepts that inform 

adult development and resettlement of refugee immigrants. This is achieved 

by accounting for adult refugee immigrants’ extrinsic social structural 

affordances offered by their profound life experiences, and how these 

significant experiences influence their intrinsic capacities to exercise 

personal agency. It is expected that such theoretical concepts could assist in 

better understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development, hence 

providing a basis for improving their poor resettlement experiences and 

outcomes in Australia. 

The study’s approach to adult development, therefore, is through 

investigating the significant life experiences that adult refugee immigrants 

have encountered, as well as their capacities to take action that influence 

and improve their resettlement experiences in Australia. In the next section, 

the central purpose of this study is discussed by describing the significance 

of the research and the development of the research questions that guide the 

conduct of the study. 

Central purpose of the research 

The study’s central purpose is to develop and construct theoretical concepts 

that inform adult development and identify factors that can support the 

successful resettlement of refugee immigrants. These theoretical concepts 

are derived from, and account for, significant life experiences of adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia. The study adopts a psychosocial approach 

of conceptual, methodological, and theoretical frameworks that draws 

concepts from forced migration and refugee studies literature, adult 

development theories, and adult refugee immigrant participants’ life 

experiences. As noted, the study is underpinned by philosophical 

assumptions that encourage disadvantaged and marginalised members of 

society to address their often taken-for-granted, yet profound, life 

experiences as a basis for enacting positive change. Indeed: 
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… people who are born into circumstances associated with greater 

probability of discrimination and oppression (due to physical, historical, 

economic, or other factors) continue to experience lower access to 

resources, as well as greater likelihood that they will have a lower quality 

of life. (Mertens, 2009, p. 3)  

The theoretical concepts developed in this study aim to inform a 

resettlement framework that accounts for adult refugee immigrants’ 

profound life experiences and improving their quality of resettlement lives 

in Australia. Furthermore, through the transformative psychosocial approach, 

the study aims to elaborate how transformation might arise for adult refugee 

immigrants during their resettlement in Australia. In doing so, the developed 

theoretical concepts of adult development will inform personal and societal 

changes aimed at providing these new immigrants with tools that enable 

them to successfully navigate their resettlement.  

Significance of the research 

Refugees escape from war and violence and often end up living in sub-

human conditions in makeshift refugee camps in neighbouring countries. As 

a permanent protection measure against war and violence, a few 

subsequently become refugee immigrants by immigrating and resettling in 

third countries like Australia. The permanent protection measure is a key 

factor that distinguishes between refugee immigrants and other immigrants. 

However, despite being in relatively secure environments, refugee 

immigrants in Australia continue to experience poor resettlement outcomes, 

mainly because of encountering social exclusion and lack of opportunities 

for development. Yet, many adult development approaches and theories do 

not acknowledge or account for these kinds of significant life experiences 

that adult refugee immigrants endure. This paucity necessitates calls for 

developing theoretical concepts that assist in better understanding refugee 

immigrants’ adult development and resettlement. This study, therefore, 

develops and constructs a transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework that draws from empirical data from participants, forced 

migration and refugee studies literature, and appropriate adult development 

theories.  
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It is expected that this study will be of significant value to refugee 

immigrants in Australia, and other stakeholders, including individuals, 

organisations, and governments, who are either directly or indirectly 

involved with resettlement of these new Australians. As foreshadowed, the 

study attempts to respond to documented evidence reporting that adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia experience (a) severely limited occupational 

opportunities and unsatisfactory workplace conditions, (b) significant 

challenges in tertiary and higher education institutions, and (c) social 

exclusion and other social challenges. This study’s transformative 

psychosocial approach to adult development is, therefore, used to develop a 

resettlement framework that accounts for adult refugee immigrants’ 

profound life experiences. This framework can be thought of as a blueprint 

for meaningful and successful resettlement for Australia’s adult refugee 

immigrants; that is, processes that governments, organisations and 

individuals can draw upon to formulate policies and promote practices that 

offer meaningful support and promote engagement for the “new” 

Australians.  

Such a resettlement framework can also be used by adult refugee 

immigrants to identify some of the common key practices identified by the 

study’s participants as contributors to their successful resettlement. In all, 

Australia’s adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement processes should seek to 

redress the issues arising from both their personal histories and the societal 

challenges they encounter. Consequently, their participation in and 

contribution to Australian society should be within a safe and productive 

environment where they are offered opportunities to transform their lives. 

This transformation can be achieved through developing capacities that will 

permit adult refugee immigrants to engage in effective and productive social 

and economic lives in Australia.  

To attain objectives of the central purpose of the research advanced 

here, the next section develops a number of research questions that assist in 

guiding the study. 
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Research questions 

Research questions are statements that “generate knowledge that matters to 

society” (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013, p. 12). The research questions 

guiding this study, therefore, consider a combination of the following 

factors discussed in the preceding sections: (a) review of the research issues 

relating to adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement outcomes, (b) the 

researcher’s background, motivation, and interest in this topic, (c) rationale 

and central purpose of the study, and (c) significance of the research to 

society. Furthermore, the research questions were constructed to focus on 

developing a better understanding of refugee immigrants’ adult development 

and resettlement outcomes. The research questions guiding this study are: 

1. What kinds of life experiences did adult refugee immigrants 

encounter previously as “refugees” and currently as “refugee 

immigrants” in Australia? 

2. What kinds of social structural affordances are offered to adult 

refugee immigrants by these life experiences? 

3. How do adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences and 

affordances influence and affect their capacities to exercise personal 

agency? 

4. What key factors influence and affect adult refugee immigrants’ 

adult development and resettlement? 

From these research questions, the study’s interview schedules were 

developed (see Appendices D, E, and F). To obtain participant responses to 

the research questions, the study’s conceptual and methodological 

frameworks are modelled to focus on factors that contribute to adult refugee 

immigrant participants becoming and living as refugees, as well as their 

subsequent immigration processes and resettlement experiences in Australia. 

The study was conducted in accordance with the Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee requirements that ensured research ethics are 

adhered to (see Ethical Clearance Certificate ‘GU Protocol Number 

EDN/68/11/HREC’, Appendix E) and all participants were issued with 

Participant Consent Information Statement (see Appendix B) which 
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highlights key procedures of the research process, and Informed Consent 

Form (see Appendix C) that documents participants’ understanding of and 

consent to becoming contributors to the research study.  

As discussed in the next section, the study’s research questions were 

addressed using a psychosocial approach to adult development.  

Approach of the study 

The psychosocial approach to adult development adapted in this study 

acknowledges the significant life experiences that adult refugee immigrants 

continue to endure. This approach draws upon participants’ empirical data, 

forced migration and refugee studies literature, and appropriate adult 

development theories. Indeed, the conceptual and theoretical approaches 

describe the procedures for development of theoretical concepts used in the 

study. The following procedures were used in developing and constructing 

the theoretical concepts: (a) conceptual development, (b) operationalisation, 

(c) application, (d) confirmation or disconfirmation, and (e) continuous 

refinement and development of the theoretical concepts (Lynham, 2002; 

Wacker, 2008). As depicted in Figure 1.1 and discussed further thereafter, 

the process of developing and constructing the theoretical concepts is 

progressed through engaging distinct, but at times overlapping, non-linear 

procedures.  
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Figure 1.1. Conceptual construction of theoretical framework and contribution of the thesis chapters.  
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The following procedures, as depicted in Figure 1.1, were used in 

developing and constructing the theoretical concepts: (a) conceptual 

development of the thesis (Chapters 1, 2, and 3) informed the transformative 

psychosocial conceptual framework of the study, (b) the operationalisation 

stage (Chapter 4) advances the transformative methodology adapted to 

investigate life experiences of adult refugee immigrants in Australia, (c) the 

application stage focuses on participants’ experiences and agency of 

becoming refugees (Chapter 5) and participants’ immigration processes and 

resettlement in Australia (Chapter 6), (d) confirmation or disconfirmation 

stage (Chapter 7) develops and constructs the transformative psychosocial 

adult development concepts informing resettlement of refugee immigrants 

in Australia, and (e) continuous refinement and development of the 

theoretical concepts (Chapter 8) reviews the study’s contributions to 

knowledge and discusses Australia as a resettlement country for adult 

refugee immigrants. 

The study’s approach and thesis structure involve conceptual 

development comprising a discussion of the background and rationale for 

the research, the likely life experiences for adult refugees and refugee 

immigrants with a focus on forced migration and refugee resettlement 

literature, and the transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development and resettlement for refugee immigrants. This conceptual 

framework is thereafter applied at the operationalisation stage to develop an 

appropriate research methodology that clearly describes the procedures of 

approaching and engaging research participants. Hence, the transformative 

methodology is adapted to investigate life experiences of adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia. The subsequent application stage of this study 

involves actual approach and engagement with participants through a series 

of interviews; thereafter, psychosocial analysis of the research data is 

conducted. Here, descriptions of participants’ life experiences are reported 

and psychosocial analysis of the research data is provided.  

The confirmation or disconfirmation stage of the study involves 

deduction of theoretical concepts from the data and using them to develop 
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and construct theoretical concepts of adult development and resettlement for 

adult refugee immigrants. In this study, a transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework that accounts for adult refugee significant life 

experiences was developed using the study’s empirical data to compare 

concepts with key psychosocial adult development theories. The continuous 

refinement and development conclusion stage of the study reviews the 

findings, analysis, and contributions of the research aimed at ensuring its 

currency, relevance and practicability to adult refugee immigrants resettling 

in Australia. Also, the study’s limitations and suggestions for further 

research are reported. 

In all, the study’s approach and structure was enacted through a 

psychosocial framework, and this is discussed in the next sections. 

The study’s psychosocial components 

A psychosocial approach comprises “simultaneously psychic and social” 

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p. 14) processes that focus on individuals’ 

“psychic” inner worlds as well as their “social” experiences of the world. 

The psychosocial approach is holistic because individuals’ intrinsic psychic 

inner worlds are better understood with the knowledge of their extrinsic 

social experiences of the world, and, their extrinsic social experiences 

cannot be fully understood without knowledge of their intrinsic psychic 

inner worlds (Dewey, 1938; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). This holistic 

approach to human development acknowledges that life experiences are 

bound to influence how individuals make meaning of situations they 

encounter (Dewey, 1938). Hence, to better understand individuals’ 

experiences using the psychosocial approach, there is a need for specific 

focus on their intrinsic inner worlds and psychological processes, as well as 

their extrinsic outer world of social experiences and the affordances offered 

by those experiences.  

The study’s psychosocial components, as summarised in Table 1.1, 

consists of: (a) a conceptual framework (Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; Rogoff, 

2003) that focuses on adult development through refugee immigrants’ 

extrinsic life experiences and their intrinsic subjectivities and personal 
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perspectives (Chapters 2 and 3); (b) a methodological framework (Mertens, 

2009) that seeks to understand life experiences of adult refugee immigrants 

as disadvantaged and marginalised individuals in society and their intrinsic 

personal perspectives as a result of these life experiences (Chapter 4); (c) an 

analytical framework (Bandura, 1986, 2006; Billett, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 

2008; Gibson, 1986) that consists of extrinsic contextual analysis focusing 

on social structural affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences and the intrinsic conceptual analysis focusing on their capacities 

to exercise personal agency (Chapters 5 and 6); and (d) a theoretical 

framework (Blunt, 2007; Commonwealth of Australia, 2012; Mezirow, 

1991) that advances adult development focusing on social structural 

affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement experiences 

and intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency by identifying, re-

assessing, and acting on constraints (Chapter 7). In conclusion, Chapter 8 

presents a number of contributions, limitations, and suggestions for further 

research from this study. 

Table 1.1 

The Study’s Psychosocial Components 

Psychosocial framework Intrinsic component Extrinsic component 

Conceptual framework: Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 3 (Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; 
Rogoff, 2003) 

Subjectivities and personal 
perspectives 

Experiences and interactions 
with sociocultural environments 

Methodological framework: Chapter 4 
(Mertens, 2009) 

Personal perspectives Life experiences of the 
disadvantaged and 
marginalised  

Analytical framework: Chapter 5 and 
Chapter 6 (Bandura, 1986, 2006; Billett, 
2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Gibson, 
1986) 

Conceptual analysis focusing on 
participants’ personal agency 

Contextual analysis focusing on 
participants’ social structural 
affordances 

Theoretical framework: Chapter 7 (Blunt, 
2007; Commonwealth of Australia, 2012; 
Mezirow, 1991) 

Perspective transformation 
through identifying, re-
assessing, and acting on 
constraints  

Resettlement affordances as a 
result of resettlement 
experiences  

 

The psychosocial interdependency of individuals’ intrinsic inner worlds and 

extrinsic outer worlds has been adapted by some adult developmental 
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theories (e.g., Habermas, 1981; Knox, 1980; McClusky, 1963; Mezirow, 

1981, 1991, 2009). In this way, this psychosocial framework can be used to 

assist better understanding of refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement outcomes in Australia. In the next section, the components of 

this psychosocial framework – a conceptual framework, a methodological 

and analytical framework, and a theoretical framework (summarised in 

Table 1.1) – are each discussed in turn.  

Conceptual framework 

A conceptual framework refers to formulation of structures with related 

concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that give a broader 

understanding of the research problem (Camp, 2001; Imenda, 2014; 

Maxwell, 2013). Guided by the study’s research questions and literature on 

refugee and refugee immigrants as well as adult developmental theories, 

adult development is defined as the sequential and systematic, qualitative 

changes in human attitude, abilities, and behaviours as a result of 

experiences and interactions with sociocultural environments over time 

(Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; Rogoff, 2003). Furthermore, exploring 

adulthood and adult development concepts in relation to refugee immigrant 

participants provides broader understanding of refugee global trends and 

source regions, refugee life experiences and their immigration and 

resettlement in Australia.  

Using this framework, the study aims at understanding factors that 

lead to poor resettlement outcomes for adult refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Indeed, the framework suggests that developmental transitions for refugee 

immigrants are due to “significant life experiences” rather than the 

“progressive stage by stage” developmental progression posited by many 

adult development theories. From these understandings, theoretical concepts 

of adult development and resettlement outcomes for adult refugee 

immigrants are constructed by accounting for their past refugee life 

experiences as well as their present resettlement experiences. Informed by 

this conceptual framework, the next section is a discussion of the study’s 
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methodological framework that assisted in practically approaching and 

engaging with participants of the study. 

Methodological framework 

The transformative philosophical approach (Mertens, 2009, 2010) to 

conducting research was adapted as a methodological framework of the 

study. This approach is based on belief systems that are used to engage 

culturally diverse as well as disadvantaged and marginalised members of 

society. The framework’s key belief system involves practising the principle 

of beneficence and social justice, upholding participants’ privacy and 

confidentiality issues, and respecting participants and their communities 

through the practice of cultural competence. Blunt (2007) described cultural 

competence as the awareness that brings about the worth in diversity of 

cultures and multicultural situations as well as the ability to effectively 

engage in these situations. Furthermore, this methodological framework is 

deemed particularly appropriate for adult participants from refugee 

backgrounds because their historical and sociocultural backgrounds are 

acknowledged by emphasising protection of participants from potential 

psychosocial distress, and also by ensuring they were approached and 

engaged in a culturally appropriate manner, and by ensuring their informed 

consent, privacy and confidentiality as participants of the study. 

The practical engagement with refugee immigrant participants 

involved approaching and recruiting participants to the study, selecting them 

through careful and purposive sampling. All participants are adults, both 

men and women, from refugee backgrounds, originally from the Middle 

East, Africa, and East Asia. They immigrated to Australia in the last 10 

years and resettled in Southeast Queensland. The participants were engaged 

over three interview sessions. The first interview focus was on participants’ 

refugee life experiences; the second interview addressed participants’ 

present resettlement experiences; and the third interview appraised the 

themes and concepts of the previous two interviews. Data from these 

interviews were analysed using the psychosocial data analysis processes 

discussed in the next section. 
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Analytical framework 

The study’s analytical framework comprised of context and concept 

analyses of data that respectively explain human functioning in terms of 

interdependency between the extrinsic environment and intrinsic personal 

factors (Bandura, 2006). Context analysis of data comprises the 

interrogation of extrinsic conditions that give rise to experiences to which 

individuals respond through action, while concept analysis involves intrinsic 

personal interpretations of these experiences (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In 

the study, context analysis focused on adult refugee immigrants’ social 

structural affordances offered by their life experiences while concept 

analysis explored participants’ capacities to exercise personal agency within 

these affordances. Personal agency is the intrinsic capacity of a person to 

intentionally influence their life circumstances and their capability to 

exercise control over their actions (Bandura, 1986, 2006), while social 

structural affordances are the provisions of experiences offered by the social 

and physical environment (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986). These analyses 

developed and constructed theoretical concepts that informed the study’s 

theoretical framework. 

The theoretical framework, as discussed in the next section, was 

used to inform the transformative psychosocial adult development concepts 

informing resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Theoretical framework  

A theoretical framework is the application of a theory or a set of related 

concepts to offer a broad explanation of a particular phenomenon or 

research problem (Camp, 2001; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Imenda, 2014). In 

this study, the theoretical framework is informed by data collected from 

participants while the conceptual framework is developed through a review 

of existing literature. So, whereas the conceptual framework is based on 

existing adult developmental theories, the theoretical framework – informed 

by the conceptual framework – is constructed from empirical data from 

interviews with adult refugee immigrant participants of the study. Hence, 

from a transformative psychosocial theoretical perspective, refugee 
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immigrant participants’ adult development and resettlement outcomes are 

influenced by their intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency, as well 

as the extrinsic social structural affordances offered by their life experiences. 

Adult development involves sequential, systematic, and intrinsic qualitative 

changes in human attitude, abilities, and behaviours as a result of 

interactions with extrinsic sociocultural environments (Hoare, 2011; Knox, 

1977; Rogoff, 2003); therfore, participants’ developmental progression are 

explored by theories that advance their interaction with social environments.  

Psychosocial approaches to development assist in understanding 

intrinsic personal as well as extrinsic social dynamics of individuals’ life 

experiences (Bandura, 1986). The theoretical framework of the study, 

therefore, focuses on life experiences, adult development, and resettlement 

of adult refugee immigrant participants. This theoretical framework was 

developed from the data about participants’ life experiences, and arises from 

the study’s conceptual, methodological, and analytical frameworks. The key 

concepts in this theoretical framework include intrinsic personal agency, 

that is, the capacity of a person to intentionally influence their life 

circumstances (Bandura, 1986, 2006) through processes of identifying, re-

assessing, and acting to change life constraints (Mezirow, 1991, 2009) and 

extrinsic social structural affordances, that is, provisions of experiences 

offered by the social and physical world (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986). This 

theoretical framework developed and constructed theoretical concepts that 

informed adult development and resettlement outcomes for adult refugee 

immigrant participants of the study.  

In sum, the psychosocial framework advanced here develops 

theoretical concepts that assist in better understanding factors that influence 

refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement in Australia. In the 

next section, this framework is advanced by discussing the purpose of each 

chapter of the thesis. 

Outline of case advanced through chapters 

This thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter 1 – Adult refugee immigrants’ 

resettlement in Australia – outlines the scope of the study through a 
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background discussion of refugees’ life experiences and highlights the poor 

resettlement outcomes for adult refugee immigrants in Australia. Thereafter, 

the researcher’s background and motivations to investigate refugee 

immigrants’ immigration and resettlement issues as well as the rationale of 

this study are described. This chapter also discusses the significance of the 

research, the research questions that guide the conduct of the study, and the 

study’s psychosocial approach that adopts particular conceptual, 

methodological, analytical, and theoretical frameworks.  

Chapter 2 – Life experiences and perspectives of refugees and 

refugee immigrants – is the first phase of the study’s conceptual framework. 

The chapter discusses recent refugee global trends and source regions with a 

focus on three refugee source regions of Middle East, Africa, and Southeast 

Asia, and the urgency of having effective resettlement processes. Thereafter, 

refugee life experiences are discussed using the triple trauma paradigm of 

pre-flight situations of war and violence, flight to safety, and subsequent 

post-flight experiences of living as refugees. The chapter also discusses 

immigration and resettlement of refugees by focusing on the social and 

economic challenges they face and what it means for refugee immigrants to 

have successful resettlement in Australia.  

Chapter 3 – Transformative psychosocial conceptual framework 

informing resettlement of refugee immigrants – is the second phase of the 

study’s conceptual framework, advancing the preceding review of life 

experiences and perspectives of refugees and refugee immigrants. Here, key 

concepts and components used to construct the study’s transformative 

psychosocial approach to adult development and resettlement of refugee 

immigrants are discussed. The constructed conceptual psychosocial 

framework focuses on refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement outcomes in Australia by advancing three key theoretical 

concepts: transformative psychosocial adult development, personal agency, 

and social structural affordances. These concepts assist in better 

understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development and their readiness 

for resettlement in Australia.  
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Chapter 4 – Investigating life experiences of adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia – adopts a transformative philosophical approach to 

conducting research informed by the preceding conceptual framework. This 

approach describes and justifies the use of a transformative methodological 

framework adopted to approach and engage participants and elucidate their 

life experiences through the interview framework of three distinct but 

interrelated interviews. This methodology chapter provides the study’s 

psychosocial analysis of data processes that involve context analysis of data, 

qualitative data coding, use of NVivo software, and concept analysis of data 

procedures.  

Chapter 5 – Participants’ experiences and perspectives of becoming 

refugees – presents a discussion of participants’ refugee life experiences. 

Three main themes emerged from the context analysis of participants’ 

refugee life experiences: (a) experiencing war and violence, (b) fleeing to 

safety, and (c) living experiences as refugees. Each of these main themes is 

analysed further using concept analysis procedures to explore their 

implications for participants’ personal agency and adult development. It is 

evident from the findings that, apart from fleeing to safety, most participants’ 

experiences of war and violence and living experiences as refugees often 

offered social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, disrupting their adult development. These 

experiences adversely affected refugees’ readiness for subsequent 

resettlement in Australia.  

Chapter 6 – Participants’ experiences and perspectives of 

immigrating and resettling in Australia – builds the case commenced in the 

preceding chapter by presenting findings about participants’ immigration 

processes and subsequent resettlement experiences in Australia. Two main 

themes emerged from the context analysis of participants’ experiences: 

immigrating to Australia and resettlement experiences in Australia. Each of 

these main themes is further analysed using concept analysis procedures to 

explore their implications for participants’ personal agency and adult 

development. It is evident from the findings that, apart from the high 
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resettlement expectations during their immigration to Australia and their 

access to education and training during resettlement experiences here, most 

of the participants’ other immigration and resettlement experiences often 

offered social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, hence, disrupted their adult development. These 

experiences adversely affected their resettlement outcomes. 

Chapter 7 – Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

informing resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia – advances 

the study’s findings in the preceding chapters through a transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework to develop and construct theoretical 

concepts about refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement 

outcomes. The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework suggests 

that adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic capacities to exercise personal 

agency are interdependently linked with the extrinsic social structural 

affordances offered by their significant life experiences. Indeed, central to 

the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is the 

symbiotic relational nature between personal agency and social structural 

affordances. Hence, adult refugee immigrant participants’ capacities to 

exercise personal agency is advanced through identifying, re-assessing, and 

taking action that would transform their constraining resettlement 

experiences. The resettlement experiences offered social structural 

affordances contributed by: (a) their past refugee life experiences, 

(b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and (d) facing employment challenges during resettlement.  

Chapter 8 – Australia as a resettlement country for adult refugee 

immigrants – outlines the study’s contributions focusing on Australia as a 

resettlement country for adult refugee immigrants. These contributions 

include: (a) advancing the transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework as a contribution to the field of adult development and a means 

of explaining adult refugee immigrants’ developmental progression, 

(b) positing the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework as an 

explanatory basis that accounts for refugee immigrants’ significant life 
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experiences and perspectives to improve their resettlement outcomes, 

(c) advancing personal agency as a theoretical concept that contributes to 

adult development and resettlement outcomes of refugee immigrants, 

(d) advancing social structural affordances as a theoretical concept that 

contributes to adult development and resettlement outcomes of refugee 

immigrants, (e) offering a transformative methodological framework as a 

contribution to methodology in the field of refugee resettlement research, 

and (f) challenging the contemporary discourse about “people smugglers” 

by identifying them as providers of safe pathways to subsequent refugee 

resettlement. The chapter also provides the limitations that affected this 

study and possibilities for further research and concludes by commenting 

about Australia as a resettlement country for adult refugee immigrants. 

In sum, the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual and 

theoretical frameworks mainly focus on refugee immigrants’ adult 

development in terms of: adult life experiences with the associated social 

structural affordances where social, cultural, traditional, and historical 

influences are addressed. Simultaneously, subjectivities and personal 

perspectives where issues of personal agency for adult refugee immigrants 

are considered. There exists social and cultural elements to human 

psychology and development, however a number of social and cultural 

affordances are associated more with the kinds of significant life 

experiences of adult refugee immigrants. Implicit in adult life experiences 

and the associated social structural affordances is an acknowledgement of 

the influences of sociocultural aspects on adult development. For example, 

the study’s findings discuss in details the sociocultural impacts of living as 

refugees, as well as a number of sociocultural specific instances where 

participants encountered sociocultural dissonances during resettlement. 

These sociocultural constructs offered participants particular social 

structural affordances that influenced their adult development.  

In conclusion, the next section provides a number of definitions and 

descriptions for the purposes of clarifying key concepts used in this study.  
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Definitons and descriptions of key concepts 

Throughout this thesis, a number of key concepts have been used in relation 

to particular aspects of the study. For these reasons, the following 

definitions and descriptions are provided to elucidate key concepts as used 

in the thesis. 

Adult development: Human development involves a sequence of external 

social and physical and internal psychological changes that individuals 

undergo (Cole & Cole, 1993; Hoare, 2011). For adults, their development is 

often influenced by life experiences and specific roles they play in family, 

community, and society (Knox, 1977). Adult development in this study is 

approached from a psychosocial perspective that focuses on the symbiotic 

and dynamic interrelationships between adult refugee immigrants’ internal 

psychological and external physical and social changes. 

Critical reflection: Critical reflection can be described as “a process which 

is partially based on, and integrates, elements of deconstructive thinking, 

[which] can provide a means of reconstructing, and thus changing the ways 

in which individuals perceive and relate to their social worlds” (Fook, 2004, 

p. 16). Furthermore, critical reflection involves identifying, scrutinising and 

reconstituting of assumptions and perspectives that enable individuals to 

pause and think about their life experiences, with an aim of making changes 

(Brookfield, 1990; Mezirow, 1990). 

Personal agency: Personal agency is the intrinsic capacity of a person to 

intentionally influence their life circumstances and their capability to 

exercise control over their actions (Bandura, 1986, 2006). The capacity to 

exercise personal agency by an individual depends on their environmental 

contexts and social structures. 

Psychosocial approach: A psychosocial approach comprises 

“simultaneously psychic and social” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p. 14) 

processes that focus on individuals’ “psychic” inner worlds as well as their 

“social” experiences of the world. The psychosocial approach is holistic 
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because individuals’ intrinsic psychic inner worlds cannot be fully 

understood without knowledge of their extrinsic social experiences of the 

world (Dewey, 1938; Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). 

Refugee: The 1951 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) Refugee Convention defined a refugee as a person who, “owing 

to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion” 

(UNHCR, 2007, p. 16), has fled from their country of origin to seek 

sanctuary in another place. 

Refugee immigrants: Immigrants move from their country of origin to 

another country for permanent resettlement while migrants often move to 

find itinerant work with intentions of returning to their home countries 

(Arzubiaga et al., 2009). Refugee immigrants are therefore former refugees 

who are permanent residents and nationals of the resettlement country. The 

immigration of refugees is often forced and initiated by war and violence in 

their home countries. This “forced migration” nature differentiates between 

refugee and other immigrants.   

Refugee resettlement: Refugee resettlement involves the selection and 

transfer of refugees from a country they have sought protection to a third 

country which has agreed to admit them as refugees. Resettlement ensures 

protection against refoulement and provides a resettled refugee and their 

family or dependants with access to rights similar to those enjoyed by 

nationals. According to the UNHCR (2011), resettlement provides 

opportunities for refugees to eventually become a naturalized citizen of the 

resettlement country. 

Significant life experiences: Significant life experiences for refugee 

immigrants are profound experiences which others may not yet have 

normally encountered. In this study, these experiences are characterised by, 

but not limited to; witnessing torture and killings, living in terrifying fear, 

escaping war and violence, receiving assistance from rescuers, surviving 
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insecurity and domestic violence, enduring poor living and social conditions, 

struggling with education and employment, negotiating challenging 

immigration processes, having high resettlement expectations, encountering 

sociocultural dissonances, and confronting racism and racial discrimination 

(see Appendix I). 

Social structural affordances: Affordances can be described as what the 

extrinsic environment “offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, 

either for good or ill” (Gibson, 1986, p. 127). Social structural affordances 

are therefore provisions of experiences offered by the social and physical 

environment (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986). Indeed, social structural 

affordances relate and interact with human subjects (Giddens, 1984), hence 

the kinds of social structural affordances offered to an individual are likely 

to influence their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Transformative psychosocial analytical framework: Psychosocial analysis 

of data involves context and concept analyses of data that respectively 

explain human functioning in terms of interdependency between the 

extrinsic environment and intrinsic personal factors (Bandura, 1986; Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008). The study’s transformative psychosocial analytical 

framework ensured that adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences were 

context analysed for the kinds of affordances offered while concept analysis 

procedures were conducted to interrogate their subjectivities, personal 

perspectives, and capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Transformative psychosocial conceptual framework: A conceptual 

framework refers to formulation of structures with related concepts, 

assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that give a broader 

understanding of the research problem (Camp, 2001; Imenda, 2014; 

Maxwell, 2013). Informed by literature on refugee and refugee immigrants 

as well as adult developmental approaches, the transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework of the study advances that adults make meaning of 

the world around them through agentic personal subjectivities and forming 

personal perspectives from their life experiences. 
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Transformative psychosocial methodological framework: The 

transformative approach of conducting research is particularly suitable for 

“individuals who have been pushed to the societal margins throughout 

history and who are finding a means to bring their voices into world of 

research” (Mertens, 2009, p. 3). The study’s transformative psychosocial 

methodological framework is based on belief systems that are used to 

engage culturally diverse as well as disadvantaged and marginalised 

members of society, hence, appropriately used in approaching and engaging 

adult refugee immigrant participants.  

Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework: A theoretical 

framework is the application of a theory or a set of related concepts to offer 

a broad explanation of a particular phenomenon or research problem (Camp, 

2001; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Imenda, 2014). Informed by participants’ 

data, the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework posits 

that adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement experiences in Australia often 

offered challenging social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. These affordances and limited 

agency, therefore, adversely affected their adult development and 

resettlement outcomes. 

As foreshadowed, the next chapter (Chapter 2) reviews life 

experiences and resettlement as presented in adult refugee immigrants’ 

literature with an aim of developing the study’s conceptual framework. 
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Chapter Two 

Life experiences and perspectives of refugees and refugee 

immigrants 

Humanitarian Program migrants [refugee immigrants] have often 

experienced trauma in their lives prior to their arrival in Australia, 

such as living in refugee camps for long periods of time. As a 

result, it may take longer for Humanitarian Program migrants to 

achieve employment and other positive settlement outcomes and 

they may require more assistance when they arrive because of 

differences between Australian lifestyle and culture and their 

previous experiences. (ABS, 2010) 

Introduction 

This chapter is a discussion of life experiences of refugees and refugee 

immigrants and possible implications that these life experiences may have 

for their adult development. The chapter starts by discussing some of the 

events that have caused recent global refugee trends with a particular focus 

on three refugee source regions: Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia. 

These regions have contributed most refugee immigrants to Australia in 

recent years. Refugee life experiences are thereafter discussed using the 

triple trauma paradigm of “pre-flight” situations of war and violence, “flight” 

to safety, and subsequent “post-flight” refugee life experiences. The chapter 

also discusses immigration and subsequent resettlement of refugees in 

Australia by focusing on social exclusion and racial discrimination, English 

language and communication barriers, and unemployment and 

underemployment challenges that refugee immigrants confront during 

resettlement. Thereafter, the study’s concept of meaningful and successful 

resettlement is advanced. This concept involves reviewing refugee 

immigrants’ past education and employment engagements and assessing 

their current education and training access and outcomes, acknowledging 

the kinds of socialities refugee immigrant communities adapt during 

resettlement. The chapter concludes by reviewing possible implications of 
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refugees’ and refugee immigrants’ life experiences for their adult 

development and resettlement. 

Refugee global trends and source regions 

Refugees are victims of war, violence, persecution or torture who escape 

their home countries to seek safety in other countries. Notwithstanding the 

many social upheavals that bring about refugee populations in different 

parts of the world, the 1951 United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) Refugee Convention defined a refugee as a person who, 

“owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political 

opinion” (UNHCR, 2007, p. 16), has fled from their country of origin. This 

definition has been referred to globally since then. However, other 

definitions, perhaps focusing more on local situations of refugees, have been 

proposed. For example, the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) – now the 

African Union (AU) – while endorsing the 1951 UNHCR Refugee 

Convention, in its 1969 Refugee Convention defined refugees as:  

…every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign 

domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the 

whole of his [sic] country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his 

[sic] place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another place 

outside his country of origin or nationality. (OAU, 1969, p. 2) 

In addition to such organisational definitions, researchers are contributing to 

understanding refugees’ experiences in camps and detention centres 

throughout the world, in what has come to be commonly known as “refugee 

research” (Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 2007). The interest and magnitude of 

this body of research has been growing as the numbers of refugees continue 

to increase worldwide.  

After victims of war and violence escape from their countries of 

origin, a large proportion of them are initially hosted as refugees in 

countries within the same region. However, the capability of such countries 

to accommodate and permanently host influxes of refugees in their 

jurisdictions is not sustainable. For these reasons, the UNHCR provides 

refugees with long-term safe resettlement options in third, Western, 
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recipient countries (DIAC, 2009; UNHCR, 2010a). Refugee issues present 

an increasingly global challenge to humanity:  

One of the major challenges facing the world today is protecting refugees 

who have been forced to leave their homes by armed conflict and human 

rights abuses. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) estimates that there were 45.2 million forcibly displaced people 

worldwide at the end of 2012, the highest number since 1994. 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2013a)  

In 2013, a total of 20,019 refugees were granted Humanitarian Programme 

visas to resettle in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013a). These 

representations of global refugee trends can be better understood in the 

contexts of specific armed conflict and human rights abuses in regions and 

countries that currently contribute a majority of refugee immigrants to 

Australia.  

As discussed in the next sections, in recent years, Australia’s 

Humanitarian Programme has provided protection through resettlement of 

refugees mainly from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia regions 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2013a).The key issues leading to refugee 

situations in these regions are now discussed in turn, starting with the 

Middle East. 

Middle East region
2
  

In recent times, most refugees from the Middle East region resettled in 

Australia have been from Iraq and Afghanistan. In Iraq, the overall security 

situation has remained an issue of concern with sporadic violence being 

reported (UNHCR, 2010c). The International Crisis Group (ICG) reported 

that Iraq was a relatively progressive country before the 1990-1991 Gulf 

War. However, 

                                                 

2
 It is worth noting that, as this thesis goes to print, a new wave of millions of refugees are 

being created in this region as a result of a numerous wars and conflicts. A number of these 

conflicts are attributed to a group called ISIS/ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria/the 

Levant). Several countries, including Australia, have formed a coalition fighting against 

ISIS/ISIL. 
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[t]hat war and its aftermath resulted in a breakdown of the Iraqi civilian 

infrastructure, a dramatic setback in health, nutrition and sanitary 

conditions and a massive increase in the number of internally displaced 

persons (IDPs) and refugees. (ICG, 2003b, p. 5) 

The civil breakdown as a consequence of this war and other conflicts 

resulted in many Iraqis being rendered refugees. Indeed, in the 10 years 

between 2003 and 2013, over 25,500 Iraqi refugees have immigrated and 

resettled in Australia (DIBP, 2013). 

Similarly, the war in Afghanistan has adversely affected most of its 

citizens, especially children and women. Indeed, war exposed children to 

child labour, smuggling and human trafficking, and early forced marriages, 

among other coercive practices (UNHCR, 2010b). The ICG presented a 

historical account of the political and civil situation in Afghanistan: 

The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan’s (PDPA) coup of April 

1978 (also known as the Saur Revolution), the Soviet intervention in 

December 1979 and the anti-Soviet jihad that followed resulted in the 

largest population displacement in Afghanistan’s history. By the time the 

Soviets withdrew in 1989, it was estimated that one third of the population 

had been forced to flee, with over 1.5 million internally displaced. (ICG, 

2009, p. 3) 

After more than 10 years of this protracted war, the then Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics (USSR) withdrew. However, this did not mean peace 

and social stability for Afghanistan. In the mid-1990s, the Taliban group – 

an insurgent Islamic political movement – overran the capital Kabul and by 

2000, this group controlled most of the country (ICG, 2009). This was 

followed by the 2001 United States of America (USA) led war that resulted 

in “many years of savage warfare, the wholesale destruction of political and 

physical infrastructure and the inflammation of ethnic divisions” (ICG, 

2002b, p. 1). As a result of these wars, between 2003 and 2013, over 19,500 

refugees from Afghanistan have been resettled in Australia (DIBP, 2013). 

These refugee situations in parts of the Middle East are an indication of the 

typical social upheavals and refugee life experiences that victims of war and 

violence confront in their home countries.  

Other parts of the world, for example in parts of Africa, similarly 

experience war and violence, mainly due to political, religious, and 
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intercultural discord. The refugee situations particular to this region are 

discussed in the next section. 

Africa region 

In recent years, many of the refugees from Africa resettling in Australia are 

from Sudan and Liberia. In many parts of Sudan, sporadic civil conflicts, 

especially in the eastern and southern parts, have been widespread. 

Additionally, in the east, there is chronic poverty and underdevelopment as 

a result of more than a decade of civil war and sociopolitical and 

socioeconomic marginalisation (UNHCR, 2010d). The UNHCR has painted 

a grim picture of the future of Eastern Sudan: 

Lawlessness and impunity, sexual abuse and the recruitment of children by 

armed militias, generates insecurity in IDP [internally displaced persons] 

and host communities, and internal displacement is expected to persist. 

Gaps in health, education, water, sanitation, and shelter will continue to be 

exacerbated by conflict and rivalries over natural resources. (UNHCR, 

2010d, p. 53) 

In Southern Sudan, easy access to weapons, inter-tribal tensions, and inter-

religious conflicts make security and civil situations complex (UNHCR, 

2010d). Indeed, the ICG described the violence in this region as mainly due 

to religious conflicts between northerners in government and insurgents in 

the south, escalated by the contest over oil and other natural resources in the 

region (ICG, 2002a). This civil war and other conflicts have resulted in over 

20,000 refugees from Sudan immigrating to Australia between 2003 and 

2013 (DIBP, 2013).  

Likewise, in the West African country of Liberia, the Second 

Liberian Civil War during the 1999-2003 periods between Liberians United 

for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) and the Movement for 

Democracy in Liberia (MODEL) against government forces caused nearly 

half the population of 2.7 million to flee their homes (Human Rights Watch, 

2004). This civil war, preceded by the First Liberian Civil War of 1989-

1996, escalated to neighbouring regions: 

Liberia’s conflict has continued to spread and consume its neighbours. The 

Mano River Union war that originally encompassed Liberia, Sierra Leone 



31 

 

and Guinea has now expanded east to Côte d’Ivoire. A small area in the 

western part of that country has been dragged into Liberia’s struggle, much 

as was Sierra Leone a few years earlier. (ICG, 2003a, p. 1) 

The Liberian civil wars have resulted in over 3,000 refugees escaping war, 

immigrating, and resettling in Australia between 2003 and 2013 (DIBP, 

2013). These confronting refugee situations in parts of the African continent 

characterise the often political and civil nature of war and violence that 

create chaos in society as well as disturbing the public order of these 

countries. 

Such breakdown of civil order has also been experienced in some 

countries in the Southeast Asia region where war and violence force victims 

to flee and become refugees, and this is discussed in the next section.  

Southeast Asia region 

In the recent past, most refugees from the Southeast Asia region resettling in 

Australia are from Burma, also known as Myanmar. The internal conflict in 

Burma, characterised by the long running political and military situation 

between the Burmese government and several ethnic groups, has resulted in 

sporadic warfare. According to the ICG, 

[s]ince full independence from Britain was achieved in 1948, 

Burma/Myanmar has existed as a state at war with itself. Five decades of 

conflict – a great deal of it unreported and unstudied in any detail outside 

the country – have inflicted an enormous cost, on the ethnic minority 

groups in particular. Tens of thousands of people have been killed, and 

hundreds of thousands displaced either inside the country or over its 

borders. … For many in the country’s border regions civil war has been a 

way of life, leaving a legacy of underdevelopment and unresolved 

differences. (ICG, 2000, pp. 1-2)  

The civil conflicts in Burma have caused over 13,000 refugees to immigrate 

and resettle in Australia between 2003 and 2013 (DIBP, 2013). Similarly to 

the Middle East, Africa, and other parts of the world, these disturbing and 

confronting situations in parts of Southeast Asia are an indication of how 

refugee populations are created globally. Furthermore, as victims and 

survivors of war and violence, refugee populations are often forcefully 

displaced from their home countries as a consequence of the collapse in civil 

order in their societies. 
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In sum, the sections above have discussed statistical representations 

of global refugee trends, an overview of how widespread the issue of 

refugees is likely to be, and some of the regions and countries that are the 

main contributors of refugee immigrants to the Australia. Yet, from these 

statistical representations of global refugee trends, it is also important to 

understand refugee life experiences, that is, the kinds of life experiences 

refugees undergo, because such understandings could be used to inform 

their resettlement in Australia. The next section, therefore, discusses refugee 

life experiences with an objective of evaluating the extent to which these 

experiences could affect their resettlement outcomes in Australia. 

Refugee life experiences 

Refugees, as defined above, are people who flee to seek refuge from war 

and violence raging in their home countries. As a consequence of escaping 

these conditions, they often find themselves living in makeshift camps in 

relatively peaceful neighbouring countries. Indeed, the process of becoming 

a refugee is characterised by the following typical series of events: 

…exposure to political, religious or intercultural violence, persecution or 

oppression, armed conflict or civil discord which incorporates the 

following basic elements: a state of fearfulness for self and family 

members; leaving the country of origin at short notice; inability to return to 

the country of origin; and uncertainty about the possibility of maintaining 

links with family and home. (Coventry, Guerra, MacKenzie, & Pinkney, 

2002, pp. 14-15) 

For many, these typical experiences of becoming refugees involve victims 

being subjected to rape and torture, as well as witnessing family and friends 

being maimed or murdered (DIAC, 2009). Furthermore, refugee life 

experiences may mean that refugees, who often have been separated from 

their families when fleeing their homes, spend many years trapped in 

protracted encampments (Zeus, 2011). Typically, living as refugees exposes 

victims of war and violence to constrained life experiences of unsafe and 

sub-human living conditions with limited access to health and educational 

services as well as to employment opportunities (DIAC, 2009). This 

characterisation of refugee life applies to the experiences that many refugees 
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have encountered; however, as discussed in the preceding sections, different 

refugee source-countries and regions around the world have specific social 

and political circumstances that bring about refugee populations.  

The distressing refugee life experiences can also be seen through the 

concept of “triple trauma paradigm” with its three phases of pre-flight, flight, 

and post-flight (M. Black, 2011; CVT [The Center for Victims of Torture], 

2005). The triple trauma paradigm for refugees has the following typical 

characteristics:  

…pre-flight: often years of societal chaos, escalating harassment, fear, and 

torture. …flight: the escape, negotiating dangerous boarders, guarding 

against further exploitation and violence while in hiding or in refugee 

camps. …post-flight: the initial relief of survival, often followed with 

overwhelming feelings of loss, isolation, and coping with marginalised 

status. (M. Black, 2011, p. 219) 

These refugee life experiences could similarly be described by focusing on 

the “three stages of refugeeism”: (a) the early stage of reacting to threats of 

war and violence; (b) the middle stage of extreme danger and flight to safety, 

usually to a neighbouring country; and (c) the last stage of reaching relative 

safety in refugee camps (Keller, 1975). So, irrespective of the perspectives 

used to focus on refugee life experiences, it is clear that many refugees have 

survived traumatic war and violence in their home countries, forcing them to 

escape and seek safety and peaceful living.  

When individuals’ social order and social environments are severely 

disrupted by traumatic experiences, as is the case with refugees, issues arise 

about the development consequences of those disruptions during their adult 

life. It is worth noting that social experiences and social environments have 

particular implications for adult development (Dannefer, 1984; Knox, 1977; 

Pasupathi, 2001). Therefore, it is likely that the kinds of significant 

traumatic events that characterise refugee life experiences have particular 

implications and consequences on their adult development. Refugee life 

experiences, as foreshadowed, are described here using the refugee triple 

trauma paradigm approach (R. Black, 2001; CVT, 2005; Keller, 1975) 

summarised above.  
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Beginning with the pre-flight phase, each of these significant events 

and typical phases of becoming refugees is discussed in turn in the next 

sections. 

Pre-flight war and violence 

Refugees, by definition, are survivors of horrific killings, torture, and 

violence perpetrated by organised armed groups. This means that survivors 

of such atrocities may carry the psychosocial burden of war and violence as 

a consequence of possibly “experiencing or witnessing torture and rape, and 

for survivors, loss of close family members or friends by violent death” 

(Loizos & Constantinou, 2007, pp. 86-87). In this context, violence is 

described as the use of force that “either results in or has a high likelihood 

of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or 

deprivation” (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002, p. 5). In such volatile situations, 

victims of war violence are unable to physically defend themselves from 

armed perpetrators (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; DIAC, 2009; Loizos & 

Constantinou, 2007), forcing them to escape their homes in pursuit of safety 

in neighbouring countries (Coventry et al., 2002; DIAC, 2009). Even in the 

relative safety of refugee camps, refugees continue to live in anxiety and 

fear of possible further violence (Coventry et al., 2002; Stein, 1981) and are 

uncertain of their wellbeing. 

War and violence affecting refugee populations are perpetrated by 

armed groups against specific victims because of social or political factors. 

For example, refugees are often forcibly displaced from their homes because 

the basic “social bond” between communities or between communities and 

governments has been broken, leading to high levels of persecutions (Stein, 

1986). Furthermore, war and violence that result in mass forced 

displacements and psychosocial distress of victims are often caused by 

particular social agendas with complex combinations of socioeconomic and 

sociopolitical factors (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; Lischer, 2005; Loizos & 

Constantinou, 2007). According to DIAC (2009), the pre-flight war and 

violence that created refugees who were often unable to defend themselves, 
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their families, and their communities resulted in surviving victims suffering 

severe physical and psychological harm.  

The pre-flight war and violence experiences, as discussed in the 

preceding sections, are likely to have adverse effects on the victims’ 

developmental progression because life experiences affect human 

development. Indeed, human development involves interdependent changes 

of a person’s external social and physical experiences and their internal 

psychological formations (Cole & Cole, 1993; Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977). 

Adult development, therefore, could involve changes brought about by an 

adult’s cumulative life experiences that are symbiotically influenced by their 

characteristics and attitudes. As discussed in detail in Chapter 3, these 

confronting pre-flight experiences are likely to have adverse effects on 

refugees’ adult development and subsequent resettlement as adult refugee 

immigrants.  

It is important to understand these kinds of experiences because they 

often initiate a series of events that significantly affect refugees’ subsequent 

lives. As discussed in the next section, these extremely dangerous situations 

often force victims to escape to neighbouring countries to seek safety.  

Flight to safety 

Refugees, as a matter of urgency, flee from their home countries in search of 

peace and safety. Indeed, refugees’ flight to safety is usually characterised 

by “[a] state of fearfulness for self and family members; leaving the country 

of origin at short notice” (Coventry et al., 2002, pp. 14-15). This flight has 

been described as acute refugee movement (Stein, 1981) because often, 

refugees leave their homeland on a moment’s notice without planning or 

preparing and with the primary objective of avoiding danger and saving 

their lives. For many refugees, their flight to safety by “simply trying to get 

out of harm’s way” (Stein, 1981, p. 322) began their transitioning from 

being local nationals of their home country into refugees living in another 

country. In many instances this flight, often to neighbouring countries, 

involves crossing dangerous terrain in apprehension and secrecy so as to 

avoid perpetrators and guard against further violence (M. Black, 2011). 
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According to CVT (2005), the action of fleeing to safety can continue for a 

number of years characterised by profound uncertainty, where victims 

constantly hide for the fear of further violence.  

For most refugees, being forced to escape their places of domicile 

because of war and violence has far-reaching and severe psychosocial 

consequences (Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995) that include both physical and 

psychological health burdens (Cassity & Gow, 2005) usually leading to 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms (Silove, Steel, Bauman, 

Chey, & McFarlane, 2007). However, notwithstanding the many challenges 

arising from being in a war environment, refugees’ ability to escape from 

their hostile home countries to relative safety could be described from a 

personal agency perspective:  

Despite the horrors undergone, there were beneficial aspects to being in a 

flight as compared to waiting at home for the axe to fall. Once more one 

became an actor, in many cases he regained the status of subject rather than 

object and was able to respond effectively to the dangers around him. 

(Keller, 1975, p.55) 

Thus, the dangerous processes and intricacies of fleeing to safety are an 

exercise of personal agency that likely has saved many refugees’ lives.  

In sum, as survivors of war and violence, victims are forced to flee 

for their safety. During their flight, refugees and their families are uncertain 

of their immediate future but hopeful of reaching safe environments where 

they can live in peace. However, due to the often dangerous and harsh 

terrain, many victims succumb and lose their lives while escaping (M. Black, 

2011; Keller, 1975; Stein, 1981). As discussed in detail in the next chapter 

(Chapter 3), such forced flights – though undertaken for safety purposes and 

preservation of life – are often characterised by distressing experiences that 

are likely to offer constraints to these persons’ adult developmental 

progression and subsequent resettlement as adult refugee immigrants.  

The forced flight to safety for many victims of war and violence, 

though characterised by fear of further violence and profound uncertainty, 

serves as a transition for them becoming refugees. The next section 

discusses how refugees’ flight to safety often culminated in the relative 
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safety of refugee camps, yet it will be shown that their post-flight living 

experiences in these camps were often challenging. 

Post-flight living as refugees 

Living as a refugee in sprawling, overcrowded refugee camps in 

neighbouring countries can be unsafe and challenging, because refugee 

camps are insecure and present social and psychological challenges. Indeed, 

although being in relatively safe environments in these camps, many 

refugees are still traumatised by the ongoing war and violence in their home 

countries (CVT, 2005). Often, living as a refugee is characterised thus:  

Anxiety, fear, frustration and emotional disturbance appear, and often the 

refugee regresses to a more infantile state, loses his or her willpower, and 

becomes apathetic, helpless or manic and aggressive. The refugee loses 

structure, the ability to coordinate, predict and expect, and has basic 

feelings of incompetence. (Stein, 1981, p. 324) 

This distressing characterisation of refugee life experiences describes the 

many years where refugees find themselves trapped in protracted 

encampments with high reliance on external support to provide basic 

amenities for survival (Zeus, 2011). Given the unstable social environments, 

refugee populations become vulnerable and tend to develop high 

dependency on local authorities, the host government, and non-

governmental organisations like the UNHCR for meagre food rations and 

other basic human needs (L.A. Gale, 2008). The high dependency on others 

for survival is likely to be disempowering, creating barriers that constrain 

refugee populations from determining their livelihoods. 

Many refugees in protracted encampments can also develop a deep 

sense of apathy to traumatic events later on in their lives as a result of 

“getting used to” regularly witnessing torture and killings and surviving war 

and violence. Such psychosocial health issues, described as psychic 

numbing and the loss of capacity to have deep feelings (Keller, 1975), come 

as a result of refugees being exposed to traumatic events for a long time. 

The results of surviving torture and trauma associated with war and violence, 

as well as subsequently being trapped in protracted encampments of 

dangerous, inhumane conditions, predispose refugees to psychosocial and 
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mental health issues (DIAC, 2009; Rasmussen & Annan, 2009). Also, as 

Loizos and Constantinou (2007) explained, living as a refugee in 

overcrowded camps without proper access to clean water and toilet facilities 

presented serious hygiene and nutritional health concerns amongst refugee 

populations who were exposed to infectious diseases like cholera and 

typhoid. This means that the mental and physical health issues affecting 

refugees are likely to adversely affect their psychosocial growth and 

developmental progression.  

Living as refugees in overcrowded protracted encampment, usually 

in unsafe structural conditions, contributed to the escalation of domestic 

violence in refugee camps (Horn, 2010). Although domestic violence is a 

contested concept, it could be described as “the physical violence between a 

husband and wife” (Carlson, 2005, p. 10), including “any harmful act that is 

perpetrated against a person’s will, and that is based on socially ascribed 

gender differences between males and females” (Inter-agency Standing 

Committee [IASC], 2005, p. 7). A number of research reports have 

specifically focused on domestic violence and gender-based violence in 

refugee camps: for example, the prevalence of wife beating in Jordanian 

refugee camps (Khawaja & Barazi, 2005); issues of improving response to 

gender-based violence in a Kenyan refugee camp (Murray & Achieng, 

2011); examining domestic violence from personal and sociocultural 

perspectives in a Malawian refugee camp (Carlson, 2005); and policy and 

practical law reforms to assist in solving domestic violence in Tanzanian 

refugee camps (Sattopima, 2004). The widespread incidence of domestic 

and gender-based violence is likely to deepen the already existing social 

instability in refugee camps, hence severely disrupting refugees’ social order 

and personal development. 

In many of these volatile and socially unstable environments of war 

and violence, women, children, and young people particularly are targets for 

sexual attacks. For example, forced displacement due to war and violence 

exposed refugee women and girls to multiple forms of sexual violence (Al-

Sharmani, 2010), where armed perpetrators extensively used sexual violence 
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as a weapon of war against their victims (Bartels et al., 2010; Vetlesen, 

2005). These characterisations of refugee life experiences, often through 

male-perpetuated violence, are an indication of the distressing and extra-

ordinary experiences that many refugees undergo.  

These experiences of living as refugees, as discussed in this section, 

are in contrast to life courses and adult development of populations in other 

socially stable societies where a number of refugees immigrate for 

resettlement. As discussed below, such significant refugee life experiences 

will likely have particular implications for their psychosocial development 

and subsequent resettlement outcomes. 

Refugee life experiences: Implications for psychosocial development 

As foreshadowed, after surviving war and violence and being forced to flee 

to safety, victims started living as refugees, often in refugee camps. 

However, the post-flight living experiences as refugees are often 

characterised by insecurity, violence, and sub-human living conditions in 

refugee camps. The triple trauma paradigm of pre-flight war and violence, 

flight to safety, and post-flight refugee life that often characterises refugees’ 

life experiences has resulted in many of them suffering physical and 

psychological health burdens as well as PTSD symptoms (Cassity & Gow, 

2005; Silove et al., 2007). Furthermore, such refugee life experiences are an 

indication of an acute absence of civil and social stability that are key to 

progressive livelihoods and human development. Clearly, many of these 

refugee life experiences created inhumane environments that rendered 

victims of war and violence socially disempowered, vulnerable to further 

violence, and unable to live peaceful normal lives. The triple trauma 

paradigm that is associated with the absence of peace and social stability is 

likely to have adverse effects on adult refugees’ human developmental 

outcomes, as well as creating barriers to adult refugee immigrants’ 

resettlement outcomes, as advanced further in Chapter 3. 

In all, refugee life experiences are initiated by war and violence 

where victims and survivors of those attacks flee to safety and live as 

refugees in neighbouring countries. Furthermore, refugee life experiences 
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are characterised by high dependency on others to survive, psychosocial 

distresses and predisposition to mental health issues, overcrowded and 

unhygienic environments, domestic and gender-based violence, as well as 

sexual violence. So, the consequences of refugee life experiences are likely 

to lead to erosion of a basic sense of personal being and to adversely affect 

their developmental progression, as well as constraining their social 

engagements, for example, with education and employment. Indeed, refugee 

life experiences are a key factor that distinguishes these immigrants from 

others. As discussed in the next section, despite living such challenging 

conditions in refugee camps, a few refugees get the rare opportunity for 

permanent protection through immigration and resettlement in a third 

country such as Australia.  

Immigration and resettlement of refugees 

Considering the complex, vulnerable and difficult situations of refugees, the 

UNHCR attempts to provide long-term safe living environments with basic 

needs and protection through the promotion of a three-option solution. 

These are: (a) voluntary repatriation to their home countries when deemed 

safe; (b) local integration in the country of first asylum, usually countries 

within the same region; and (c) resettlement in a third country (DIAC, 2009; 

UNHCR, 2010a). Most refugee immigrants in Australia are classified under 

the third category that is aimed at providing permanent protection and 

resettlement. The option of permanent resettlement in a third country is both 

an international responsibility and a national objective of countries that offer 

sanctuary to refugees meeting UNHCR requirements. Unlike other 

immigrants, the basic and fundamental requirement for resettlement of 

refugees in a third country involves providing them with permanent 

protection against further persecution and violence. Yet, similar to other 

immigrants, refugee immigrants are expected to be offered rights enjoyed by 

the nationals of the third country: 

Resettlement involves the selection and transfer of refugees from a State in 

which they have sought protection to a third State which has agreed to 

admit them – as refugees – with permanent residence status. The status 
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provided ensures protection against refoulement and provides a resettled 

refugee and his/her family or dependants with access to rights similar to 

those enjoyed by nationals. Resettlement also carries with it the 

opportunity to eventually become a naturalized citizen of the resettlement 

country. (UNHCR, 2011, p. 3) 

However, due to factors like political goodwill of the host country, 

traditional and sociocultural differences of the immigrating refugees and the 

host population, and social exclusion issues, the resettlement process can be 

challenging to both refugee immigrants and the host countries. Indeed, 

according to the UNHCR,  

[l]ocal integration is a complex and gradual process, comprising distinct 

but inter-related legal, economic and socio-cultural dimensions. It is, 

however, difficult to quantify in numerical terms given the large variety of 

forms in which local integration can occur. (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 10) 

Notwithstanding the complexities involved in resettlement, the Australian 

Government, through its Humanitarian Programme and with advice from 

the UNHCR, provides resettlement opportunities to a number of refugees 

from different parts of the world each year. Indeed, resettlement experiences 

are likely to influence refugee immigrants’ resettlement outcomes (Porter & 

Haslam, 2005). According to DIAC (Department of Immigration and 

Citizenship, now Department of Immigration and Border Protection), there 

are two main objectives of Australia’s Humanitarian Programme for 

refugees: 

(1) protection to people already in Australia who are found to be refugees 

according to the Refugees Convention (known as the onshore 

protection/asylum component) (2) resettlement in Australia for people 

overseas who are in the greatest need of humanitarian assistance (known as 

the offshore resettlement component). (DIAC, 2009, p. 19) 

In considering both the onshore and offshore protection and resettlement 

needs for refugees, the UNHCR gives resettlement precedence to 

populations in protracted refugee situations (UNHCR, 2010a). However, 

refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia has been characterised by 

difficulties associated with various sociocultural and socioeconomic 

challenges. Indeed, despite resilience developed during their refugee life 
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experiences, many refugee immigrants resettling in Australia continue to 

report poor or unsatisfactory resettlement outcomes:  

Humanitarian Program migrants have often experienced trauma in their 

lives prior to their arrival in Australia, such as living in refugee camps for 

long periods of time. As a result, it may take longer for Humanitarian 

Program migrants to achieve employment and other positive settlement 

outcomes and they may require more assistance when they arrive because 

of differences between Australian lifestyle and culture and their previous 

experiences. (ABS, 2010) 

Clearly, refugee immigrants may well experience difficult and challenging 

resettlement in Australia. The experiences of immigration and resettlement 

of refugee immigrants in Australia are mainly characterised by sociocultural 

and socioeconomic challenges that are likely to have particular implications 

for their adult development (Dannefer, 1984; Pasupathi, 2001). For example, 

inability to secure employment is likely to contribute to refugee immigrants’ 

poor resettlement outcomes with adverse consequences on their adult 

development progression.  

As foreshadowed, refugee life experiences are characterised by 

significant challenges and difficulties of pre-flight war and violence, 

dangerous flight to safety, and subsequent post-flight living trapped in 

distressing encampments with limited opportunities for education and 

employment. These typical experiences of becoming refugees – discussed in 

the preceding sections – have been acknowledged by non-governmental 

organisations and governments who are tasked with assessing, granting 

protection, and offering resettlement opportunities to a few of these victims 

of war and violence. Most of these resettlement opportunities are offered in 

third, mainly Western, countries like Australia. Given the conditions 

associated with victims becoming and living as refugees, it is likely that 

their personal histories are laden with traumatic and distressful events that 

are often not fathomed by populations of the resettlement countries. 

Furthermore, these life experiences constitute personal histories and 

backgrounds that refugees carry along with them when they immigrate for 

resettlement in countries like Australia.  
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The provision of effective immigration and resettlement for refugees 

is a complex undertaking that requires carefully considered policies and 

practices that address refugee immigrants’ poor resettlement outcomes. The 

contributing factors and the consequent disrupted adult development 

include: (a) social exclusion and racial discrimination, (b) English language 

communication barriers, and (c) unemployment and underemployment, and 

these are now discussed in turn. 

Social exclusion and racial discrimination 

Given the difficult and often traumatic life experiences that refugee 

immigrants have undergone in the past as refugees, their resettlement 

therefore warrants provisions of social stability, peace, and safety. However, 

refugee immigrants in Australia face a number of social exclusion situations 

mainly perpetrated by acts of racial discrimination (Campbell & Julian, 

2009; Dunn & Nelson, 2011; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009; J. 

Taylor, 2004). Social exclusion refers to: 

…a comprehensive formulation, which refers to the dynamic process of 

being shut out, fully or partially, from any of the social, economic, political 

or cultural systems which determine the social integration of a person in a 

society. Social exclusion may therefore be seen as the denial (non-

realization) of the civil, political and social rights of citizenship. (Walker & 

Walker, 1997, p. 8, cited in Saloojee, 2003, p. 2) 

Such social exclusion challenges encountered by refugee immigrants in 

Australia are well documented. Indeed, refugee immigrants in Australia face 

social exclusion because of a number of reasons that include: 

communication difficulties, social adaptation to unfamiliar laws, parenting 

and gender role complexities, racism and racial discrimination, 

unemployment and financial difficulties; and inadequate and inappropriate 

support during resettlement (Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009). Racism 

and racial discrimination could be considered as divisive activities that 

encourage inequality and exclusion of individuals of groups based on race, 

physical distinctions, and sociocultural traits amongst members of a given 

society (Dunn & Nelson, 2011). Furthermore, the complex and contested 

concepts of racism and racial discrimination may also be seen as an attempt 
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by a dominant group in society to exclude a subordinate other group from 

participating and contributing to that society (Hollinsworth, 2006; Jackson, 

1987). This is a clear indication that racism and racial discrimination is a 

form of social exclusion. While some of these experiences are due to the 

expected sociocultural differences that exist between many refugee 

immigrants and other Australians, the deliberate social exclusion of refugee 

immigrants goes against the very objective of providing them with 

meaningful and successful resettlement. 

Another social exclusion related resettlement challenge for refugee 

immigrants is their being labelled and generally referred to as “refugees”, 

despite many being Australian nationals. The 1951 Convention and 

Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees (Refugee Convention) specifies 

that an individual ceases to be a refugee the moment he or she has “acquired 

a new nationality, and enjoys the protection of the country of his [or her] 

new nationality” (UNHCR, 2007, p. 17). Therefore, for refugee immigrants 

– many of whom are Australian citizens – being constantly labelled and 

referred to as refugees likely constitutes a social exclusion experience that 

makes their resettlement in Australia challenging. The question of when an 

individual ceases to be a refugee has attracted contesting responses 

(Campbell & Julian, 2009). However, the long-term negative psychosocial 

impact to refugee immigrants tagged with such social excluding labels is 

likely to adversely affect their resettlement outcomes. The use of a more 

veracious term “refugee immigrant” instead of the commonly used 

“refugees” tag aims at respectively differentiating between individuals who 

have left refugee camps and immigrated to countries like Australia and 

others who are mostly still living in refugee camps. For these reasons, 

participants of this study are referred to as “refugee immigrants” as an 

acknowledgement of their past refugee backgrounds while at the same time 

embracing their current status as relatively new Australians. Indeed, the 

terms “refugees” and “refugee immigrants”, as contextualised in this thesis, 

are described in the Definitions and descriptions of key concepts section in 

Chapter 1 of this thesis.  
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During resettlement, as discussed previously, many refugee 

immigrants face distressing social exclusion and racial discrimination. 

Indeed, the dysfunctional practices of racism and racial discrimination 

(Collin III & Preciphs, 1990) often socially exclude refugee immigrants and 

their communities from being active participants and contributors to society. 

Such resettlement challenges of social exclusion could be addressed through 

recognitive justice informed by principles of respect, provision of 

opportunities, and participation in society for immigrants (T. Gale & 

Densore, 2000; Guo, 2010, 2013b). As discussed in detail in the next 

chapter, such resettlement environments that create distressing life 

experiences for refugee immigrants are bound to adversely affect their adult 

development as well as resettlement outcomes, because, as foreshadowed, 

adult development involves interdependent changes of an adult’s cumulative 

external life experiences as well as their internal characteristics and attitudes.  

English language and communication barriers 

In Australia, literacy and English language skills are a basis for 

communication and social engagement (New South Wales Government, 

2006). The possible lack of such skills amongst adult refugee immigrants 

could socially exclude them from participating and contributing to society 

because, having English language proficiency is key to meaningful and 

successful resettlement in Australia (DIAC, 2012; Hebbani & Colic-Peisker, 

2012). Furthermore, when individuals acquire communication, social, and 

occupational skills, they consequently are empowered with personal agency 

and motivation to participate and contribute in society (Zimmerman, 1995). 

As such, these aspects of social exclusion challenges for refugee immigrants 

could be addressed through provision of targeted literacy and English 

language skills, mainly through TAFE institutions. For these reasons, as a 

condition of their resettlement process, adult refugee immigrants are 

required to undergo DIAC-administered Adult Migrant English Program 

(AMEP) courses mainly offered by TAFE institutions (Multicultural Affairs 

Queensland [MAQ], 2001b). In Queensland the provision of these courses is 

as follows: 



46 

 

The Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) is provided by TAFE 

Queensland to help migrants and refugees to learn how to read, write, 

speak and understand the English language. Eligible migrants and refugees 

can study English with the AMEP for up to 510 hours or until they reach 

functional English, whichever comes first. All AMEP students enrol in the 

Certificates in Spoken and Written English (CSWE). (TAFE Queensland, 

2013a) 

These AMEP courses are designed in recognition of the possibility that 

refugee and other immigrants could have certain inadequacies in their 

English language skills (DIAC, 2012). For adult refugee immigrants, this 

inadequacy of English language skills could be as a result of their culturally 

and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds, as well as their traumatic 

personal histories, which could not afford them adequate opportunities for 

engaging in education.  

Indeed, low literacy and English language abilities are cited as 

contributing barriers that prevent adult refugee immigrants from gaining 

meaningful employment in Australia (MAQ, 2001a). Hence, acquisition of 

these English language skills could improve adult refugee immigrants’ 

access to more employment opportunities. Tertiary training and higher 

education institutions play an important role in ensuring that adult refugee 

immigrants acquire these necessary literacy and English language skills as a 

fundamental exercise of agency and of enhancing their participation and 

contribution to society. Also, while catering for adult refugee immigrants’ 

education and training needs, it is important to consider the implications of 

these new Australians’ traumatic and distressing personal histories. In doing 

so, it would assist in understanding why it could be a daunting task for some 

adult refugee immigrants to learn a new language like English (Miller, 

Mitchell, & Brown, 2005). The tertiary training and higher education sectors’ 

understanding of these implications could address adult refugee immigrants’ 

literacy and English language needs as well as providing a powerful sense 

of personal agency for them.  

Provision of literacy in the English language to refugee immigrants 

could significantly contribute to addressing their resettlement challenges 

because a number of them face communication barriers because of their 

limited English language competencies. In Australia, having good English 
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communication skills is important because the English language expresses, 

embodies, and symbolises sociocultural ways of living and forms the basis 

for social engagement (New South Wales Government, 2006). For these 

reasons, having good English language skills is important for refugee 

immigrants’ successful resettlement (DIAC, 2012). Therefore, the lack of 

good English communication skills for a number of refugee immigrants is a 

social constraint that further alienates them from society and creates barriers 

to their development as well as resettlement outcomes. 

Having adequate English language skills, as discussed in this section, 

is important for refugee immigrants’ communication and other basic 

resettlement activities like engaging in employment. However, as discussed 

in the next section, adult refugee immigrants face high levels of 

unemployment and underemployment that exacerbate their poor 

resettlement outcomes in Australia. 

Unemployment and underemployment 

Like other members of Australian society, adult refugee immigrants require 

access to meaningful employment. Here, employment refers to a status 

where individuals engage in work activities in a workplace environment to 

receive remuneration in wages or salary (ABS, 2009), while 

underemployment refers to those employed people whose labour and 

capability of working, in terms of their qualifications and skills or 

availability, are constrained and not fully utilised (Bashshur, Hernández, & 

Peiró, 2011; Erdogan & Bauer, 2011); workplaces are environments where 

individuals engage and establish themselves in an occupation in order to 

shape their self-concept as well as set their quality of living (Knox, 1977). 

Ideally, employment accessibility and consequent workplace satisfaction 

should meet an individual’s occupational and socioeconomic needs and 

aspirations. However, adult refugee immigrants continue to experience poor 

employment and workplace outcomes, including high levels of 

unemployment, underemployment, workplace exclusion and discrimination, 

and concentration in low-status, low-paying occupations (ABS, 2010; Colic-

Peisker & Tilbury, 2007; Correa-Velez & Onsando, 2009, 2013; Hebbani, 
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2014; Torezani et al., 2008). The lack of employment access and workplace 

satisfaction inhibits adult refugee immigrants from fully participating in and 

contributing to Australian society. Doyal and Gough (1991) suggested that 

adults’ attainment of basic physical health and safety needs, including their 

sense of autonomy and self-control, are key ingredients for their active 

participation in any society. This evidence suggests that employment access 

and workplace satisfaction are much more important indicators of adult 

refugee immigrants’ meaningful and successful resettlement. 

Beyond education, adult refugee immigrants in Australia struggle to 

find meaningful employment because they are usually subtly excluded and 

discriminated from the employment market (Torezani et al., 2008) rendering 

them to be poorly placed in a highly competitive job market. Indeed, refugee 

immigrants who found employment opportunities were “concentrated in 

labour market niches such as cleaning services, care of the aged, meat 

processing, taxi driving, security and building” (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 

2006, p. 203) and other low-status, low-paying occupations. For these 

reasons, despite their educational qualifications and skills, many working 

adult refugee immigrants are likely to be in part-time or casual jobs that are 

physically taxing and insecure, with limited opportunities for advancement, 

hence, are likely to be unsatisfied with their occupations. 

As stated, during resettlement, many refugee immigrants face 

unemployment and underemployment. Indeed, Guo (2013a) argued that 

some “non-refugee” immigrants face similar unemployment and 

underemployment challenges. The lack of employment opportunities for 

refugee immigrants not only prevents them from being financially 

independent, but also acts as a barrier that limits their socioeconomic 

capacities to fully participate in and contribute to Australian society. 

Therefore, as advanced further in the next chapter, unemployment, 

underemployment and other social constraints faced by refugee immigrants 

are a socioeconomic barrier that may adversely affect their development and 

resettlement outcomes.  
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In all, apart from having come from war-related traumatic 

backgrounds unlike other immigrants, refugee immigrants also face social 

exclusion and racial discrimination, English language communication 

barriers, and employment difficulties during resettlement. Therefore, there is 

an overwhelming and urgent need for victims of war and violence to 

successfully transform their lives from refugees into refugee immigrants as 

they immigrate and resettle in a third country like Australia. However, 

refugees’ immigration and subsequent resettlement, as described in the 

preceding sections, often involve resettlement experiences that are likely to 

create barriers to their advancement. As advanced further in the next chapter 

(Chapter 3), many of these distressing resettlement experiences may have 

adverse effects on refugee immigrants’ developmental progression. For 

these reasons, as discussed in the next section, it is suggested that refugee 

immigrants’ require meaningful and successful resettlement that would 

support their wellbeing in Australia. 

Meaningful and successful resettlement 

The possible adverse effects to refugees and refugee immigrants’ 

developmental progression due to a combination of the traumatic and 

distressing life experiences they confronted in the past (as refugees) and 

continue to confront at present (as refugee immigrants) requires an approach 

that offers meaningful and successful resettlement. The concept of 

“meaningful and successful resettlement” for refugee immigrants in 

Australia can be described in terms of “settling well”, that is, “living 

comfortably in Australia” (DIAC, 2011, p. 1). Furthermore, resettlement 

that is meaningful and successful can be considered through refugee 

immigrants’ systemic outcomes, for example, socioeconomic and personal 

wellbeing, as well as life outcomes, for example, personal happiness and 

community connectedness (DIAC, 2011). Refugee immigrants’ resettlement 

outcomes can also be measured against “indicators of integration”, that is, 

employment, housing, education, health, social bridges, social bonds, social 

links, language and cultural knowledge, safety and stability, and rights and 

citizenship (Ager & Strang, 2008). Similarly, the concept of meaningful and 
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successful resettlement could also involve having “good settlement” factors 

that include: “material conditions; educational and occupational needs; 

broader environmental factors; wellbeing and social connectedness; and 

empowerment and agency” (K. O’Sullivan & Olliff, 2006, p. 15). For adult 

refugee immigrants, such good settlement factors extend to their capacity 

for influencing and determining their resettlement life experiences and 

livelihoods.  

The concepts of settling well, indicators of integration, and good 

settlement are incorporated to represent meaningful and successful 

resettlement for refugee immigrants in Australia. In this study, refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement outcomes are viewed through an approach that 

involves (a) reviewing their past education and employment engagements, 

(b) assessing their current education and training access and outcomes, (c) 

acknowledging the kinds of sociality that refugee immigrant communities 

adopt, and (d) acknowledging refugee immigrants resilience. In the next 

sections, each of these factors that contribute to understanding meaningful 

and successful resettlement outcomes for adult refugee immigrants is 

discussed in turn, with an aim of providing practical responses to refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement challenges in Australia.  

Refugees’ education and employment opportunities 

Engaging in education is considered by many as key to opening 

opportunities that lead to better life experiences and livelihoods (Chelpi-Den 

Hamer, 2011; Green & Kloos, 2009; Sinclair, 2007; Somers, 2001; Yankey 

& Biswas, 2012; Zeus, 2011). Refugees’ access to and engagement with 

education is, however, interrupted and limited (DIAC, 2009) due to the 

dangerous and unstable social environments of war and violence. For these 

reasons, refugee life experiences, characterised by high social dependency 

on others, psychosocial distresses, overcrowded and unhygienic 

environments, and gender-based violence, do not provide supportive 

opportunities for refugees to pursue education. Indeed, refugees who 

ventured outside the confines and restrictions of camps to look for 

educational opportunities were denied such opportunities by local 
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authorities (Zeus, 2011). These challenges of accessing and engaging with 

education mean that refugees are likely to miss opportunities for developing 

and improving their life experiences and livelihoods.  

The absence of a working education system in many refugee camps 

initiated the conceptualisation of an “education in emergencies” framework 

that involved providing “education for populations affected by unforeseen 

situations such as armed conflict or natural disasters” (Sinclair, 2007, p. 52). 

In education in emergencies situations, local authorities and non-

governmental organisations like the UNHCR are tasked with providing 

education services to refugees. In camps, refugees from different countries 

and jurisdictions have been exposed to different education systems, 

therefore creating curriculum challenges for provision of their education 

(Sinclair, 2007). Indeed, it is difficult to design and enact a curriculum that 

allows refugees to easily shift between different educational systems 

without losing benefits of previous learning (Chelpi-Den Hamer, 2011; 

Sinclair, 2007). This means that refugees might not fully benefit from the 

learning and development objectives of the “education in emergencies” 

initiatives. 

Engaging meaningfully with education provides a medium for social 

change (Green & Kloos, 2009) and a form of empowerment for refugee 

populations (Zeus, 2011), given the significant social challenges of living as 

refugees. For these reasons, specialised education programmes were offered 

in some refugee camps by non-governmental organisations. For example, 

“peace education” programmes aimed at maintaining and promoting peace 

and social harmony (Sommers, 2001), while “life skills” education and 

training programmes aimed at achieving psychosocial wellbeing (Yankey & 

Biswas, 2012) of refugees in refugee camps. Apart from the learning and 

development objectives of these specialised education programmes, many 

refugees hoped that education would assist them to secure some form of 

employment. Indeed, engaging in work and employment provided refugees 

with a sense of socioeconomic empowerment and a way of improving their 

lives (De Montclos & Kagwanja, 2000; Werker, 2007). Despite living in 
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deprived and challenging conditions with very few employment 

opportunities (DIAC, 2009), access to and engagement with education and 

subsequent employment is likely to provide refugees with social structures 

that empower them to take greater charge of their lives. 

Given the challenging education and employment backgrounds that 

refugees have, as discussed in this section, it is therefore necessary to offer 

them – as refugee immigrants – education and training opportunities that 

provide pathways for their successful resettlement in Australia. Therefore, 

as discussed in the next section, it is expected that such provisions of 

education and training could significantly contribute to addressing the social 

exclusion experiences that adult refugee immigrants encounter, hence 

providing them a basis to meaningful and successful resettlement in 

Australia.  

Refugees immigrants’ education and training opportunities 

Many adult refugee immigrants are likely to be enrolled in either tertiary or 

higher education institutions, especially when attending the mandatory 

government-administered AMEP courses offered by TAFE institutions 

(MAQ, 2001b). It is therefore important to focus on how this education 

sector caters for them. In Australia, tertiary education and training, through 

the Vocational Education and Training (VET) system, is designed to 

provide “skills and knowledge for work through a national system of public 

and private Registered Training Organisations” (Department of Education 

Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2008, p. 201). On the 

other hand, higher education is mainly offered at universities and involves 

“qualifications under the Australian Qualification Framework at associate 

degree and above, as well as diploma and advanced diploma qualifications 

accredited under higher education arrangements” (DEEWR, 2008, p. 199). 

The tertiary education and training and higher education sectors in Australia 

play an important role in assisting refugee immigrants attain meaningful and 

successful resettlement, often enrolling a significant portion of adult 

migrants.  
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Refugee immigrants in higher tertiary and education institutions face 

a number of challenges, including English language communication barriers, 

sociocultural barriers, socioeconomic pressures, and racial discrimination 

(Ben-Moshe et al., 2008; Joyce et al., 2010; Onsando & Billett, 2009). It is 

particularly important for adult refugee immigrants to engage and secure 

tertiary training and higher education outcomes because such outcomes are 

likely to provide important opportunities for their socioeconomic and 

psychosocial wellbeing, including resettlement. However, despite being 

resilient and determined to complete their studies, refugee immigrants in the 

higher education sector face a number of challenges including racial 

discrimination, sociocultural exclusion, and unfamiliar pedagogical 

practices that ignore their personal histories (Onsando & Billett, 2009). 

Indeed, individuals’ sociocultural backgrounds are likely to influence their 

epistemological beliefs (Hofer, 2006) and, therefore, are likely to affect their 

learning and social interactions. According to the New South Wales 

Government (2006), there is a possibility of such sociocultural differences 

being experienced by refugee immigrants in Australia because many of 

them come from a diversity of societies that engage in contrasting 

sociocultural beliefs and practices.  

Adult refugee immigrants in higher education institutions have also 

faced other challenges: resettlement and adaptation distress due to 

sociocultural differences and gender role conflicts; personal refugee life 

histories compounded by academic, financial and social pressures; social 

exclusion at university; and differences in academic approach and education 

styles (Joyce et al., 2010). These challenging educational and training 

experiences are bound to negatively affect their broad resettlement 

outcomes. Moreover, their unique and profound life experiences are likely 

to influence the learning and development processes that they engage with 

here in Australia. Many of the challenges refugee immigrants face in tertiary 

and higher education institutions seem to be social challenges in nature, 

similar to their unemployment and underemployment experiences that have 

been discussed in the preceding sections. Therefore, it is necessary to 
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understand the kinds of sociality that refugee immigrant communities are 

likely to form, with an objective of improving their resettlement outcomes 

in Australia.  

Socialities of refugee immigrant communities 

The immigration and resettlement of refugees in Australia has created 

specific socialities of refugee immigrant communities. In this study, a 

community can be described as “people living in a geographic area (village, 

city, state, or region) or a group of people who identify with one another or 

share a common characteristic (for example, a religious, ethnic, or 

immigrant community)” (Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, Guest, & Namey, 

2005, p. 115). The tendency of individuals to associate and form social 

groupings or communities is often influenced by complexities of either a 

shared geographical basis or through relational foundations (Gusfield, 1975; 

Westoby, 2009). Refugee immigrant communities in Australia are likely to 

be formed through both geographical and relational bases because of the 

shared places of origin, historical, and sociocultural backgrounds. For 

example, sociality of refugee immigrant communities can be formed on a 

geographical basis because many have come from shared places of origin 

and now live in common neighbourhoods. Furthermore, sociality of refugee 

immigrant communities is likely to be strengthened through relational 

foundations because many share common life experiences and cultural 

practices. Sociocultural diversity in society is an asset (Grossman, 2014; 

Guo, 2010; Westoby, 2009), therefore, refugee immigrant communities 

socialisation with others and should have particular positive implications to 

their developmental progression and resettlement in Australia.  

The socialities of refugee immigrant communities in Australia may 

also mean that many are likely to have a strong sense of belonging to a 

community. In these contexts, having a sense of community is described as 

“a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to 

one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be 

met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 

9). This sense of community for adult refugee immigrants may even be 
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more pronounced, given the similar life experiences that they are likely to 

share. For instance, during resettlement, refugee immigrants healing from 

traumatic refugee life experiences of war and violence use community 

socialities as effective resources for addressing such traumatic distresses 

(Westoby, 2009). This means that, for some refugee immigrants, belonging 

to a community may be a form of coping mechanism for traumatic and 

social distresses. Therefore, it makes an important contribution towards their 

meaningful and successful resettlement in Australia. As discussed in the 

next section, such coping mechanism for traumatic and social distresses – 

i.e., their resilience – should be acknowledged as a way of negotiating 

meaningful and successful resettlement for adult refugee immigrants. 

Refugee immigrants’ resilience 

Whilst the life experiences and perspectives of refugees and refugee 

immigrants respectively indicate the trauma and distress they encounter, it is 

also important to acknowledge the resilience of these individuals and their 

communities. In this context, resilience can be described as a person’s 

capability, inner strength, and optimism to recover and transcend when 

confronted with adversity (Wagnild & Collins, 2009). The field of forced 

migration, particularly refugee and refugee immigrant studies have 

numerous critiques of ways in which trauma and distress often construct 

how we understand refugee and refugee immigrants’ without 

acknowledging their resilience (Marlowe, 2010; Shakespeare-Finch, Brough, 

King, & Schweitzer, 2014; Westoby, 2009). However, there exists 

extraordinary resilience in human beings who are survivors of trauma and 

distressing life experiences (Marlowe, 2010; Shakespeare-Finch, Brough, 

King, & Schweitzer, 2014). Indeed, the life experiences encountered by 

many refugee immigrants exemplify situations of confronting environments 

in which individuals have to be resilient to survive (Bakewell, 2010; M. 

Hutchison & Dorsett, 2012; Frost & Hoggett, 2008; Jerusalem & Mittag, 

1995). The possible post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) effects of war 

and violence notwithstanding, many refugee immigrants ability to cope with 
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the distressing and challenging experiences of resettlement likely involves 

traits of personal resilience. 

Despite the often challenging refugee immigrants’ life experiences, 

it is important to acknowledge their resilience and audacious resolve to live 

decent progressive lives. Indeed, such refugee immigrants’ resolve should 

be harnessed so that their difficult life experiences act as a motivation that 

shapes their resettlement outcomes in Australia. This idea can been adapted 

without sanitising the traumatic and distressing effects of refugee 

immigrants’ life experiences. For example, the posttraumatic growth (PTG) 

concept (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996) describes and measures positive legacy 

that allows people to transcend experiences of trauma and distress: 

The PTG model does not deny the ongoing distress that is often associated 

with trauma but recognizes the incredible strength and virtue of many 

people who through struggle, rumination, support, and a search for 

meaning make considerable positive life changes. (Shakespeare-Finch, et 

al., 2014, p. 314) 

Therefore, despite encountering trauma and distress, refugee immigrants’ 

life experience likely provided them with adequate resilience and motivation 

in readiness to deal with challenges of resettlement in Australia. 

In sum, refugee immigrants’ meaningful and successful resettlement 

in Australia can be approached through acknowledging their past refugee 

education and employment engagements, assessing their current refugee 

immigrant education and training opportunities, understanding the 

importance of particular refugee immigrant communities’ socialities in a 

resettlement country like Australia, and acknowledging their resilience. 

Furthermore, as discussed in the next section, it is likely that a combination 

of refugee immigrants’ past refugee life experiences and their current 

resettlement experiences could have particular implications for their adult 

development progression. 

Refugees and refugee immigrants’ adult development 

The literature discussions and propositions in this chapter highlight how 

refugee immigrants’ past life experiences of traumatic pre-flight war and 

violence, their flight to safety, and their distressing post-flight living as 
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refugees could have adverse effects on their adult development and 

subsequent resettlement in Australia. After living in post-flight, insecure, 

sub-human, often overcrowded refugee camps, a few refugees are offered 

opportunities for permanent protection through immigration and 

resettlement in third countries like Australia. However, during resettlement 

here, refugee immigrants face many social exclusion situations, for example, 

acts of racial discrimination, possible lack of English language 

communication skills, and poor employment and workplace outcomes of 

unemployment and underemployment. These resettlement experiences could 

also have adverse effects on their adult development and subsequent 

resettlement in Australia. 

The kinds of situations that adult refugee immigrants have 

experienced and the difficult scenarios that they negotiate when immigrating 

and resettling in Australia present a unique set of circumstances to 

understand and advance adult development. Yet, while more extreme, the 

emphases on discontinuity, forced displacement, and seeking new 

occupational directions that they may have encountered, are in some ways 

consonant with the kind of challenges which other adults in society face. 

The consideration of such adult refugee immigrants’ past refugee life 

experiences as well as their present resettlement experiences, together, could 

contribute towards understanding the extent of their readiness to resettle in 

countries like Australia. Indeed, resettlement in a new country constitutes 

significant social and cultural changes for adult refugee immigrants. For 

these reasons, the effectiveness and success of resettlement processes will 

depend on the courses of action refugee immigrants adopt as well as 

provisions of supportive resettlement initiatives.  

There is need, therefore, for understanding far more thoroughly 

particular experiences and adult development consequences for adult 

refugee immigrants that arise through their past and present experiences. In 

particular, it is not yet fully appreciated how adult refugee immigrants can 

come to participate socially and economically in a resettlement country like 

Australia. Hence, as advanced further in the next chapter, issues of refugee 
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immigrants’ life experiences and their adult development become central in 

formulating the study’s conceptual framework.  

Summary of chapter 

This chapter, as part of developing the study’s conceptual framework, has 

reviewed literature concerning past and present life experiences and 

resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. The review has 

discussed issues that affect refugee global trends and explored refugee 

situations in three source regions of the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast 

Asia. It is clear that refugee life experiences of pre-flight war and violence, 

flight to safety, and post-flight living as refugees are often characterised by 

traumatic events with possible adverse implications to victims’ psychosocial 

development. Also, after their forced flight and immigration to another 

country, the resettlement experiences of social exclusion and racial 

discrimination, English language and communication barriers, and 

unemployment and underemployment are likely to cause particular personal 

distresses to refugee immigrants. In sum, while accounting for these life 

experiences, the chapter has advanced what could inform meaningful and 

successful resettlement for refugee immigrants by reviewing their past 

education and employment engagements, assessing their current education 

and training outcomes, as well as acknowledging the kinds of social 

engagements that refugee immigrant communities adapt during resettlement. 

In the next chapter (Chapter 3), therefore, these refugee immigrants’ 

life experiences are discussed using the study’s transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework. This framework is based on the principle of 

transformative adult development that advances theoretical concepts of 

personal agency and social structural affordances to assist in better 

understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement in 

Australia.  
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Chapter Three 

Transformative psychosocial conceptual framework 

informing resettlement of refugee immigrants 

[A]dult development, from a transformative perspective, is more 

than adjustment to a particular society; it is a qualitative change 

in how one views the world; it involves tension and struggle that 

are productive of a new consciousness. (Hobson & Welbourne, 

1998, p. 72) 

Introduction 

The previous chapter (Chapter 2) discussed life experiences of refugee 

immigrants. This chapter develops a conceptual framework that advances a 

transformative psychosocial approach to adult development that explains 

how those experiences are likely to influence refugee immigrants’ adult 

development progression. The chapter begins by describing adulthood and 

adult development through discussing a number of adult learning and 

development theories, with reference to their applicability in exploring life 

experiences of adult refugee immigrants. Thereafter, the study’s 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework is advanced by 

discussing the symbiotic interdependencies between adults’ intrinsic 

subjectivities and personal perspectives and extrinsic life experiences. Using 

the psychosocial theoretical concepts of personal agency and social 

structural affordances and the interdependencies between them, the 

transformative approach to adult development is discussed to better 

understand adult refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement 

experiences in Australia.  

Adulthood and adult development 

In many societies and cultures, the concept of adulthood is associated with 

social responsibilities, physical growth, cognitive development, and age 

(Arnett & Galambos, 2003). Indeed, explaining something as apparently 

straightforward as adulthood has engaged scholars from a number of 

disciplines. Many seem to refer to it as being a stage in a process of 
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development, and to some endpoint, whilst to others, it is an ongoing 

process. Therefore, it is not surprising that the dynamic and complex notions 

of development during adulthood could be considered through various 

approaches, for example, from biological, psychological, and sociocultural 

perspectives. In the biological approach to adult development, the focus is 

on the natural changes during one’s life; in the psychological approach, it is 

on an individual’s cognitive development; while the sociocultural approach 

accounts for societal influence on a person’s development (Merriam, 

Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). These various perspectives of 

approaching development during adulthood, though quite diverse in their 

philosophical assumptions, contribute in many ways to understanding adult 

development. However, given the often traumatic and distressing life 

experiences that adult refugee immigrants have undergone, as discussed in 

the previous chapter, adult development in this study is approached from a 

psychosocial perspective that focuses on the symbiotic and dynamic 

interrelationships between adult refugee immigrants’ internal psychological 

and external physical and social changes. 

Though learning and development are related but distinct theoretical 

concepts (Vygotsky, 1978), here, learning is seen as a process that brings 

together cognitive, emotional, and environmental influences for acquiring, 

enhancing, or making changes in one’s knowledge, skills, and values 

(Merriam et al.,  2007). On the other hand, development involves a sequence 

of external social and physical and internal psychological changes that 

human beings undergo (Cole & Cole, 1993; Hoare, 2011). For adults, their 

development is influenced more by their life experiences and the specific 

roles they play in family, community, and society (Knox, 1977). Hence, the 

psychosocial approaches to adult development suggest that adult 

development involves not only participating in societal duties, but also their 

capacities to exercise agency during their adult life experiences. Also, adult 

development is described as “orderly and sequential changes in 

characteristics and attitudes that adults experience over time” (Knox, 1977, 

p. 9). Yet, as discussed in Chapter 2, many of the life experiences of 
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refugees and refugee immigrants can hardly be described as “orderly”. 

Indeed, often described as marginalised and socially excluded members of 

society, adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences are characterised by 

traumatic and distressing events; hence, these are likely to adversely 

influence their adult development. 

Adult development for refugee immigrants, therefore, cannot be 

adequately advanced on the basis of orderly normal characteristic changes that 

adults undergo in life – as posited by many adult learning and development 

theories – but through a more holistic approach that focuses on their “intrinsic 

inner world” subjectivities, perspectives, and personal agencies as well as the 

specific and often unique “extrinsic outer world” life experiences they 

encounter. Indeed, Hitlin and Elder Jr (2007) suggest that holistic explorations 

of life experiences of marginalised groups (e.g., adult refugee immigrants) are 

likely to generate imperative theoretical concepts that inform social changes 

that empower them to participate fully in society. For these reasons, it is 

necessary to discuss a number of adult development theories that focus on 

“assumed” adult characteristics so as to further elaborate and illustrate their 

inadequacies when applied to adult refugee immigrants.  

Developmental theories based on adult characteristics 

As foreshadowed, a number of adult learning and development theories and 

models are premised on assumed orderly universal adult characteristics. 

However, key aspects of such theories and models may have unhelpful 

consequences if applied to make meaning of adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences. For example, from a learning and development perspective, the 

adult theory of andragogy distinguishes between an adult’s and a child’s 

characteristics. Hence, andragogy is described as the “art and science” of 

assisting adults to learn while pedagogy is the art and science of teaching 

children (Knowles, 1980, 1990; Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2012). In 

differentiating between an adult’s and a child’s learning and development, 

andragogy posits that adults (a) need reasons to act, (b) take responsibility 

for their actions, (c) possess life experiences, (d) are ready to act depending 

on usefulness of outcomes, (e) are task-orientated, and (f) are motivated by 
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internal factors such as self-esteem (Knowles, 1980, 1990; Knowles et al., 

2012). Indeed, some of these andragogical assumptions seem to emphasise 

adults possessing universal characteristics, with little focus on the important 

role played by particular social and physical environments and the kinds of 

opportunities these environments offer the adult. For example, it is 

important to qualify that whilst adults are motivated by internal factors such 

as self-esteem, as posited by andragogy, these internal factors are 

interdependently interlinked with external social and physical factors with 

which an adult engages. For refugee immigrants, their internal self-esteem 

will likely be influenced by external life experiences they encounter before 

and during resettlement. 

The interdependent relationship between an adult’s internal 

perspectives and external social and physical experiences that seems to be 

ignored by andragogy, is an important consideration when exploring the life 

experiences of adult refugee immigrants. This is the case because, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences 

are laden with trauma associated with life experiences that are unlikely to 

advance and develop their self-esteem. Furthermore, another andragogical 

assumption suggests that adults’ readiness to act depends on the usability of 

the tasks in which they engage (Knowles, 1980, 1990; Knowles et al., 2012). 

This proposition may well be applicable to many adults, but for adult refugee 

immigrants, the social exclusion experiences they encounter – as discussed in 

the previous chapter – and their readiness to act and engage in society are 

likely to be premised on the scope of opportunities offered to them during 

resettlement. This means that readiness for resettlement for many adult 

refugee immigrants is likely to be determined by the kinds of education and 

training with which they engage, and the subsequent employment and 

occupational opportunities they are offered during resettlement. 

Another adult learning and development model, the Characteristics 

of Adults as Learners (CAL) Model (Cross, 1981), also focuses on how 

assumed adults’ characteristics may assist and influence their personal 

learning and development. The CAL model integrates key concepts of 
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Knowles’s andragogy by positing that learning and development are based 

on an adult’s personal characteristics as well as situational characteristics 

that may include the adult’s choice between voluntary and compulsory 

activities. However, many adult refugee immigrants have personal histories 

associated with traumatic and distressful events that deny them 

opportunities to choose or to have significant control of their lives. 

Therefore, an adult’s personal and situational characteristics that involve 

capacities to choose, as Cross’s model advances, would be of little 

significance to many adult refugee immigrants’ development. Similarly to 

Knowles’s andragogy, the CAL model seems to be premised on adults’ 

progressing through life in assumed stable social environments where their 

personal and situational characteristics simultaneously progress, hence 

contributing to their learning and development.  

In sum, both andragogy and the CAL model, as adult conceptual 

frameworks, offer little that makes meaning of actual adult refugee 

immigrants’ life experiences. It is, therefore, likely that many concepts that 

inform adult learning and development theories based on adult assumed 

characteristics (e.g., Cross, 1981; Knowles, 1980, 1990; Knowles et al., 

2012) may not be wholly informative when applied to adult refugee 

immigrants. Indeed, these adult theories seem unsuitable as a basis for 

understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement 

because they focus on assumed adult characteristics without due 

consideration of an adult’s actual life experiences. Importantly, especially 

for marginalised communities in society, these adult theories seem to ignore 

extrinsic outer world factors and life experiences that are likely to shape an 

adult’s characteristics. For these reasons, there is need to approach and 

explain adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences and perspectives through 

theoretical psychosocial concepts that focus on both their intrinsic inner 

world psychological subjectivities as well as the extrinsic outer world social 

and physical experiences they encounter.  

In the next section, one of the more influential psychosocial human 

developmental theories – Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development – is 
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discussed with a focus on adult development and possible application to 

understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development and life experiences.  

Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development 

The Theory of Psychosocial Development (Erikson, 1971, 1977; Erikson & 

Erikson, 1997) describes human development premised on how an 

individual relates and engages with society at different successive stages of 

life. Erikson (1971, 1977) suggests that human development involves a life 

cycle with eight successive stages of infancy, early childhood, preschool, 

school age or middle childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle 

adulthood, and maturity. The last three stages, that is, young adulthood, 

middle adulthood, and maturity, represent stages of human adult 

development. During the young adulthood stage individuals are likely to be 

preoccupied with basic virtues of “love” as they negotiate between intimacy 

and isolation. After successful negotiation of this stage, individuals then 

move to the middle adulthood stage where issues of “care” become the 

central focus. At this stage, an adult weighs and negotiates between 

generativity and stagnation. Finally, an adult develops to the maturity stage 

where the key focus is on an individual’s wisdom where questions of ego 

integrity versus despair and disgust are negotiated. In more recent times, a 

ninth stage – very old – has been incorporated into Erikson’s theory of 

psychosocial development characterised by weakening body and mind 

resulting in lowering of self-esteem and confidence (Erikson & Erikson, 

1997). In all, Erikson’s theory posits that successful negotiation of each 

stage of development provides the necessary strength as well as 

psychological and cognitive tools for an individual to engage in the next 

stage. However, if any of the stages is not adequately resolved, an individual 

is rendered vulnerable to adversities and difficulties of the subsequent stages. 

There seem to be possible theoretical implications of Erikson’s 

theory for adult refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement. 

For example, their life experiences, as discussed in the previous chapter, are 

characterised by the triple trauma paradigm stages of pre-flight, flight, and 

post-flight (M. Black, 2011; CVT, 2005). In a way similar to Erikson’s 
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Theory of Psychosocial Development (Erikson, 1971, 1977; Erikson & 

Erikson, 1997), successful negotiation of any of the phases provided 

relatively safe foundations for many refugees to confront subsequent stages 

of the triple trauma paradigm. However, failure to adequately negotiate 

some of the phases would likely expose refugee immigrants to distress and 

trauma. Whilst acknowledging these possible theoretical implications, it is 

necessary to emphasise that many adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences happen in conflict and socially unstable contexts that result in 

trauma and distresses. Such contexts are not adequately considered in 

Erikson’s theory. Indeed, like many other developmental theories, his theory 

tends to identify stage transitions in which adults negotiate their identity 

formation and change, emphasising the basis by which they do that 

successfully within stable social contexts.  

It would be simplistic, therefore, to assume that Erikson’s Theory of 

Psychosocial Development could be applied to make meaning of adult 

refugee immigrants’ life experiences, often laden as they are with prolonged 

trauma and distress. Some of Erikson’s concepts could be used as a basis for 

theoretical explanation and understanding of adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences and development. However, the theory is seen as not being able 

to account for the often traumatic and distressing transitions that 

characterise their life experiences. Furthermore, it does not factor in life 

discontinuities and social instabilities similar to those encountered by adult 

refugee immigrants. For these reasons, a more appropriate and specific 

psychosocial approach to understanding life experiences, adult development, 

and resettlement challenges of adult refugee immigrants is required. Such a 

psychosocial approach to adult development is expected to focus primarily 

on the symbiotic and dynamic mutualism between adult refugee immigrants’ 

specific extrinsic outer world of physical and social life experiences and 

their psychological intrinsic inner world of subjectivities, perspectives, and 

worldviews.  

A number of adult theories adopting Erikson’s ideas have used the 

psychosocial approach to adult development to explain adults’ life 
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experiences and perspectives. Consequently, it is necessary to understand 

how some of these other psychosocial theories of adult development have 

developed over time. In the next section, therefore, a number of them are 

discussed with reference to adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences.  

Psychosocial approaches to adult development 

Psychosocial approaches to adult development emphasise the symbiosis and 

dynamic interdependencies between an adult’s extrinsic life experiences and 

their intrinsic subjectivities and formation of perspectives. The holistic 

approach to adult development is especially useful for: 

[s]ubjects whose inner worlds cannot be understood without knowledge of 

their experiences in the world, and whose experiences of the world cannot be 

understood without knowledge of the way in which their inner worlds allow 

them to experience the outer world. (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000, p. 4)  

Furthermore, to better understand individuals’ adult development using the 

psychosocial approach, a specific focus on the dynamic interdependencies 

of their intrinsic inner worlds and psychological processes that inform their 

subjectivities and formation of perspectives, as well as their extrinsic outer 

world of physical and social life experiences, is required. The psychosocial 

mutualism that exists between individuals’ inner and outer worlds is used to 

inform a number of adult developmental theories. Hence, the psychosocial 

approach to adult development is likely to generate theoretical concepts that 

assist in better understanding adult refugee immigrants’ adult development 

and life experiences. However, whilst adopting a psychosocial approach, 

many theories of adult development do not account for trauma, distress, and 

social instabilities that some adults, like refugee immigrants, have 

undergone in their lives.  

From a psychosocial approach perspective, adult development 

involves sequential and systematic, qualitative changes in human intrinsic 

“attitude, abilities, and behaviours” as a result of interactions with extrinsic 

“sociocultural environments” (Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; Rogoff, 2003). 

Hence, as presented in Table 3.1 and discussed thereafter, psychosocial 

theories of adult development, including Theory of Margin (McClusky, 
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1963, 1970), Proficiency Theory (Knox, 1980), and Theory of 

Communicative Action (Habermas, 1981), are informed by concepts that 

explore the interrelationships between an adult’s intrinsic inner world 

subjectivities and personal perspectives and their extrinsic outer world 

accumulated life experiences.  

Table 3.1 

Psychosocial Theories of Adult Development 

Psychosocial theory  
Intrinsic 
‘inner world’  

Extrinsic 
‘outer world’ 

Description 

Theory of margin Power  Load  Individuals are constantly seeking to balance 
between what is required of them (load) versus 
what is actually available to them (power) 
(McClusky, 1963, 1970). 

Proficiency theory Proficiency  Opportunity  ‘Proficiency’ is the capability to perform 
satisfactorily in daily life activities if individuals 
are given the ‘opportunity’ (Knox, 1980). 

Theory of 
communicative action 

Lifeworld  System  Social interaction is achieved through complex 
interrelations between ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’ 
(Habermas, 1981). 

 

As presented in Table 3.1, the psychosocial theories of adult development 

considered in this study are based on the mutually interrelated yet 

interdependent concepts that represent an adult’s intrinsic inner world of 

their subjectivities and personal perspectives, and their extrinsic outer world 

of physical and social life experiences. This means that an adult’s inner 

world of power (McClusky, 1963, 1970), proficiency (Knox, 1980), and 

lifeworld (Habermas, 1981) has respective symbiotic relationships with the 

physical and social extrinsic outer world of load (McClusky, 1963, 1970), 

opportunity (Knox, 1980), and system (Habermas, 1981). The constancy in 

the psychosocial theories of adult development is in their focus on the 

symbiotic interrelationship that exists between the adult’s intrinsic and 

extrinsic worlds. 

The Theory of Margin (McClusky, 1963, 1970) posits that, during 

adulthood, individuals are constantly seeking to balance between what is 

required of them from the outer world, that is, load, versus what actually 
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their inner world avails to them, that is, power. The difference between the 

extrinsic load and intrinsic power, that is, the margin of life, then becomes 

the focus of an adult’s responsibilities in life. Furthermore, the Theory of 

Margin describes an adult’s load as external tasks such as experiences from 

their social and occupational responsibilities, while power is related to their 

internal cognitive capabilities to execute such tasks. It is important for 

adults to possess more developmental power in their lives because such 

capabilities are required to execute actions that address personal and social 

challenges: 

Load and Power can be controlled, and better yet, if a person is able to lay 

hold of a reserve (Margin) of Power, he [sic] is better equipped to meet 

unforeseen emergencies, is better positioned to take risks, can engage in 

exploratory, creative activities, is more likely to learn, etc., that is do those 

things that enable him to live above a plateau of mere self subsistence. 

(McClusky, 1970, p. 83) 

The Theory of Margin, therefore, advances that during adulthood individuals 

have the potential of enhancing their own capacities and power as a 

motivation to attaining personal and social goals in life. For example, adults 

are likely to have a sense of individual and social empowerment when they 

have engaged and acquired meaningful employment. Indeed, they are likely 

to enhance their self-esteem through engaging in meaningful activities that 

are relevant to their specific life situations (McClusky, 1963, 1970), because 

such engagements have direct and immediate dividends on their daily 

vocations. The Theory of Margin can be used to advance adult refugee 

immigrants’ goals of social inclusion and participation in society because, as 

discussed in Chapter 2, many of them may have little control of their “margin 

of life” before and after they immigrated and resettled in Australia.  

Proficiency Theory (Knox, 1980) is also based on life experiences 

and advances that adults are capable of being proficient by performing tasks 

competently using their accumulated knowledge, attitude, and skills. In this 

context, proficiency is defined as “the capability to perform satisfactorily if 

given the opportunity” (Knox, 1980, p. 378). This capability to perform 

satisfactorily may also depend on the opportunities availed to adults in their 

daily life activities. Indeed, Proficiency Theory posited that the key 



69 

 

objective of adult learning and development is to augment proficiency and, 

therefore, improve the general life situations of individuals. It appears that 

this theory would be suitable to adults in environments where life situations 

and experiences readily present opportunities for social advancement. 

However, it is well documented that due to their difficult and challenging 

resettlement experiences in Australia, adult refugee immigrants may not be 

afforded such opportunities for social advancement. In this way, Proficiency 

Theory could be used to advance the need for meaningful and successful 

resettlement.  

Similarly, Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas, 1981) 

suggests that social interaction is a complex interrelationship between the 

concepts of “lifeworld” and “system”. The concept of lifeworld assumes 

people are capable social agents who make meaning based on their own 

preferences and in dialogue with others, while the system is a structure of 

elements that define the way the world is organised with little or no human 

influence (Edgar, 2006; Groundwater-Smith, Mitchell, Mockler, Ponte, & 

Ronnerman, 2013). For refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement, their system could be represented by their life experiences, 

while their lifeworld is represented by their capacities to respond to the 

challenges of these life experiences. It is from these particular 

considerations of theories of adult development, as far as refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement is concerned, that the study’s transformative 

psychosocial conceptual framework is developed. 

In sum, the psychosocial theories of adult development discussed 

here, that is, the Theory of Margin, Proficiency Theory, and Theory of 

Communicative Action, were developed in the 1960s up to the early 1980s 

emphasising the dynamic interdependencies between an adult’s extrinsic life 

experiences and their intrinsic motivations. However, from the 1990s and up 

to more recent times in the early 2000s, other psychosocial theories of adult 

development have been developed to cater for the changing times and social 

engagements of adults in society. One such contemporary theory of adult 

learning and development is Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 
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1981, 1991, 2009) whose focus is on marginalised adults in society. In the 

next section, therefore, theoretical concepts informing this theory are 

discussed as a possible psychosocial conceptual framework that can be used 

to make meaning of adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences.  

Transformative learning theory 

The Transformative Learning Theory posits that marginalised and socially 

excluded adults could transform their disadvantaged life situations to 

participate in and contribute more to society. This means that adults from 

marginalised communities in society can influence the “frames of reference” 

that inform their subjectivities and personal perspectives to make them more 

capable of assisting in changing the constraining social experiences 

(Mezirow, 1981, 1991, 2009). Frames of reference, similar to an 

individual’s subjectivities and personal perspectives, are structures of 

interpreting and understanding life experiences. Although presented as a 

“learning” theory for adults, concepts informing Transformative Learning 

Theory have significant impact on adults’ “development”. Indeed, as a 

psychosocial developmental theory, the Transformative Learning Theory 

focuses on an adult’s intrinsic subjectivities, perspectives, and frames of 

reference and how these inner-world concepts influence and are influenced 

by the adult’s extrinsic life experiences of the outer world. Historically, 

transformative learning theories have mainly emerged from the works of 

Paulo Freire, Jurgen Habermas and Jack Mezirow, all of whom advocated 

for meaningful social change for disadvantaged adults in society. Freire 

(1995) used the concept of “conscientisation” to enlighten people about the 

dynamics of the society they live in, with a purpose of changing their 

constraining and taken-for-granted social roles. Habermas (1978) advanced 

the “emancipatory learning” concept that required people’s understanding 

within the context of their society. Mezirow (1981) advanced adult’s 

empowerment through “perspective transformation”, described as an 

emancipatory process of becoming critically aware of life constraints and 

acting upon them with new understandings.  
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The theoretical concepts of conscientisation, emancipatory learning 

and perspective transformation inform the basis of transformative learning. 

These transformative learning theoretical concepts are aimed at 

emancipating adults from their constraining life experiences and 

empowering them to take action that will positively change their lives. 

Transformative Learning Theory encourages adults to self-analyse and self-

reflect upon their lives with an aim of identifying and changing life 

constraints. Indeed, transformative learning can be understood as activities 

that change “problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive” 

(Mezirow, 2009, p. 22). Here, frames of reference can be described as sets 

of philosophical assumptions that structure the way individuals interpret and 

understand experiences (Mezirow, 1990). This means that Transformative 

Learning Theory could offer theoretical contributions to resettlement 

outcomes for refugee immigrants, given that many of them experience poor 

resettlement outcomes in Australia.  

Moreover, E. O'Sullivan (2002) described transformative learning as 

a structural shift with capacities of changing an individual’s life 

perspectives: 

Such a shift involves our understanding of ourselves and our self-locations; 

our relationships with other humans and with the natural world; our 

understanding of relations of power in interlocking structures of class, race, 

and gender; our body-awareness, our visions of alternative approaches to 

living; and our sense of possibilities for social justice and peace and 

personal joy. (E. O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 11) 

Such paradigm shifts involving thoughts, feelings, and actions for adult 

refugee immigrants are likely to be psychosocially constructed because of 

the possible trauma and distress associated with their life experiences as 

refugees and subsequently as refugee immigrants. This means that these 

adults may be required to reflect upon their lives with an aim of changing 

constraints and improving their lives. For adult refugee immigrants, 

reflecting upon their lives would not mean re-living the traumatic and 

distressing life experiences, but acknowledging and purposefully acting to 

change the constraints such experiences have placed on their lives.  
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When individuals acknowledge and purposefully act to address their 

life constraints, they involve themselves in some aspects of critical 

reflection. Mezirow (1990) described critical reflection as an “assessment of 

the validity of the presuppositions of one’s meaning perspectives, and 

examination of their sources and consequences” (Mezirow, 1990, p. xvi). 

Critical reflection upon one’s life experiences, therefore, is important and 

necessary because it is then that individuals are likely to identify their 

constraining assumptions and purposefully address the constraints. 

Brookfield (1990) described critical reflection as a process comprising three 

interrelated procedures: 

(l) identifying the assumptions that underlie our thoughts and actions; (2) 

scrutinizing the accuracy and validity of these in terms of how they 

connect to, or are discrepant with, our experience of reality (frequently 

through comparing our experiences with others in similar contexts); and 

(3) reconstituting these assumptions to make them more inclusive and 

integrative. (Brookfield, 1990, p. 177) 

The identifying, scrutinising and reconstituting of assumptions and 

perspectives enables learners to pause and think about their life experiences, 

with an aim of making changes. The issue of individuals reflecting on their 

experiences and acting upon their perspectives is an important step towards 

changing their limiting social outcomes. Indeed, it is the “interdependent 

relationship between experience and critical reflection that potentially leads 

to a new perspective” (E.W. Taylor, 2009, p. 7) for adults. It is, therefore, 

important that adult refugee immigrants critically reflect upon their life 

experiences and audit whether their personal perspectives have contributed 

to the constraints they experience. Also, critical reflection assists the process 

of conscientisation, that is, “means of which people, through a true praxis, 

leave behind the status of objects to assume the status of historical Subjects” 

(Freire, 1995, p. 83, emphasis in original). For adult refugee immigrants, 

conscientisation would mean fully being able to contribute to and participate 

in Australian society. 

In all, Transformative Learning Theory, informed by the process of 

perspective transformation through critical reflection, is aimed at providing 

meaningful learning intervention for adults from refugee backgrounds. 
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However, as discussed in the section below, the theory has been critiqued 

for underestimating the importance of adults’ contexts and their 

environments, among other critiques. 

Critiques of transformative learning theory 

Transformative learning theories of the kind advanced here have been 

critiqued for not adequately considering the importance of the individuals’ 

physical environment and social contexts (Clark & Wilson, 1991), 

overemphasising their perspective transformation, not highlighting their 

personal relationships (E. W. Taylor, 2000, 2001), and only focusing on 

their changes as opposed to social action (Newman, 1994, 1995). Seemingly, 

Transformative Learning Theory fails to contextualise environmental factors 

by not adequately focusing on individuals’ sociocultural backgrounds. 

Indeed, the theory’s emphasis on individuality “fails to explore the 

constitutive relationship between individuals and sociocultural, practical, 

and historical contexts in which they are situated” (Clark & Wilson, 1991, p. 

90). For adult refugee immigrants, the likely sociocultural dissonances they 

encounter and the experiences of social exclusion they confront during 

resettlement may not be sufficiently accounted for by Transformative 

Learning Theory.  

Issues of power relationships are likely to affect individuals’ 

participation and contribution in society. However, Transformative Learning 

Theory does not adequately consider the possibility of individuals’ 

powerlessness to initiate social changes (E. W. Taylor, 1998; Newman, 

1994, 1995). Furthermore, the universal applicability of Transformative 

Learning Theory is called into question because individuals’ worldviews 

and perspectives are socioculturally constructed within different cultural 

contexts (Clark & Wilson, 1991). Also, its overemphasis on rationality 

through critical reflection ignores the possibility of feelings, emotions and 

other affective domains of development (E. W. Taylor, 2000). Indeed, for 

adult refugee immigrants in Australia, care should be exercised in 

attempting to homogenise their significant life experiences, given the 

geographical and sociocultural diversity existing in refugee immigrant 
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communities. Importantly, Transformative Learning Theory being advanced 

as a progressive stage-by-stage developmental process, as opposed to being 

socially constructed developmental shifts, is likely to be problematic 

because there are questions about whether human development progression 

is through such stage-by-stage processes (Tennant, 1993). For adult refugee 

immigrants, therefore, the key to understanding their significant life 

experiences seems to depend on their socially constructed developmental 

shifts influenced by the stage-by-stage events during their transitions from 

being refugees to refugee immigrants resettling in Australia. 

Transformative Learning Theory in its current state appears to be 

lacking in specificity, especially in its application to individuals who might 

have undergone refugee life experiences and who are possibly socially 

excluded in society. However, it is from addressing such particular 

inadequacies, as far as adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement is concerned, 

that the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework is 

developed. The theoretical concepts informing Transformative Learning 

Theory, therefore, are considered plausible foundations for building the 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework that informs resettlement 

of adult refugee immigrants in Australia by developing theoretical structures 

that explore their intrinsic inner worlds as well as extrinsic outer worlds. In 

the next section, a discussion focusing on this framework is provided.  

Transformative psychosocial conceptual framework 

A conceptual framework is a formulation of structures with related concepts, 

assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that give a broader 

understanding to the phenomenon of interest being addressed by the 

research problem (Camp, 2001; Imenda, 2014; Maxwell, 2013). Informed 

by Transformative Learning Theory principles, the transformative 

psychosocial conceptual framework of the study advances that adults make 

meaning of the world around them through agentic personal subjectivities 

and forming personal perspectives from their life experiences. This 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework is focused on developing 

a formulation of structures that assist in making meaning to adult refugee 
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immigrants’ intrinsic inner worlds as well as extrinsic outer worlds; hence, a 

transformative approach to adult development. Indeed, as foreshadowed in 

Chapter 1, the study’s research questions and psychosocial theories of adult 

development, presented in the preceding sections, assisted in informing the 

study’s conceptual framework that develops a psychosocial approach to 

adult development for adult refugee immigrants. Moreover, the 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework is informed by various 

social and cultural constructs that contribute to the social structural 

affordances offered by individuals’ life experiences during adult 

development.  

As shown in Table 3.2, the conceptual framework of the study 

adopts a psychosocial approach to adult development with a focus on the 

symbiotic interrelationships between adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic 

inner world of subjectivity and personal perspectives and their extrinsic 

outer world of life experiences. 

Table 3.2 

Transformative Psychosocial Conceptual Framework of the Study 

Psychosocial 
framework 

Intrinsic 
‘inner world’  

Extrinsic 
‘outer world’ 

Concept description 

Psychosocial 
approach to adult 
development 

Subjectivity 
and personal 
perspectives  

Adult life 
experiences 

Adults understand the world around them 
through personal subjectivities and by forming 
personal perspectives that make meaning of 
their life experiences (Aerts et al., 2007; Billett & 
Smith., 2006; Dewey, 1938; Mezirow, 1981) 

Transformative adult 
development 

Personal 
agency 

Social 
structural 
affordances 

Transformative adult development involves how 
one views the world; it is about life experiences 
that offer social structural affordances to 
promote consciousness and exercise of 
personal agency. (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; 
Hobson & Welbourne, 1998; Mezirow, 1991) 

The transformative psychosocial conceptual framework (as presented in 

Table 3.2) also advances the concept of transformative adult development 

(Hobson & Welbourne, 1998) that involves symbiotic interdependency of 

adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic inner world capacities to exercise 

personal agency and the extrinsic outer world social structural affordances 
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that society offers them. In this study, transformative adult development 

involves how one views the world; it is about life experiences that offer 

social structural affordances to promote consciousness and exercise of 

personal agency (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Hobson & Welbourne, 1998; 

Mezirow, 1991). Indeed: 

[A]dult development, from a transformative perspective, is more than 

adjustment to a particular society; it is a qualitative change in how one 

views the world; it involves tension and struggle that are productive of a 

new consciousness. … The route to transformative adult development and 

transformative learning lies in acknowledging contradictions and 

differences and working through them, as opposed to ignoring or 

circumventing them. (Hobson & Welbourne, 1998, p. 72)  

For adult refugee immigrants, the transformative nature of adult 

development could involve increasing the awareness of constraints and 

contradictions that are borne out of their life experiences. Transformative 

adult development for adult refugee immigrants could also enable better 

understanding of how their subjectivities and personal perspectives change 

as they adjust and resettle in Australia. Indeed, Guo (2010) refers to such 

resettlement adjustments as “immigrant adaptation”. This means that, for 

adult refugee immigrants, adult development is likely to involve an 

exploration of their life experiences (discussed in the previous chapter) and 

the subjectivities and personal perspectives as a result of such experiences.  

In the next section, the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework is advanced by discussing the interdependent relationships 

between an adult’s extrinsic physical and the social life experiences, and their 

intrinsic psychological subjectivities and personal perspectives. 

Adult life experiences  

Life experiences are bound to influence how adults make meaning about 

different situations they encounter (Dewey, 1938). On this account, life 

experiences can be thought of as events and issues in society that affect and 

influence how adults make meaning and form perspectives. These 

understandings, then, are likely to provide a basis for adults to form specific 

worldviews and perspectives about events and issues they encounter, 
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including how they engage in society. Indeed, the role that life experiences 

play during adulthood cannot be understated:  

… every experience affects for better or for worse the attitudes which help 

decide the quality of further experiences, by setting up certain preference 

and aversion, and making it easier or harder to act for this or that end. 

Moreover, every experience influences in some degree the objective 

conditions under which further experiences are had. (Dewey, 1938, p. 37) 

Such life experiences, though influenced by particular physical and social 

environments, are bases that inform key adult developmental concepts that 

can be used to guide further experiences. Furthermore, life experiences are 

shaped by physical and social environments (Billari, 2001), hence, adult 

refugee immigrants’ life experiences characterised by the triple trauma 

paradigm (M. Black, 2011; CVT, 2005) of social challenges and distress 

during resettlement are likely to significantly influence their adult 

development. 

The role of life experiences in adult learning and development has 

been widely acknowledged by many theorists (e.g., Andersen, Boud, & 

Cohen, 1998; Brookfield, 1986; Knowles, 1990; Merriam et al., 2007; 

Mezirow, 1990) who argued that adults can subjectively interpret, form 

perspectives, and make meaning from their life experiences. However, some 

life experiences are likely to adversely constrain adult development (Dewey, 

1938; Merriam et al., 2007). For example, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, many adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences are characterised 

by traumatic and distressing events that are likely to generate adverse 

constraints on their adult development. Therefore, due to these extra 

ordinary life experiences, adult refugee immigrants’ adversely constrained 

adult development may present specific challenges as they resettle in 

Australia. Indeed, and as discussed in the next section, adult refugee 

immigrants’ extrinsic life experiences are bound to influence and be 

influenced by how they interpret, understand, and form intrinsic 

subjectivities and personal perspectives. 
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Subjectivity and personal perspectives 

The concept of subjectivity relates to personal influences that individuals 

possess as they engage with others. Individuals make meaning of the world 

around them through personal subjectivities which can be described as “the 

conscious and non-conscious conceptions and dispositions that constitute 

our cognitive experience and shape individuals’ gaze; how we construe what 

we encounter in the social and brute world” (Billett & Smith, 2006, p. 142). 

As people mature and experience more, they develop belief systems which 

inform their perceptions influenced by historical and sociocultural 

experiences that define their subjectivity (Mezirow, 1981; Valsiner & Van 

de Veer, 2000). This means that individuals are likely to subjectively form 

specific perspectives influenced by the life experiences they encounter.  

In relation to adult learners, the concept of personal subjectivity has 

been seen as a key contributor to how individuals make sense of what they 

learn on the basis of their individual conception and worldviews (Billett, 

2009). Indeed, personal subjectivity helps us to understand why “our 

interior lives inevitably seem to involve other people, either as objects of 

need, desire and interest or as necessary sharers of common experience” 

(Mansfield, 2000, p. 3). Therefore, subjectivities seem to be internal 

conceptions which are likely to form and be formed through life experiences. 

These personal subjectivities can extend to how adults are likely to be 

motivated and direct their energy towards specific aspects of their learning 

and development (Billett, 2009). It is therefore important to understand how 

such personal subjectivities may affect the way individuals make meaning 

and form perspectives. The process of making meaning is influenced by 

subjective and unarticulated “beliefs, value judgments, and feelings” 

(Mezirow, 1991, p. 44), called meaning schemes. When articulated, the 

meaning schemes form meaning perspectives, that is, “the structure of 

assumptions within which new experience is assimilated and transformed by 

one’s past experience during the process of interpretation” (Mezirow, 1990, 

p. 2). These intrinsic formations of subjectivities and meaning perspectives 

are therefore influenced interdependently by individuals’ life experiences. 
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Put plainly, adults are likely to form perspectives and make meaning 

because of their life experiences, and these perspectives in turn may inform 

how individuals experience different phenomena. Personal perspectives can 

also be seen as people’s worldviews that subjectively guide how individuals 

understand, interpret, and experience issues. A worldview can be described 

as a “set of assumptions about physical and social reality that may have 

powerful effects on cognition and behavior” (Koltko-Rivera, 2004, p. 3). 

Furthermore, Aerts et al. (2007) described worldview as:  

…a system of co-ordinates or a frame of reference in which everything 

presented to us by our diverse experiences can be placed. It is a symbolic 

system of representation that allows us to integrate everything we know 

about the world and ourselves into a global picture, one that illuminates 

reality as it is presented to us within a certain culture. (p. 9) 

Adults, therefore, are likely to form worldviews informed and influenced by 

the life experiences they encounter. For example, adult refugee immigrants’ 

life experiences (discussed in the previous chapter) are likely to shape and be 

shaped by their subjectivities and formed perspectives. The subjective basic 

belief systems, also referred to as frames of reference, that is, “structures of 

assumptions through which we understand our experiences” (Mezirow, 1997, 

p. 5), influence how adults subjectively make meaning and form perspectives. 

Indeed, these subjective belief systems have been interchangeably termed as 

worldviews (Aerts et al., 2007; Koltoko-Rivera, 2004; Guba & Lincoln, 1994), 

frames of references (Aerts et al., 2007; Mezirow, 1997), paradigms (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994), and perspectives (Mezirow, 1991). The constancy in these 

concepts is that they are likely to influence – consciously or unconsciously – 

how individuals intrinsically think, behave, and view the world, that is, 

individuals’ subjectivities and personal perspectives.  

In sum, adult refugee immigrants, like other members of Australian 

society, have aspirations of fully participating and contributing to the 

country by carrying out their social roles and responsibilities to themselves, 

their families, and communities. However, it is probable that during 

resettlement adult refugee immigrants are likely to form specific 

subjectivities and personal perspectives influenced by particular significant 
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life experiences like past experiences of war and violence, encountering 

sociocultural dissonances, and confronting social exclusion experiences. It 

is therefore necessary, as discussed in the next section, to advance the 

study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework that focuses on 

holistic development and formulation of structures that assist in making 

meaning of adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic inner worlds as well as 

extrinsic outer worlds, hence, a transformative approach to adult 

development.  

Transformative approach to adult development 

Transformative approaches to adult development involve the use of 

transformative learning theory concepts that offer a social empowerment 

perspective for understanding adult development. The primary objective of 

Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1981, 1991, 2009) is to 

encourage marginalised members of society to critically reflect upon their 

personal constraints for the purpose of transforming their lives into 

meaningful and productive living. Central to Transformative Learning 

Theory are comparable concepts of emancipatory learning (Habermas, 

1978), conscientisation (Freire, 1995), critical paradigm (E. W. Taylor, 

2008), and perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1991). The constancy in 

these terms can be found in their key emphases on adults’ social 

consciousness. For example, emancipatory learning concepts encourage 

individuals to be socially conscious in society (Habermas, 1978); the 

concept of conscientisation promotes individuals’ personal reassessment for 

the purpose of social changes (Freire, 1995); critical paradigm advocates for 

promotion of social justice principles in society (E. W. Taylor, 2008), while 

perspective transformation aims at motivating marginalised members of 

society to identify and act to address their constraining situations (Mezirow, 

1991). Indeed, these concepts in different ways emphasise the importance of 

social empowerment of marginalised and disadvantaged members of society.  

In broader terms, transformative learning “attempts to explain how 

our expectations, framed within cultural assumptions and presuppositions, 

directly influence the meaning we derive from our experiences” (E. W. 
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Taylor, 1998, p. 6). Therefore, from a transformative perspective, 

development for adult refugee immigrants as they resettle in Australia, is 

likely to involve increased awareness of how their life experiences and 

constraints influence their subjectivities and personal perspectives. 

Transformative adult development, however, not only involves individuals’ 

adjustment and participation in a particular society, but is also about 

changes that affect an adult’s subjectivities and personal perspectives 

(Hobson & Welbourne, 1998). This means that adults engaged in 

transformative adult development “take on a new form of existence; they 

can no longer remain as they were” (Freire, 1995, p. 61). For these reasons, 

the core concepts of Transformative Learning Theory used to inform 

transformative adult development are likely to be helpful for adult refugee 

immigrants because such concepts create empowering possibilities for them 

to fully participate in and contribute to Australian society. 

In sum, in line with the study’s transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework, transformative adult development is likely to involve 

mutual interactions of intrinsic and extrinsic factors that impinge on adult 

refugee immigrants’ life experiences. The intrinsic factors are viewed from 

a personal agency perspective where the focus is on adult refugee 

immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency. On the other hand, the 

extrinsic factors are represented by the social structural affordances that life 

experiences offer to adult refugee immigrants. Here, personal agency can be 

described as the capacity of a person to intentionally influence their life 

circumstances (Bandura, 1986, 2006), while social structural affordances are 

the provisions of experiences availed to individuals by the social and 

physical world (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Giddens, 1984). Hence, the 

psychosocial conceptual approach of this study focuses on the adult refugee 

immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency within the boundaries of 

social structural affordances that are offered by their life experiences. 

In the next section, therefore, adult development for adult refugee 

immigrants is discussed from a psychosocial perspective that focuses on the 
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symbiotic interrelationships and dynamic mutualism between (a) their 

intrinsic personal agency, and (b) their extrinsic social structural affordances.  

Personal agency 

Personal agency is the intrinsic capacity of a person to intentionally 

influence their life circumstances and their capability to exercise control 

over their actions (Bandura, 1986, 2006). In this study, as discussed in the 

previous sections and advanced in subsequent sections, personal agency is 

understood through theoretical concepts of subjectivity (Billett, 2006; Billett 

& Smith, 2006; Mansfield, 2000; Valsiner & Van de Veer, 2000) and 

perspective transformation processes of identifying, re-assessing, 

transforming constraints (Fook, 2004; Mezirow, 1991, 2009). The 

understanding and interpretation of the term “agency” is contested, yet an 

individual’s “intentionality to influence” and “capability to exercise control” 

remains central to their agency (Cronick, 2002; Damşa, Kirschner, 

Andriessen, Erkens, & Sins, 2010; Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007). According to 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998), agency involves: 

… temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural 

environments – the temporal-relational contexts of action – which, through 

the interplay of habit, imagination and judgement, both reproduces and 

transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed 

by changing historical situations. (p. 970)  

From this description, it is clear that the exercise of agency by an individual 

depends on their environmental contexts and social structures. It therefore 

follows that personal agency plays a central role in determining people’s life 

courses and development, depending on the environmental social structures 

afforded to them (Elder Jr, 1995; Hubbard, 2000). For these reasons, it is 

important to understand refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement in terms of their intentionality to influence and capability to 

exercise personal agency given the significantly challenging life experiences 

and social structural affordances they encounter.  

Adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement outcomes could effectively be 

addressed if they were afforded more opportunities to exercise personal 

agency because, according to Bandura (1997), human beings are agentic 
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operators and actors of their life courses. Indeed, the capacity to exercise 

agency and enact changes could involve processes where individuals “reflect 

on their position, devise strategies and take action to achieve their desires” 

(Bakewell, 2010, p. 1694). This means that, if offered supportive resettlement 

affordances, adult refugee immigrants are likely to be capable of exercising 

personal agency and take specific actions to address and change their poor 

resettlement outcomes. From a personal agency perspective: 

… people analyze the situations that confront them, consider alternative 

courses of action, judge their abilities to carry them out successfully, and 

estimate the results the actions are likely to produce. They act on their 

judgements, later reflect on how well their thoughts have served them in 

managing the event at hand, and change their thinking strategies 

accordingly. (Bandura, 1997, p. 5) 

Personal agency is likely to be exercised when situations that are 

confronting and constraining cause people to change their personal 

perspectives and act to address these situations. This process of exercising 

personal agency could, therefore, be adopted by adult refugee immigrants to 

enhance their participation in and contribution to Australian society, 

especially if they are afforded supportive resettlement environments. This 

process will likely be influenced by their subjectivities and personal 

perspectives as advanced in the next section.  

Subjectivity and personal agency 

Subjectivity, as foreshadowed in earlier sections, can be described as the 

conscious and non-conscious cognitive dispositions that influence 

individuals’ making meaning of what they experience (Billett, 2006; 

Valsiner & Van de Veer, 2000). This means that subjectivity, like ontogeny, 

shapes and is shaped by individuals’ life experiences. Ontogeny refers to the 

course of development during an individual’s lifetime with an emphasis on 

how personal histories and life experiences are likely to shape their thinking, 

acting and engaging (Billett, 1998; Bloomer, Hodkinson, & Billett, 2004; 

Cole & Cole, 1993). Indeed, subjectivity and ontogeny play an important 

role in how individuals construe and construct life experiences they 

encounter through agentic and intentional engagements with the social and 
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physical worlds (Billett, 2006). Furthermore, through subjectivity, people 

are able to exercise their agency to the extent to which they are able to 

negotiate through situational and sociocultural constraints (Billett, 2006). 

Indeed, individuals’ capacities to exercise personal agency are symbiotically 

interdependent with the social structural affordances offered by their life 

experiences. Therefore, personal subjectivities and similar concepts of 

personal agency are essential considerations that assist in better 

understanding adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences and their adult 

development and resettlement. 

From a psychosocial approach, human agency and subjectivity 

contribute to how we understand adult development through considering the 

symbiotic relations between individuals’ personal perspectives and the 

sociocultural experiences with which they engage. Life experiences, for 

many adults, are generative of and fortified by the exercise of personal 

agency, hence, personal agency and subjectivity involve adults acting on the 

world and exercising capacities that shape and forge their personal direction 

and life progression (Billett, 2006; Bloomer et al., 2004). For these reasons, 

it is particularly important that when considering adult theories that address 

adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences, the symbiotic relations and the 

centrality of personal agency and subjectivity are understood within given 

sociocultural contexts. Adult development is socially constructed through 

individuals’ cognitive personal agencies and subjectivities that influence 

and are influenced by their life experiences (Billett, 2006). Indeed, personal 

agency enacts a relational symbiotic interdependency with social structural 

affordances offered by life experiences, hence, adult refugee immigrants’ 

adult development could be could be seen through the psychosocial 

perspective of understanding their capacities to exercise personal agency 

given the traumatic and distressing experiences they have regularly 

encountered. 

Here, adult development is seen to involve a relational process 

between an individual’s intrinsic psychological dispositions and the 

extrinsic experiences the social and physical environment offers the adult 



85 

 

individual. Indeed, understanding human development requires 

consideration of a more sociocultural perspective of the individual and the 

relational interdependencies that exist between the individual and the social 

world (Billett, 2006; Giddens, 1984). This means that, from a psychosocial 

perspective, to fully understand transformative adult development requires a 

consideration of how adults’ life experiences interrelate with their 

subjectivities and capacities to exercise personal agency.  

Perspective transformation and personal agency 

Apart from focusing on the affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ 

life experiences, transformative adult development is advanced by the 

theoretical concept of perspective transformation that explores their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. Perspective transformation is an 

intrinsic process of one becoming critically aware of personal life 

constraints with an objective of changing them through specific actions 

(Mezirow, 1991). From the transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework of the study, perspective transformation could be seen to 

represent the intrinsic inner world of an adult while life experiences could 

represent the extrinsic outer world. In plain terms, the capacity to exercise 

personal agency for adult refugee immigrants could be advanced by 

focusing on the process of perspective transformation. According to 

Mezirow (1991),  

[p]erspective transformation is the process of becoming critically aware of 

how and why our assumptions have come to constrain the way we 

perceive, understand, and feel about our world; changing these structures 

of habitual expectation to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, 

and integrative perspective; and finally, making choices or otherwise 

acting upon these new understandings. (Mezirow, 1991, p. 167) 

The process of perspective transformation acknowledges that, as individuals 

negotiate through life courses, they may encounter challenging experiences 

that could render them as marginalised members of a given society 

(Mezirow, 1991). One of the ways that such challenging experiences could 

be addressed, from a perspective transformation point of view, is through 

changing the frames of references of the marginalised adult. Frames of 
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reference are sets of “assumptions that structure the way we interpret our 

experiences” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 1). Hence, the objective of perspective 

transformation is to address adults’ problematic frames of reference and 

assist them to change the constraining experiences they face. For adult 

refugee immigrants, these changes in an adult’s frames of reference are 

likely to be attained by identifying and acknowledging the constraints 

associated with being a refugee and consequently becoming a refugee 

immigrant (discussed in Chapter 2), and using these constraints as a basis 

and motivation for meaningful changes.  

The process of perspective transformation, therefore, involves adults 

changing their often unhelpful personal perspectives and subsequently 

acting to address the significant constraints in their life experiences. At the 

core of perspective transformation is the agentic concept of critical 

reflection, described as “a process which is partially based on, and integrates, 

elements of deconstructive thinking, [which] can provide a means of 

reconstructing, and thus changing the ways in which individuals perceive 

and relate to their social worlds” (Fook, 2004, p. 16). So, a transformative 

approach to adult development could be seen in terms of exploring an 

adult’s capacities to exercise personal agency (Bandura, 1997) through 

engaging in perspective transformation processes (Mezirow, 1991) that are 

informed by the agentic concept of critical reflection (Fook, 2004). This 

means that adult refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement 

could be explored with an objective of empowering and subsequently 

changing their social status of being marginalised members of society. One 

way of enacting such changes could be through considering specific 

significant adult life experiences that may trigger critical reflection upon 

their lives and subsequently enhance agency that changes their perspectives. 

For example, for adult refugee immigrants, these trigger events and 

motivations for change are likely to include many aspects of their often 

traumatic and distressing life experiences. This process of perspective 

transformation may occur through a series of interrelated and sometimes 

overlapping phases over a period of time. 
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Personal agency (Bandura, 1986, 2006) for adults could also be in 

the form of individuals having capacities for self-directedness. In adult 

learning and development, self-directedness can be thought of as the process 

where adults “take the primary initiative” (Merriam et al., 2007, p. 110) for 

their own life experiences. Indeed, some adult learning and development 

theories that are based on adult characteristics (e.g., Cross, 1981; Knowles, 

1980) and adults’ life situations and experiences (e.g., Knox, 1980; 

McClusky, 1963) assume the adults’ self-direction in many facets of their 

lives. For example, the notion that adults should take greater control of their 

learning is a key tenet in andragogy, stating adults’ “need and capacity to be 

self-directing” (Knowles, 1990, p. 55). The possibility of adults assuming 

primary responsibility for their lives is likely to depend on the significance 

of life experiences they encounter; therefore, self-direction can be a 

particularly useful theoretical concept for advancing personal agency when 

exploring adults’ development. However, self-directedness is likely to be 

influenced by an individual’s life experiences, hence may not be an optimal 

concept for adult refugee immigrants because of the often traumatic and 

distressing life experiences they encounter that may adversely affect their 

developmental processes. 

In sum, a transformative approach to adult development can be used 

to explore adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency 

through engaging their subjectivities in perspective transformation processes 

that are informed by the agentic concept of critical reflection. Apart from 

the theoretical concept of personal agency, discussed in this section, the 

other aspect of the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework advances the theoretical concept of social structural affordances 

that life experiences offer to adult refugee immigrants. In the next section is 

a discussion of the social structural affordances offered by adult life 

experiences with a reference to how they may influence an adult’s capacities 

to exercise personal agency. 
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Social structural affordances 

Affordances can be described as what the extrinsic environment “offers the 

animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill” (Gibson, 1986, p. 

127, emphasis in original). In essence, affordances provide mechanisms for 

life experiences. Since “human affordances are always social affordances” 

(Letiche & Lissack, 2009, p. 67), then, social structural affordances are the 

provisions of experiences offered by the social and physical environment 

(Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Giddens, 1984). So, social structural 

affordances can either be sets of threats (that is, negative affordances) or 

promises (that is, positive affordances) to life experiences offered by the 

environment (Scarantino, 2003). For example, refugees’ experiences of war 

and violence often offered them with threats and negative social structural 

affordances, while their successful escape from war and violence to relative 

safety often offered them positive and supporting social structural 

affordances. Negative and positive social structural affordances offered to 

adult refugee immigrants can, therefore, be respectively referred to in terms 

of constraining and supporting capacities for them to exercise personal 

agency. 

The concept of transnational lifelong learning (Guo, 2010) advocates 

for positive and supportive social structural affordances for immigrants 

through acknowledgement and recognition of their sociocultural diversities. 

Furthermore, social structural affordances are what bring an understanding 

of social, cultural, and physical environments because the meaning of an 

experience consists of what it affords (Costall, 1995; Scarantino, 2003). 

This means that the social structural affordances offered to adults emanate 

from their life experiences and can either consist of constraining or 

supporting capacities for them to exercise personal agency. Moreover, 

affordances invite human agency, hence, there exist interrelationships and 

interdependencies between personal agency and social structural 

affordances (Bandura, 1986; Billett, 2009; Giddens, 1984; Letiche & 

Lissack, 2009). Also, particular significant life experiences – referred to as 

trigger events (Mezirow, 1991; E. W. Taylor, 1998) – may offer affordances 
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that can considerably influence an individual’s subjectivities and 

perspectives, thereby shaping their adult development progression. For 

example, the possible trigger events that many adult refugee immigrants 

experience due to trauma and distress associated with war and violence and 

challenging resettlement experiences are likely to shape their adult 

development and resettlement in Australia.  

In sum, social structural affordances offered by adult refugee 

immigrants’ personal histories and life experiences are likely to influence 

their adult development. Indeed, the tension between transition to adulthood 

and adult development and social and cultural constructs of their life 

experiences are likely to influence adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for 

resettlement in an environment that offers new sociocultural ways of living. 

Furthermore, their adult development is likely to be a key factor that 

determines their readiness for resettlement. In a practical sense, as discussed 

in the next section, adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement experiences offer 

a number of challenging social structural affordances. 

Resettlement experiences and affordances 

Resettlement social structural affordances are provisions that experiences of 

resettlement offer immigrants, including refugee immigrants. Specifically, 

resettlement of refugee immigrants involves the selection and immigration 

of refugees, often from refugee camps, in a country they have escaped, to 

seek protection and live in a third country (UNHCR, 2011). As discussed in 

the previous chapter, refugee immigrants confront a number of challenges 

offered by the social structural affordances during their resettlement. 

Furthermore, given their traumatic and distressing refugee life experiences 

(M. Black, 2011; Coventry et al., 2002), many refugee immigrants require 

resettlement opportunities that will afford them social stability, peace, and 

safety. However, refugee immigrants in Australia face a number of social 

exclusion situations mainly perpetrated by acts of racial discrimination 

(Campbell & Julian, 2009; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009; J. Taylor, 

2004). Saloojee (2003) describes social exclusion as the process of 

individuals or communities being shut out from participating in or 
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contributing to society. Furthermore, refugee immigrants in Australia face 

social challenges because of (a) communication difficulties, (b) social 

adaptation to unfamiliar laws, (c) parenting and gender role complexities, 

(d) racism and racial discrimination, (e) employment and financial 

difficulties, and (f) inadequate and inappropriate support during resettlement 

(Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009). Such challenging experiences are 

likely to offer affordances that do not support their meaningful and 

successful resettlement in Australia. 

For many adult refugee immigrants, their immigration and 

resettlement in Australia likely represents a fundamental change of 

environments, traditions, and cultural practices with which they are familiar. 

Indeed, refugee immigrants’ resettlement in new countries brings about 

“multicultural situations” (Blunt, 2007) due to the diversity of their 

sociocultural backgrounds. However, adult refugee immigrants’ 

sociocultural diversity may serve to exacerbate attachment to familiar 

practices, rather than assisting them to develop the kinds of cultural 

practices they require during resettlement in Australia (Onsando & Billett, 

2009). The adverse affordances offered by experiences of encountering such 

sociocultural dissonances during resettlement could be mitigated by creating 

social awareness that brings about harmonious co-existence of people from 

different sociocultural backgrounds and diverse communities in a society.  

In all, the discussions in the preceding sections that focus on adult 

development, personal agency, and social structural affordances assist in 

constructing the conceptual framework of the study. The psychosocial 

approach to refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement 

considers their capability to exercise personal agency as well as the social 

structural affordances created by the experiences they lived through. Adult 

development inherently involves human agency (Hoare, 2011) and the role 

of personal agency and affordances in shaping and determining adults’ 

progression is a “basis for cultural construction of mediated relations 

between human beings and their environments” (Valsiner, 2000, p. 123). 

This means that, if affordances created by people’s experiences generate 



91 

 

situations that constrain the exercise of personal agency, then these people 

are unlikely to contribute to the courses of events that affect their lives.  

The next section discusses adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for 

resettlement in terms of adult developmental factors that explain and 

account for the kinds of life experiences they often encounter.  

Resettlement readiness 

The study’s transformative approach to adult development aims at developing 

and constructing a theoretical framework premised on adult refugee 

immigrants’ life experiences and readiness for resettlement. The concept of 

readiness refers to whether people are able to “cope effectively” (Knowles 

1990, p. 60) with subsequent life experiences. According to Giddens (1984), 

there exist relational interdependencies between “human subjects” capacities 

to exercise personal agency and the “social systems” that society offers them. 

Therefore, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, readiness for 

resettlement could be understood in terms of adult refugee immigrants’ 

capacities to exercise personal agency as well as the ability of the resettlement 

country to offer them supportive social structural affordances. The study’s 

transformative psychosocial approach to adult development aims at 

developing and constructing theoretical concepts premised on adult refugee 

immigrants’ life experiences. While refugee immigrants’ subjectivities and 

personal perspectives are likely to be influenced by their significant life 

experiences, it is worth to also acknowledge their resilience and resolve to 

fully participate and contribute to society – as citizens of the resettlement 

country. This means that, adult refugee immigrants’ are not only to be seen 

through their survival of trauma and confronting distressing resettlement 

experiences, but also as people whose broader social perspectives and 

subjectivities are produced in a myriad of ways reflective of their historical, 

sociocultural, and socioeconomic positioning in society.    

As foreshadowed, a number of key adult learning and development 

theories were built based on experiences in specific environments that are 

quite different from those currently being encountered by adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia. Furthermore, the impacts of social instability of 
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refugees’ forced displacement and refugee immigrants’ resettlement 

challenges may not be acknowledged, explained, or adequately understood 

through such adult development theories. Hence, the study’s transformative 

approach to adult development assists in better understanding refugee 

immigrants’ adult development and resettlement experiences. It is from 

these understandings that theoretical concepts that inform adult refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement in Australia are developed and constructed. The 

transformative adult development theoretical framework advances the 

provisions of environments that offer supportive social structural 

affordances to adult refugee immigrants, thus assisting their capacities to 

exercise personal agency. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, adult refugee immigrants struggle to 

effectively resettle in Australia because of the many social challenges, 

English language and communication barriers, and lack of meaningful 

employment opportunities. Many of these life experiences offer social 

structural affordances that constrain their capability to effectively engage 

and resettle in Australia. For these reasons, the transformative approach to 

adult development addresses these resettlement constraints by emphasising 

readiness for resettlement through cultural competence and social inclusion 

concepts. Cultural competence is the awareness that brings about the worth 

in multicultural situations (Blunt, 2007), while social inclusion involve 

capabilities needed by individuals to learn, work, engage, and have a voice 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). Therefore, from a transformative adult 

development perspective, readiness for resettlement for adult refugee 

immigrants acknowledges that as adults negotiate through their life courses, 

they may encounter significant challenging experiences that could render 

them marginalised members of society.  

In all, this discussion of the study’s conceptual framework, based on 

the discussions of refugee immigrants’ life experience in the previous 

chapter, has identified and raised a number of issues in relation to particular 

adult development theories and psychosocial approaches to adult 

development, and thereafter, developed a transformative approach to adult 
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development using the concepts of personal agency and social structural 

affordances. As discussed in the next chapter (Chapter 4), this 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework is used as a foundation 

to guide the practical investigations of life experiences and perspectives of 

adult refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Summary of chapter 

This chapter has advanced a conceptual framework that is based on a 

psychosocial approach to adult development by reviewing adulthood and 

adult development and discussing a number of adult learning and 

development theories. It became evident that andragogy and the CAL model 

offer little that makes meaning of actual adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences. Also, as discussed, Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial 

Development is limited in making substantial meaning out of adult refugee 

immigrants’ life experiences. However, similar to Theory of Margin, 

Proficiency Theory, and Theory of Communicative Action, the concepts 

informing Transformative Learning Theory were found suitable to apply 

when developing the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework. This framework emphasises the dynamic interdependencies 

between an adult’s extrinsic life experiences and the offered social structural 

affordances, and their intrinsic motivations and capacities to exercise 

personal agency.  

In the next chapter, these theoretical concepts advanced by the 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework developed in this 

chapter, are practically applied to investigate life experiences of Australia’s 

adult refugee immigrants, using the transformative methodological 

framework for approaching, engaging, and analysing data from adult 

refugee immigrant participants.  
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Chapter Four 

Investigating life experiences of adult refugee immigrants in 

Australia 

The transformative paradigm emerged in response to individuals 

who have been pushed to the societal margins throughout history 

and who are finding a means to bring their voices into the world of 

research. (Mertens, 2009, p. 3) 

Introduction 

The previous chapter (Chapter 3) developed a transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework for reviewing literature on adult development and life 

experiences and resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Using a transformative philosophical approach to conducting research, this 

chapter describes and justifies the use of a transformative methodological 

framework for approaching and engaging adult refugee immigrant 

participants of the study. This framework was enacted through the principles 

of beneficence and social justice, privacy and confidentiality, and respect 

and cultural competence as a basis for approaching and engaging with adult 

refugee immigrant participants. Within this framework, participants 

elucidated their life experiences through three distinct but interrelated 

interviews. The chapter describes and justifies the data analysis processes 

that involved a qualitative coding framework assisted by NVivo software 

computer program. Thereafter, the concept analysis of data procedures that 

focused on theoretical concepts of personal agency and social structural 

affordances was completed.  

Transformative approach to conducting research 

The transformative approach to conducting research is a framework of belief 

systems used to engage culturally diverse as well as marginalised members 

of society (Mertens, 2009, 2010). As discussed in Chapter 2, refugee 

immigrants in Australia could be described as a culturally diverse group as 

well as a disdvantaged and marginalised community because they are often 
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socially excluded from the mainstream society. Indeed, the transformative 

approach to conducting research “emerged in response to individuals who 

have been pushed to the societal margins throughout history and who are 

finding a means to bring their voices into world of research” (Mertens, 2009, 

p. 3). For these reasons, a transformative paradigm approach provided an 

appropriate philosophical basis for engaging with refugee immigrant 

participants as well as supporting the study’s transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework aimed at developing and constructing theoretical 

concepts that inform resettlement. 

The use of a transformative paradigm in this study focused on 

participants’ past refugee life experiences as well as their present 

resettlement experiences in Australia. As discussed in Chapter 2, refugee 

immigrants’ past life experiences, seen through the triple trauma paradigm 

of pre-flight situations of war and violence, flight to safety, and subsequent 

post-flight, was often characterised by living in subhuman conditions in 

overcrowded refugee camps (M. Black, 2011; CVT, 2005; DIAC, 2009). 

Their subsequent immigration and resettlement experiences are reported to 

be characterised by social exclusion challenges (Campbell & Julian, 2009; 

Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2009), significant challenges in education 

engagement (Ben-Moshe et al., 2008; Joyce et al., 2010; Onsando & Billett, 

2009), and unemployment and underemployment (ABS, 2010; Correa-Velez 

& Onsando, 2009, 2013; Torezani et al., 2008). Therefore, while accounting 

for their past refugee life experiences and sociocultural backgrounds, this 

study sought to explore ways that adult refugee immigrants could attain 

satisfactory resettlement in Australia, as informed by the transformative 

conceptual framework developed in the Chapter 3. 

The exploration of psychosocial theories of adult development in the 

developed transformative psychosocial conceptual framework identified a 

number of particular inadequacies, as far as refugee immigrants’ adult 

development and resettlement is concerned. Therefore, there is a need to 

understand particular life experiences and adult development consequences 

for adult refugee immigrants in Australia. For these reasons, concepts that 
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explore adult development, social structural affordances, and capacities to 

exercise personal agency were central in investigating resettlement 

experiences of adult refugee immigrant participants. This practical 

engagement with participants occurred through a series of interviews aimed 

at understanding their intrinsic inner-world perspectives and psychological 

processes, as well as their extrinsic outer world of systems, structures, and 

social experiences (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). In other words, it was 

important to understand participants’ past refugee life experiences as well as 

their present resettlement experiences in Australia, and how these life 

experiences affect their capacities to exercise personal agency as well as 

adult development.  

The transformative methodological framework (Mertens, 2009) 

assisted in enacting the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework (see Table 3.2 in Chapter 3) during engagement with refugee 

immigrant participants of the study. The participants’ accounts of life 

experiences were analysed using psychosocial procedures of concept and 

context analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The transformative 

methodological framework, therefore, was adapted to explore effective ways 

that adult refugee immigrants could attain satisfactory resettlement in 

Australia. The next section provides a discussion of how this transformative 

methodological framework was adapted for empirical investigations 

focusing on life experiences of Australia’s adult refugee immigrants. 

Exploring the transformative methodological framework 

Effective empirical research is conducted when ontology, axiology, 

epistemology, and methodology philosophical assumptions (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005) of the study are fully explored. In this study, a 

transformative methodological framework – summarised in Table 4.1, and 

thereafter discussed in detail – consisting of ontological, axiological, 

epistemological, and methodological philosophical assumptions (Mertens, 

2009) was adapted as a basis for preparing, approaching, and engaging with 

participants.  
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Table 4.1 

Transformative Methodological Framework 

Ontology Principle Existence of multiple socioculturally constructed realities, subjectivities, and 

perspectives 

Application Participants socially constructed realities, subjectivities, and personal 

perspectives were likely to be influenced by their past refugee experiences 

as well as their present resettlement experiences. 

Axiology Principle Ethical principles of respect, beneficence, and social justice in research and 

society 

Application Participants were approached and engaged with acknowledgment and 

understanding of their (a) sociocultural diversity, and (b) ‘socially 

disadvantaged’ status while also observing their privacy and confidentiality 

concerns. 

Epistemology Principle Nature of knowledge and the transformative context where this knowledge 

is exchanged between the researcher and the research participants. 

Application Environments that are conducive for participant and researcher knowledge 

exchange engagements were provided while acknowledging and 

understanding the complex cultural contexts that knowledge is located. 

Methodology Principle Culturally appropriate approach to research, especially where 

disadvantaged communities are involved. 

Application Participants were approached and engaged with respect as stipulated by 

cultural competency principles which ensured community support and 

ownership of the study. 

 

As summarised in Table 4.1, a transformative methodological framework 

(Mertens, 2009) consisting of (a) ontological, (b) axiological, 

(c) epistemological, and (d) methodological philosophical assumptions was 

adapted as a basis for engaging with participants. In the next sections, each 

of these core concepts of the study’s transformative methodological 

framework is discussed in turn. 

Ontological assumptions 

Ontological assumptions in research focus on the nature and perceptions of 

reality (Guba & Lincoln, 2005); specifically, transformative ontological 

assumption advanced the existence of multiple socioculturally constructed 
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realities (Mertens, 2009). The study’s transformative ontological 

assumptions hold that refugee immigrant participants’ socially constructed 

realities were influenced by their past refugee experiences as well as their 

present resettlement experiences. These ontological assumptions, therefore, 

addressed issues of subjectivity and formation of personal perspectives (as 

discussed in Chapter 3) given participants’ diverse geographical, cultural, 

gender, and ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, transformative ontological 

assumptions require explicit identification of the socialities that influence 

individuals’ realities and personal subjectivities (Mertens, 2009). For these 

reasons, the study’s transformative ontological assumptions assisted in 

identifying and analysing participants’ subjectivities and socially 

constructed personal perspectives based upon their past refugee experiences 

as well as present resettlement experiences. These accounts of adult refugee 

life experiences were often constructed through participants’ personal social 

interactions, hence yielding a diversity of personal life experiences from 

each of the participants. 

The ontological assumptions of this study, as explored in this section, 

provided a solid foundation that captured personal accounts of participants’ 

life experiences and perspectives. As a follow up, the transformative 

axiological assumptions, discussed in the next section, provided an ethical 

basis for the conduct of this study. 

Axiological assumptions 

Axiological assumptions refer to philosophical assumptions that relate to 

values and the nature of research ethics (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). However, 

transformative axiological assumptions extended these values to address 

ethical principles of respect, beneficence, and social justice in society 

(Mertens, 2009) relating to refugee immigrant participants during 

resettlement. The study’s axiological assumptions accordingly held that it 

was worth approaching and engaging participants with acknowledgment and 

understanding of the sociocultural diversity brought about by their different 

countries of origin (see Table 4.2) as well as their socially disadvantaged 

and marginalised status in Australian society, discussed in a previous 
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chapter (Chapter 2). The transformative axiological assumptions also 

provided the following guidelines: 

Ethical choices in research and evaluation need to include a realization that 

discrimination and oppression are pervasive, and that researchers and 

evaluators have a moral responsibility to understand the communities in 

which they work in order to challenge societal processes that allow the 

status quo to continue. (Mertens, 2009, p. 48) 

Furthermore, ethical practices in this study provided participants with 

protection against possible psychosocial distresses as a consequence of the 

well-documented traumatic experiences of refugees and social exclusion 

experiences of refugee immigrants discussed in Chapter 2. Indeed, 

according to Jacobsen and Landau (2003), conducting research with 

culturally diverse groups often socially excluded from the mainstream 

society, such as refugee immigrants, should be based on stringent ethical 

frameworks. For these reasons, participants and their respective 

communities’ needs and sensitivities – for example, privacy and 

confidentiality concerns – were carefully considered throughout the course 

of the study, as documented in the Participant Consent Information 

Statement (see Appendix B).  

The axiological assumptions in research, as discussed in this section, 

are an important aspect of research because they provide a guide to the 

ethical practice of research. Additionally, as discussed in the next section, 

the transformative epistemological assumptions adapted for this study 

provided a suitable context for knowledge exchange between the researcher 

and research participants. 

Epistemological assumptions 

In research, epistemological assumptions relate to the nature of knowledge 

and knowledge exchange between the researcher and research participants 

(Guba & Lincoln, 2005). However, transformative epistemological 

assumptions also focus on contexts where such knowledge is exchanged 

(Mertens, 2009). The study’s transformative epistemological assumptions 

acknowledge the diversity and complex cultural contexts about knowledge. 

In this way, they emphasised the importance of providing environments that 
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were conducive for knowledge exchange between the refugee immigrant 

participants and the researcher. For example, participants were offered the 

option of selecting interview venues that were appropriate for them, a 

practice that was consistent with the transformative epistemological 

assumption which holds that: 

[k]nowledge is neither absolute nor relative; it is constructed in a context 

of power and privilege with consequences attached to which version of 

knowledge is given privilege. In order to know a community’s realities, it 

is necessary to establish an interactive link between the 

researcher/evaluator and the participants in the study. Knowledge is 

socially and historically located within a complex cultural context. 

(Mertens, 2009, p. 48) 

Therefore, transformative epistemological assumptions of this study 

encouraged the exchange of knowledge within contexts represented by the 

participants’ cultural diversity (see Table 4.2). The knowledge exchange 

between the researcher and the participants was also guided by the study’s 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework (set out in Chapter 3) 

that focused on adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences and their personal 

agencies informed by subjectivities and personal perspectives. This 

exchange of knowledge was mainly achieved through the practice of 

cultural competence (Blunt, 2007; Mertens, 2009) where, for example, the 

researcher made basic geographical, political, and sociocultural reviews to 

enhance awareness about each participant’s possible background. 

The epistemological assumptions used in this research, as discussed 

in this section, acknowledged the diversity of knowledge that each 

participant contributed to the study. Furthermore, as discussed in the next 

section, the transformative methodological assumptions adapted for this 

study provided a culturally appropriate and effective approach that allowed 

participants to discuss accounts of their life experiences and personal 

perspectives. 

Methodological assumptions 

Methodological assumptions in research are philosophical assumptions that 

relate to appropriate and effective approaches to conducting systematic 



101 

 

inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). In particular, transformative 

methodological assumptions emphasise a culturally appropriate approach to 

research, especially where culturally diverse and socially disadvantaged and 

marginalised communities are involved (Mertens, 2009). The transformative 

methodological assumptions of this study required participants to be 

approached and engaged with respect and cultural sensitivity. Furthermore, 

these methodological practices also included strict observation and 

maintenance of participants’ privacy and confidentiality. These guidelines 

provide researchers with information about appropriate and effective ways 

of establishing dialogue and conversations with research participants as well 

as their communities (Mertens, 2009). In this study, therefore, it was 

important for the researcher to ensure that the local refugee immigrant 

community supported the project. For example, apart from engaging with 

participants of the study, the community ownership and support of the 

project was improved through consultative dialogue held between the 

researcher and a number of leaders representing local refugee immigrant 

communities. 

In all, the transformative ontological, axiological, epistemological, 

and methodological philosophical assumptions that form the study’s 

transformative methodological framework (see Table 4.1), were 

simultaneously enacted to achieve the study’s objective of understanding 

participants’ past refugee life experiences as well as their present 

resettlement experiences in Australia. Furthermore, this framework assisted 

in enacting the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework 

(see Table 3.2 in Chapter 3) that explored participants’ life experiences in 

relation to their capacities to exercise personal agency. In the following 

sections, a discussion of how this transformative methodological framework 

was practically enacted while engaging with participants is provided. 

Enacting the transformative methodological framework 

To enact the transformative methodological framework discussed in the 

preceding sections, the study acknowledged that refugee immigrant 

participants’ past distressing refugee experiences, as well as their present 
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challenging resettlement experiences, were likely to affect their 

psychosocial and sociocultural wellbeing during resettlement. Therefore, it 

was necessary to capture these particular psychosocial and sociocultural 

issues that are particular to refugee immigrants but rare with many other 

Australians. Therefore, to address the effects of refugee immigrants’ 

psychosocial and sociocultural issues, practical remedial steps were enacted 

to ensure effective conduct of the study. These steps, discussed in detail in 

the next sections, involved: (a) practising the principle of beneficence and 

social justice, (b) upholding participants’ privacy and confidentiality issues, 

and (c) respecting participants and their communities through the practice of 

cultural competence. Each of these research practices was enacted to 

conform to the study’s transformative methodological framework. 

Beneficence and social justice practices 

One of the researcher’s primary ethical responsibilities was to ensure 

participants’ wellbeing was catered for through practising beneficence that 

reflected the social justice obligations of the study. The concept of 

beneficence relates to minimising participants’ risks associated with 

research while maximising the benefits that accrue to them, whereas social 

justice in research involves ensuring fair and equitable outcomes to research 

participants (Mack et al., 2005). The enactment of the study’s beneficence 

and social justice practices was achieved by taking specific steps to 

minimize risks associated with possible psychological and physical harm to 

participants. This practice was particularly important given their traumatic 

refugee life experiences and their distressing resettlement experiences. 

Therefore, it guarded against further trauma and distress to refugee 

immigrant participants. For example, during all engagements with 

participants, the researcher deliberately avoided the use of potentially 

distressing conversations, as well as encouraging participants to respond 

only to the extent of their psychological or emotional comfort.  

In advancing further the study’s beneficence and social justice 

practices, the interview schedules (see Appendix D, Appendix E, and 

Appendix F) that guided dialogue with participants were formulated in ways 
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that questions posed purposely avoided potentially distressing and sensitive 

issues. However, in the unlikely event of distress, participants were to be 

offered referral to free counselling services for assistance by practitioners 

specialised in working with clients from refugee backgrounds. The 

enactment and use of beneficence and social justice principles as a guide to 

the study’s transformative methodological framework was enhanced by 

addressing particular privacy and confidentiality concerns for participants. 

The next section is a discussion of the practical steps taken to ensure that 

participants’ privacy and confidentiality concerns were adequately 

addressed.  

Privacy and confidentiality concerns 

Refugee immigrant participants’ privacy and confidentiality concerns were 

addressed through building effective trusting relationships with them and 

their communities. This was achieved by ensuring participants’ personal 

information and data were safely stored and remained anonymous, private 

and confidential. Furthermore, accounting for the likely socialities of local 

refugee communities (discussed in Chapter 2) meant that if these measures 

were not taken, participants’ personal information could potentially be 

exposed to the often close-knit refugee immigrant communities, with 

adverse consequences for participants. For these reasons, no personal 

identifiable participant information or data were made available to a third 

party, that is, external to this study. Furthermore, during data analysis, 

discussion and reporting of the study, appropriate pseudonyms were used to 

refer to participants’ personal experiences and perspectives, so that none of 

them could be personally identified. 

To ensure that informed consent procedures and privacy concerns 

were adhered to, full information about the study’s processes and 

procedures was provided to all participants. This information was put 

together using simple and easily understood English language, in response 

to discussions in a previous chapter (Chapter 2) that suggested the possible 

English language and communication barriers that confront a number of 

adult refugee immigrants in Australia. For these reasons, this information 
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was verbally reinforced to ensure all participants fully understood the 

study’s processes and procedures as outlined in the Participant Consent 

Information Statement (see Appendix B). In this document, detailed 

descriptions of participants’ and researcher’s expectations, roles and 

responsibilities during the study are clearly outlined. Thereafter, participants 

were given full information about the study and ample time to decide 

whether to consent and be involved with the study or not. In this way, all 

participants were reassured that their privacy concerns were upheld during 

the course of the study and thereafter.  

The privacy and confidentiality concerns were effectively enacted to 

ensure participants’ general wellbeing. They were augmented by engaging 

participants with respect and in culturally appropriate ways, as discussed in 

the next section. 

Respect and cultural competence 

Engaging participants in a respectful manner, as well as acknowledging 

their diverse cultural backgrounds informed by the transformative 

methodological framework, was another key characteristic of this study. The 

concept of respect for persons, though interpreted in many ways, involved 

adherence to the commitment of ensuring participants were protected from 

exploitation and their explicit values and beliefs were not violated (Mack et 

al., 2005). In research projects involving potentially vulnerable participants, 

like refugee immigrants, it is important to ensure that they are not simply 

used as research objects and then discarded without any appreciation 

(Jacobsen & Landau, 2003; Mack et al., 2005). In this study, given the often 

social exclusion and racial discrimination of refugee immigrants in Australia 

discussed in Chapter 2, the respect extended to participants was an 

important gesture that they are a valuable part of this study and were 

protected from further marginalisation. Indeed, adherence to respecting 

participants in research projects created positive community relationships 

(Mack et al., 2005; Weijer, Goldsand, & Emanuel, 1999). For example, in a 

sign of respect to participants, there was a commitment to inform 
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participants and their communities about publications and dissemination of 

the study’s outcomes.  

Refugee participants of the study are from a diversity of 

sociocultural backgrounds in Africa, Middle East, and Southeast Asia (see 

Table 4.2). One of the key approaches that acknowledged each participant’s 

sociocultural diversity, hence supporting the conduct of respectful 

relationships, was through the practice of cultural competence. The concept 

of cultural competence is described as: 

… a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes and regulations that connect 

entities, an agency, or individuals, which enables that system or those 

individuals to bring about efficacy in multicultural situations as well as the 

ability to operate within the realm of culturally integrated patterns of 

human behavior defined by a population. (Blunt, 2007, p. 99) 

Such cultural competence practices were advanced further by developing 

authentic long-standing social rapport with local refugee immigrant 

communities through formal and informal participation in and contribution 

to their local sociocultural events
3
. These social engagements assisted to 

enhance the researcher’s cultural competencies by understanding, in a more 

personal way, participants’ possible life experiences and sociocultural 

backgrounds. In another example, when engaging with one of the female 

participant from a background where strict gender separation is culturally 

practiced, a female companion was always present. Thereafter, during the 

interview session, the participant was confident and trusting enough and 

therefore requested her female companion to leave so that the interview 

could proceed without a third party. The role of the participant’s female 

companion in initiating the initial and subsequent engagement was 

significant because it could have been culturally very difficult or not 

possible to approach, engage, and interview this particular participant. 

In all, these specific processes and procedures of enacting a 

transformative methodological framework (Mertens, 2009) through the 

study’s promoting beneficence and social justice practices, addressing 

                                                 

3
 For over 10 years, this researcher has been and continues to be actively involved in social, 

cultural, and other engagements with the local refugee communities in Brisbane (see 

‘Researcher’s background and motivation’ section, Chapter 1). 



106 

 

privacy and confidentiality concerns, and practising respect and cultural 

competence conformed to the Griffith University Human Research Ethics 

Committee requirements. These processes ensured that participants were 

protected from physical harm and psychosocial distress as documented in 

the Participant Consent Information Statement (see Appendix B) that 

highlighted key procedures of the research process, and also in the Informed 

Consent Form (see Appendix C) that acknowledged participants’ 

understanding and consent of becoming part of this study. For these reasons, 

the study was granted an Ethical Clearance Certificate GU Protocol 

Number EDN/68/11/HREC (see Appendix A) that authorised approaching 

and engaging potential refugee immigrant participants, their communities, 

and other refugee resettlement stakeholders. These aspects of the research 

are discussed in the next section. 

Approaching and engaging participants 

The refugee immigrant participants of this study were approached and 

engaged with an aim of understanding their past refugee life experiences as 

well as their present resettlement experiences in Australia. These 

engagements are informed by the study’s transformative psychosocial 

conceptual framework discussed in the previous chapter (and summarised in 

Table 3.2) that adapted psychosocial concepts of extrinsic social structural 

affordances and intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency. The social 

structural affordances focus on what life experiences offer adult refugee 

immigrants, while their capacities to exercise personal agency are explored 

through considering their subjectivities and personal perspectives. The 

approach and engagements with participants were enacted by the study’s 

transformative methodological framework (summarised in Table 4.1) that 

promotes beneficence and social justice practices, addressing privacy and 

confidentiality concerns, and practising respect and cultural competence. 

The social justice aspects of the study are demonstrated in the 

conceptual, methodological, and theoretical frameworks. For example, using 

the psychosocial theoretical concepts of personal empowerment and agency 

and social structural affordances that offer meaningful opportunities for 
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social advancement, the transformative approach to adult development 

offers an understanding of refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement experiences in Australia. To practically capture these 

understandings, the methodological approach of enacting cultural 

competence practices promoted an aspect of social justice in the study 

whose findings were analysed to construct the study’s theoretical framework. 

From a social justice perspective, the theoretical framework suggests that 

adult refugee immigrant participants’ intrinsic capacities to exercise 

personal agency involve processes of identifying, re-assessing, and acting to 

change life constraints. These intrinsic capacities are influenced by the 

extrinsic social structural affordances of their past refugee life experiences, 

encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and facing employment challenges during resettlement in 

Australia.  

Practically, engaging with adult refugee immigrant participants 

involved three main phases of (a) approaching and recruiting participants to 

the study, (b) selecting participants through careful and purposive sampling, 

and (c) interviewing participants. In the next sections, each of these 

approaches to engaging the study participants are discussed in turn. 

Approaching and recruiting participants  

Refugee immigrant participants of the study were approached and recruited 

based on the psychosocial understanding that individuals are likely to form 

intrinsic subjectivities and personal perspectives as a consequence of their 

extrinsic life experiences (Aerts et al., 2007; Billett, 2009; Hollway & 

Jefferson, 2000; Koltko-Rivera, 2004; Mezirow, 1997). Indeed, using the 

study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework (summarised in 

Table 3.2 in Chapter 3), participants’ past refugee life experiences as well as 

their present resettlement experiences formed the basis of understanding 

how such experiences affected their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Therefore, to enact this psychosocial understanding in approaching and 

recruiting participants, personal requests were made during face-to-face 

discussions with potential participants. This direct approach to recruitment 
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of participants was augmented by support from local refugee immigrant 

community members, their leaders, and refugee-supporting non-

governmental community-based services. Indeed, potential participants were 

also requested to introduce the study to other members of the community.  

Using the already established networks with local communities from 

refugee backgrounds, potential participants were approached with awareness 

of their diverse sociocultural backgrounds, exercising respect and cultural 

competence during these encounters. This approach of recruiting 

participants involved (a) introducing the research idea and overview of the 

research to potential participants, thereafter requesting for their time to 

participate in the study; (b) creating community awareness and support of 

the research project by engaging with community leaders, some of whom 

chose to participate in the study; and (c) engaging with local refugee 

immigrant community associations and refugee resettlement services, who 

in turn supported and created awareness about the study to potential 

participants.  

In preparation for consent to participate in the study, potential 

participants were issued with a succinct Participant Consent Information 

Statement (see Appendix B) document that outlined key events of the 

research process: (a) the purpose and objectives of the study, (b) details of 

what the research study involved, (c) how participants’ interests and 

concerns were to be protected, and (d) issues of respect and beneficence 

during the study. Only after the prospective participants indicated full 

understanding of the contents in the Participant Consent Information 

Statement, were they requested to sign an attached Informed Consent Form 

(see Appendix C). Hereafter, potential participants became full participants 

of the study, with full knowledge of their right to withdraw from the 

research at any later stage. 

These procedures for recruitment were followed by the actual 

selection of suitable participants for the study, discussed in the following 

section. 
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Selecting and interviewing participants 

The study participants were selected through purposive sampling, that is, 

selection on the basis of their unique possession of experiences under 

investigation (Burns, 2000; Schutt, 2006), in this case, their refugee life 

experiences as well as the resettlement experiences in Australia. Specifically, 

participants were required to have been former refugees who had 

immigrated and had lived in Australia for at least 4 years, a period deemed 

adequate for assessing personal resettlement experiences. Additionally, all 

participants were adults aged 18 years and over, of either gender, and were 

originally from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia regions. Fifteen 

adult refugee immigrants, as summarised in Table 4.2, were then selected to 

participate in the study.  
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Table 4.2 

Participants’ Demographic Information 

Participant 
pseudonym 

Gender Age (years) 
Country of 
origin 

Country of 
refuge 

No. of years as 
refugee 

Spoken English 
before arrival 

Marital status 
No. of years in 
Australia 

Ndikumana Female 23 Burundi Tanzania 13 Not well Never married 7 

Okayo Male 28 Sudan Uganda 17 Well Never married 6 

Nahimana Male 37 Burundi Kenya 6 Not well Never married 4 

Naing Thein Male 29 Burma Thailand 17 Not well Never married 7 

Abdul-Jabbar Male 60 Iraq Iran/Syria 20 Well Married 10 

Angua Female 49 Sudan Uganda 17 Well Widowed 6 

Bizimana Male 28 Burundi Tanzania 11 Not well Married 8 

Konneh Male 38 Sierra Leone Ghana 7 Very well Living together 8 

Mzee Baraka Male 57 Burundi Tanzania 10 Very well Married 7 

Zainab Female 24 Afghanistan Iran 8 Not at all Never married 7 

Deng Male 28 South Sudan Uganda 6 Well Married 11 

Kamara Male 27 Liberia Guinea 15 Well Living together 8 

Bahati Male 45 Burundi Tanzania 20 Well Married 7 

Htoo Male 32 Burma Thailand 24 Well Married 6 

Wai Male 34 Burma Thailand 10 Not well Married 5 
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As summarised in Table 4.2, 15 adult refugee immigrant participants, 

consisting of 12 males and 3 females, were selected for the study. This 

cohort was in many ways representative of the local adult refugee 

immigrants’ population in terms of their range of ages, regions and 

countries of origin, and their marital status. The youngest participant was 23 

years old, while the oldest was 60 years. Amongst these participants, 5 were 

regarded as community leaders with different leadership responsibilities in 

their respective communities. In terms of marital status, 5 participants were 

‘Never Married’, 1 was ‘Widowed’, and the rest were either ‘Married’ or 

‘Living together’ with their partners. The participants were born in the 

Middle East, Africa, or Southeast Asia regions and their ability to speak 

English before they came to Australia ranged from ‘Not well’ to ‘Very well’, 

with only one participant who could speak English ‘Not at all’. However, 

during the interviews, all participants could speak English at least well 

enough to clearly describe their life experiences.  

While it is acknowledged that only 3 out of the 15 participants are 

female, it is important to emphasise that purposive sampling methods used 

for recruitment participants could either be adult females or males. This 

means that gender specificity was not a key criterion for participant 

recruitment and analysis of the findings, but gender-specific issues were 

however identified and discussed. Furthermore, unlike gender analysis 

frameworks that involve assessment of relationships and inequalities in 

women’s and men’s social roles (Mertens, 2009), the study’s approach 

focused on social structural affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ 

life experiences, and the extent such affordances support their personal 

agency. For example, the transformative psychosocial approach is 

concerned with how adult refugee immigrants ‘of either gender’ confronted 

issues of social exclusion, unlike gender analysis frameworks that compare 

similarities and differences of how adult women and men respond to such 

social exclusion experiences. So, while it would have been desirable to have 

numerical gender balance as required by some gender analysis frameworks, 
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the study’s qualitative and transformative psychosocial approach and 

participant sampling procedures do not necessitate such a numerical balance. 

All participants had spent life as refugees for an average of 13 years; 

the longest duration a participant lived as a refugee was 24 years, while the 

shortest was 6 years. This cohort of adult refugee immigrants have been 

living in Australia for an average of 7 years; the participant who has been 

living in Australia for the longest time is 11 years, while the least duration 

as a refugee immigrant in Australia is for 4 years. These 15 participants 

were engaged in a total of 27 interview sessions that consisted of 22 

personal interviews (Interview 1 and Interview 2) and five theoretical 

sampling (Corbin & Holt, 2005) interviews (Interview 3) for verification of 

concepts with community leaders. Each of these interviews contributed in 

understanding participants’ past and present life experiences, therefore 

assisting in developing theoretical concepts used in informing resettlement 

of adult refugee immigrants. The three interview sessions were part of the 

study’s interview framework that guided dialogue and conversations with 

participants (see Table 4.3).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, the lack of good English communication 

skills for a number of refugee immigrants likely presents a social constraint 

that further alienates them from society and creates barriers to their 

development as well as resettlement outcomes. Furthermore, while the 

cultural diversity of all participants is acknowledged through cultural 

competence practices, interviews were conducted in English mainly because 

all participants were now able to communicate well in English. Indeed, 

irrespective of their English language capabilities before they immigrated to 

Australia, all participants were able to communicate well in English at the 

time interviews were being conducted. For example, the participant who 

‘could not speak English at all’ before immigrating to Australia, had gained 

English language skills over time and was now able to effectively 

communicate with the researcher during the interview sessions. 

The interviews were structured to address the study’s research 

questions stated in Chapter 1. They consisted of three components: 
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(a) Interview 1, focusing on participants’ past refugee life experiences; 

(b) Interview 2, focusing on participants’ present resettlement experiences; 

and (c) Interview 3, comprising a theoretical sampling (Corbin & Holt, 

2005) verification process with community leaders that identified and 

advanced themes and concepts of the previous two interviews. In the next 

section, these three interview sessions that formed the study’s interview 

framework are discussed with a focus on the rationale and the specific topics 

covered during each of the interviews.  

The interview framework 

Interviews in research provide a listening environment where knowledge is 

constructed through an exchange of verbal viewpoints between the 

researcher and participants (Schutt, 2006). In this qualitative study, 

interviews were conducted on a face-to-face basis with individual refugee 

immigrant participants whose personal accounts of experiences were 

obtained through explorations of their past refugee, and present resettlement 

life experiences. The semi-structured interviews created more in-depth 

personal understanding of participants’ experiences that could not be 

attained by quantitative research approaches (Ary, Jacobs, & Razaviegh, 

2000). For these reasons, interviews were deemed the most effective data 

collection technique because they assisted in developing theoretical 

concepts of resettlement that accounted for participants’ personal life 

experiences. 

The use of semi-structured, open-ended intensive interviews allowed 

participants to respond on a more personal basis about their life experiences 

and consequent formed perspectives (Ary et al., 2000). According to 

Moustakas (1994), research participants were likely to provide quality 

responses if offered comfortable interview environments. Hence, the refugee 

immigrant participants were given an opportunity to choose a preferred 

interview site so that the conversations were held in comfortable 

environments. All interviews were electronically audio-recorded and a 

verbatim transcription was produced for analysis purposes. These interview 
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processes and procedures were done within the study’s interview framework 

(see Table 4.3) consisting of the three interview sessions.  

Table 4.3 

The Interview Framework, including Rationale and Key Focus 

Interview 1 Rationale To gather participants’ administrative and demographic data as 

well as their past refugee life experiences and perspectives 

Key focus Administrative information, demographic data, and past refugee 

life experiences and perspectives before arriving in Australia 

Interview 2 Rationale To review the first interview, and also gather data about 

participants’ present resettlement experiences and perspectives 

Key focus Present resettlement experiences and perspectives after 

arriving in Australia 

Interview 3 Rationale To gather data from community leaders for reviewing and 

verifying of themes and concepts from the previous interviews  

Key focus Theoretical sampling process that advanced themes and 

concepts emerging from of the first and second interviews 

 

This interview framework also provides the rationale and key focus of each 

of the three interviews. As summarised in Table 4.3, the study’s interview 

framework constituted (a) Interview 1 about participants’ refugee life 

experiences, (b) Interview 2 about participants’ present resettlement 

experiences, and (c) Interview 3 that advanced the themes and concepts of 

the previous two interviews, that is, a theoretical sampling interview with 

community leaders. In the next sections, each of these interviews’ topic 

coverage, questioning rationale, and some illustrative key questions are 

discussed in turn. 

Interview 1: Refugee life experiences 

The intention of Interview 1 was to gather participants’ refugee life 

experiences. In line with the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework (see Table 3.2 in Chapter 3), this first interview collected data 

about participants’ demographic information, their extrinsic refugee life 

experiences (Coventry et al., 2002; DIAC, 2009). From these refugee life 
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experiences, their consequent intrinsic subjectivities and personally formed 

perspectives (Mezirow, 1991) were obtained. In this initial interview, adult 

refugee immigrant participants described their personal triple trauma 

accounts of pre-flight, flight, and post-flight (M. Black, 2011; Keller, 1975; 

Stein, 1981) refugee life experiences and personal perspectives. The key 

illustrative question in this interview was: What kinds of refugee life 

experiences did you have before immigrating to Australia? The first part of 

the interview involved gathering participants’ demographic information, for 

example, their countries of origin, sociocultural backgrounds, educational 

backgrounds, age, gender, duration spent in refugee camps, previous and 

current occupation, and marital status. The second part of this interview 

focused on participants’ refugee life experiences, as well as their historical, 

traditional, and sociocultural practices, and any other significant events that 

may have occurred during this period. A copy of Interview 1 schedule of 

questions is provided in Appendix D.  

After conducting this first interview that focused on participants’ 

refugee life experiences, the subsequent interview (Interview 2), focused on 

reviewing Interview 1 interpretations with participants, and thereafter 

engaging in a discussion about their resettlement life experiences in 

Australia.  

Interview 2: Resettlement life experiences  

The intention of Interview 2 was to gather participants’ immigration and 

resettlement life experiences in Australia. This interview reviewed the 

preceding interview, collected data about the participants’ present extrinsic 

resettlement experiences in Australia (Porter & Haslam, 2005), and explored 

their consequent intrinsic subjectivities and formed perspectives (Mezirow, 

1991). In this second interview, participants described accounts of their 

resettlement experiences in Australia in response to the key illustrative 

question: What kinds of resettlement experiences are you having since you 

immigrated to Australia? The first part of this interview involved 

participants reviewing and verifying the researchers’ interpretations of 

Interview 1. Here, participants had opportunities to make comments and 
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clarify the content and accuracy of the previous interview. The second part 

of this interview was a discussion about participants’ resettlement 

experiences and significant events that may have occurred since they 

immigrated to Australia. This discussion also focused on participants’ social, 

educational, and occupational outcomes in Australia. A copy of Interview 2 

schedule of questions is provided in Appendix E.  

Apart from these two interviews (Interview 1 and Interview 2), a 

third interview that verified data in the previous two interviews was 

subsequently held with leaders representing refugee immigrant communities. 

As discussed in the next section, this theoretical sampling interview 

advanced the emerging themes and concepts from Interview 1 and Interview 

2 data.  

Interview 3: Theoretical sampling of life experiences 

The intention of Interview 3 was for theoretical sampling of participants’ 

refugee, immigration, and resettlement life experiences. Theoretical 

sampling is a grounded theory analytic technique that interrogates data 

further for the purpose of advancing emerging themes and concepts to a 

more theoretical level: 

Theoretical sampling refers to data gathering directed by emerging 

concepts: the researcher follows the trail of concepts looking for sites, 

persons or events that enable further comparisons of data, thereby 

extending knowledge about the properties, dimensions and relationships 

between concepts. (Corbin & Holt, 2005, p. 5) 

In this study, theoretical sampling was achieved by interviewing community 

leaders who represented local refugee immigrants’ groups and associations. 

The community leaders included a youth and community leader, a youth 

and student representative, a community elder, a community representative, 

and two community association leaders. The inclusion of community 

leaders in the study provided theoretical sampling procedures that took into 

account their important daily leadership roles within refugee immigrants’ 

communities. Indeed, considering the possible socialities of refugee 

immigrant communities discussed in Chapter 2, adult refugee immigrants 

are likely to have a greater community sense of belonging and togetherness.  
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These socialities of refugee immigrant communities are likely 

because many of them are sharers of common life experiences (Mansfield, 

2000). For these reasons, community leaders’ personal subjectivities were 

likely to inform their experiences. However, it is acknowledged that their 

leadership roles and responsibilities offered them a wider perspective of 

their community members’ life experiences. Interview 3, therefore, was an 

engagement with community leaders who provided key leadership and 

support to refugee immigrants during resettlement. These leaders from 

refugee backgrounds, in addition to their personal experiences, were likely 

to have a broad overview of issues associated with refugee immigrant 

communities’ resettlement. Thus, theoretical sampling allowed for 

collection of more data from a different group of participants for the purpose 

of elaboration, substantiation, and refining of selected specific existing data 

concepts (Charmaz, 2006). The key questions in this interview were based 

on the themes and concepts constructed in the first and second interviews.  

It is worth emphasising that, although community leaders provided 

theoretical sampling of the data aimed at substantiating other participants’ 

personal life experiences, they were nevertheless participants in their own 

merit as adult refugee immigrants. However, because of their leadership 

responsibilities and roles within refugee immigrant communities, 

community leaders were more aware of the different aspects of life 

experiences that their community members face in Australia. Hence, their 

epistemological contributions – both as community leaders and adult 

refugee immigrants – were a valuable data contribution that theoretically 

advanced the analysis of the findings. For these reasons, engagements and 

discussions with community leaders form refugee backgrounds (Interview 

3) elaborated in a substantive way a number of issues raised in Interview 1 

and Interview 2. The Interview 3 schedule of questions is provided in 

Appendix F.   

In all, the three interviews forming the study’s interview framework 

were conducted adapting the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework (discussed in Chapter 3) to generate data that were used to 
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construct a theory of refugee resettlement. Also, as discussed in the 

preceding sections of this chapter, participants’ cultural diversity was 

practically acknowledged and respected by enacting principles of cultural 

competence. Furthermore, separate from this study, by actively engaging in 

local refugee immigrants’ sociocultural activities the researcher had already 

established cultural understandings and connections with individuals, 

families, and local communities from refugee backgrounds. These cultural 

understandings and connections proved to be key methodological enablers 

while approaching, recruiting, and engaging with participants. As discussed 

in the next sections, the collected data as a result of approaching, recruiting, 

and engaging with participants were analysed using psychosocial context 

and concept analysis processes.  

Analysis of data 

Psychosocial analysis of data involves context and concept analyses of data 

that respectively explain human functioning in terms of interdependency 

between the extrinsic environment and intrinsic personal factors (Bandura, 

1986). According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), and as summarised in Table 

4.4, context analysis of data is the interrogation of extrinsic conditions that 

give rise to experiences to which individuals respond through action while 

concept analysis involves intrinsic personal interpretations of these 

experiences.  

Table 4.4 

Analysis of Data 

 Analysis Focus Description 

Extrinsic ‘outer 
world’ 

Context 
analysis 

Social structural 
affordances through 
adult refugee 
immigrants’ life 
experiences 

Context analysis involves interrogation of 
extrinsic social structural affordances that life 
experiences offer (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Intrinsic ‘inner 
world’ 

Concept 
analysis 

Personal agency 
through subjectivities 
and personal 
perspectives 

Concept analysis involves interpretations of 
intrinsic personal agency through 
subjectivities and personal perspectives 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 
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The study’s psychosocial exploration of data (summarised in Table 4.4) 

used context analysis of extrinsic social structural affordances offered to 

participants’ by their life experiences and concept analysis that involved 

exploration of their intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency in these 

environments. This means that adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences 

were context analysed to identify key themes that significantly affect their 

life course experiences. On the other hand, concept analysis procedures 

were conducted to interrogate adult refugee immigrants’ subjectivities and 

personal perspectives that either supported or constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency.  

In all, the psychosocial approach to data analysis aimed at better 

understanding refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement in a 

more holistic way. The psychosocial analysis of experiences is important 

because individuals’ development and life trajectories depend on their 

extrinsic experiences as well as their intrinsic worlds (Hollway & Jefferson, 

2000). For these reasons, refugee immigrants’ adult development and 

resettlement are likely to be better understood when analysed in a 

psychosocial holistic way that focuses on intrinsic inner worlds as well as 

their extrinsic outer world by respectively using concept and context 

analysis processes. In the following section, therefore, the study’s 

psychosocial analysis of data processes that involved (a) context analysis of 

data, (b) qualitative data coding framework, (c) use of NVivo software, and 

(d) concept analysis of data procedures are each discussed.  

Context analysis of extrinsic data 

Data collected during the interviews were context analysed (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008) using methods designed to develop and theoretical concepts 

from qualitative data (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Context 

analysis involves interrogation of extrinsic life experiences (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). In this study, constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2003, 

2006) methods were adapted to analyse data collected during the three 

interviews (see Table 4.3) as well as the researcher’s knowledge, skills, and 

personal experiences in the refugee resettlement field in Australia (see ‘My 



120 

 

background and personal interest’ section, Chapter 1). Some of the key 

grounded theory techniques that assisted in analysis of the data included 

constant comparison procedures. According to Charmaz (2006), these 

procedures are analytical comparisons of data with an aim of finding 

similarities and differences across the data.  

Constant comparison procedures generate theories that are integrated, 

consistent, and plausible, and that replicate the data (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), that is, theoretical concepts grounded in the data. Indeed, constant 

comparison of data advanced the context analysis process towards a more 

conceptual state of theory development. For example, constant comparison 

was achieved in this study by cross-comparison of participants’ data 

collected from all interviews that were conducted. It was from this data 

comparison exercise that emerging themes and concepts were developed. 

These themes and concepts were analytically advanced to a higher 

conceptual state with the aid of writing analytic memos that explained what 

the data were reporting.  

Analytic memo writing involves a researcher’s subjective reflections 

and interpretations of data, often described as “written records of analysis” 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 117). Memos are a pivotal prompt for 

researchers to engage early and continuously with the data analysis process 

(Saldaña, 2009; Wertz et al., 2011). According to Saldaña: 

The purpose of analytic memo writing is to document and reflect on: your 

coding process and code choices; how the process of inquiry is taking 

shape; and the emergent patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, 

and concepts in your data—all possibly leading toward theory. (Saldaña, 

2009, p. 32) 

Furthermore, analytic memo writing involved documenting about aspects of 

data so as to provide a support framework that advances the analytic process 

towards the construction of a theory. Indeed, memo writing is aimed at 

prompting the researcher to analyse coding procedures throughout grounded 

theory research (Charmaz, 2006). In this study, analytic memos describing 

participants’ life experiences were written for participants’ response from 

each of the three interviews. The constant comparison and analytic memo 
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writing procedures were simultaneously undertaken to ensure that developed 

empirical theoretical propositions were firmly grounded in the data.  

The use of these qualitative analysis concepts of constant 

comparison and analytical memo writing assisted in effecting the qualitative 

data coding procedures of the study. Therefore, as discussed in the next 

section, the core context analysis of data involved procedures of qualitative 

data coding that constituted the study’s qualitative data coding framework.  

Qualitative data coding framework 

The qualitative data coding framework of this study, involved analytical 

procedures of symbolically assigning summative attributes to themes and 

concepts generated from the data (Saldaña, 2009). Qualitative data coding 

involves “categorizing segments of data with a short name that 

simultaneously summarizes and accounts for each piece of data” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 43). Furthermore, such coding categorises participants’ significant 

life experiences, describing what were most important and problematic to 

them (Wertz et al., 2011), and breaks down these life experiences into 

discrete parts for the purpose of examining their attributes (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). The study’s qualitative data coding framework of this study, 

as summarised in Table 4.5, consisted of (a) obtaining participants’ 

significant statements from the data (summarised in Appendix G), (b) initial 

coding of the significant statements to develop single representative codes 

(summarised in Appendix H), (c) focused coding to identify and categorise 

themes and concepts (summarised in Appendix I), and (d) theoretical coding 

that offers explanation of the identified themes and concepts (summarised in 

Appendix J). From this qualitative data coding framework, a set of succinct 

statements are developed (summarised in Appendix K). These statements 

describe the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

informing adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement experiences and 

perspectives.  
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Table 4.5 

Qualitative Data Coding Framework 

Participants’ 

significant 

statements 

Rationale To identify representative participants’ quotes from interviews 

verbatim 

Key focus Prepare data for initial and subsequent coding 

Initial coding Rationale To develop categories from the single codes that were 

extracted from participants’ data 

Key focus Splitting data into representative summative codes  

Focused coding Rationale To identify themes and concepts from the categories developed 

in the preceding initial coding process 

Key focus Advancing data analysis towards a more conceptual and 

theoretical form 

Theoretical coding Rationale To explain the relationships formed by the themes and concepts 

that were identified in the preceding focused coding process 

Key focus Advancing data analysis towards a more conceptual and 

theoretical form 

 

The qualitative coding framework (summarised in Table 4.5) consists of 

participants’ significant statements, initial coding, focused coding, and 

theoretical coding. Participants’ significant statements (see Appendix G) 

were obtained from the verbatim transcription of data from the 27 interview 

sessions. Thereafter, initial coding (see Appendix H) was undertaken to 

develop categories from the single codes that were extracted from the 

participants’ verbatim transcription of data. During this initial stage of data 

analysis, as many concepts and ideas as possible are extracted from the data 

without much concern of how they will be used in the subsequent analysis 

process (Benaquisto, 2008b; Charmaz, 2006). Furthermore, this interpretive 

coding process breaks down data analytically so as to provide broad ways of 

interpreting phenomena captured in the data (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The 

conceptual advancement from the initial coding process was made possible 

through the writing of initial analytic memos (Charmaz, 2006) that raised 

each initial code to preliminary categories in the subsequent focused coding 

procedures.  



123 

 

As foreshadowed, after the initial coding processes of the data, the 

analysis was advanced using focused coding (see Appendix I) procedures 

that identified central concepts from the categories that were developed in 

the preceding initial coding process. Focused coding is a more conceptual 

process of data analysis that provides coherence to data categories 

developed in the preceding initial coding process (Charmaz, 2006),wherein 

relationships between the categories earlier developed are tested and 

analytically advanced for the purpose of achieving a central phenomenon 

from the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Therefore, in focused coding 

processes, “concepts and categories that begin to stand out are refined and 

relationships among them are pursued systematically” (Benaquisto, 2008a, p. 

51). In this coding phase, data categories that resulted from the earlier initial 

coding process were grouped to form themes and concepts in readiness for 

the subsequent theoretical coding processes. 

The final data concepts analysis procedures, that is, theoretical 

coding (see Appendix J), was undertaken to explain the relationships formed 

by the themes and concepts that were identified in the preceding focused 

coding process. Theoretical coding specifies possible relationships between 

earlier developed categories, thereby advancing the codes towards a more 

conceptual and theoretical state (Charmaz, 2006). This final phase of data 

coding is where relationships between data categories are considered and 

explanations about phenomena from the data emerge (Benaquisto, 2008c; 

Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 1990). During the theoretical coding 

process, themes and concepts developed during the focused coding cycle 

were further analysed and presented as tangible theoretical propositions in the 

form of themes and concepts. These themes and concepts were advanced 

through the theoretical sampling process (Interview 3) of continuous 

refinement and development (Lynham, 2002; Wacker, 2008) aimed at 

developing the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

(see Appendix K) that informs adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement 

outcomes.  
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These qualitative data coding procedures – that is, obtaining 

participants’ significant statements, initial coding, focused coding, and 

theoretical coding – were partly managed through the use of a computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) program that assisted 

in data management. As discussed in the next section, the CAQDAS 

program used in the study was QSR NUD*IST (Non-Numerical 

Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and Theorizing) Vivo, commonly 

known as NVivo software. 

Use of NVivo software 

The CAQDAS program used in this study is QSR NUD*IST Vivo (NVivo) 

(QSR International, 2014). The use of CAQDAS programs to support 

qualitative research data analysis raises a number of concerns. For example, 

there are claims that CAQDAS programs usually take over data analysis, 

thereby distancing researchers from their data (Bazeley, 2013; Bringer, 

Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2004). However, if used appropriately and 

wisely, CAQDAS programs can be useful and effective resources for 

qualitative data management and analysis (Bazeley, 2013; Bringer et al., 

2004; A. J. Hutchison, Johnston, & Breckon, 2010). The use of CAQDAS 

programs can increase researchers’ capacity to “retrieve, sort, and 

interrogate unstructured data in ways that were unimaginable with pencil 

and paper” (Bazeley, 2013, p. 18). Yet, it is important to understand that 

CAQDAS programs do not analyse qualitative data (QSR International, 

2014; Bringer et al., 2004), but are often designed to “support rather than 

drive analysis” (Bazeley, 2013, p. 18). Therefore, the use of CAQDAS in 

research does not replace a researcher’s full responsibility of data analysis. 

In this study, the CAQDAS program was mainly used to manage data, that 

is, “retrieve, sort, and interrogate” (Bazeley, 2013, p. 18) the large amounts 

of qualitative data collected from participants. 

Optimal use of any CAQDAS program depends on the suitability 

and design of the software, and the user’s ability to navigate it (Bazeley, 

2013). The use of NVivo software was deemed appropriate since it is 

primarily suitable for research projects that develop theories, like in this 
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study, and because the software design and function is strongly influenced 

by grounded theory processes (Bringer et al., 2004; A. J. Hutchison et al., 

2010). Additionally, NVivo software was appropriately and effectively used 

in this study because the researcher is a well-trained, experienced, and 

capable user of the NVivo program. Furthermore, in order to avoid NVivo 

software distancing the researcher from thorough knowledge and 

understanding of the data collected (Bazeley, 2013; Bringer et al., 2004), the 

researcher ensured constant manual engagement with the raw data, 

especially during the context analysis phase of the study’s psychosocial 

analysis process. Indeed, it is worth noting that the initial coding of data and 

full descriptions of participants’ experiences were manually undertaken and 

NVivo software was only used to store, retrieve, sort, and interrogate the 

data – during context analysis procedures – in preparation for the 

subsequent concept analysis procedures.  

NVivo software did not dictate the approach and methodology of the 

study because the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework (see Table 3.2) and transformative methodological framework 

(see Table 4.1) had already been set up. Yet, this data analysis process was 

open to accommodate new and emerging ideas and concepts. In this study, a 

number of themes were generated from the context analyses data procedures 

(see Appendix I). The main themes from Interview 1 (refugee life 

experiences) sessions included: “experiencing war and violence”, that is, 

“witnessing torture and killings”, and “living in terrifying fear”; “flight to 

safety”, that is, “escaping war and violence”, and “receiving assistance from 

rescuers”; and “living as refugees”, that is, “insecurity and domestic 

violence”, “poor living and social conditions”, and “education and 

employment for refugees”. From Interview 2 (immigration and resettlement 

experiences) sessions, the following main themes emerged: “immigrating to 

Australia”, that is, “challenging immigration processes”, and “high 

resettlement expectations”; and “resettling in Australia”, that is, 

“encountering sociocultural dissonances”, and “confronting racism and 
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racial discrimination”, and “engaging in education and employment” in 

Australia.  

As discussed in the next section, these main themes emerging from 

participants’ life experiences were thereafter advanced towards developing 

theoretical concepts of resettlement using concept analysis procedures 

guided by the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework. 

Concept analysis of intrinsic data 

With the guidance of the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual 

framework (summarised in Table 3.2), the main themes that emerged from 

the context analysis procedures were thereafter concept analysed to identify 

and elucidate factors that contributed to adult refugee immigrant participants’ 

capacity to exercise personal agency. Concept analysis involves 

interpretations of intrinsic personal perspectives (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) as 

a consequence of encountered life experiences. The holistic psychosocial 

approach to understanding individuals’ experiences requires a “personal as 

well as a social” (Bandura, 1986, p. 32) analysis of their life experiences. 

Furthermore, Hollway and Jefferson (2000) suggested that individuals’ 

extrinsic life experiences cannot be fully understood without knowledge of 

how their intrinsic worlds perceive the outer world. In this study, 

participants’ intrinsic inner worlds – as a result of concept analysis of data – 

were represented by their subjectivities and personal perspectives that 

informed their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

In all, the interdependency of adult refugee immigrant participants’ 

intrinsic inner worlds and extrinsic outer worlds are respectively represented 

by their capacities to exercise personal agency and the social structural 

affordances that life experiences offered them. As discussed in this chapter, 

the cultural competence practices borne out of participants’ cultural 

diversity were also incorporated in the analysis of the study’s findings. 

Apart from the cultural diversity within the participants, this cohort – 

originally from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia regions – 

represented distinct sociocultural differences with other Australians. For 

example, during context analysis of the data, participants’ cultural diversity 
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was incorporated by interpreting their life experiences using the social 

structural affordances lens that identified similarities and differences of their 

experiences. From this analytical framework, a number of sociocultural 

diversity aspects were identified and discussed in subsequent chapters, 

many these factors led to sociocultural dissonances of refugee immigrants 

during resettlement. Moreover, there exist symbiotic interdependencies 

between individuals’ intrinsic personal agency and the extrinsic social 

structures they engage with in society (Bandura, 1986; Billett, 2011; Billett 

& Pavlova, 2005). However, as discussed in Chapter 2, for some individuals 

and communities from refugee backgrounds resettling in Australia, their 

capacity to exercise personal agency is often constrained by adverse social 

structural affordances.  

The findings of the study’s psychosocial context and concept 

analysis of data are discussed in the next two chapters presenting 

participants’ experiences and agency of becoming refugees (Chapter 5) as 

well as their immigration processes and subsequent resettlement in Australia 

(Chapter 6).  

Summary of chapter 

This chapter has discussed the study’s transformative philosophical 

approach and justified the use of the transformative methodological 

framework that guided the approach, engagement, and data analysis of the 

adult refugee immigrant participants of the study. Participants were engaged 

in a series of three distinct but interrelated interviews, starting with 

Interview 1 that focused on participants’ refugee life experiences, then 

Interview 2 that explored their resettlement life experiences, concluding 

with Interview 3 that engaged community leaders for theoretical sampling 

purposes. In conclusion, the psychosocial analysis of data processes that 

involved context analysis of data and concept analysis of data is discussed.  

In the next two chapters, the findings from these data analysis 

processes are presented and discussed with a focus on participants’ 

experiences and agency of becoming refugees (Chapter 5) and participants’ 

immigration processes and resettlement in Australia (Chapter 6).  
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Chapter Five 

Participants’ experiences and perspectives of becoming 

refugees 

The camp where I was from holds about 50,000 people, yes very 

crowded. And a big problem of water sometime, good water supply, 

sanitation and health problem, and social problem, domestic 

violence, because you know, when you have to live inside for the 

whole of your life. … You are like a bird or chicken in the cage, 

you just waiting for people to come and give you food, then you 

eat; if they do not give you food, you starve, you die. 

(Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia) 

Introduction 

The previous chapter (Chapter 4) discussed and justified the use of a 

transformative approach and methodological framework to elucidate 

experiences of adult refugee immigrant participants of the study. Applying 

this methodological premise, this chapter presents a discussion of 

participants’ experiences of becoming refugees. From these life experiences, 

as depicted in Figure 5.1, the following main themes emerged from the 

context analysis of data: (a) experiencing war and violence often 

characterised by participants’ witnessing torture and killings of family or 

friends, and living in terrifying fear; (b) fleeing to safety often characterised 

by escaping war and violence and receiving assistance from different kinds 

of rescuers; and (c) living as refugees often characterised by surviving 

insecurity and domestic violence, enduring poor living and social conditions, 

and struggling with education and employment. Many of these “refugee” 

life experiences were key factors that distinguished them from “non-refugee” 

immigrants.  
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Figure 5.1. Context analysis of participants’ experiences of becoming refugees. 

As set out in Figure 5.1, initially participants of this study were exposed to 

war and violence often characterised by torture and killings that made them 

live in terrifying fear. Thereafter, participants managed to escape, though 

some of them received assistance from different rescuers along the way. 

Finally, participants reached relatively peaceful environments, often in 

neighbouring countries, and started living as refugees in camps. Here, 

reported incidences of insecurity and domestic violence rose and 

participants lived in poor social conditions where many lacked opportunities 

for education and employment. From these experiences, the concept 

analysis of participants’ intrinsic perspectives was done (see Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1 

Concept Analysis of Participants’ Experiences of Becoming Refugees 

Experiences of becoming refugees Psychosocial developmental consequences 

(a) Experiencing war and violence 

Participants’ experiences of war and violence often offered 

traumatic and distressing social structural affordances that 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development 

and readiness for resettlement. 

(b) Fleeing to safety 

Participants’ flight to safety often offered life-saving social 

structural affordances that supported their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, therefore, likely supporting their 

adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

(c) Living as refugees 

Participants’ living experiences as refugees often offered 

difficult and challenging social structural affordances that 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development 

and readiness for resettlement. 

 

From the concept analysis of participants’ intrinsic perspectives, as 

summarised in Table 5.1, it is evident that participants’ experiences of 

becoming refugees offered social structural affordances that had particular 

implications for their capacities to exercise personal agency. Hence, likely 

this influenced their adult developmental progression and readiness for 

resettlement. In the next sections, therefore, participants’ personal 

descriptions of experiencing war and violence, fleeing to safety, and living 

as refugees are discussed. Each of these three themes arises from 

participants’ descriptions of experiences that led them to become refugees. 

Experiencing war and violence  

Participants’ refugee life experiences were triggered by eruption of war and 

violence that was often characterised by horrific torture and killings, causing 

surviving victims to live in terrifying fear, and likely having traumatic 

consequences on participants’ lives. As reported and discussed here, these 

experiences were mainly characterised by witnessing torture and living in 

terrifying fear, and these are now discussed in turn.  
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Witnessing torture and killings 

A number of participants witnessed or experienced torture and killings of 

family members, friends, or other villagers. For example, Aung Naing Thein, 

from a remote village in Burma who lived for 17 years in a refugee camp in 

Thailand, described the killing of his close relative as the main trigger that 

forced his family to flee his home country: 

I found out that actually my mum younger sister was shot dead; she was 

pregnant about eight and a half months [pause] just about to give birth, and 

was shot dead. From then I don’t think my parents [pause] didn’t think it is 

safe anymore, so we decided to make a way to refugee camp. (Naing 

Thein/male/29 years/Southeast Asia) 

Naing Thein was only a child when his pregnant aunt was shot dead by 

armed military perpetrators. Not surprisingly, experiencing this tragedy 

made Naing Thein’s family flee from the volatility and insecurity in their 

village and home country. Similarly, Christian Bahati described a horrific 

incident that led to his becoming and living as a refugee for 20 years.  

I witnessed some of my family members killed and tortured – tortured and 

others were raped … my wife was sent a letter that she was going to be 

taken in the forest. So many people were even – had the leg cut or the arms 

cut; torture and horrible things were happening there. (Bahati/male/45 

years/Africa) 

Another participant, Grace Oduru Angua, a Sudanese woman who spent 17 

years in a refugee camp in Uganda, described how she witnessed the torture 

of some of her acquaintances and fellow villagers.  

I started hearing gun shots, the rebels just came in, and, so many people 

whom I have been living together with them, they were killed. … And 

there is a shopkeeper who is a disabled man, one of his limbs was cut off. 

And the son, the head of the son was beaten, it was beaten almost to death, 

and the eyes turn red just like blood [participant sounds emotional] they 

were not killed, but they were really tortured. (Angua/female/49 

years/Africa)  

On the whole, after witnessing such traumatic events, these participants and 

their immediate families were terrified and feared for their safety and had to 

flee and live in refugee camps in neighbouring countries. This scenario is 

reinforced by George Weah Kamara, a Liberian man who spent 15 years as 

refugee in Guinea:  
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I'm telling you; you witness people just getting killed, which is terrifying. 

You don't even sleep at night. Gunshots, you don't know whether you're 

going to live to see the next day or not. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

At times, the war and violence resulting in victims being witness to torture 

and killings and living in fear was triggered by local political and tribal 

conflicts. For example, Jean Bizimana, a man from Burundi who lived as a 

refugee for 11 years in a Tanzanian refugee camp, said that politicians who 

made tribal hate speeches were largely to blame for the war that broke out in 

his country. 

One of Deputy fled to Rwanda, spoke on radio by saying the majority 

Hutu, you may rise up your hand, kill the Tutsi, because if you still 

sleeping, you will die all. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa)  

Another participant, Mustafa Abdul-Jabbar, a male Iraqi who spent 20 years 

as a refugee in Iran and Syria, fled his home for fear of being persecuted or 

killed for political reasons. He describes an attack on his home as 

politically-motivated thuggery which forced him to flee his country.  

And then they took to prison two of my brother, and the reason was 

because they refused to be a member of the government party. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Abdul-Jabbar avoided being imprisoned and persecuted, like his two 

brothers, by hiding and escaping from the government agents. In another 

situation, Malala Zainab from Afghanistan, who spent 8 years as a refugee 

in Iran, described the situation in her home country: 

They throw a bomb close to our village and it was close to our mosque, it 

was close to our mosque and they destroyed some houses; I remember that. 

They destroyed houses and destroyed the mosque and I don’t know the 

number of people, how many people injured or killed. (Zainab/female/24 

years/Middle East) 

Because of such threats, Zainab’s family had to escape to seek safety in a 

neighbouring country. Similar experiences were also described by Naing 

Thein about how armed government soldiers regularly ambushed villagers. 

He gave an example of how soldiers attacked his village, terrifying his 

family and friends. 
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The soldiers came in with the guns. They point them to us, I saw my mum 

and my aunty and her friends were shaking like this [demonstrates shaking 

with fear] … then asking questions, “where are the men? Where are your 

husbands? Where are your sons?” (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast 

Asia) 

Furthermore, Naing Thein said that women in the village were particularly 

targeted for sexual violence while men were taken away from the villages 

and possibly tortured or killed.  

A summary of participants’ experiences of war and violence through 

witnessing torture and killings is presented in Table 5.2. In the left-hand 

column, exemplars of participants’ verbatim descriptions are presented 

while the middle column presents key social structural affordances offered 

by these experiences. The right-hand column captures the psychosocial 

developmental consequences arising from participants’ experiences of 

witnessing torture and killings. These refugee life experiences are thereafter 

discussed using the study’s transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development for the purpose of exploring likely implications for participants’ 

adult development and readiness for resettlement.  
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Table 5.2 

Experiencing War and Violence – Witnessing Torture and Killings 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of witnessing torture and killings 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) My mum younger sister was shot dead; she was pregnant … just about to give birth, and was shot dead. (Naing 

Thein) 

(b) I started hearing gun shots, the rebels just came in, and, so many people whom I have been living together with 

them, they were killed. … And there is a shopkeeper who is a disabled man, one of his limbs was cut off. (Angua)  

(c) They throw a bomb close to our village and it was close to our mosque … They destroyed houses and destroyed 

the mosque and I don’t know the number of people, how many people injured or killed. (Zainab) 

(d) One of Deputy fled to Rwanda, spoke on radio by saying the majority Hutu, you may rise up your hand, kill the 

Tutsi, because if you still sleeping, you will die all. (Bizimana)  

(e) I witnessed some of my family members killed and tortured – tortured and others were raped … So many people 

were even – had the leg cut or the arms cut; torture and horrible things were happening there. (Bahati) 

(f) I'm telling you; you witness people just getting killed, which is terrifying. You don't even sleep at night. Gunshots, 

you don't know whether you're going to live to see the next day or not. (Kamara) 

Family killed; Home not 

safe; People killed; People 

tortured; Insecurity in 

country; Election violence; 

Tribal hatred; Persecution 

by government; Houses 

destroyed; Soldiers attack; 

Bomb attacks; People 

injured or killed; Tribal 

killings; Others were 

raped; Don’t even sleep 

Participants’ experiences 

of witnessing torture and 

killings often offered 

traumatic and distressing 

social structural 

affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, during war and violence, refugee victims 

witnessed torture and killings and other war-related atrocities often 

committed against close family members, friends, and fellow citizens. 

Similarly, as summarised in Table 5.2, participants of this study used words 

like “family killed”, “people tortured”, “tribal killings”, and “others were 

raped” to describe what they had witnessed. The psychosocial consequences 

of these experiences, from a transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development – as discussed in Chapter 3 – means that, participants were 

likely to have responded to war and violence to the extent that the 

consequent situational constraints allowed.  

In this instance, therefore, a transformative psychosocial approach to 

adult development focuses on the extent to which social structural 

affordances offered by experiences of war and violence are likely to have 

influenced participants’ exercise of personal agency. As discussed in the 

next section, surviving such torture and killings meant that some 

participants continually lived in terrifying fear of being further attacked. 

Living in terrifying fear 

During and immediately after the war and violence, many participants lived 

in terrifying fear of being assaulted, tortured, and killed, especially after 

witnessing and surviving these traumatic events. For example, Angua 

described how fellow villagers scampered for safety in a state of fear after 

armed rebels attacked them one night.  

All the houses were set on fire, people were killed, and most of the houses 

were set on fire. Yes, and because of people were yell, people were 

shouting, others were running … because of the shouting and whatever, 

you know if something is going wrong. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

Angua further explained how the attacks from the armed rebel groups 

created chaos and were unpredictable, often taking villagers by surprise. 

Similarly, Bahati described the terrifying fear refugees lived through:  

People were being terrified by either the refugees – refugees or terrified by 

other people like those who had guns illegally they were coming through 

the camp. … Some people with guns would come from the country into 

our camp to just destabilise us. (Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 
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Naing Thein recalled the violent military activities that happened in his and 

surrounding villages. His family, friends, and other villagers were terrified 

when armed military personnel attacked their homestead because during 

these attacks the military often killed or raped villagers who were unable to 

defend themselves. He particularly described the chaotic scenes that 

unfolded when armed military personnel attacked their homestead:  

Then all of a sudden, pig, chicken, just running all over the place; and then 

we heard a gunshot as well. … when the military came to the village, they 

can do anything to the villagers; if they see somebody or someone if they 

wanted to kill or to rape, they will do anything. (Naing Thein/male/29 

years/Southeast Asia) 

In another situation, Zainab described the fear that perpetrators brought to 

her home village. 

But first I remember one horrible day when they throw the bomb, and then 

everyone like in our village and the villages close to us they scare. … and 

everyone was scared and they were saying “the Taliban is really close, they 

are going to come, and they are going to kill everyone.” (Zainab/female/24 

years/Middle East) 

Because of this threat, Zainab’s family had to take action and escape from 

their home to the mountains to seek safety. Abdul-Jabbar cited his fear of 

being imprisoned or executed as what made him consider and actively start 

to find a safe place for his family. 

To look for safety, to be safe from execution, put in prison for no reason 

because where there is not personal rights you cannot be safe. And your 

family also, your children no freedom no safety in present you cannot 

expect that in future. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Abdul-Jabbar was concerned about the safety of his family and had lost 

hope that they would be safe in the foreseeable future. Mzee Baraka, a 

Burundian man who lived in a Tanzanian refugee camp for 10 years, also 

gave accounts of experiencing war and violence.  

During war they just as the soldiers or some rebellious groups just came, 

they burned the house; they kill their livestock and everything … So they 

[victims] decided to leave the country because they had nothing left. (Mzee 

Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 
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Mzee Baraka added that refugees lost a lot of property during this time of 

conflict. 

Overall, it is evident from the discussions in this section that 

participants’ descriptions of experiences were often characterised by living 

in terrifying fear, as summarised and presented in Table 5.3, wherein the 

left-hand column, exemplars of their experiences are presented verbatim, 

while the middle column presents key social structural affordances offered 

by these experiences. The right-hand column describes the psychosocial 

developmental consequences arising from participants’ experiences of living 

in terrifying fear. These refugee experiences are subsequently discussed, 

exploring possible implications for participants’ adult development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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Table 5.3 

Experiencing War and Violence – Living in Terrifying Fear 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of living in terrifying fear 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) They throw the bomb, and then everyone like in our village and the villages close to us they scare. … they were 

saying “the Taliban is really close, they are going to come, and they are going to kill everyone.” (Zainab) 

(b) So that’s when the tension started to happen feeling not safe … when the military came to the village, they can do 

anything to the villagers; if they see somebody or someone if they wanted to kill or to rape, they will do anything. 

(Naing Thein) 

(c) During war they just as the soldiers or some rebellious groups just came, they burned the house; they kill their 

livestock and everything … So they [victims] decided to leave the country because they had nothing left. (Mzee 

Baraka) 

(d) To look for safety, to be safe from execution, put in prison for no reason because where there is not personal 

rights you cannot be safe. (Abdul-Jabbar)  

(e) People were being terrified by either the refugees – refugees or terrified by other people like those who had guns 

illegally they were coming through the camp. (Bahati) 

Houses torched; Bombs 

thrown; They will kill 

everyone; Feeling not 

safe; Chaotic situation; 

Fear of military; Villages 

bombed; Villagers scared; 

They wanted to kill or 

rape; Fear of rebels; No 

safety and freedom; 

Property destroyed; 

Deciding to leave; People 

with guns  

Participants’ experiences 

of living in terrifying fear 

often offered traumatic 

and distressing social 

structural affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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War and violence, as discussed in Chapter 2, create extreme anxiety and fear 

amongst victims and survivors because of the high likelihood that continued 

conflict would ultimately involve them, resulting in personal injuries or 

death. Participants of the study used words like “houses torched”, “fear of 

military”, “villages bombed”, and “people with guns” to describe their 

personal experiences of living in terrifying fear during war and violence that 

occurred in their home countries (as summarised in Table 5.3). From a 

transformative psychosocial approach to adult development, the 

consequences of living in such terrifying fear suggest that these experiences 

are likely to affect individuals’ subjectivities and personal perspectives, 

hence, influencing their capacities to exercise personal agency.  

In addition to witnessing torture and killings, the extreme anxiety 

and terrifying fear that many participants experienced was likely to 

considerably affect their adult development and subsequent resettlement 

outcomes. Furthermore, as adult refugee immigrants, participants’ adult 

development and readiness for resettlement would likely be adversely 

affected, as discussed in the next section. 

Psychosocial developmental consequences of war and violence 

War and violence had particular significant disruptive consequences for 

participants’ adult development because, from a transformative psychosocial 

adult development perspective, environments of war offered traumatic and 

distressful social structural affordances that constrained participants’ 

capacity to exercise personal agency. These experiences were an indication 

that such volatile situations often led to, for example, refugees 

“experiencing or witnessing torture and rape, and for survivors, loss of close 

family members or friends by violent death” (Loizos & Constantinou, 2007, 

pp. 86-87). For instance, Naing Thein’s aunt was shot dead, Angua’s 

acquaintances were tortured and killed, and Bahati witnessed the torture and 

rape of community members. A number of psychosocial approaches to adult 

development (e.g., Aerts et al., 2007; Koltko-Rivera, 2004; Mezirow, 1991) 

posit that adults are likely to possess subjectivities and form personal 

perspectives from their life experiences. In turn, these perspectives may 
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inform how individuals experience different phenomena. Furthermore, this 

study’s conceptual framework (Chapter 3) suggests that people are able to 

exercise their personal agency to the extent in which their life experiences 

permit them. Therefore, participants’ experiences of war and violence 

through witnessing torture and killings are likely to adversely affect their 

adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

Witnessing torture and killings and living in terrifying fear during 

war and violence – similar to a number of participants’ experiences 

(summarised in Table 5.2 and Table 5.3) – creates trauma and distressing 

effects on victims (Keller, 1975; Stein, 1981). Furthermore, the traumatic 

consequences of war and violence result in the collapse of civil and social 

structures (Coventry et al., 2002; Stein, 1986). For example, Zainab 

described how houses and a mosque – often considered as symbols of civil 

and religious order in societies – were destroyed during the war, while 

Bizimana described how politicians instigated tribal conflict amongst 

citizens leading to a lack of social order where they lived. These events 

removed the kinds of certainty, stability, and assurances required for 

participants to exercise personal and social discretion of peaceful living. 

This means that the traumatic and distressing social structural affordances 

offered by war and violence rendered victims “powerless objects rather than 

active agents” (Frost & Hoggett, 2008, p. 449), without opportunities to live 

peacefully and develop their lives. 

In war and conflict situations, perpetrators often intentionally inflict 

traumatic pain on victims who remain powerless and without capacity to 

defend themselves (CVT, 2005; Vetlesen, 2005). For example, Naing Thein 

described how the military could “kill or rape” or “do anything to the 

villagers” at will, while Abdul-Jabbar told of the fear of being imprisoned 

“for no reason”. In such situations, surviving victims live in terrifying fear, 

often losing control of their personal agency and safety mechanisms 

(Bandura, 1982; Vetlesen, 2005). For example, Kamara described the lack 

of sleep due to the terrifying fear of being attacked and killed while Zainab 

described how the Taliban terrorised and terrified her fellow villagers. 
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These participants’ experiences are an indication that the social structural 

affordances offered by war and violence constrained many participants’ 

capabilities to exercise personal agency and live in peace as well as to 

contribute in their social roles as adults in society. Furthermore, 

experiencing war and violence placed a huge limitation on participants’ 

personal discretion and agency.  

In sum, experiences of war and violence – as described in the 

preceding sections – through witnessing torture and killings (summarised in 

Table 5.2) and living in terrifying fear (summarised in Table 5.3) 

consequently offered affordances that were traumatic and distressing to 

many participants. As the war and violence continued, many participants 

lived in fear of being attacked, and as victims, they were often powerless to 

respond and prevent these vicious attacks. The chaotic environments of war 

and violence exacerbated this fear because there was little protection and 

further indiscriminate violence was likely to be visited upon them. These 

experiences led to constant fear and uncertainty and routines of life, like 

raising a family, were not feasible because the stability required for “normal” 

peaceful living was not available. From a transformative psychosocial 

perspective, these traumatic and distressing social structural affordances 

constrained participants’ agency of protecting their lives, sustaining 

personal safety, and propagating their expected adult roles and development. 

There is likelihood that these experiences of war and violence subsequently 

adversely affect participants’ readiness for resettlement in Australia. 

After participants’ experiences of war and violence they, like many 

other refugees, fled, seeking safety and peaceful living often in 

neighbouring countries. This phase of flight is discussed in the next section. 

Fleeing to safety  

The experiences of war and violence forced survivors to flee, as a matter of 

urgency, in search of peace and safety. The participants’ flight was the 

beginning of their transition from being residents of their respective home 

countries to being refugees living in other countries. Many of them were 

uncertain of their immediate future, but hopeful and desperate to reach a 
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safe environment and live normal peaceful lives. As reported in the 

following sections, participants’ flights to safety were often characterised by 

escaping war and violence with many difficulties, at times receiving 

assistance from different kinds of rescuers. These characteristics – the 

escaping and the assistance – are each discussed next.  

Escaping war and violence 

One of the participants, Abdul-Jabbar, described the “terrible journey” 

during his gruelling escape from persecution in his home country of Iraq to 

seek safety in neighbouring Iran. Abdul-Jabbar’s home was ambushed by 

Iraqi government agents who forcibly took away his brothers. With the help 

of some friends and the Kurdish people in Iraq, Abdul-Jabbar consequently 

embarked on a month-long journey walking towards the Iranian border in 

biting winter conditions.  

I decided not to hand over myself to them, so I escaped through the 

neighbour through the fence between us and the neighbour and run away. 

… And then I walked for one month on foot in the winter time and all the 

mountain about one metre ice, it is a terrible journey, it is a terrible 

journey. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Abdul-Jabbar’s difficult escape from war and violence in Iraq towards 

neighbouring Iran in an attempt to reach a safe place was similar to those of 

many other refugees. Another participant, Angua, told of regular incidents 

of insecurity due to armed rebel activities that prompted her to find a more 

peaceful and safer place for her and her family. 

And sometimes we have to leave the home and run away because of the 

rebel activities and the rest of that, and I felt it is good that I have to get a 

better place for my families. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa)  

Given that she had survived war and violence and was now fearful of her 

and her family’s safety, Angua sought safety for herself and her family by 

fleeing her home country. Another participant, Bahati, described how 

victims often opted to escape during the night and the dangers involved 

when they were fleeing from the war and violence. 

If they catch you, they kill you automatically or they take you to the 

authorities and then these authorities will ask you why you are running, so 
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it’s really very hard to escape during the day time. You escape during the 

night time to avoid being detected by the authorities or by other citizen 

people. (Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 

Similarly, Kamara described how he and his family walked for a couple of 

weeks towards a neighbouring country, confronting many other challenges 

as they fled from war: 

We walked for three weeks from Liberia to Guinea … We had to leave and 

we had no choice but just to leave for safety. So it was just – and also like 

challenges down the way – just hunger, see people dying of starvation, 

malnutrition, dehydration and everything. You've got no food, nothing. 

You're just walking in the bush just for safety. (Kamara/male/27 

years/Africa) 

Saidi Nahimana, a 37-year-old male participant from Burundi who has been 

living as a refugee for 6 years in Kenya, recalled how rising insecurity in his 

home country forced him to seek safety in a neighbouring country. This 

state of insecurity instilled a paralysing fear in him; this was his main reason 

for fleeing to seek peace elsewhere. Nahimana further explained how, 

without any travelling documents, he and a group of many others escaped in 

the cover of darkness so as to gradually reach a neighbouring country. He 

described how he hid and walked through the bushes in the night: 

Today, you just hide this bush you know there is a bush this side you sleep 

there, in the night time you start walking until you reach a place where you 

know you can get help. (Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa)  

These descriptions of escaping were similar to Zainab’s, whose family 

initially escaped to the nearby mountains after the villages around their 

home came under attack from a rebel group. 

And I remember with my family we all run away and took just little stuff 

with us, and went to live in the mountain for, I can’t exactly remember but 

for a week or some times. … And then we decided to go to Iran. 

(Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East)  

Zainab and her family decided to seek safety in neighbouring Iran. On the 

other hand, after living for 6 months as a refugee in Iran, Abdul-Jabbar 

decided to make what he described as a “semi-illegal” journey with fake 

documentation to go and live in Syria.  
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Anyhow, so I went to Iran at that time war had been started between Iran 

and Iraq and it was very difficult. And the Iranian side they can’t trust 

anybody comes from Iraq … I took my way to Syria, from Iran to Syria, 

but at that time it was “semi-illegal”. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle 

East) 

According to Abdul-Jabbar, his journey from Iran to Syria was aided by 

other people who organised fake documents that afforded him a safe 

passage. Elsewhere, as discussed in the next section, these individuals who 

assisted refugees to flee to safety are referred to as “people smugglers”. 

It is evident from the preceding discussions that participants’ 

descriptions of experiences of fleeing to safety were often characterised by 

arduous escape of war and violence. A summary is presented in Table 5.4 

where in the left-hand column are participants’ quotes describing their 

experiences of escaping war and violence, while in the middle column are 

key social structural affordances offered by these experiences. The right-

hand column suggests the psychosocial developmental consequences that 

may arise from participants’ experiences of witnessing torture and killings. 

These descriptions of experiences of escaping war and violence are 

thereafter discussed. 
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Table 5.4 

Fleeing to Safety – Escaping War and Violence 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of escaping war and violence 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) And then I walked for one month on foot in the winter time and all the mountain about one metre ice, it is a terrible 

journey, it is a terrible journey. (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(b) Today you just hide this bush you know there is a bush this side you sleep there, in the night time you start 

walking until you reach a place where you know you can get help. (Nahimana) 

(c) We have to leave the home and run away because of the rebel activities … and I felt it is good that I have to get a 

better place for my families. (Angua) 

(d) And I remember with my family we all run away and took just little stuff with us, and went to live in the mountain 

for, I can’t exactly remember but for a week or some times. … And then we decided to go to Iran. (Zainab) 

(e) If they catch you, they kill you automatically or they take you to the authorities … You escape during the night time 

to avoid being detected by the authorities or by other citizen people. (Bahati)  

(f) We walked for three weeks from Liberia to Guinea … just hunger; see people dying of starvation, malnutrition, 

dehydration and everything. You've got no food, nothing. You're just walking in the bush just for safety. (Kamara) 

Escape from government; 

‘Terrible journey’; Forced 

to leave home; Escape 

rebel activities; Find safe 

environments; Escape at 

night; Seek help; Live in 

hiding; Escape to another 

country; ‘Semi-illegal’ 

journey; Escape during the 

night; Kill you 

automatically; Hunger and 

starvation; Walking for 

weeks  

Participants’ experiences 

of escaping war and 

violence often offered life-

saving social structural 

affordances that supported 

their capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely assisting 

their adult development 

and readiness for 

resettlement. 
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The discussion in Chapter 2 detailed how refugees, as a matter of urgency, 

are forced to flee from their home countries, escaping from war and 

violence in search of peace and safety. Similarly, as summarised in Table 

5.4, participants of this study used words like “escape from government”, 

“terrible journey”, “escape rebel activities”, “escape during the night”, and 

“walking for weeks” to describe their arduous escapes. Participants’ 

experiences of war and violence, and thereafter, successfully fleeing to 

safety, could be interpreted using Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial 

Development – as discussed in Chapter 3 – that suggests human 

development is a stage-by-stage process where successful negotiation of a 

stage provides capacity for an individual to engage in the next stage of 

development (Erikson, 1971, 1977; Erikson & Erikson, 1997). For example, 

if participants failed to negotiate and survive through the prior war and 

violence “stage”, then their flight to safety “stage” would have been more 

difficult or impossible to achieve. 

Certainly, part of Erikson’s theory is that at various stages in the 

developmental journey across life, individuals seek to reconcile what they 

have done and are doing with the particular stage with reference to specific 

social norms and expectations associated with each stage. Yet, in addition to 

all of this, there are the clear boundaries which curtail adults carrying out 

the kinds of roles that they are supposed to be undertaking. For example, a 

number of participants’ escape from war and violence was often sudden. 

Hence, the forced flight disrupted families, destabilised societies, and likely 

adversely affected such kinds of stage-by-stage developmental progression. 

In summary, from the study’s transformative psychosocial approach 

to adult development (Chapter 3), most experiences of escaping war and 

violence offered participants life-saving social structural affordances that 

often supported their capacities to exercise personal agency, likely assisting 

their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. As 

discussed in the next section, their arduous escape was at times made 

possible through the assistance of “rescuers” who offered different kinds of 

support. 
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Receiving assistance from rescuers 

Some participants emphasised the importance of rescuers who assisted in 

their successful escape. For example, during his flight to safety, Abdul-

Jabbar described how organised and business-like manner “people 

smugglers” conducted the work of moving people from one point to another 

in challenging circumstances.  

The Kurdish people, smuggler people, then make them a group and then 

they take them to an area which is free from the government, off the Iraqi 

government. And then they just leave them there and told them “this is the 

way and that is the border, keep walking and then go to Iran.” (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Abdul-Jabbar also explained that the “smuggler people” were well-

organised and co-ordinated like a company, with networks of members who 

catered for refugees’ food, accommodation, and security needs along the 

way. For Abdul-Jabbar, the Kurdish people smugglers from whom they 

obtained temporary protection made their trip to Syria safer and easier. 

Similarly, through the assistance of people smuggler rescuers, Zainab 

described how her family travelled illegally from Afghanistan to Iran to 

seek safety.  

My parents, they paid like the smugglers, like you know the people 

smugglers, yes; so we paid money to like they transfer us from 

Afghanistan to Iran … we used to walk during night, during day we had to 

stay like somewhere in the mountain, like people couldn’t see. 

(Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East)  

It was likely that Zainab and her family’s safe passage to Iran would have 

been more difficult if they did not receive this help. That is, these people 

smugglers afforded them opportunities to exercise the agency of successful 

escape. Similarly, Naing Thein and his family travelled for a fortnight 

through dangerous terrain fleeing from Burma to seek safety at a refugee 

camp in Thailand. Naing Thein also indicated that, as a family, they 

received some help to flee, from anti-government armed rebel groups called 

the “Karen army group”. 

I had to travel for two weeks all the way to the Thailand refugee camp. We 

have to, like supported by the Karen army groups. … And at some stage I 
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just collapsed, like I can’t walk anymore, and then I really wanted to cry; 

they say “don’t cry” … later I found out that because you can’t cry the 

place where we were at that moment is very close to the Burmese military 

base. (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast Asia) 

The extremely dangerous conditions surrounding Naing Thein’s flight to 

safety were at times bounded by specific behaviour, as exemplified by his 

denied freedom to cry because crying would have severe consequences on 

their quest for safety. Similarly, Bizimana was assisted to escape his home 

country by a non-governmental organisation. 

I was escaping inside the country but one day, the rebellion came to fight 

where I was living, so we decided to escape, all of us … Medicines with 

No Borders. Yeah, those people, they were helping people. So I followed 

them and they put me near Tanzania and I went to Tanzania. 

(Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

For Bizimana, the Médecins sans Frontières
4
 made it relatively safe for him 

to escape the war and violence that was engulfing his country. For these 

participants, the Karen army groups, Kurdish people smugglers and 

Médecins sans Frontières variously rescued and afforded them urgent life-

saving assistance of fleeing to safety. Eliud Majok Deng, a 28-year-old 

participant from South Sudan who spent 6 years in a Ugandan refugee camp, 

had a similar account: 

During the journey, of course, you may have people there who get 

wounded, for example, if they were running away from cross fire they may 

pass away on the road. Then they have hunger, nothing to eat, thirsty, 

water and all those sort of things and that make it also a terrible journey. 

(Deng/male/28 years/Africa)  

Deng described that, for many of his community members, fleeing to safety 

was a necessary but dangerous undertaking with a combination of natural 

and man-made challenges.  

The discussion in this section describes how participants’ flight to 

safety, often to neighbouring countries, involved traversing dangerous 

environments in trepidation of further attacks and violence from perpetrators. 

It is evident that participants’ experiences of fleeing to safety were at times 

                                                 

4
 Médecins sans Frontières or Doctors Without Borders is a non-governmental organisation 

specialised in medical humanitarian aid. 
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characterised by receiving assistance from rescuers, as summarised in Table 

5.5. In the left-hand column, exemplars of participants’ descriptions of 

receiving assistance from rescuers are presented. The middle column 

presents key social structural affordances offered by these experiences, 

while the right-hand column suggests the psychosocial developmental 

consequences arising from participants’ experiences of receiving assistance 

from rescuers. These refugee life experiences are subsequently discussed. 
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Table 5.5 

Fleeing to Safety – Receiving Assistance from Rescuers 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of receiving assistance from rescuers 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) I had to travel for two weeks all the way to the Thailand refugee camp. We have to, like supported by the Karen 

army groups. (Naing Thein) 

(b) Médecins sans Frontières. Medicines with No Borders. Yeah, those people, they were helping people. So I 

followed them and they put me near Tanzania and I went to Tanzania. (Bizimana) 

(c) My parents, they paid like the smugglers, like you know the people smugglers, yes; so we paid money to like they 

transfer us from Afghanistan to Iran. (Zainab) 

(d) The Kurdish people, smuggler people, then make them a group and then they take them to an area which is free 

from the government … and told them “this is the way and that is the border, keep walking and then go to Iran.” 

(Abdul-Jabbar) 

People smugglers’ 

assistance; Paying people 

smugglers; Escape at 

night; Rebels assist 

escaping; NGOs assist 

escaping; Long difficult 

journey; Hide from military; 

Escape from rebels; 

People wounded; People 

dying; Hunger during 

escape 

Participants’ experiences 

of receiving assistance 

from rescuers often 

offered life-saving social 

structural affordances that 

supported their capacities 

to exercise personal 

agency, therefore, 

assisting their adult 

development. 
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The discussion in Chapter 2 describes how refugees’ flight to safety, often 

to neighbouring countries, involved crossing dangerous terrain in 

apprehension and secrecy so as to avoid perpetrators and guard against 

further violence. However, save for a number who were assisted through 

this journey by different kind of rescuers, many victims succumbed and lost 

their lives while escaping to safety. Indeed, as summarised in Table 5.5, 

participants of this study used words like “people smugglers’ assistance”, 

“rebels assist escaping”, “paying people smugglers”, and “NGOs assist 

escaping” to describe experiences of assistance they received from rescuers 

as they fled to safety from war and violence that occurred in their home 

countries. Transformative psychosocial approaches to adult development, 

discussed in Chapter 3, suggest that social structural affordances can either 

be “negative” or “positive” opportunities (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; 

Letiche & Lissack, 2009; Scarantino, 2003) that respectively constrain or 

support a person’s capacity to exercise agency. In this instance, as 

summarised in Table 5.5, most participants’ experiences of assistance from 

external rescuers offered life-saving and positive social structural 

affordances that supported their personal quest to be alive and safe.  

A number of psychosocial approaches to human development, for 

example the Theory of Psychosocial Development (Erikson, 1971, 1977; 

Erikson & Erikson, 1997), suggest that life experiences involve age-related 

stage-by-stage transitions where each stage of development provides the 

necessary psychosocial tools for engaging with the next stage of 

development. However, the study’s findings and participants’ descriptions 

of their personal life experiences indicate that their transitions, for example 

fleeing to safety, are often forced and brought about by trauma and 

destabilising events in their lives. Indeed, for a number of adult refugee 

immigrant participants of this study, the war and violence stage forcefully 

necessitated their flight to safety stage; however, many other refugees who 

failed to successfully negotiate the war and violence stage likely lost their 

lives. Therefore, importantly, participants’ particular actions of fleeing to 

safety could be seen as an exercise of personal agency that offered life-
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saving social structural affordances. In turn, these agentic affordances likely 

assisted in participants’ adult development and readiness for subsequent 

resettlement in Australia. 

The assistance from rescuers meant that, despite the apprehension 

and anxiety as they fled from perpetrators, participants were able to exercise 

some personal agency that helped them find relatively safe environments 

with opportunities to sustain their adult developmental progression, in turn 

enabling the possibilities of improving their readiness for resettlement. In 

the next section, these descriptions that highlight experiences of flight to 

safety are discussed, focusing on the implications they might have on 

participants’ adult development and resettlement readiness.  

Psychosocial developmental consequences of fleeing to safety 

Participants’ flight to safety, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, 

had particular, significant, supportive consequences for adult development 

because fleeing from war offered “life saving” social structural affordances 

that supported their capacity to exercise personal agency. Indeed, refugees’ 

flight to safety is often characterised by extreme danger that often involved 

crossing unsafe environments to avoid further violence (M. Black, 2011; 

Keller, 1975; Stein, 1981). For example, Abdul-Jabbar’s “terrible journey” 

involved walking for a month to seek safety in Iran, while Kamara’s escape to 

Guinea amid starvation and death took 3 weeks. Participants’ survival while 

escaping through these dangerous and unstable social environments was 

dependent on their chances of not encountering further attacks from the 

perpetrators. Fleeing to safety for participants represented some form of “first 

order agency” (Frost & Hoggett, 2008, p. 441) whose primary objective was 

for refugees to “get out of harm’s way” (Stein, 1981, p. 322) and escape from 

the hostile environments. For example, Angua described how they had “to 

leave home and run away” from danger, and Bahati said, “if they 

[perpetrators] catch you, they kill you automatically”. Furthermore, survival 

of victims in war and volatile situations is dependent on their agentic 

capacities to escape (Elder Jr, 1995), hence, participants had to exercise their 

personal agency and ensure that their exigent fleeing to safety was successful. 
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Despite the dangers and risks involved (summarised in Table 5.4 and 

Table 5.5), participants successfully fled to safety. Some of the activities 

that enabled their successful escape involved assistance from rescuers like 

people smugglers, non-governmental organisations, and other local 

organised armed groups, as discussed above. Interestingly, participants who 

were assisted by people smugglers considered them as life savers, contrary 

to popular belief (e.g., Australian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC], 2014; 

Australian Federal Police [AFP], 2014) that people smugglers are criminals 

engaged in the business of human trafficking. Indeed, activities that enable 

successful escape from war and violence constitute dispensation of personal 

agency (Keller, 1975). Hence, participants’ arduous escape from the hostile 

environments of their home countries to relative safety, often in 

neighbouring countries, was as an exercise of personal agency that saved 

their lives and sustained their developmental progression, albeit in particular 

ways.  

For many participants, the actual escape from war and violence was 

usually executed with apprehension and in secrecy due to the fear of being 

found out by perpetrators. This means that escaping war and violence often 

is an exercise of carefully choosing paths that would provide the greatest 

chance of survival (M. Black, 2011; Richmond, 1993), that is, exercising 

personal agencies of taking selective action (Bandura, 2006) to escape from 

danger. For example, Zainab’s parents paid people smugglers to assist in 

their escape (item (c), Table 5.5). These intricate yet effective processes of 

fleeing to safety and getting assistance from different kinds of rescuers were 

forms of supporting social structural affordances that enabled participants to 

survive. Furthermore, escaping from war and violence often involves forced 

displacements and social disruptions that are likely to adversely affect 

developmental progression; yet, from a psychosocial adult development 

perspective, peace and social stability are primary requirements for steady 

adult development (Knox, 1977; Merriam et al., 2007). For these reasons, 

participants’ flight to safety, through arduous escape from war and violence 

with assistance from rescuers, often offered life-saving social structural 
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affordances that supported their capacities to exercise personal agency, and 

therefore likely assisted their adult development and readiness for 

resettlement.  

In sum, despite the difficulties and dangers involved, the act of 

fleeing to safety was a proactive measure that enabled participants to 

survive and be free from danger. Although they survived war and violence 

and escaped to safety, the very act of fleeing from danger itself constituted 

dangerous manoeuvres through difficult terrains, where many others lost 

their lives. The empowering life-saving social structural affordances offered 

by their escape enabled them to exercise personal agency and protect their 

lives and assist in returning their lives to developmental stability and 

normalcy. Subsequently, participants started living as refugees often in 

neighbouring or nearby countries, as discussed in the next section. 

Living as refugees 

After fleeing from war and violence to relative safety, participants of this 

study spent an average of 13 years living as refugees (see Table 3.2), often 

in sprawling refugee camps in neighbouring countries. These post-flight 

experiences of living as refugees posed various social difficulties to 

participants. Hence, many were likely to have significant developmental 

consequences because of spending extensive amounts of time confined in 

refugee camps. As reported in the next sections, for most participants, their 

living experiences as refugees were mainly characterised by (a) surviving 

insecurity and domestic violence, (b) enduring poor living and social 

conditions, and (c) struggling with education and employment.  

Surviving insecurity and domestic violence 

Many participants gave accounts of how they survived experiences of 

insecurity and domestic violence when they were living as refugees. Despite 

escaping the war and violence that was raging in their home countries, life 

was nevertheless not entirely safe and peaceful in refugee camps. According 

to Nahimana, many refugees in the camp still lived in fear. He gave an 
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account of one of the situations in the refugee camp that involved one of his 

neighbours. 

The worst moments was the time there was kind of shooting; and one of 

my neighbours, they shoot him and they shoot his children, and for me 

really it make me just I couldn’t sleep again because it was today just hear 

shooting this side, another day another shooting another side. So security 

was not easy. (Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana tells of situations where armed criminals often attacked helpless 

refugees. Often, refugees formed community security groupings that held 

shift-like vigils throughout the night in an attempt to defend themselves 

from these attacks. As described by Saw Htoo, a 32-year-old male from 

Burma who has been a refugee for 24 years in Thailand, many refugees who 

illegally ventured outside the camps were arrested and were severely 

punished and abused by local authorities.  

Our camp was surrounded by barbed wire, and also surrounded by Thai 

authorities, you were not allowed to go outside … many people illegally 

went outside the camp sometime they were unlucky, and be arrested by 

Thai authority, all the money they had from their work were taken by the 

Thai authority, even they were beaten; especially women, they were even 

raped. (Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia) 

Similarly, as described by Bizimana, many refugee camps were located in 

isolated areas and the insecurity situation was not better outside these 

refugee camps. For these reasons, many refugees were afraid to flee from 

the camp to seek safety elsewhere. 

They put us in the camp in the forest, far away in the forest where you 

cannot see citizens of Tanzania. We were not allowed to go outside and we 

are not allowed to go to buy anything, so we stayed in the refugee camp 

and if someone went outside, if they caught him, they burnt him, they 

killed him. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

Bizimana further stated that refugees were fearful of the locals and the local 

police who had a reputation for harassing refugees. One of the community 

leaders explained how the feeling of insecurity that was present during war 

and violence in their home countries, was also felt by refugees even when 

they lived in refugee camps. 

Whether you escape war, especially the war when it is a political, sort of a 

problem, you always feel insecure because if you run away because … the 
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government may send some people to spy you or behind you and do 

something to you or because there’s no guarantee safety in the refugees 

camp. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

In all, the descriptions of insecurity in refugee camps by these participants 

were an indication that their fleeing from war and violence was not a 

guarantee of living in peace and safety in a neighbouring country. Their 

descriptions of living in constant fear of being attacked, losing hope, and 

living in trauma-initiated indifference was an example of their lack of 

agency afforded by insecurity and apathy, factors that were a pervasive 

reality in their refugee life experiences. However, the formation of 

community security vigil groups to improve security in the camps was an 

example of the affordances that helped refugees to protect themselves.  

Many participants also reported increased incidences of domestic 

violence during their living experiences as refugees. For Zainab, as an 

Afghani refugee living in Iran, personal tragedy and loss struck when she 

and her siblings were attacked in a domestic dispute where three of her 

siblings were killed. Zainab and her younger sister survived, but were 

unconscious and hospitalised for months to be treated for the injuries they 

sustained from the domestic attack. 

Because my dad, he start to be aggressive at home. … I remember like one 

month later I was in hospital [sounds emotional], when I became conscious 

and know everything; and for a while I didn’t even know that two of my 

brothers and one of my sisters they passed away [sounds emotional]. 

(Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East) 

Zainab and her younger sister were badly injured and admitted to hospital 

where they survived this extreme case of domestic violence. Clearly, the 

loss of close family members through domestic violence had a profound and 

distressing psychosocial impact on Zainab. Similarly, Nahimana described 

incidents of domestic violence and conflicts that seemed to be perpetuated 

by men who, once they became refugees, struggled to provide for their 

families in their traditional and sociocultural capacities as the head of their 

families. 

Sometime the man because of life, before when he was in his country, he 

was someone who has a good position, now when you reach there in the 
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camp you become the zero – no job, getting food not easy, and for some 

time he decide to become a good drunker, drinking the whole day. And 

then sometime it brings a conflict in the family. (Nahimana/male/37 

years/Africa) 

The general sense of hopelessness could have contributed to the rise in 

domestic violence where many refugees lost their sociocultural roles and 

sense of self-worth, causing domestic distress that adversely affected 

individuals, families, and communities. For example, Naung Wai, a 34-

year-old male participant from Burma who lived for 10 years as a refugee in 

Thailand, described his experiences thus: 

It is just a prison, labour camp, something social related problems, like 

domestic violence, and alcohol, and the adultery, you are in the cage, you 

don’t know about tomorrow. … If you don’t know about your future, you 

cannot imagine what is happening outside the world. So, people become 

stressed, and what they do is drink. (Wai/male/34 years/Southeast Asia) 

Nahimana and Wai describe distressing social consequences and frustrations 

that often characterised affordances offered by experiences of living as 

refugees. Furthermore, as Bahati pointed out, men drinking alcohol was one 

of the many contributors to domestic violence in the refugee camps. 

And also with the alcohol, local alcohol, people were drinking alcohol just 

to make them forgetting what they have gone through and then the alcohol 

is beyond the capacity of control and then they start beating their wives. 

(Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 

One of the community leaders said that some of the domestic violence was 

due to men in the community losing their sociocultural status of protecting 

and providing for their families. 

It [domestic violence] increase about when people come to a refugee camp 

it is about facing all of those challenges and each individual needs … and 

there’s frustration, there’s hopelessness and people come alcoholic and 

then they become automatically domestic violence will occur there because 

of those contributing factors. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

However, while acknowledging the presence of domestic violence in 

refugee camps, Kamara explained that in some cases, what is perceived as 

domestic violence is sometimes culture specific: 

Look, I have to be honest here … from my experience, domestic violence 

it used to occur. … I'm generalising here, but from my culture, there are 
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certain things that we don't actually consider as domestic violence. But 

compared to the Western culture, it is actually domestic violence. 

(Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

These participants described the rise of domestic violence and some of the 

difficult and sometimes tragic events that they experienced while living as 

refugees. They explained in details that the loss of social status due to 

refugee life constraints had negative consequences especially on refugee 

men, hence, the rise in domestic violence incidences that were either 

initiated or made worse by the effects of difficult experiences and life 

distresses of living as a refugee. 

From the preceding discussions, it is evidently clear that living as 

refugees was often characterised by experiences of surviving insecurity and 

domestic violence in the refugee camps. These experiences are summarised 

and presented in Table 5.6. In the left-hand column, exemplars of 

participants’ experiences are presented using direct quotes, while the middle 

column is a list of key social structural affordances associated with these life 

experiences. The right-hand column offers suggestions of the psychosocial 

developmental consequences arising from participants’ experiences. These 

refugee life experiences are thereafter discussed using the study’s 

transformative psychosocial approach to adult development. 
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Table 5.6 

Refugee Life Experiences – Surviving Insecurity and Domestic Violence 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of surviving insecurity and domestic violence 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) The worst moments was the time there was kind of shooting; and one of my neighbours, they shoot him and they 

shoot his children. … So security was not easy. (Nahimana) 

(b) Whether you escape war, especially the war when it is a political, sort of a problem, you always feel insecure 

because if you run away because … there’s no guarantee safety in the refugees camp. (Deng)  

(c) Because my dad, he start to be aggressive at home. … I remember like one month later I was in hospital, when I 

became conscious and know everything; and for a while I didn’t even know that two of my brothers and one of my 

sisters they passed away. (Zainab) 

(d) Sometime the man because of life, before when he was in his country, he was someone who has a good position, 

now when you reach there in the camp you become the zero … And then sometime it brings a conflict in the family. 

(Nahimana) 

(e) People were drinking alcohol just to make them forgetting what they have gone through and then the alcohol is 

beyond the capacity of control and then they start beating their wives. (Bahati) 

(f) I'm generalising here but from my culture, there are certain things that we don't actually consider as domestic 

violence. But compared to the western culture, it's actually domestic violence. (Kamara) 

Shootings in the camp; 

Sleepless terrifying nights; 

Camps isolated; 

Movement restrictions; 

Dangerous outside camps; 

Safety not guaranteed; 

Family conflict and 

aggression; Family killed; 

Problem drinking and 

alcoholism; Loss of social 

status; Frustration and 

hopelessness; Wife 

beating; Culture specific  

Participants’ experiences 

of surviving insecurity and 

domestic violence often 

offered difficult and 

challenging social 

structural affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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Despite escaping from war and violence, as discussed in Chapter 2, victims 

often lived in sprawling overcrowded refugee camps that were unsafe 

because of lack of security and escalation of domestic violence. Participants’ 

descriptions of insecurity and domestic violence included terms such as 

“shootings in the camp”, “safety not guaranteed”, “family conflict and 

aggression”, “problem drinking and alcoholism”, and “wife beating”. From 

a transformative psychosocial approach to adult development – as discussed 

in Chapter 3 – such refugee life experiences afford anxiety and distress 

likely to affect participants’ subjectivities and formation of personal 

perspectives (Bandura, 1986, 2006; Billett, 2006), hence, adversely affect 

their development and subsequent resettlement in a country like Australia. 

Furthermore, applying Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development of a 

stage-by-stage developmental process (Erikson, 1971, 1977; Erikson & 

Erikson, 1997), it can be argued that participants’ prior stages of war and 

violence offered affordances that contradicted an individual’s role and 

expectations in society, exacerbating the insecurity and domestic violence 

difficulties that they subsequently experienced when living as refugees.  

To summarise, from a transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development it is likely that participants’ extrinsic refugee life experiences 

of surviving insecurity and domestic violence often offered negative social 

structural affordances that constrained their intrinsic capacities to exercise 

personal agency, in all likelihood adversely affecting their adult 

development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. As discussed in the 

next section, these experiences of insecurity and domestic violence were in 

addition to participants’ poor living and social conditions in the refugee 

camps. 

Enduring poor living and social conditions 

Participants reported that their living experiences as refugees were often 

characterised by poor living and social conditions. These conditions often 

did not offer affordances conducive to supporting individuals’ 

developmental progression. For example, Angua described the overcrowded, 
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hostile, and desolate conditions in the camp where people used dirty water 

for consumption; for these reasons many died of water-borne diseases.  

We were taking dirty waters and it was too much crowded and so many 

lives were lost at that very moment. Some people died from diarrhoea, I 

think some from malaria, or what I don’t know, it was really sad to look at 

every time carrying bodies for burial. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

This scenario of overcrowding and poor living conditions was similar to 

Htoo’s descriptions of his experiences as a refugee in Thailand. 

The camp where I was from holds about 50,000 people, yes very crowded. 

And a big problem of water sometime, good water supply, sanitation and 

health problem, and social problem, domestic violence, because you know, 

when you have to live inside for the whole of your life. (Htoo/male/32 

years/Southeast Asia) 

According to Angua and Htoo, refugee camps were overcrowded with very 

limited resources and facilities available for refugee populations, and regular 

outbreaks of fatal infectious diseases. The war and violent environments 

exacerbated the poor living conditions for refugees, some of whom lost 

hope and started living “like animals” in absolute apathy.  

Because when you just go in the camp, or refugee group, you live with 

different people; people who has like their mind are different, they live like 

animal, they are not care, to kill it is just easy. There are people who just, 

they live like hopeless. For their future – nothing – they don’t have any 

plan because today if they get, didn’t get is OK for them. 

(Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Many refugees reported losing hope of having a better life after being 

confined in refugee camps where there was insecurity and living conditions 

were often poor. Furthermore, Nyamiyaga Ndikumana, a 23-year-old female 

participant from Burundi who had been a refugee for 13 years in Tanzania, 

described the poor health that many refugees had because of lacking a 

balanced diet. 

It wasn’t healthy because it was like very fufu ugali [local staple] stuff and 

beans; that was it. And then they have this porridge. So we didn’t get 

enough nutrition … Some got malnutrition, those kinds of diseases. 

(Ndikumana/female/23 years/Africa)  
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The lack of food, let alone of a healthy diet, was another contributor to poor 

living and social conditions. One of the community leaders said that many 

people died as a result.  

We buried around 50 to 60 people every day because of this diarrhoea and 

then also – yeah, bloody diarrhoea, especially, and meningitis and we had 

no facilities yet to help the refugees. … Imagine just 150,000 refugees, 

they are settled there. … And hygienically, it was really, really – it was 

bad, bad. (Mzee Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

Experiencing such poor and unhygienic living conditions, as reported by 

these participants, was an indication of constrained personal capacities that 

affected many of them. It also affected refugees’ access to food. 

In the camp, they're just extremely poor living conditions; comes to food 

and even access to clean water. It's just beyond description. It was 

extremely hard because we had to depend on the international community 

like World Food Program to provide food for us which used to be on a 

monthly basis. If you run out of food before that time, you're on your own. 

(Kamara/male/27 years/Africa)  

As exemplified by these participants, living in such encamped harsh 

conditions with outbreaks of fatal infectious diseases, was an indication that 

refugees were highly dependent on others and powerless to improve their 

poor living conditions.  

Other participants reported of strict restrictions of movement and 

often encountered discrimination when they ventured outside the refugee 

camps. For example, strict restrictions of movements in the camps made 

refugees helpless. 

You are like a bird or chicken in the cage, you just waiting for people to 

come and give you food, then you eat; if they do not give you food, you 

starve, you die. (Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia)  

Htoo’s analogy of people living like caged birds highlights the immense 

constraining affordances that refugee life offered many participants. 

Similarly, Naing Thein who lived in a refugee camp in Thailand, refugees 

were always treated like unworthy human beings by locals and the local 

authorities.  

There were a lot of restrictions and limitation in the camp. … And we had 

a lot of discrimination as well and we were treated very unfair, very 
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disgraceful as some second status. (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast 

Asia)  

Naing Thein found it challenging living as a refugee because of such 

incidents of restriction and discrimination. Such physical constraints of 

difficult experiences, especially for extended periods of time, could not 

afford them the expected societal roles and socialisation opportunities 

required for development. Furthermore, many refugees were frequently 

suspected of committing crimes by their hosts and that is why their 

movements were confined within the refugee camps. 

Oh, because refugees were not allowed to go outside the camp because 

they accused them they can steal, they can do whatever because they are 

unknown people. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa)  

Similarly, Naing Thein described how he felt tense and different when he 

first attempted to move out of the refugee camp and live with the local Thai 

people. 

So I started to make my journey to live in the Thai local; at first I did not 

like it you know, things are very different, people will look at you see you 

are a refugee kid. The kind of experience you would experience. Thai 

language used totally different. (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast 

Asia)  

For Naing Thein, language differences created communication barriers as he 

attempted to engage with the local Thai people while outside the refugee 

camp. The lack of clear and effective communication with others curtailed 

participants’ quest for building helpful social relationships with 

neighbouring communities. For example, Nahimana stated that there were 

difficulties when refugees of different nationalities within refugee camps 

tried to communicate with each other. 

That camp first of all have got different nationality, and also we speak 

different language, so it is no easy to first communicate; even if we need 

help, you have to look someone who can just can interpreter who can help 

you. … But life really it was hard because of language barrier. 

(Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Such communication barriers between refugees of different nationalities 

afforded limitations to individuals’ communal and individual social 

engagements. Similarly, Abdul-Jabbar, an Iraqi refugee, explained the 
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difficulty of communicating with refugees from other countries while he 

was at an Iranian refugee camp because many did not share his language 

and culture. 

That is the barrier of language and different cultural background although 

they were Muslims, but the language was a big barrier. … But still the 

community is different, the behaviour, the customs, everything different. 

So that is why I decided to go to Syria, as an Arabic country. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

The difficulties and challenges of experiences of living as refugees, often in 

sprawling refugee camps, were severe to the extent that Moussa Konneh, a 

38-year-old male participant from Sierra Leone who lived as a refugee for 7 

years in a remote area in Ghana, left the refugee camp to seek “greener 

pastures” in one of the cities in Ghana.  

I went to Ghana as a refugee where … I only stayed in the camp for a 

month and a half, then I left for greener pastures and into the city. It wasn’t 

easy; it was very difficult actually, very, very difficult. (Konneh/male/38 

years/Africa) 

Konneh’s experiences of living as a refugee, like many other participants, 

were difficult and distressing, mainly because of the poor living and social 

conditions without many opportunities for social and economical 

advancement. 

The preceding discussions indicate that, participants’ experiences of 

living as refugees were often characterised by enduring poor living and 

social conditions in the refugee camps. As summarised in Table 5.7, their 

descriptions of these conditions are presented in the left-hand column, while 

the middle column presents key social structural affordances offered by 

these experiences. The right-hand column suggests the psychosocial 

developmental consequences that may arise from participants’ poor living 

and social conditions in the refugee camps. These experiences are 

subsequently discussed. 
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Table 5.7 

Refugee Life Experiences – Enduring Poor Living and Social Conditions 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of enduring poor living and social conditions 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) We were taking dirty waters and it was too much crowded and so many lives were lost at that very moment. Some 

people died from diarrhoea, I think some from malaria. (Angua) 

(b) There was an issue also of unhygienic. We buried around 50 to 60 people every day because of this diarrhoea 

and then also – yeah, bloody diarrhoea. (Mzee Baraka) 

(c) There were a lot of restrictions and limitation in the camp. … And we had a lot of discrimination as well and we 

were treated very unfair, very disgraceful as some second status. (Naing Thein)  

(d) That is the barrier of language and different cultural background although they were Muslims, but the language 

was a big barrier. (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(e) I only stayed in the camp for a month and a half, then I left for greener pastures and into the city. It wasn’t easy; it 

was very difficult actually, very, very difficult. (Konneh) 

(f) It is just beyond description. It was extremely hard because we had to depend on the international community like 

World Food Program to provide food for us. (Kamara) 

(g) So we didn’t get enough nutrition … Some got malnutrition, those kinds of diseases. (Ndikumana)  

(h) You are like a bird or chicken in the cage, you just waiting for people to come and give you food, then you eat; if 

they do not give you food, you starve, you die. (Htoo) 

Unhygienic living; Water-

borne diseases; 

Overcrowding in camps; 

Living like animals; 

Hopelessness; Many 

deaths due to diseases; 

Social tension with locals; 

Restrictions and 

limitations; Unfair 

treatment; Not trusted by 

locals; Language barrier; 

Movement restrictions; 

Communication difficulties; 

Sociocultural differences; 

Difficult conditions; High 

dependency on others; 

Malnutrition; Like bird or 

chicken in the cage 

Participants’ experiences 

of enduring poor living and 

social conditions often 

offered difficult and 

challenging social 

structural affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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The characterisation of refugee life experiences, discussed in Chapter 2, 

describes how living for many years as a refugee in overcrowded camps 

without proper access to clean water and toilet facilities presented serious 

hygiene and nutritional health concerns, exposing them to a host of 

infectious diseases. Similarly, as summarised in Table 5.7, participants of 

this study used words like “unhygienic living”, “water-borne diseases”, 

“overcrowding in camps”, “living like animals”, “many deaths due to 

diseases”, and living “like bird or chicken in the cage” to describe the poor 

living and social conditions in many refugee camps. These significant 

experiences are likely to have developmental consequences for participants 

because social structural affordances offered by life experiences influence 

individuals’ subjectivities and personal perspectives (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 

1986; Hobson & Welbourne, 1998; Mezirow, 1991, 2009). It is, therefore, 

likely that participants’ experiences of poor living conditions offered them 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

This means that, in addition to insecurity and domestic violence, the poor 

living conditions in refugee camps were likely to considerably affect 

participants’ adult development and how they subsequently negotiated their 

resettlement experiences in Australia. 

Overall, participants’ living experiences as refugees, through poor 

living and social conditions, often offered difficult and challenging social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise of 

personal agency, therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult 

development and readiness for resettlement. The participants’ living 

experiences as refugees in poor living and social conditions created 

inhumane situations for many. Indeed, as discussed in the next section, the 

environments of insecurity and prevalence of domestic violence cases, as 

well as the poor living and social conditions, contributed to the lack of 

education and employment opportunities for many refugees, with particular 

developmental consequences. 
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Struggling with education and employment 

One of the ways participants of this study tried to improve their difficult and 

challenging refugee life experiences was through engaging in some 

occupation, specifically education and employment. Such engagement, from 

a transformative psychosocial perspective, could offer participants positive 

affordances that provide the empowering sources of personal agency 

required to address some of the difficult issues they faced. However, many 

participants reported an acute lack of education and employment 

opportunities while living as refugees. Although access to education is 

mostly considered a basic human right, many participants had limited and 

somewhat interrupted opportunities to access and engage in education 

during their time as refugees. For example, Ndikumana described the lack of 

qualified personnel and resources for education amid the difficult, insecure 

and poor living environments of a refugee camp. 

So inside the camp education wasn’t really enough because teachers were 

not qualified, and there were who were volunteering teaching … We didn’t 

have resources so we didn’t have books and textbooks. … It wasn’t like 

really education thing; it was like spending time because it becomes boring 

sitting home, doing nothing. (Ndikumana/female/23 years/Africa)  

In some cases, as a refugee, having an education complicated and further 

endangered their lives. For instance, accessing and engaging in education in 

the insecure and often volatile environments of refugee camps made some 

refugees a particular target for assault and attacks. For example, according 

to Bizimana, 

If you were educated, you was the first one to be killed. (Bizimana/male/28 

years/Africa)  

During the wars refugees who had relatively good education backgrounds 

were always targeted and often killed because they were seen as a particular 

threat by perpetrators. Ironically, this situation highlights education as an 

empowering source of personal agency, yet seen as a particular threat to 

perpetrators of war and violence. For others, accessing and engaging in 

forms of education was a key part of their lives as refugees as well as an 
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opening to opportunities for better future lives. For example, Naing Thein 

was excited about an opportunity for him to go to school.  

I wanted to study; you know in the village we didn’t have any opportunity 

to get an education. In the village, it is really, really a challenge for the 

village people to get a teacher, you know; just to come and teach. So for us 

it is like a luxury to have a teacher come and teach in the village. (Naing 

Thein/male/29 years/Southeast Asia) 

However, Naing Thein’s education in Burma was interrupted because his 

family had to flee across the border and become refugees in a camp in 

Thailand. On the other hand, Abdul-Jabbar was not keen on advancing his 

education while living as a refugee in Syria because he was satisfied with 

his engineering degree qualification despite being unable to secure an 

engineering job: 

No, I did not try because I have already got my bachelor degree of 

engineering in Iraq from my country. But the things I am very sorry for, 

that time in Syria, I couldn’t get a job as an engineer with my qualification. 

(Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

However, despite having no realistic work opportunities, other participants 

were determined to access and pursue employment activities to improve 

their socioeconomic lives. For example, Taban Okayo, a 28-year-old 

participant from the Sudan who lived as a refugee in a Ugandan camp for 17 

years, described how he enjoyed schooling in the refugee camp because of 

the friendships he made through social events happening at school. 

Consequently, he pursued his secondary education outside the camp in a 

local town where he attained his Uganda Certificate of Education 

qualification. 

And sometimes the head teachers they chase us from school because of 

school fees. The school fee was not paid in time because of very many use 

of salary, so I felt very sad about it. … I really wanted to be somebody in 

future, but you miss class because of financial problems; and feeling very 

embarrassed (Okayo/male/28 years/Africa)  

Okayo’s family’s financial difficulties restricted his education progress, 

making him feel embarrassed and unsure of having a better future. Evidently, 

Okayo was keen to pursue education despite his family’s financial 

difficulties. 
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Other participants explained that having an education was the key to 

refugees’ better future. In some cases, refugees were able to leave the camps 

and started living amongst the local population. For example, Konneh found 

ways and ventured out of the camp and started living with the locals, and 

also trained as an Information Technology (IT) person in Ghanaian 

educational institutions.  

I got all my certificates in Ghana, in IT for starters and I did university in 

Ghana, correspondence … I did correspondence for a year. I smashed it in 

marketing and stuff but then, the following year, I still couldn’t pay – 

couldn’t afford it so I stopped – I did a one year course in marketing and 

management. (Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

As a refugee, Konneh could not continue with his higher education in Ghana 

due to financial difficulties. However, unlike Konneh, Zainab, an Afghani 

refugee living in Iran, did not initially have many opportunities to go to 

school.  

I didn’t have much education, I didn’t go to any school, but because our 

religion is Muslim, and in our religion reading Quran is like – you can’t 

say compulsory – but it is really recommended; all the kids have to learn it. 

At that time I was taught by my father and my mum at home just to read. 

(Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East) 

However, when Zainab finally got an opportunity to go to school, where she 

performed exceptionally well, she was given awards in recognition of her 

success in education. Another participant, Okayo, reiterated that, as a 

refugee, not having an education made life even more challenging. 

I think, being as a refugee is not – to me – it is easy thing. Most especially, 

if you have not gone to school because always, you don’t know something, 

it is not really good. It’s not easy if you have not gone to school, being a 

refugee. (Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

For Okayo, having some form of education had empowering effects of 

personal agency that made life better, despite the many limiting boundaries 

and constraints afforded by experiences of living as a refugee. For other 

participants, schooling experiences were intermittent and more challenging. 

For example, Bizimana and other refugees, not surprisingly, found it 

difficult to attend school amidst an environment of war and violence. 
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But I had my uncle there encouraging me to study because there were lots 

of movement; like rebellion, like the small children, because the small 

children are the first people to fight in Burundi, so they were recruiting me 

to go back to fight. … I studied Primary there, probably in Grade 6. And I 

finished like Grade 13, yeah, because UNHCR, like UNICEF and other 

organisations, were providing us some help, books, pens, whatever, build 

the school. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

Bizimana also described how children were often targeted for recruitment to 

fight in the wars, and that the few available education activities were run by 

non-governmental organisations like the UNHCR and UNICEF (United 

Nations Children’s Emergency Fund). The important role of education that 

such kinds of non-governmental organisations played in setting up and 

running education activities in the refugee camps was acknowledged by 

most community leaders.  

In the refugee camp we had - the school in the camp was actually run by 

IRC, International Rescue Committee. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa)  

Also, under difficult and often dangerous conditions in the refugee camps, 

Mzee Baraka and other leaders in the camp volunteered to teach and provide 

the thousands of children in the camp with some education because they 

thought it was important for their children to get educated.  

We said, “We cannot leave the children alone.” So we’re volunteering to 

teach them just basic things; we did not have any material, but we tried to 

do, you know, verbally, and just using signs and so on. We did not have 

any piece of paper until we had a chance to talk to UNICEF. (Mzee 

Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

Mzee Baraka and the other leaders in the refugee camp had no resources to 

assist in educating their children, so they approached and were provided 

with assistance by UNICEF. Similarly, Deng described the difficulties such 

non-governmental organisations encountered when setting up education 

systems and schools in refugee camps.  

The UNHCR may not afford to bring good teachers to teach so they 

depend on the local knowledge they have in the refugees camp and those 

people may not have that level of skill and education to deliver good 

standard education. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

Deng also described the lack of infrastructure and opportunities for 

education in refugee camps that forced students to study in makeshift 
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classrooms on the grass under trees. Deng’s and other participants’ 

descriptions of personal accounts of their engagement with education 

indicated that the likes of UNHCR, UNICEF, and other non-governmental 

organisations played an important role in supporting educational activities in 

the refugee camps.  

As refugees, participants’ access to and engagement in education 

was difficult and challenging, as were their refugee employment 

opportunities. Despite this, participants reported being determined to access 

and pursue employment activities to improve their socioeconomic lives. For 

example, Okayo could only find work as a labourer in Uganda. However, he 

was motivated to keep working because he realised the dangers of being idle 

and doing nothing in the refugee camp. 

I used to be a labourer there, not in the city; in the district, the camp was 

very, very far from the city. … That’s why, you know, sometimes if you 

are staying idle, it will lead you to somewhere not good, that’s why I said, I 

should involve myself. (Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

Due to poverty and illness, Okayo couldn’t continue with his schooling, so 

he ventured out of the refugee camp to look for work that would keep him 

occupied. Another participant, Angua, described the concept of food-for-

work. The constraining affordances of work opportunities and access in the 

refugee camps meant that Angua and other workers were paid in terms of 

foodstuff. 

And we were paid with “food-for-work” [chuckles]. And that is because 

that is the environment, and there is nothing I can do, and the best thing is 

we were the workers who were only getting that food-for-work. 

(Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

Angua said that after working and receiving food, many refugees opted to 

sell some of the food so that they could buy other necessities. For many 

participants – as adults – engaging in some work or other occupational 

activities, ranging from paid employment to unpaid voluntary involvement, 

provided them with some agentic and developmental sense of independence, 

empowerment, and contribution to the community. For example, 

Ndikumana described the lack of employment and work opportunities in the 
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refugee camp, but was quick to add that girls were often involved in forms 

of domestic work in their homes. 

There wasn’t enough work opportunities, but for girls the domestic work 

[laughs] … the way they think you have to do something so it seems like 

you were paid to it even if you are not; so, doing all those cooking, 

cleaning, fetching of water. (Ndikumana/female/23 years/Africa) 

Perpetuated by the lack of employment opportunities in refugee camps, 

Ndikumana described that females often assisted in “domestic work” while 

males went out to look for manual work. Indeed, such gendered practices 

and roles in refugee camps possibly constituted broader traditional, social, 

and cultural kinds of developmental values and expectations afforded by 

living within and being members of particular cultural communities. Other 

participants opted to form self-help groups and be self-employed 

entrepreneurs due to lack of work opportunities. For example, Angua came 

across unused land in the refugee camp and decided to utilise it through 

small scale farming. 

That land doesn’t belong to anyone, there was someone who was living 

there but he went away, and then I thought of doing something on that 

land. … I said “why should I look at that land and doing nothing?” 

(Angua/female/49 years/Africa)  

Angua’s identifying of unused land for farming activities shows how 

potential entrepreneurship could be created in refugee camps as social 

structural affordances or opportunities to exercise personal agency of having 

some food variety and sustainability. After forming this self-help group for 

women in the refugee camp, Angua later found paid work as a HIV/AIDS 

awareness educator and a community social worker for a local village health 

centre. Her main task in this position was to engage refugee communities in 

the camp to find and refer to hospital refugees who were at high risk of 

contracting the disease.  

Other participants searched for and found employment, but usually 

worked in very challenging and dangerous environments, despite work 

restrictions on refugees by local host governments. For example, Nahimana 



173 

 

was hired by organisations to provide much needed social and medical 

services to other refugees. 

Actually, in terms of money, payment, it was a little money because you 

don’t have work permit. They say you don’t have work permit, so it was 

kind of incentive, just to help you to survive. (Nahimana/male/37 

years/Africa) 

Refugees like Nahimana were often offered meagre pay, because they did 

not have working rights in their countries of refuge. Living in poverty in the 

refugee camp made Naing Thein sneak into neighbouring local villages to 

find work at the risk being arrested and sent to jail by Thai authorities.  

And sometimes we have to be very careful if we go out work and get 

money one thing to be very sure about this not to be caught by the Thai 

authorities. And if we were caught we were put into jail between two and 

five years otherwise you have to pay a lot of money. (Naing Thein/male/29 

years/Southeast Asia) 

The work Naing Thein found, while helpful, offered him limited affordances 

because it often entailed hard physical labour in exchange for meagre pay 

and working in angst for fear of being arrested. Other participants were 

unable to find employment in their specialist fields, so they opted to engage 

in other kinds of work. For example, Abdul-Jabbar, a qualified engineer, 

was forced by circumstances to work in the field of literature and as an 

editor in Syria. He worked in journalism with different groups as an Iraqi 

refugee in Syria, and contributed to his community by teaching Arabic 

culture to young Iraqi refugees and also by assisting refugees to keep in 

touch with family and friends at home via a weekly newspaper. 

So I couldn’t get any job there as an engineer but because I have some 

hobby of writing poetry, so I worked in the journalism field. … And, of 

course, social work helping the community we had a school teaching new 

generation, teaching them Arabic culture; everything. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East)  

Abdul-Jabbar was motivated into teaching and journalism work because of 

the contribution that work made to the Iraqi refugees in Syria. Evidently, for 

Abdul-Jabbar, his education and work experiences permitted him to exercise 

greater agency and to challenge boundaries that often constrained many 

refugees. In some cases, refugees avoided the strict boundaries and 
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constraints of a refugee camp by venturing out to live amongst the local 

populations. Konneh, for example, left a Ghanaian refugee camp and went 

to live in a nearby town where he set up a small business of selling chicken 

and fish. 

I used to sell chicken and fish as well. Yeah, I will go down to the ports 

and I work for a guy and then I will sell chicken to places and I was the 

best sales guy for, like, three years in a row. Yeah, I sold to universities on 

campus. (Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

Later, this small enterprise expanded, allowing him to venture into computer 

marketing business where he thrived as a sales person who turned out to be 

a successful business person in Ghana. 

I really started enjoying life in Ghana. I started going to higher heights, 

you know. I mean, a young guy in Africa, get his own car, lives in a house, 

has everything, you know. I mean, money wasn’t my problem. I mean, I 

made something like $200 a week - on Saturdays just do my private jobs. I 

used to service German Embassy, the Swedish High Commission. 

(Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

Konneh’s success was one of the rare instances where refugees, against all 

odds, thrived economically in an alien country. However, some participants 

decried the acute lack of employment opportunities for refugees, including 

the well-educated and skilled refugees, whilst they were living in the camps.  

First, the employment was an issue in the camp because in the refugee 

camp they did not recognise the qualification you had in the country. … 

There was a rule that you as a refugee are not allowed to work in the 

country of Tanzania. (Mzee Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

Mzee Baraka said that there was local legislation prohibiting refugees from 

working despite some having high levels of education and being able to 

communicate fluently in English. Indeed, while there were many reasons for 

the lack of opportunities for work, the main reason was that refugees were 

not allowed to work. Also, there was a general lack of employment 

opportunities in the host country. 

There’s no work there, you are there as a refugee you may not have their – 

in some country you may not have their qualification or not the 

qualification … So this is another challenge that – and also there are no 

employment opportunities there because the local also want jobs, they 

want to work. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 
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Deng reiterated that, apart from local legal reasons, the lack of job 

opportunities for refugees was exacerbated because the rates of 

unemployment for the local population were very high. This meant that the 

few job opportunities were all taken by the local citizens of the country. 

Overall, the struggle to gain education and employment in the 

refugee camps is evident from the preceding discussions. This situation 

often offered participants affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency. As presented in Table 5.8, the left-hand column, 

the middle column, and the right-hand column respectively represent 

exemplars of participants’ verbatim descriptions of struggling with 

education and employment in the refugee camps, the social structural 

affordances offered by these experiences, and the likely psychosocial 

developmental consequences arising from these experiences of struggle. 

These particular refugee life experiences are subsequently discussed using 

the study’s transformative psychosocial approach to adult development for 

the purpose of advancing possible implications for participants’ adult 

development and readiness for resettlement. 
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Table 5.8 

Refugee Life Experiences – Struggling with Education and Employment 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of struggling with education and employment 
Key social structural 
affordances 

Psychosocial 
developmental 
consequences 

(a) And those people [teaching volunteers] may not have that level of skill and education to deliver good standard 

education and a lot of them depend on that education in the refugee camp under trees. (Deng) 

(b) If you were educated, you was the first to be killed. (Bizimana) 

(c) So inside the camp education wasn’t really enough because teachers were not qualified, and there were who 

were volunteering teaching … We didn’t have resources so we didn’t have books and textbooks. (Ndikumana) 

(d) First, the employment was an issue in the camp because in the refugee camp they did not recognise the 

qualification you had in the country. … There was a rule that you as a refugee are not allowed to work in the country. 

(Mzee Baraka) 

(e) So I couldn’t get any job there as an engineer but because I have some hobby of writing poetry, so I worked in the 

journalism field. (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(f) There wasn’t enough work opportunities, but for girls the domestic work [laughs] … so, doing all those cooking, 

cleaning, fetching of water. (Ndikumana) 

(g) We have to be very careful if we go out work and get money … if we were caught we were put into jail between 

two and five years otherwise you have to pay a lot of money. (Naing Thein) 

Untrained teachers; 

Learning under trees; 

Educated targeted to be 

killed; No educational 

recourses; Didn’t have 

books and textbooks; Not 

allowed to work; Couldn’t 

get a job; No work 

opportunities; Domestic 

work for girls; Working 

risks jail time  

Participants’ experiences 

of struggling with 

education and 

employment often offered 

difficult and challenging 

social structural 

affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

readiness for resettlement. 
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The insecure and unstable social environments in many refugee camps, 

discussed in Chapter 2 and foreshadowed in the preceding sections, meant 

that many refugees’ access to and engagement with education and 

employment was interrupted and limited. This was due to the absence of a 

working education system and the lack of sustainable employment 

opportunities. In a similar way, as summarised in Table 5.8, participants of 

this study used words including “untrained teachers”, “learning under trees”, 

“educated people targeted to be killed”, “didn’t have books and textbooks”, 

“couldn’t get a job”, “no work opportunities”, and “working risks jail time” to 

describe the lack of education and employment opportunities in many refugee 

camps. The fundamental goal of education is to cultivate capacities for 

individuals to exercise personal agency; similarly, engaging in work and 

being in employment enables forms of personal agency (Bai, 2006; Billett, 

2011; Hoare, 2011; Santibáñez, 2008; Yamazumi, 2007), hence, engaging in 

education and meaningful employment is considered an agentic way of 

accessing opportunities that lead to better life experiences and livelihoods 

(ABS, 2009; Chelpi-Den Hamer, 2011; Yankey & Biswas, 2012; Zeus, 2011). 

Therefore, from the study’s transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development (discussed in Chapter 3), it is likely that the lack of education 

and employment opportunities during participants’ refugee life experiences 

offered them difficult and challenging social structural affordances that often 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency.  

This situation, therefore, likely adversely affected their adult 

development and readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. In the 

next section, these descriptions of participants’ living experiences as 

refugees are discussed, focusing on particular consequences for participants’ 

adult development. 

Psychosocial developmental consequences of living as refugees 

Refugee life experiences had particular and significant disruptive 

consequences for participants’ adult development because, from the study’s 

transformative psychosocial conceptual framework (see Chapter 3), these 

experiences offered difficult and challenging social structural affordances 
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that constrained their capacity to exercise personal agency. A number of 

psychosocial approaches to adult development suggest that adults are likely 

to subjectively form specific personal perspectives influenced by life 

experiences, exercising their personal agency to negotiate through 

constraining life experiences. Indeed, like many participants of this study, 

when an individual is exposed to experiences of war and violence, forced to 

flee to safety, and thereafter starts living as a refugee often in a 

neighbouring country, there is a sense of loss of ability to carry out the kinds 

of roles and responsibilities that these individuals are expected to be 

undertaking. Therefore, participants’ descriptions of their living experiences 

as refugees often offered difficult and challenging social structural 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

The capability of individuals to exercise personal agency depends on 

the social affordances offered by the environment they live in, with 

developmental consequences arising from their life experiences (Bakewell, 

2010). For refugees, their capacity to exercise agency is likely to be affected 

by the many years they spent living in encampments (Zeus, 2011). In this 

study, participants lived an average of 13 years (see Table 3.2) in refugee 

camps that were characterised by insecurity and domestic violence (see 

Table 5.6), poor living and social conditions (see Table 5.7), and lack of 

education and employment opportunities (see Table 5.8). So participants’ 

experiences of living as refugees often predisposed the extent to which they 

could exercise personal agency and take control of their lives. Furthermore, 

most participants’ refugee life experiences – for example, Zainab’s exposure 

to extreme domestic violence (item (c), Table 5.6), Angua’s descriptions of 

living in diseases infested overcrowded camps (item (a), Table 5.7), and 

Mzee Baraka’s descriptions of acute lack of employment (item (d), Table 

5.8) – offered difficult and challenging social structural affordances that 

constrained living in peaceful humane environments. 

The situations of insecurity and prevalent domestic violence in 

refugee camps, made worse by the poor living and social conditions, created 

unstable social environments of uncertainty and apprehension where 
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education and employment were often unsustainable. However, surviving 

such difficult and challenging experiences unmistakably involved personal 

resilience and exercise of agency (Frost & Hoggett, 2008; Jerusalem & 

Mittag, 1995; Marlowe, 2010; Shakespeare-Finch, et al., 2014). Indeed, the 

distressing life experiences encountered by refugees exemplify situations of 

confronting environments in which individuals have to exercise resilience 

and personal agency to survive (Bakewell, 2010). For example, participants 

survived and overcame insecurity and domestic violence (summarised in 

Table 5.6), poor living and social conditions (summarised in Table 5.7), and 

lack of education and employment opportunities (summarised in Table 5.8). 

So, first order personal agency was still imperilled in these volatile social 

structural affordances offered by refugee life experiences, yet living as a 

refugee was characterised by strong forms of personal, social, and 

institutional factors that eroded participants’ exercise of personal agency 

and sense of self. For these reasons, participants’ living experiences as 

refugees often offered difficult and challenging social structural affordances 

that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore 

disrupting their adult development. 

In all, participants’ living experiences as refugees – as described in 

the preceding sections – of confronting insecurity and domestic violence 

(summarised in Table 5.6), poor living and social conditions (summarised in 

Table 5.7), and lack of education and employment opportunities 

(summarised in Table 5.8) consequently offered social structural 

affordances that were difficult and challenging to many. The social 

structural affordances as a result of such general insecurity in and around 

refugee camps, as well as the prevalence of domestic violence (summarised 

in Table 5.6) rendered many refugees and their families powerless to defend 

themselves. Similarly, the poor living and social conditions (summarised in 

Table 5.7) necessitated the humanitarian intervention of others, like the 

UNHCR, non-governmental organisations, and the host local authorities, to 

provide them with basic living amenities. The combination of general 

insecurity and poor living and social conditions in and around refugee 
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camps, made it difficult for participants to access education and 

employment opportunities. For example, refugees found engaging in any 

form of employment had severe legal consequences (see item (a), Table 5.9). 

This means that many participants’ experiences of living as refugees, 

together, offered affordances that constrained the kinds of personal agencies 

required for normal living and adult development. 

In the next section, therefore, it is advanced that participants’ life 

experiences of becoming refugees had particular developmental 

consequences that influenced their readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

Readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia 

Participants’ life experiences of becoming refugees, discussed in the 

preceding sections, had particular developmental consequences that 

influenced their readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. The 

concept of readiness, from an adult development perspective, involves 

assessing whether people are able to “cope effectively” (Knowles 1990, p. 

60) with subsequent life experiences. From a transformative psychosocial 

perspective, meaningful and successful resettlement for refugee immigrants 

is likely to depend, on the one hand, on their readiness to resettle, and on the 

other hand, the opportunities resettlement countries afford them. Therefore, 

participants’ descriptions of becoming refugees (summarised in Table 5.1) 

characterised by pre-flight experiences of war and violence, fleeing to safety, 

and post-flight refugee life experiences, are likely to have particular 

significant consequences for their subsequent resettlement in Australia. 

Indeed, the disruption of many participants’ expected societal roles and 

normal day-to-day activities had developmental consequences which were 

amplified when they immigrated and started living in Australia. 

It is evident that, apart from fleeing to safety (summarised in Table 

5.4 and Table 5.5), most of the participants’ pre-flight experiences of war 

and violence (summarised in Table 5.2 and Table 5.3), and post-flight living 

experiences as refugees (summarised in Table 5.6, Table 5.7, and Table 5.8), 

offered traumatic social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency, hence, adversely affected their adult 
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development. These participants’ traumatic personal histories of constrained 

personal agencies and adult developmental progression are likely to 

adversely affect their complex resettlement processes (UNHCR, 2011) that 

offer refugee immigrants protection from refoulement and provide 

meaningful and successful resettlement opportunities in Australia. In the 

next chapter (Chapter 6) participants’ descriptions of their immigration 

processes and subsequent resettlement in Australia are provided. 

Summary of chapter 

This chapter has presented a discussion of findings and analysis of 

participants’ experiences of becoming refugees, affordances offered by 

these life experiences, and the implications these experiences are likely to 

have on their capacities to exercise personal agency as well as their adult 

development and readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. Using 

the transformative psychosocial approach, it is evident that participants’ 

experiences of war and violence and their refugee life experiences 

respectively offered traumatic and distressful and difficult and challenging 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

likely disrupting their adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

However, participants’ escape to safety offered life-saving affordances that 

supported their capacities to exercise personal agency. Indeed, participants’ 

experiences of becoming refugees often disrupted the normal kinds of roles 

and development that adults have.  

Given these mostly challenging and difficult refugee life experiences 

and backgrounds uncommon with “non-refugee” immigrants, participants 

subsequently immigrated and resettled in Australia. In the next chapter 

(Chapter 6), therefore, is a discussion of findings and analysis that focuses 

on participants’ immigration processes and resettlement in Australia. As 

evidenced by findings in Chapter 5, by any measure, the resettlement for 

adult refugee immigrants from countries whose culture, economic base and 

societal norms are different from Australia’s is challenging.   



182 

 

Chapter Six 

Participants’ experiences and perspectives of immigrating 

and resettling in Australia 

Social contradiction, basically, what I mean is you're from a 

different part of the world and different belief system and different 

ways of doing things, different religion, and different laws. So 

when you come here, you have to adhere to the new environment. 

So you go through a series of frustrations, uncertainty, challenges, 

barriers and so forth. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

Introduction  

The previous chapter (Chapter 5) discussed participants’ past refugee life 

experiences and the psychosocial developmental consequences of these 

experiences. This chapter follows up by presenting findings about participants’ 

immigration processes and their subsequent resettlement experiences. From 

these experiences, as depicted in Figure 6.1, the following main themes 

emerged from the context analysis of data: (a) experiences of immigrating to 

Australia were often characterised by negotiating challenging immigration 

processes, and having high expectations of a fulfilling resettlement life; and 

(b) resettling experiences were often characterised by encountering 

sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial discrimination, and 

engaging in education and employment in Australia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Context analysis of participants’ immigrating and resettling in Australia. 
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As set out in Figure 6.1, after life experiences that made them become 

refugees (Chapter 5), participants immigrated to Australia through ways 

often characterised by negotiating challenging immigration processes, yet 

having high expectations of resettlement life in Australia. However, after 

arriving in Australia, participants’ resettlement experiences were often 

characterised by numerous encounters of sociocultural dissonance, 

confronting racism and racial discrimination, and engaging with education 

but lacking employment opportunities. From these experiences, the concept 

analysis of participants’ intrinsic perspectives was done (see Table 6.1).  

Table 6.1 

Concept Analysis of Participants’ Immigrating and Resettling in Australia 

Immigration and resettlement in Australia Psychosocial developmental consequences 

(a) Immigrating to Australia 

Participants’ experiences of immigrating to Australia 

often offered positive and hopeful social structural 

affordances that mostly supported their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, therefore, assisting their adult 

development and readiness for resettlement. 

(b) Resettling in Australia 

Apart from accessing educational opportunities, 

participants’ experiences of resettling in Australia often 

offered difficult and challenging social structural 

affordances that mostly constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, therefore, disrupting their 

adult development and resettlement outcomes. 

 

The concept analyses of participants’ intrinsic personal perspectives, as 

summarised in Table 6.1, indicate that immigrating and resettling in 

Australia offered participants particular social structural affordances. As 

advanced in this chapter, these affordances had certain consequences for 

participants’ capacities to exercise personal agency, likely influencing their 

adult development progression and readiness for resettlement. In the next 

sections, each of these main themes representing participants’ immigration 

and resettlement experiences is discussed. 
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Immigrating to Australia 

After participants’ experiences of becoming refugees (discussed in Chapter 

5), they started their immigration processes to Australia. In this context, 

immigration refers to moving refugees from a state to which they have 

escaped and in which they have sought protection to a third state for 

resettlement (UNHCR, 2011). For many participants, the immigration 

processes often involved challenging experiences. For example, some 

described the many years of anxiously waiting while their documents were 

being processed before actually immigrating to Australia. During this time, 

many participants set ambitious goals and described their high expectations 

of peaceful and prosperous resettlement life in Australia. Each of these 

significant events associated with participants’ processes of immigrating to 

Australia – (a) negotiating challenging immigration processes and 

(b) having high expectations of a fulfilling resettlement life in Australia – is 

discussed in the next sections. 

Negotiating challenging immigration processes 

The process of immigrating to Australia started for participants while they 

were still refugees, long before they arrived in Australia. The immigration 

process was seen by them as a link that would ensure their actual 

resettlement in Australia. Many participants described the comprehensive 

immigration process that began when they received the official resettlement 

letter from the UNHCR to the time they went for interviews and medical 

examinations. After successfully negotiating these, participants were cleared 

for immigration and offered permanent resettlement in Australia.  

It was evident that participants had both similar and contrasting 

personal experiences of the immigration processes that led to resettlement. 

For example Htoo, a participant who has been in Australia for 6 years, 

described how refugees’ immigration and resettlement process to Australia 

was particularly challenging and difficult compared to other receiving 

countries.  
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It was not an easy [immigration] process to be successful, and to resettle in 

Australia because Australia had a very strict policy, when regarding to the 

selection criteria. It is not like any other country such as America, Canada, 

Norway, or Sweden. (Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia) 

The challenges of the immigration process were due to comparatively strict 

policies that determined the kinds of refugees that were given the 

opportunity to resettle. Other participants were offered opportunity to 

immigrate on the basis of having family members who were already 

resettling in Australia. For example, Okayo’s immigration process from a 

refugee camp in Uganda was sponsored by a close family member who was 

already in Australia; Okayo has now been permanently resettled in Australia 

for 6 years. 

It almost took three years. We were supposed to come five people together, 

but three of my brothers they were meant to accompany, but they didn’t 

issue them a visa. (Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

Okayo’s later stages of the immigration process also marked the beginning 

of an unexpected separation with some of his siblings.The issue of members 

from the same family being separated, that characterised Okayo’s 

immigration process, was also a major concern for Angua who has been 

living in Australia for 6 years. 

Life was good when we were all together with them, as a family, and when 

they were rejected that’s when the first problem started there, because I 

really felt it was not OK leaving some of the dependants behind. … so I 

have to leave them and come ahead thinking that they will be allowed to 

come in. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

During the final stages of her immigration process, Angua said she was 

distressed and felt powerless because three members of her family, for 

unexplained reasons, were denied an immigration visa to Australia. Such 

challenging affordances extended feelings of powerlessness that negated her 

capacity to exercise personal agency and facilitate other family members to 

join her. On the other hand, Abdul-Jabbar, who has been in Australia for 10 

years, had his immigration process rushed because of the imminent danger 

that he faced as a refugee in Syria. He was given only three days to organise 

himself and his family for departure to Australia.  
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Oh my God, it wasn’t any preparing. … So I couldn’t arrange anything! 

Even all my books, all my papers, I left them behind and they are still 

behind up to now; about three thousand books. So that is a big tragedy for 

me because the books for me like my son, my daughter. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

As a poet and journalist, Abdul-Jabbar lamented about the large volumes of 

his writings that remained behind as he hurriedly left Syria. The UNHCR 

assisted in speeding up his immigration process because the threats to his 

life and the dangers in Syria could no longer afford him safety. Konneh, 

who has been in Australia for 8 years, described his immigration process as 

stringent, involving a lot of background checks to confirm his identity and 

legitimacy of being a refugee. 

In Ghana you had to register as a refugee, so you have all your data and 

details with UNHCR. So UNHCR had all our details, they had every 

refugee’s details. If you are a legitimate refugee you will be part of 

UNHCR, and then you have an ID card that says you’re a refugee. 

(Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

Konneh further stated that one had to provide a comprehensive and 

convincing story to the immigration officials while responding to many 

questions about the war and violence that disrupted their lives, and whether 

there was a possibility of refugees going back to their homes. These 

administrative procedures of the immigration process seemed to be too 

intense for Konneh. Most of the community leaders – like Mzee Baraka, 

who has been in Australia for 7 years – seemed to agree about the intensity 

and complexity of the immigration process, especially as many refugees 

were unable to communicate effectively with officials because of language 

barriers.  

I can say the interview first was – before you go to the medical check-up 

you had to go through the interviews. The interviews were very difficult 

because the language barrier was very, very, very, very [participant 

emphasises] huge. (Mzee Baraka/male/57 years/Africa)  

Mzee Baraka emphasised the problem of language barrier for refugees who 

went for the immigration and resettlement process interviews. Furthermore, 

some participants claimed that the immigration process in the refugee camps 

was affected by corruption practices because local officers demanded bribes 
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from refugees so that the refugees’ resettlement application could be 

processed. Such institutional and social challenges extended constraining 

affordances that often required assistance to negotiate. For instance, Bahati, 

who has been in Australia for 7 years, described how refugees had to borrow 

money from friends and relatives that was used for bribing these officers. 

But these officers were from – were native from the country and also the 

country which is corrupted, you should also have something to give to 

these people, then you end up by going, asking money from your friends, 

like 1,000, which is close to maybe $10 to give to this field officer so he 

can process your application. (Bahati/male/45 years/Africa)  

Kamara, who has been in Australia for 8 years, explained that the 

immigration and resettlement processes were complicated because they 

were punctuated with too many intensive interviews, documentation, and 

medical checks. 

Also that documentation, the process is just - you go through a lot. You go 

through interviews, series of interviews. I'm not talking one to two, three, 

maybe four interviews. And also you have to do medicals, you go through 

medical checks and yeah, you have to police clearance. So it just - you go 

through series of process. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

Wai, who has been in Australia for 5 years, similarly described how the long 

duration refugees wait for their medical checks to be finalised created an 

environment of refugee mistrust towards the immigration process.  

The other thing that made it [the immigration process] a bit challenge was 

the medical check, so it take too long, sometime we feel no confidence 

with the IOM [International Organisation for Migration] process. 

(Wai/male/34 years/Southeast Asia) 

Deng, a community leader who has been permanently resettled in Australia 

for 11 years, concurred that the long duration taken to complete the 

immigration process made many refugees frustrated and anxious about their 

prospects of immigration and resettlement to a third country.  

You wait for four years to five years which is real frustrating because you 

don’t know when are you going to go or whether are you medically okay 

or is your interview okay. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

These participants, like many others, found such delays frustrating 

and distressing because of the many years they had already spent living in 
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limbo not knowing whether they would get the opportunity to immigrate to 

a third country. 

Overall, it is evident from the preceding descriptions that 

participants’ experiences of immigrating to Australia were often 

characterised by negotiating challenging immigration processes, as 

summarised and presented in Table 6.2. In the left-hand column, exemplars 

of participants’ experiences of negotiating challenging immigration 

processes are presented verbatim, while the middle column presents key 

social structural affordances offered by these immigration experiences. The 

right-hand column presents the psychosocial developmental consequences 

arising from participants’ experiences of negotiating challenging 

immigration processes. These experiences of immigration to Australia are 

subsequently discussed. 
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Table 6.2 

Immigrating to Australia – Negotiating Challenging Immigration Processes 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of negotiating challenging immigration processes 
Key social structural 

affordances 

Psychosocial 

developmental 

consequences 

(a) The other thing that made it [the immigration process] a bit challenge was the medical check, so it take too long, 

(Wai) 

(b) It almost took three years. We were supposed to come five people together, but three of my brothers they were 

meant to accompany, but they didn’t issue them a visa. (Okayo) 

(c) Oh my God, it wasn’t any preparing. … so only three days between the final acceptance and the departure time. 

So I couldn’t arrange anything! (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(d) You wait for four years to five years which is real frustrating because you don’t know when are you going to go or 

whether are you medically okay or is your interview okay. (Deng) 

(e) You should also have something [bribe money] to give to these people … to give to this field officer so he can 

process your application. (Bahati) 

(f) Australia had a very strict [immigration] policy, when regarding to the selection criteria. It is not like any other 

country such as America, Canada, Norway, or Sweden. (Htoo)  

Too long for medical 

checks; Scared and 

worried; Family 

separation; Abandon 

property; UNHCR refugee 

registration; Many intense 

interviews; 

Comprehensive medical 

checks; Frustration and 

anxiety; Long waiting 

periods; Language 

barriers; Bribes and 

corruption; Strict 

immigration policy 

Participants’ experiences 

of negotiating challenging 

immigration processes 

often offered uncertain 

and anxious social 

structural affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely disrupting 

their adult development 

and readiness for 

resettlement. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, the refugees’ complex, vulnerable, and difficult 

situations necessitated governments, the UNHCR, and other non-

governmental organisations providing long-term safe living environments 

with basic needs and protection through immigration and resettlement. 

However, as presented in Table 6.2, participants of the study described their 

challenging immigration processes using terms like “strict immigration 

policy”, “comprehensive medical checks”, “frustration and anxiety”, “too 

long for medical checks”, “scared and worried”, and “family separation”. 

This immigration stage for refugees was an initial phase that likely 

influenced their future life; using Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial 

Development, successful negotiation of the immigration stage was likely to 

provide hope and peaceful living in subsequent stages of resettlement. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, Erikson posits that successful negotiation of each 

stage of development provides the necessary psychosocial tools for an 

individual to successfully engage in the next stage of development (Erikson, 

1971, 1977; Erikson & Erikson, 1997). Furthermore, despite the challenges 

and difficulties that participants faced, they were able to adequately 

negotiate the challenging immigration processes in preparation for a new 

life as refugee immigrants in Australia. 

The participants’ experiences of immigrating to Australia involved 

negotiating challenging immigration processes that, for many, created 

anxiety. In particular, considering participants’ past experiences of 

becoming refugees, the challenging immigration processes acted as a 

moratorium where their exercise of personal agency was constrained and 

their usual adult roles in society were interrupted. From a transformative 

psychosocial perspective, the challenging immigration processes were 

reported as offering uncertain and anxious social structural affordances that 

constrained participants’ capacities to exercise personal agency. It is likely 

that participants’ protracted anxiety and uncertainty as they negotiated the 

immigration processes could adversely affect their adult development and 

readiness for resettlement in Australia. As discussed in the next section, 

participants’ negotiating the challenging immigration processes also 
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involved their setting ambitious goals besides having high resettlement 

expectations. 

Having high resettlement expectations 

Many participants had high expectations of immigrating and resettling in 

Australia and living a peaceful prosperous life. For some, these high 

expectations contrasted with the often difficult and challenging refugee life 

they experienced in the past. For example, Zainab and her family, who have 

been in Australia for 7 years, were told by UNHCR officials that they were 

being immigrated to Australia, “one of the best countries” for resettlement 

of refugees.  

They [UNHCR officials] told my mum, “We send you to one of the best 

countries that we know is the best one. It is not very cold and everything. It 

is the easiest for refugee people.” And then they said, “Australia is the 

country we are sending you.” (Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East) 

Another participant, Naing Thein, who has lived in Australia for 7 years, 

heard of Australia through a friend and was excited to immigrate, hoping to 

live in a democracy where there was freedom, no persecution, and without 

discrimination.  

I was so excited … I wanted to go and live in a free country, not 

persecuted by the government, anything like that discriminated … I wanted 

to get out of this country as soon as possible to go a free country and live 

under a free government under democracy. (Naing Thein/male/29 

years/Southeast Asia)  

Naing Thein was enthusiastic about his prospects of living in a “free” and 

“democratic” society in Australia compared to the difficult and distressing 

refugee experiences in Thailand. Similarly, after living a poor and insecure 

life as a refugee, Htoo said many refugees were looking forward to a 

“perfect” life of resettlement in Australia.  

They expect life here could be perfect in Australia, because back there you 

need to worry about for your security, for your food, your safety, and your 

future; you live in fear. … And because Australia is a developed country, 

which is a democracy, and people live with freedom and you expect life 

here perfect. (Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia) 
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Htoo was also excited about his immigration and was looking forward to 

resettlement prospects because he anticipated living in a democracy and 

general freedom in Australia. In contrast, despite having positive 

expectations of immigrating and resettlement, Zainab was worried that her 

cultural and religious freedom would be more restricted in Australia 

compared to her refugee experiences in Iran. 

We were scared to not have like the freedom to – we’re not allowed to 

have our – the way we dress. Yeah, the head scarf we are wearing. We 

were very scared. (Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East) 

Ndikumana, who has been in Australia for 7 years, expected her refugee life 

of poverty would come to an end the moment she immigrated and resettled 

in a developed country like Australia. 

I guess because it [Australia] is a developed country, I felt maybe lifestyle 

will change then from nothing to something because we were very poor. 

So we felt maybe the level of living, the economy thing, will just improve 

very highly. (Ndikumana/female/23 years/Africa)  

Similarly, Okayo said that Australia was a good advanced country and he 

was looking forward to immigrating and living in a better place.  

My expectation was Australia is really a good country, it will be like a 

paradise to me; it is like things are really advanced, a better place. … I was 

excited I was coming to a better place. (Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

Similarly, Abdul-Jabbar described refugee immigrants’ expectations of 

paradise-like life in Australia. 

I am 60 years old now, but for the other generation, and other people, still 

the people arriving in Australia and dreaming a life in paradise. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

These participants compared their expected life experiences and livelihoods 

in Australia to living in “paradise” where their difficult fortunes would be 

transformed. Similarly, Bahati described how family members and friends 

already immigrated for resettlement in countries like Australia, had 

heightened refugees’ expectations of resettlement by telling them about the 

paradise-like life of resettlement. 



193 

 

People who are calling – making calls to the family members in refugee 

camps or in the country, saying that they get money from the wall; they 

just insert a card and then they get money from the wall [laughs]. 

(Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 

Bahati’s description of “getting money from the wall” is meant to explain 

how people withdraw money from Automated Teller Machines (ATMs). It 

was evident that these participants’ ideal expectations of having peaceful 

and stable futures offered supportive invitations that allowed them to 

“dream” about improved prospects in their future lives. These supportive 

affordances enabled them the exercise of personal agency to think and plan 

about their development and future in readiness for resettlement in Australia. 

Similar descriptions of high resettlement expectations were shared 

by Angua, who explained that prior to her immigration, she was provided 

only with basic information about Australia. 

There is orientation before coming here, but it is brief. It doesn’t include 

about how much life will be here … to me I think it’s a little bit different, 

because one thing I had in mind is like, going to the TAFE, doing some 

school, courses. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa)  

She was aware that life in Australia would be different from her life 

experiences as a refugee, especially because she was keen to advance her 

education through college studies. Likewise, Nahimana, a Burundian 

participant who has been living in Australia for 4 years, was anticipating 

that his immigration to Australia would transform his life for the better. 

First of all I knew that now I am going to change life. My life maybe I will 

get another opportunity; the things I couldn’t do before, maybe I am gonna 

start to do. … it will be different as the way I have been living before. 

(Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana hoped to get many real life opportunities to accomplish things he 

had not been able to attain while living as a refugee, for example, a “chance 

to go to school”. The hope of resettlement in Australia and having 

rewarding life opportunities was also expressed by Abdul-Jabbar who, prior 

to his immigration, did not know much about “the country of Kangaroo”. 

He did not have much time to reflect about what Australia might offer to 

him because, due to his personal safety, his immigration process was quite 

sudden and largely unexpected. 
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At that time, I didn’t know anything about Australia, only the country of 

Kangaroo? That is all. But what encouraged, their language, the language 

of Australia; English. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

However, as a poet, Abdul-Jabbar was happy to relocate to Australia 

because he wanted to improve his English language skills; that would – for 

the first time – assist in publishing his poetry work in English. In sum, 

participants’ expectations of living a better life and having opportunities to 

advance their education were examples of participants’ fore-thinking in 

readiness for opportunities that immigrating to Australia might offer. For 

many participants, the anticipation of future lives in Australia offered 

excitement and supportive affordances that could not be realised if they had 

not secured their resettlement place in Australia. 

Some participating community leaders also reiterated that, prior to 

their immigration; many refugees had very high expectations of living a 

quality life in Australia. However, most of these expectations were often not 

achieved when they subsequently immigrated and resettled here. For 

example, Kamara said that many refugees anticipated their lives would 

instantly improve the moment they arrived in Australia. 

You just have that high expectation that look, if I get to Australia, my life 

will have changed straight away. … you just get money even if you don't 

work. Everything is easy. But if you get here, the story just changed; 

totally different. You go through a lot, like, denial and cultural shock. 

(Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

Apart from such high expectations of living a quality life during 

resettlement in Australia, a number of participants imagined having a 

largely problem-free life with plenty of money. Indeed, to emphasise his 

point, Mzee Baraka gave an example of the kinds of lifestyle some refugees 

thought they would find in the resettlement countries. 

If we go to Australia or Canada … every problem will be finished. So I 

don’t have to work, I will have a house, have the food, and the money; you 

can collect the money from the trees, [laughter] everything. So they had a 

very high expectation. (Mzee Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

For many participants, such resettlement expectations – however unrealistic 

they seemed – were heightened especially when they compared their 

difficult lives in refugee camps with the kinds of lifestyles they expected to 
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have in Australia. For example, Deng described the disappointments that 

many refugee immigrants experienced when they realised that actual 

resettlement was not as they expected before immigrating.  

I think the big expectation there that when you’re in a refugee camp, you 

think like, you know, when you come to places like Australia, Canada, 

USA, you are liable to change automatically and become better and all 

those sort of things. And then again when you come here you find that 

that’s not the case. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

Deng also stated that, at times, many refugees expected that the problems 

associated with their often traumatic refugee life experiences would 

immediately end as soon as they arrived in Australia. 

From the preceding descriptions of experiences and discussions, it is 

evident that immigrating to Australia was often characterised by having 

high resettlement expectations, as summarised and presented in Table 6.3. 

The left-hand column presents, using direct quotes, exemplars of 

participants’ experiences of having high resettlement expectations as they 

prepared to immigrate to Australia, while the middle column is a list of key 

social structural affordances offered by these experiences. The right-hand 

column offers suggestions of the psychosocial developmental consequences 

arising from participants’ experiences of having high resettlement 

expectations. These processes and experiences of immigrating to Australia 

are thereafter discussed, using the study’s transformative psychosocial 

approach to adult development by exploring likely consequences for 

participants’ adult development and readiness for resettlement. 
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Table 6.3 

Immigrating to Australia – Having High Resettlement Expectations 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of having high resettlement expectations 
Key social structural 

affordances 

Psychosocial 

developmental 

consequences 

(a) I was so excited … I wanted to go and live in a free country, not persecuted by the government, anything like that 

discriminated … I wanted to get out of this country as soon as possible to go a free country and live under a free 

government. (Naing Thein)  

(b) My expectation was Australia is really a good country, it will be like a paradise to me; it is like things are really 

advanced, a better place. … I was excited I was coming to a better place. (Okayo) 

(c) I think the big expectation there that when you’re in a refugee camp, you think like, you know, when you come to 

places like Australia, Canada, USA, you are liable to change automatically and become better and all those sort of 

things. (Deng) 

(d) I guess because it [Australia] is a developed country, I felt maybe lifestyle will change then from nothing to 

something because we were very poor. So we felt maybe the level of living, the economy thing, will just improve very 

highly. (Ndikumana) 

(e) People who are calling – making calls to the family members in refugee camps or in the country, saying that they 

get money from the wall. (Bahati) 

(f) And because Australia is a developed country, which is a democracy, and people live with freedom and you expect 

life here perfect. (Htoo) 

Excitement; Free 

advanced society; Hopes 

of opportunities; 

Immediate better life; 

Paradise; Learn English 

language; Life of 

abundance; Immediate 

end of problems; Change 

of lifestyle; Very high 

improvements in living; 

Money from the wall; 

Perfect life in Australia; 

Democracy and freedom  

Participants’ experiences 

of having high 

resettlement expectations 

often offered positive and 

hopeful social structural 

affordances that supported 

their capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely advancing 

their adult development 

and readiness for 

resettlement. 
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The difficult and often traumatic life experiences that refugee immigrants 

have undergone makes it important for them to have an opportunity for 

resettlement that offers social stability, peace, and safety. These resettlement 

opportunities raise a number of expectations from refugee immigrants. 

Hence, as summarised in Table 6.3, participants of this study used words 

like “excitement”, “free advanced society”, “hopes of opportunities”, 

“paradise”, “money from the wall”, “perfect life in Australia”, and 

“democracy and freedom” to describe the high and positive resettlement 

expectations as they immigrated to Australia. From the study’s 

transformative psychosocial perspective (discussed in Chapter 3), it is 

suggested that affordances can either negate or positively advance (Billett, 

2009; Gibson, 1986; Letiche & Lissack, 2009; Scarantino, 2003) individuals’ 

capacities to exercise personal agency. Therefore, as summarised in Table 

6.3, participants’ high resettlement expectations offered some positive and 

hopeful social structural affordances that often motivated their capacities to 

exercise personal agency and assisted in their readiness for resettlement in 

Australia.  

In sum, participants experienced significant institutional and social 

challenges of immigrating to Australia, yet their high resettlement 

expectations often offered positive and hopeful social structural affordances 

that motivated and supported their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Therefore, all together and notwithstanding the aforementioned challenges, 

their immigration experiences likely advanced their adult development and 

readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. In the next section, these 

descriptions of participants’ experiences and perspectives of immigrating to 

Australia are discussed from a transformative psychosocial approach to 

adult development. 

Psychosocial developmental consequences of immigrating to Australia  

Despite the challenging immigration processes, participants’ immigration to 

Australia had particular supportive implications for their adult development 

and readiness for resettlement in Australia. Their immigration processes can 

be seen as a transition stage that possibly enables them to transform their 
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past difficult refugee life experiences into possible meaningful and 

successful resettlement experiences in Australia. Therefore, from a 

transformative psychosocial adult development perspective, participants’ 

immigration to Australia often offered positive and hopeful social structural 

affordances supporting their capacities to exercise personal agency, thereby 

assisting their adult development and readiness for resettlement. However, 

many participants’ immigration processes were triggered by events of war 

and violence that forced them to escape to other countries without much 

preparation, for example, Abdul-Jabbar’s sudden escape and subsequent 

immigration. The forced, sudden, and challenging nature of participants’ 

immigration is expected to have significant detrimental consequences for 

their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

Participants’ experiences of immigrating to Australia through 

challenging immigration processes often offered uncertainty and anxious 

social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise 

personal agency, likely adversely affecting their adult development and 

resettlement readiness in Australia. The uncertainty and anxiety created by 

these immigration processes happened while many participants were living 

in difficult and distressing conditions as refugees trapped in protracted 

encampments (summarised in Table 5.6, Table 5.7, and Table 5.8, Chapter 

5). This combination of complex challenging situations exacerbated 

disruptions to their lives, giving rise to the possibility of adversely affecting 

their readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. Therefore, for many 

participants, resuming “normalcy” through immigration and subsequent 

resettlement was particularly important for advancing their adult 

developmental progression. For these reasons, participants’ common desire 

was to reclaim control of their lives through immigration and resettlement 

with opportunities to resume normal adult roles and responsibilities, that is, 

developmental expectations that are typical of adult lives.  

As adults, participants’ immigration to Australia could potentially 

create opportunities that supported the quest of regaining control of their 

lives and restoring the wellbeing of their families. Such determination and 



199 

 

resolve for resettlement and living in comparatively peaceful, socially stable 

societies was a key motivation that made many participants strive to ensure 

their immigration to Australia was successful. This was a once-in-a-lifetime 

opportunity to transform participants’ traumatic and distressing refugee 

lives into positive resettlement life experiences. Hence, many were anxious 

yet positive about the possibilities of resettling in Australia. Bandura (2006) 

suggested that engaging in such processes of thinking about future life 

involved forethought, an agentic process of setting personal goals. For 

example, Naing Thein was “so excited” about the possibilities of living in a 

“free country”, while Okayo expected to live a paradise-like life in Australia. 

For many participants, the agentic forethought process was characterised by 

high expectations and strong ambitions of having satisfactory resettlement 

in Australia. For these reasons, participants’ immigration to Australia, 

through challenging immigration processes and high resettlement 

expectations respectively, offered uncertain and anxious yet positive and 

hopeful social structural affordances that mainly assisted their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, and hence advance their adult development and 

readiness for resettlement.  

In all, participants’ experiences of immigrating to Australia often 

offered ambivalent affordances that constrained as well as supported their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. Yet, these experiences likely 

predominantly advanced their adult development and resettlement 

expectations in particular ways. Moreover, in the absence of normalcy and 

social stability that often characterised participants’ past refugee life 

experiences, they heavily invested in an ideal future of resettlement. The 

immigration processes are aimed at providing permanent protection and 

resettlement for refugees in a third country (DIAC, 2009; UNHCR, 2011). 

Despite participants being hopeful of their upcoming long-term resettlement 

in Australia, the initial phase of immigrating was characterised by many 

challenges that caused participants to be anxious. Understandably, after 

experiencing traumatic and distressing personal histories for a number of 
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years, participants’ resettlement expectations, however unrealistic, elicited a 

strong sense of relief, excitement, and hope in readiness for resettlement.  

In sum, the possibility of resuming stable peaceful lives and having 

normal developmental adult roles and responsibilities – through resettlement 

– enabled participants to remain hopeful and to exercise agentic anticipation 

during the challenging immigration processes. For many participants, the 

processes of immigrating to Australia involved significant challenges that 

caused deep anxiety. Yet, these processes elicited high expectations because 

resettlement was a seen as a life transforming opportunity. In the next 

section, descriptions of participants’ subsequent experiences of resettlement 

in Australia are discussed. 

Resettling in Australia 

After successful immigration processes, participants made their way to 

Australia for permanent resettlement. Permanent resettlement ensures 

refugees are protected against refoulement and provides them and their 

families with access to rights similar to those enjoyed by nationals of the 

third country (UNHCR, 2011). All participants of this study are Australian 

nationals, having been permanently resettled and living in Australia for an 

average of 7 years (as shown in Table 3.2). However, despite participants’ 

high resettlement expectations, their actual experiences of resettlement were 

often affected in many ways by: (a) encountering sociocultural dissonances, 

(b) confronting racism and racial discrimination, and (c) engaging in 

education and employment in Australia. These key resettlement experiences 

are discussed in turn in the following sections. 

Encountering sociocultural dissonances 

Many participants described encountering different aspects of sociocultural 

dissonances as they resettled in Australia. Yet, participants appreciated 

being in a relatively peaceful country and said that their lives would 

considerably improve as they resettled in Australia. For example, Wai 

equated his resettlement in Australia to being “accepted as human beings” 

for the first time.  
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Now we started to belong to human society, this [resettlement] is very first 

step into this human society for us; but we get accepted as human beings. 

(Wai/male/34 years/Southeast Asia) 

However, given the diverse traditional and sociocultural practices in their 

countries of origin, many participants described encountering a number of 

sociocultural dissonances that adversely affected their resettlement here. 

Participants also described the challenges and difficulties associated with 

being unable to understand Australia’s sociocultural ways of life. For 

instance, Angua was surprised that her neighbours always kept to 

themselves and would not even extend greetings to her.  

Back home a neighbour comes and says “hi, good morning? How are 

you?” … But in Australia, everyone is on his own; nothing like saying “hi” 

… And if anything happens, the first contact people will be the ‘triple 

zero’, not the neighbour. So, because of that, I am afraid to speak to other 

people around. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

She found the individualist culture and lifestyle in Australia distinctly 

contrasted to the collectivist culture and ways of life with which she was 

familiar. For these reasons, Angua found it challenging to socially interact 

with people in Australia. Such experiences of sociocultural dissonance were 

also a concern to Abdul-Jabbar, who had very similar comments about 

being in Australia for a long time and the non-social relationship with his 

neighbours. 

The social life, social relationships are very difficult for Australians. I told 

you before I didn’t know any of our neighbours for last 10 years; there is 

not anything between us and the neighbours, we even didn’t know them 

and they didn’t know us, and even no ‘good morning’. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Evidently, these participants’ social relationships with their respective 

neighbours were an example of their experiences of sociocultural 

dissonance that were afforded by their resettlement in Australia. Zainab, a 

nursing student on her placement at a hospital, described the personal 

difficulties of engaging and making contact with male patients because of 

her cultural and religious background. 

The other difficulties I had was, when I just start my first placement in first 

year, when I went to hospital for my first placement, I wasn’t really feeling 
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confident with like male patients; because of this religious stuff. 

(Zainab/female/24 years/Middle East) 

However, after consultations with her university supervisor and some local 

religious scholars, these specific sociocultural and religious challenges were 

addressed to her satisfaction. This is an indication that, in certain 

circumstances, individuals with leadership positions can offer agentic 

affordances that are likely to advance people’s personal goals. Another 

participant pointed out that, compared to his “introverted” cultural practices; 

Australia’s “extroverted” mainstream cultural practices encouraged people 

to “boasting”.  

It is not our culture to sell yourself, to boasting, to say good things about 

you, but people see what you do; for us trust is the big issue. … we say 

“action sounds bigger than words”. (Htoo/male/32 years/Southeast Asia) 

These cultural differences, seen from introverted and extroverted 

perspectives, offered sociocultural challenges for many participants. Indeed, 

these participants’ resettlement encounters of sociocultural dissonances 

created feelings of isolation and powerlessness that constrained their 

capacity to enjoy meaningful social relationships with the rest of Australian 

society.  

Some participants also reported that education and training 

institutions were not doing enough to ease adult refugee immigrants’ 

experiences of sociocultural dissonance. For example, Abdul-Jabbar 

described the absence of cultural activities that represented the diversity of 

cultures at educational and training institutions.  

Especially in TAFE, so there is no any cultural activities, there is no 

encouragement for the people to express their culture and to be proud of 

the culture or the religion or the thoughts. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 

years/Middle East)  

Abdul-Jabbar also said that some teachers in these institutions were 

insensitive to refugee immigrants’ religious beliefs. The lack of religious 

sensitivity and the sociocultural “barrier” Abdul-Jabbar was referring to 

were examples of instances where adult refugee immigrants felt the impact 

of sociocultural dissonance as they participated in learning activities at 
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education and training institutions in Australia. However, despite other 

participants similarly encountering sociocultural dissonances in education 

and training institutions, Nahimana said that a few teachers were supportive 

in many ways. For example, he was impressed by the professionalism 

displayed by some teachers at his TAFE institute.  

They are well trained because the way they treat, they treat according your 

level. Teachers they will help you, and they will support you really for 

what they know how they can treat people. And they can try to advise, not 

only teach you, they advise. (Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana also described the good relationships with the teachers at the 

TAFE institute and was appreciative that some teachers at the institute went 

beyond their normal duties to teach students. He described one teacher as 

“just like my mentor”. This is an example where individuals within 

institutions can go out of their normal responsibilities to offer supportive 

affordances that empower others with agency and motivation to develop and 

progress personal goals. Participants’ sociocultural challenges at one 

educational institution, and experiences of being assisted and supported in 

other learning institutions, was an indication that there was capacity for 

provision of supportive affordances for adult refugee immigrants in 

Australian education and training institutions.  

The encounters of sociocultural dissonance during resettlement 

seemed to be more amplified for participants who were separated from some 

of their family members during the immigration processes. For example, 

Angua talked about the importance of having a family unit, irrespective of 

whether one was living in a refugee camp or here in Australia. Angua was 

still distressed because her family was unexpectedly separated during the 

immigration process and she expressed loneliness and regret about 

immigrating to Australia.  

If I knew this was going be my life, I was not going to come alone leaving 

those other ones behind. … Instead, I feel I should even go back. 

(Angua/female/49 years/Africa)  

After being in Australia for over 6 years, Angua described her loneliness 

and detachment from her family and the sociocultural lifestyle with which 
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she was familiar. Indeed, some participants expressed challenges of living a 

lonely life in environments that they were not used to, while others 

highlighted the importance of communication and the use of language 

during their resettlement. 

The negative part is, sometimes the language people use is not good; but 

anyway is their culture, like ‘fuck’ what, all these things [chuckles]. 

(Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

One of Okayo’s experiences of sociocultural dissonance came about at a 

workplace where his colleagues frequently swore. This language was 

unsettling because the frequent use of swear words was not common in his 

sociocultural background. Okayo was convinced that the use of “impolite” 

swear words was part of Australian “culture” and he was, initially, taken 

aback by such language. However, after being in Australia for over 6 years; 

he said he was getting used to it. Another participant, Abdul-Jabbar, was 

more concerned about his children’s sociocultural challenges and 

experiences of living in Australia. His key concern was that his children 

were fast losing their native language and religious and cultural beliefs in a 

Western cultural environment. He therefore decided to start a regular 

religious and cultural school for his children. 

Every week, twice, three times, we sit together and we start reading some 

Arabic stories, talking about different cultural affairs, reading Quran, 

teaching them how to read this is wrong this is right this is OK, and then 

when I met many Iraqi community members I suggest that for them. Yeah, 

they said that is OK that is a very good idea. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 

years/Middle East) 

This idea of starting a small school was supported by other community 

members who had similar concerns of children losing their culture. Since 

then, apart from receiving support from the government, the school has 

grown and has been registered and was catering for many more students and 

teachers. In sum, participants’ experiences of encountering sociocultural 

dissonance manifested in different ways that often constrained their exercise 

of personal agency as well as restricting their social engagements with the 

rest of Australian society. However, for Abdul-Jabbar, aspects of his 

experiences offered affordances that resulted in exercising agency and 
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setting up a school for his community. This is an example where lack of 

particular important services provides personal drive and agency for 

individuals to collectively engage and address community needs.  

Some participants, however, had different perspectives. For 

example, Konneh reported that many experiences of encountering 

sociocultural dissonance in Australia depend on the assistance these new 

Australians received and the kinds of influence from family and friends. 

Some other people still haven’t grasped the concept of being here. Some 

people still suffer from cultural shock. Some people still have not been 

advised, so have not met the right people to help them. (Konneh/male/38 

years/Africa) 

Konneh emphasised that adult refugee immigrants suffered “cultural shock” 

during resettlement because some of them were physically in Australia but 

their thinking was still attached to their home countries. The issue of adult 

refugee immigrants suffering cultural shock was also raised by some 

community leaders. For example, Mzee Baraka said that older refugee 

immigrants were more prone to experiences of encountering sociocultural 

dissonance during resettlement. 

When they got here, they have this cultural shock. … This was their 

culture, and now, suddenly, they change; they embrace a new culture. They 

were so, so shocked culturally. Yeah. So it was a very sad issue. Yes, 

especially for those who were above 40 when they came here, they still 

have the heritage, the connection with the culture. (Mzee Baraka/male/57 

years/Africa) 

Mzee Baraka, as a community leader, was concerned about the “very sad 

issue” of older community members encountering different forms of 

sociocultural dissonances in Australia. He said this happened because older 

refugees had deep-rooted affiliations with their indigenous traditions and 

cultures. Another community leader – Kamara – termed these experiences 

of encountering sociocultural dissonances as events of “social 

contradiction”. 

Social contradiction, basically, what I mean is you're from a different part 

of the world and different belief system and different ways of doing things, 

different religion, and different laws. So when you come here, you have to 

adhere to the new environment. So you go through a series of frustrations, 
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uncertainty, challenges, barriers and so forth. (Kamara/male/27 

years/Africa) 

Kamara also claimed that adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonance were one of their main concerns 

during resettlement.  

Overall, it is evident from the preceding discussions that participants’ 

descriptions of resettling in Australia were often characterised by 

encountering a number of sociocultural dissonances. A summary of these 

experiences is presented in Table 6.4, where the left-hand column quotes 

participants’ descriptions of encountering sociocultural dissonances, while 

the middle column presents key social structural affordances offered by 

these experiences. The right-hand column describes the psychosocial 

developmental consequences that may arise from participants’ experiences 

of encountering sociocultural dissonances. These descriptions of 

experiences of resettling in Australia are subsequently discussed using the 

study’s transformative psychosocial approach to adult development that 

advances the likely consequences for participants’ adult development and 

resettlement outcomes. 
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Table 6.4 

Resettlement Experiences – Encountering Sociocultural Dissonances 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of encountering sociocultural dissonances 
Key social structural 

affordances 

Psychosocial 

developmental 

consequences 

(a) Especially in TAFE, so there is no any cultural activities, there is no encouragement for the people to express their 

culture and to be proud of the culture or the religion or the thoughts. (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(b) Some other people still haven’t grasped the concept of being here. Some people still suffer from cultural shock. 

(Konneh) 

(c) A lot of people, when they got here, they have this cultural shock. It was a major, major issue. … Especially for 

those who were above 40. (Mzee Baraka) 

(d) Back home a neighbour comes and says “hi, good morning? How are you?”; and sometimes they can leave their 

children playing with your children round. But in Australia, everyone is on his own. (Angua) 

(e) The other difficulties I had … I wasn’t really feeling confident with like male patients; because of this religious stuff. 

(Zainab) 

(f) It is not our culture to sell yourself, to boasting, to say good things about you, but people see what you do; for us 

trust is the big issue. … we say “action sounds bigger than words”. (Htoo) 

(g) Now we started to belong to human society, this [resettlement] is very first step into this human society for us; but 

we get accepted as human beings. (Wai)  

Individualist sociocultural 

lifestyle; Not knowing 

neighbours; No cultural 

activities; TAFE teachers 

helpful; Regrets of 

immigrating; Unused to 

‘swear’ culture; 

Diminishing religious and 

cultural practices; Cultural 

shock; Harder for older 

ones; Social 

contradictions; 

Frustrations and barriers; 

Religious differences; 

Introverted/Extroverted 

culture; Accepted as 

human beings  

Participants’ experiences 

of encountering 

sociocultural dissonances 

often offered disaccording 

social structural 

affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

resettlement outcomes.  
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The resettlement process can be challenging to both refugee immigrants and 

the host countries’ existing populations due to factors like political goodwill 

of the host country, and traditional and sociocultural differences of the 

immigrating refugees and the host population (discussed in Chapter 2). For 

participants of this study, as summarised in Table 6.4, their experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances in Australia are described using 

terms like “individualist sociocultural lifestyle”, “not knowing neighbours”, 

“no cultural activities”, “cultural shock”, “social contradictions”, and 

“religious differences”. As foreshadowed, some developmental theories 

(e.g., Erikson, 1971, 1977; Erikson & Erikson, 1997) suggest that human 

development is a stage-by-stage transition process of successfully 

negotiating life experiences that respond to societal expectations. Therefore, 

as suggested by Shakespeare-Finch, et al. (2014), despite encountering a 

number of distressing sociocultural dissonances, it is likely that participants’ 

resilience and relative success of negotiating the often difficult refugee life 

experience provided them with adequate motivation and readiness to 

manage subsequent resettlement experiences in Australia.  

As summarised in Table 6.4, however, experiences of encountering 

sociocultural dissonances offered many participants disaccording social 

structural affordances that often constrained their capacities to exercise 

personal agency, therefore unsettling their adult development progression 

and resettlement outcomes. As discussed in the next section, these 

encounters were exacerbated by participants’ regularly confronting racism 

and racial discrimination during their resettlement in Australia. 

Confronting racism and racial discrimination 

For many participants, perhaps the most significant experiences that 

negatively affected their resettlement were the regular incidences of 

confronting racism and racial discrimination. For example, discrimination 

towards refugee immigrants seemed to be increasing in Australia. 

I am surprised of for 10 years till now I found the rates of discrimination 

going up; up, up, unfortunately. … and Australian people passing through 

in their car, they just yelling to you some very bad words or “go back to 
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your country!” or sometimes they throw something. And that happened to 

most of the refugees, especially for the women wearing hijab, and 

especially for the black people. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

Abdul-Jabbar said that open discrimination tendencies and racial taunts 

commonly targeted Muslim women wearing hijabs and black people. 

Another participant described an incident where he and a fellow African 

were racially taunted and abused while travelling on public transport. 

Nahimana gave an account of how they were shouted at and told that “black” 

people like them came to Australia to drain financial resources.  

So you guys just eating our money! You black! He started shouting, 

abusing say “what are you guys coming to do here?!” Argh! On my side 

for that day really I was very angry until I was not happy to hear the way 

he was just talking. (Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana was upset because the person taunting them thought of him and 

other “black” immigrants as a burden on Australian society. Another 

participant, Konneh, encountered a similar experience of being racially 

abused in public. 

That was the first time I was racially abused, directly, yeah. … and they 

say, “You f-ing black people coming to our f-ing country, taking our f-ing 

jobs.” … So I just looked at him and I smiled and I walked past him. And I 

just continued what I was doing. (Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

Konneh reacted in a calm way towards the person who was swearing at him 

about black people coming to “their” country and taking “their” jobs. Here, 

Konneh’s calm reaction to racist’s attacks is an example of individuals 

being in control despite being in difficult situations. Indeed, this is an 

instance where despite being in difficult situations, personal efforts from a 

number of adult refugee immigrants to overcome discrimination and 

progress their personal lives is exemplified. Konneh and Nahimana 

described their experiences of feeling alienated as they confronted racism 

and racial discrimination in public places. Other participants described 

similar feelings of alienation and discrimination while attending educational 

institutions. For example, Bizimana, who has been in Australia for 8 years, 

described feeling uncomfortable when the teacher always monitored him by 

sitting closely behind during assessments. As expected, Bizimana was 
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disappointed when he did not perform well in this teacher’s assessment. He 

described the teacher’s behaviour towards him as discriminatory. Hence, he 

advised his fellow “black” refugee immigrants studying at TAFE 

institutions to speak out if they felt they were being discriminated against. 

What I used to tell our community, our black people studying at TAFE, 

“Don’t be scared, don’t be angry”, if you see the teacher is discriminating 

you; tell him “You are discriminating me, you are not marking me very 

well”, don’t scare! (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

Bizimana’s description of the discrimination he encountered in the 

education institution was similarly experienced by other participants. For 

example, discrimination incidences were taking place in education 

institutions which adult refugee immigrants attended. He explained that 

during some tasks, students normally formed groups. However, students 

from refugee backgrounds in that particular class regularly found 

themselves abandoned by other students:  

Some of my group members actually have experienced discrimination on 

the basis of their colour, is one; their accent, especially in group work. … I 

think because a lot of people think they're not good enough, they wouldn't 

contribute towards the project, that's one and maybe their English is not 

good and their colour or something. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

Kamara said that it was clear students from refugee backgrounds were being 

isolated and discriminated possibly because of their colour, accent, and 

perceived inability to contribute to the groups. These participants’ 

descriptions of confronting incidents of racism and racial discrimination in 

public places and educational institutions in Australia created distressing 

feelings of alienation that constrained their exercise of personal to socially 

engage with the rest of Australian society.  

Apart from the explicit experiences of racial discrimination 

described in the preceding section, other participants confronted cases of 

subtle incidences of racial discrimination and expressed surprise that others 

denied the presence of racial discrimination in Australia. For example, 

before his immigration, Naing Thein never thought people in a free and 

democratic country like Australia would be discriminating against him on 

racial grounds.  
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I think they say Australia is a free country there is no racism but sometimes 

I do experience … I do have a little bit vivid idea of people are racists. So 

when they say Australia is no racism, that’s the thing I don’t expect in 

Australia. (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast Asia) 

Naing Thein’s feelings of disappointment of being racially discriminated 

and the presence of subtle racial discrimination made his resettlement 

experiences in Australia distressing. Similarly, Abdul-Jabbar said the 

biggest social challenge to his resettlement in Australia was confronting 

racial discrimination on a regular basis. 

From the beginning to now is discrimination! And unfortunately the people 

[refugee immigrants] when they first came they can’t realise that or they 

can’t distinguish that because of their language barrier or because of their 

happiness … But as they live more and more and are getting in touch with 

different departments, different people, and they discover that 

[discrimination]. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

According to Abdul-Jabbar, confronting racial discrimination was the 

biggest barrier to refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia because it 

excluded them from many social opportunities and activities. He further 

claimed that it took some time for adult refugee immigrants to realise the 

levels of discrimination around them. Some community leaders were in 

agreement that community members from refugee backgrounds were being 

discriminated against in Australia. For example, Deng stated:  

And racial discrimination, because people are different and it happen every 

day but it depend how you deal with that. How you react to it, but it’s 

something which will happen and a lot of people are getting frustrated … a 

lot of people who doesn’t react to it or who doesn’t know how to manage 

it, they tend to become violent and revenge, or become fundamentalists, 

name them. (Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

Deng stated that racial discrimination was a “big issue” that affected adult 

refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia. He went on to emphasise that 

some victims of racial discrimination would get frustrated and respond 

using violent means and language. In all, most participants described their 

personal regular confrontations with racial discrimination while some 

described the presence of subtle racism in their social environments. These 

experiences of discrimination amount to alienating and distressing 

affordances that constrained participants’ capacities to exercise personal 
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agency that exacerbated their feelings of being socially excluded from 

Australian society. Furthermore, as adults, the racism and racial 

discrimination that participants confronted isolated them from their roles of 

fully participating in and contributing to Australian society.  

Interestingly, while acknowledging the occurrences racism and racial 

discrimination, Ndikumana was of the opinion that the incidences were not 

as widespread as claimed by many other community members. 

Yeah, but there’s still maybe some people maybe discriminating, whatever, 

but in general it doesn’t happen, I guess. (Ndikumana/female/23 

years/Africa) 

Similarly, Mzee Baraka confirmed that there were cases of community 

members confronting racism and racial discrimination. However, he said 

that some members of his community often misunderstood what racial 

discrimination actually entailed. 

Yes, we do sometimes make some – a few cases where people have been 

discriminated against, but not a huge number. Not huge. In my community 

I don’t believe there are people who have been discriminated. (Mzee 

Baraka/male/57 years/Africa)  

Furthermore, he explained that what actually happens was not racial 

discrimination because his community members have integrated well and 

intermarried with other Australians. For these reasons, Mzee Baraka said 

that it was not possible for discrimination to happen or flourish in such 

environments.  

And then when we have the ceremonies or feasts, we just see Australians 

coming to join, and some are inviting us to go. So, to me, I said, we 

probably misinterpret the discrimination in the way we see. (Mzee 

Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

In contrast to these two participants who claimed discrimination and racism 

against refugee immigrants was not common, most other participants 

described the racism and racial discrimination they confronted during 

resettlement. 

The preceding discussions indicate participants’ resettlement 

experiences in Australia were often characterised by confronting racism and 

racial discrimination. As summarised in Table 6.5, their verbatim 
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descriptions of confronting racism and racial discrimination in Australia are 

presented in the left-hand column, while the middle column presents key 

social structural affordances offered by these personal experiences. The 

right-hand column suggests the psychosocial developmental consequences 

that are likely to arise from participants’ experiences of confronting racism 

and racial discrimination in Australia. Using the study’s transformative 

psychosocial approach to adult development, these particular alienating 

experiences of resettling in Australia (summarised in Table 6.5) are 

thereafter discussed, with a focus on the likely consequences for participants’ 

adult development and resettlement outcomes. 
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Table 6.5 

Resettlement Experiences – Confronting Racism and Racial Discrimination 

 

 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of confronting racism and racial discrimination 
Key social structural 

affordances 

Psychosocial 

developmental 

consequences 

(a) I am surprised of for 10 years till now I found the rates of discrimination going up; up, up, unfortunately. … and 

Australian people passing through in their car, they just yelling to you some very bad words or “go back to your 

country!” or sometimes they throw something. (Abdul-Jabbar) 

(b) That was the first time I was racially abused, directly, yeah. … “You f-ing black people coming to our f-ing country, 

taking our f-ing jobs.” (Konneh) 

(c) I think they say Australia is a free country there is no racism but sometimes I do experience, not like directly, like 

from I don’t know; I do have a little bit vivid idea of people are racists. (Naing Thein) 

(d) And racial discrimination, because people are different and it happen every day but it depend how you deal with 

that. How you react to it, but it’s something which will happen and a lot of people are getting frustrated (Deng) 

(e) In my community I don’t believe there are people who have been discriminated. … So, to me, I said, we probably 

misinterpret the discrimination in the way we see. (Mzee Baraka)  

(f) Our black people studying at TAFE, “Don’t be scared, don’t be angry”, if you see the teacher is discriminating you; 

tell him “You are discriminating me”. (Bizimana) 

Increased discrimination 

incidences; Racial abuse; 

Angered by racism; F-ing 

black people; Community 

awareness of 

discrimination; 

Discrimination in 

education; ‘People are 

racists’; Discrimination is 

prevalent; Frustrations due 

to racism; Misinterpreting 

discrimination; TAFE 

teacher discriminating 

Participants’ experiences 

of confronting racism and 

racial discrimination often 

offered alienating and 

distressing social 

structural affordances that 

constrained their 

capacities to exercise of 

personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult 

development and 

resettlement lives. 
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Refugee immigrants in Australia confront a number of social exclusion 

experiences mainly perpetrated by acts of racial discrimination in different 

situations (discussed in Chapter 2). As summarised in Table 6.5, 

experiences of confronting racism and racial discrimination in Australia by 

participants of this study are described using terms like “increased 

discrimination incidences”, “racial abuse”, “angered by racism”, “people are 

racists”, and “frustrations due to racism”. The study’s transformative 

psychosocial approach to adult development (discussed in Chapter 3) posits 

a symbiotic interrelationship between social structural affordances offered to 

an individual and their exercise of personal agency (Billett, 2009; Hobson & 

Welbourne, 1998; Mezirow, 1991, 2009). Therefore, in this case, the 

transformative psychosocial adult development approach involves 

exploration of social structural affordances offered by participants’ 

experiences of confronting racism and racial discrimination, and how this 

affects their capacities to exercise personal agency.  

Indeed, a number of participants indicated their awareness of the 

magnitude of such social exclusion experiences and pointed out this issue 

was one of the key barriers that negatively affected their resettlement 

outcomes in Australia. Therefore, efforts of adult refugee immigrants to 

overcome social exclusion and racial discrimination as they resettle in 

Australia is worth recognition and their audacious resolve to decent 

progressive living exercising agency should form part of their fight against 

discrimination in society. Evidently, as summarised in Table 6.5, 

participants’ confrontation with experiences of racism and racial 

discrimination during resettlement often offered alienating and distressing 

social structural affordances that in many ways severely constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. These experiences of confronting 

racism and racial discrimination, therefore, were unsettling and disrupting to 

participants’ adult development and resettlement. As discussed in the next 

section, these experiences also impacted on their education and employment 

opportunities in Australia, as well as on developmental opportunities. 
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Engaging in education and employment 

Of the 15 participants, 11 were involved in either part-time or full-time 

studies at an educational institution, 3 were not studying, and 1 was 

involved in what he termed “self-studies”. For many participants, the social 

structural affordances extended through engagement with education in 

Australia, but not available when they were refugees, was evidence of 

relative developmental progression. For many of them, their first and 

significant contact with an Australian education and training institution was 

when attending government-sponsored English courses through Adult 

Migrant English Program (AMEP) mainly offered by TAFE institutes. All 

participants are from non-English speaking backgrounds; therefore, to ease 

interaction and communication with other Australians, it was important for 

participants – if need be – to learn or to improve English language and 

communication skills. For instance, Abdul-Jabbar wanted to improve his 

English literacy levels and language skills for easier communication with 

other Australians and also to assist his daily social activities. 

I would just like to improve my [English] language, and it is compulsory 

you know to get 500 and some other hours for English. So I attended level 

III, certificate III directly and then I finished certificate III and certificate 

IV. And then, of course it is not enough, but I felt that for my job, for my 

writing, for my reading, for my dealing with the people. (Abdul-

Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East)  

The motivation for Abdul-Jabbar’s engagement in different courses at 

TAFE institutes was to improve his literacy and English language and other 

skills that assisted him in “dealing with people”. Without attaining such key 

communication skills, Abdul-Jabbar could easily be isolated and disengaged 

from mainstream Australian society. The importance of having English 

language communication ability during resettlement cannot be 

underestimated. For example, resettlement in Australia for adult refugee 

immigrants was impossible if they could not communicate in English.  

If you don’t speak the language they speak you can’t live in the country or 

you can’t just communicate with these people and you make yourself - the 

life harder. (Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 
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One of the community leaders – Kamara – highlighted the frustrations that 

adult refugee immigrants went through when they were required to complete 

simple tasks using the English language. 

Lots of people from my community, they go through so much especially 

they are not fluent in English. When you go to places like Centrelink and 

other places to process their documents or whatever they are doing. They 

have to call interpreter for them so that's frustrating for them. They just 

feel, look what am I? I think I'm not worth anything. I can't do anything for 

myself. I'm always dependent on people. (Kamara/male/27 years/Africa) 

While the provision of support by offering free interpreter services was 

appreciated, some adult refugee immigrants’ lack of English communication 

skills made them frustrated because they became highly dependent when 

making simple transactions. As adults, the high dependency on others for 

basic life transactions undermined these participants’ developmental roles 

and expectations. The lack of adequate English language communication 

skills was also frustrating and distressful to Bizimana. 

I was angry about English. Always I go hospital, they can’t find 

interpreter, whatever. … So I was angry, I was studying so hard, maybe so 

that the acid came up. I forced my body to learn English quickly to know, 

so I forced to learn English. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

The lack of English language skills made Bizimana distressed because he 

was not able to communicate with people. However, at TAFE, Bizimana 

described being provided with and English as a Second Language (ESL) 

teacher to assist him during an assessment.  

I found some teachers there they helped me; because I didn’t have enough 

English … While doing exams they provided me another teacher, ESL 

teacher, doing exam with them. And I got that ESL teacher, asked me my 

background, he was really happy but said “this guy is trying”, he was 

helping me and giving me enough time. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

The ESL teacher acknowledged and understood Bizimana’s sociocultural 

background and was able to offer helpful support. Another participant, 

Ndikumana, stated that one of the best things that had happened to her since 

her immigration to Australia was that she can now communicate in English.  

Yes! Now I can speak English! [laughs]. Yeah, because now; English is 

international language. (Ndikumana/female/23 years/Africa)  
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These descriptions of participants’ ability to communicate in English 

indicated the importance of having adequate English language 

communication skills during resettlement. Evidently, low proficiency levels 

of English language skills amongst participants was frustrating and offered 

constraining resettlement experiences that restricted their capacities to 

further their education and conduct the usual adult roles of meeting basic 

developmental expectations. However, having adequate English was 

empowering and improved participants’ readiness for resettlement in 

Australia.  

Participants also said that having good English communication skills 

would assist in their engaging with education and training in Australia. For 

example, Bizimana stated that studying would have been easier if he was 

competent in English. 

I thought in Australia to study is easy; but is easy when you know English. 

(Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa)  

Similarly, Bahati stated that many refugees wanted to have education and 

training qualifications that would assist them to access different 

opportunities during resettlement. 

Everyone wants to have a qualification and after they finish their English 

course, they want to – because the barrier is the language, so they are 

learning the language and then they are projecting themselves in the future. 

(Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 

These participants’ experiences were an indication that having an education 

and possessing English language proficiency extended affordances that 

assisted in their daily routines and resettlement in Australia, for example, by 

engaging in meaningful employment. This meant that participants’ success 

in engaging with education and training was dependent on their English 

language communication skills which would subsequently improve their 

prospects of accessing meaningful job opportunities. 

In many cases, however, the link between participants’ education 

and training qualifications and their employment opportunities was not 

apparent. For example, Angua enrolled and completed a course at a TAFE 

college but was not able to secure employment.  
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I did a Certificate III and … I think it is government training or 

government courses? And did a placement, but I couldn’t get a job. … I 

also get again and make study in Certificate IV in Disability. That’s what I 

am still trying to do. I don’t know what opportunities I will get after this 

one. (Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

Despite failing to secure employment after completing her Certificate III 

qualification, Angua believed that advancing her education would improve 

future employment opportunities. For these reasons, like many other 

participants, she enrolled for a higher level course hoping this would create 

better employment opportunities and subsequently better resettlement 

outcomes. Another participant, Okayo, enrolled and completed a series of 

training courses at a local TAFE institute.  

I think go back to academics and do more, because I am reflecting about 

my future, maybe things will change, maybe in future they will need 

somebody who completed year 12. I am currently doing Certificate II in 

Access 10. After finishing it, I can still do year 11, year 12, and after that I 

can go to Uni or do any diploma course. It will open for me ways. 

(Okayo/male/28 years/Africa) 

Okayo’s short-term educational goal, however, was to enrol at a university 

hoping that after his course completion, he would have more employment 

opportunities. Similarly, Nahimana enrolled for a Certificate IV in 

Community Health course aiming to get better employment opportunities or 

advance his education at a university.  

Am going to start like everything is going and being new – like someone 

who never attended school; who’ve been just in the bush. … I have been 

just kind of only training, the way of leading to get a job … it is kind of 

bridge to open your way if you want to go for higher education. 

(Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana’s training at TAFE was a way of introducing him to life in 

Australia, so he enrolled in English and other courses also as a preparation 

for further studies at university. He was, however, disappointed that his 

overseas qualifications were not recognised in Australia through TAFE’s 

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) procedures. On the other hand, another 

participant – Konneh – successfully obtained his RPL from a local TAFE 

institute. 
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I got a diploma in IT through that RPL. I didn’t even step in any TAFE. I 

had three interviews, and the IT guy at TAFE, Bremer TAFE, who 

interviewed me just said – funny guy – “So [Konneh], the administration 

will get back to you.” Administration got back to me and said, “[Konneh], 

your diploma is on its way.” … I passed all their requirements. 

(Konneh/male/38 years/Africa) 

Konneh was completing his Masters of Information Technology degree 

from a local university and had qualifications and skills in computer 

technology obtained in Ghana. Nahimana’s and Konneh’s distinct 

experiences of RPL processes at TAFE are an example of learning 

institutions offering either negative or positive affordances, with agentic and 

developmental consequences to individuals. Indeed, this exemplifies 

situations where institutions’ policies and practices can offer agentic 

affordances that likely advance people’s individual personal goals and 

development. The recognition of Konneh’s overseas qualifications and skills 

through TAFE’s RPL process offered positive and supportive affordances 

that enabled him to further his studies by enrolling in a Master’s program. 

Another participant, Naing Thein, was enrolled in an online Pharmacy 

course, and was excited to accomplish one of his childhood dreams of 

attending a university.  

But after two years through my struggle and perseverance so I finally got 

acceptance to go to the University, at the time it used to be called Catholic 

Institution of Sydney, now so not really a university in Sydney. I was so 

over the moon; it was the best experience. (Naing Thein/male/29 

years/Southeast Asia) 

Naing Thein had positive experiences as a university student, and was also 

satisfied with his academic performances. These participants’ personal 

accomplishment of attaining childhood dreams of attending university as 

well as others dreaming of becoming professionals was an indication that 

educational affordances could provide an individual with a positive and 

solid basis for upward social mobility in society. Since his youth as a 

refugee living in one of the refugee camps in Tanzania, Bizimana had a life-

long dream of becoming a doctor or a civil engineer, but was now enrolled 

in a Certificate III in Children Services. For the first time, his dream of 

becoming a doctor was looking real after he immigrated to Australia. 
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My objective as a refugee … my ambition was to be a doctor or civil 

engineer, but first of all it was to be a doctor. … I did medical science for 

six months. But life was too hard. … It was too hard and I stopped it. But I 

got diploma. But I was, now until I dream when I will go back to continue 

my medical science. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

At the moment, although he has not yet given up, Bizimana has not 

achieved his dream of becoming a doctor because of the affordances offered 

by adverse personal circumstances and experiences. Participants also 

described the many education and training opportunities available for adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia that offered positive affordances with 

agentic and developmental opportunities for them to advance and attain their 

personal educational goals.  

Everyone is equal in terms of education. … I think there is heaps of 

opportunities to do further education; unless your head is tired. 

(Bahati/male/45 years/Africa) 

Indeed, other participants like Deng reiterated the availability of many 

opportunities for adult refugee immigrants to advance their education and 

training in Australia.  

I think the good thing about Australia there is that opportunity to become 

educated and become what you want but again it is so that’s open to 

everybody which you can go to TAFE, you can start from Certificate I to 

whatever. So long as you have that determination and commitment. 

(Deng/male/28 years/Africa) 

However, Deng further stated that many employers required a combination 

of educational qualifications and work experience, but many adult refugee 

immigrants from his community lacked appropriate work experiences 

required for them to be considered for meaningful work opportunities. In all, 

the opportunities to get an education and learn the English language in 

Australia offered social structural affordances that supported participants’ 

capacities to exercise personal agency to attain meaningful employment. 

Despite having the opportunities to engage in education and training 

in Australia, many participants expressed willingness to work and acquire 

work experiences but were often not able to secure meaningful employment. 

Indeed, out of the 15 participants, 3 were employed on a full-time basis, 1 

was self-employed, 2 were not working, and the remaining 9 were casual or 
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part-time workers. For example, Angua was unemployed but keen to find 

work so that she could participate and contribute to Australian society as 

well as assist her family back in Africa.  

I want to work, yes, and also I want to help the people at home, and also I 

want the Australians to feel I am here to do something than just staying 

dormant in the house, and depending on tax payers’ money. 

(Angua/female/49 years/Africa)  

Angua further described how, at her former workplace, she and fellow 

African colleagues were mistreated by the supervisor who exerted undue 

work pressure on them.  

And the employer doesn’t have even a word to make us smile some times. 

We feel we are really under stress I don’t know why. … No, no it was not 

really good. It was not suitable for all of us. Yeah, and then we just quit. 

(Angua/female/49 years/Africa) 

Ultimately, Angua and her colleagues decided to leave this employment. 

Similarly, another participant had to quit employment but under different 

circumstances. Naing Thein got some work as a cabinet maker, but was not 

treated well by some of his work colleagues. The mistreatment forced him 

to quit this employment. 

I liked the job but you know I did not like the environment; workplace, the 

workers there are not really respectful to each other. So I find it hard every 

time, I was still young, I was a bit silly at the time but I don’t know instead 

enduring and stand up for the truth, but I didn’t so I just said “enough is 

enough!” And then I walked out. (Naing Thein/male/29 years/Southeast 

Asia)  

Subsequently, Naing Thein mostly worked in low-status peripheral jobs on a 

part-time casual basis. After leaving the cabinet making job, he got a job 

delivering newspapers and pizzas; he later worked as a farm hand and then a 

florist’s assistant. Konneh, an Information Technology system analyst, was 

at one point working as a cleaner when his employer denied him pay that 

had accumulated for a period of time. 

And he owed me money for all my weekends … so he’s not paid me for all 

my weekends. … I said, “I told you, I’m not coming tomorrow and here 

are your keys,” I said, “in fact, I quit.” I said, “I’m not working for you 

anymore,” and this is what I told him, you know? (Konneh/male/38 

years/Africa) 
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Konneh claimed that he was a trusted and diligent worker, but his employer 

reneged on paying him salary for 6 months. He could not tolerate the 

mistreatment of continually working without being paid, so he decided to 

quit. In sum, these participants’ mistreatment at some of their respective 

workplaces made them leave employment. It is apparent that while having 

opportunities to engage in education offered positive and supportive 

affordances, the lack of access to meaningful employment negated these 

developmental and resettlement gains for many participants. The 

experiences of mistreatment and subsequently leaving employment created 

affordances that constrained these particular participants’ capacities to 

exercise personal agency required for socioeconomical participation and 

contribution to Australia.  

In contrast to these negative workplace experiences, Nahimana 

succeeded in securing part-time employment at a local multicultural 

organisation after several failed attempts elsewhere. Nahimana felt well 

appreciated at this workplace because his manager often commended him 

after successfully completing his work tasks. 

I receive a letter from my manager that he told me everything was perfect, 

and until they appreciate on my side really it was just to show me I have 

achieved now I can do something. (Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa)  

The appreciation of Nahimana’s work was likely a reassuring motivating 

gesture that amounted to support that gave him agentic feelings of self-

confidence. Indeed, this is an example where colleagues within workplaces 

can offer supportive affordances that could empower employees with 

agentic motivation to progress personal occupational goals. Okayo, who was 

unemployed, had previously been working in different factories as a casual 

labourer and also as a permanent process worker, but had to quit due to 

illness. Prior to this, Okayo worked in several low-status, low-paying short-

time casual labour jobs. He, however, could not secure an appropriate 

engineering job with his Certificate III in Metal Fabrication qualification. 

Similarly, Abdul-Jabbar, a qualified engineer, was working as a casual 

social worker with a local refugee resettlement organisation. One of his key 
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concerns in the refugee resettlement sector was the lack of cultural 

competency of some workers and their negative attitude towards refugee 

immigrants.  

Most of the workers in these organisations, unfortunately, they don’t have 

any idea about the people who are working with. They don’t know 

anything about the culture, about the religion, about what is good for them 

or bad. (Abdul-Jabbar/male/60 years/Middle East) 

As a community leader, he raised this issue with many refugee 

resettlement services and was hopeful this attitude towards refugee 

immigrant clients would be improved. Abdul-Jabbar has by now worked 

with many resettlement services where his key tasks involved assisting 

newly arrived refugees to settle in Australia. So, a number of participants 

were unable to secure jobs as a direct outcome of their education and 

training, but were able to find work in alternative, often lower-status, lower-

paying job sectors. The requirement of having adequate work experience 

before one was offered access to employment was a common issue with 

participants. For example, Bizimana said that he did not get employment 

because of the lack of appropriate prior work experiences. 

I didn’t get chance to get job, I do some interviews, I don’t get chance. 

What they say, they say I don’t have enough experience, so I need to look 

for volunteering work. (Bizimana/male/28 years/Africa) 

Similarly, Nahimana found it challenging to secure employment because he 

did not have the required qualifications and experience.  

Other job when I try to ask, they ask “do you have any qualification?” Or 

“do you have any certificate?” Or “do you have experience?” So most 

times other jobs they ask experience. … I was not having experience. 

(Nahimana/male/37 years/Africa) 

Nahimana was surprised that most of the potential employers required prior 

work experience, even for the low-skilled occupations. Similarly, Mzee 

Baraka reiterated the importance of work experience if adult refugee 

immigrants were to gain meaningful employment in Australia.  

The main issue was the work experience. It was the work experience. … 

“How can you pass? You do not have this work experience, and if you are 
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competing with someone who has a work experience, how are you going to 

get this employment?” (Mzee Baraka/male/57 years/Africa) 

According to Mzee Baraka, work experiences were equally as important as 

having the appropriate educational qualifications. Deng also agreed with 

other participants that while education and training were important, having 

work experience for adult refugee immigrants was also important, especially 

for the ones who are trying to find work.  

Getting meaningful employment you have to have that network and make 

sure you link up and – or well have the experience to go out and hunt for 

something to enhance your skills and all that stuff. (Deng/male/28 

years/Africa) 

For these participants, acquiring appropriate work experience and skills was 

an important prerequisite for attaining meaningful employment. 

Overall, as summarised in Table 6.6, many participants’ education 

opportunities, including engaging in English language courses, was an 

important step towards improving their resettlement experiences. However, 

the lack of meaningful employment opportunities negated their capacities of 

fully participating and contributing to Australian society. A summary of 

these experiences is presented in Table 6.6. In the left-hand column are 

exemplars of participants’ actual quotes describing their experiences of 

engaging in education and employment in Australia. The middle column 

presents key social structural affordances offered by these experiences, 

while the right-hand column suggests the psychosocial developmental 

consequences arising from participants’ education and employment 

experiences in Australia. These resettlement experiences are thereafter 

discussed.  
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Table 6.6 

Resettlement Experiences – Engaging in Education and Employment 

Exemplar of participants’ experiences of engaging in education and employment 
Key social structural 

affordances 

Psychosocial 

developmental 

consequences 

(a) I was studying so hard, maybe so that the acid came up. I forced my body to learn English quickly to know, so 
I forced to learn English. … I thought in Australia to study is easy; but is easy when you know English (Bizimana). 

(b) I have since, I think go back to academics and do more, because I am reflecting about my future, maybe 
things will change, maybe in future they will need somebody who completed year 12. (Okayo) 

(c) I think the good thing about Australia there is that opportunity to become educated and become what you want 
… you can go to TAFE, you can start from Certificate I to whatever. So long as you have that determination and 
commitment. (Deng) 

(d) I have been just kind of only training, the way of leading to get a job; preparation to get a job like working with 
the children. (Nahimana) 

(e) That is why when I came to Australia it is a big challenge for me to be able to get a job, but I always think how 
am I going to overcome this problem? (Naing Thein).  

(f) The main issue was the work experience. It was the work experience … “How can you pass? You do not have 
this work experience, and if you are competing with someone who has a work experience, how are you going to 
get this employment?” (Mzee Baraka) 

(g) No, no it was not really good [mistreatment at work]. It was not suitable for all of us. Yeah, and then we just 
quit. (Angua) 

(h) I said, “in fact, I quit.” I said, “I’m not working for you anymore,” and this is what I told him, you know? (Konneh) 

Studying hard; Studying 

English; Wanting to learn 

English quickly; Improving 

English skills; Thinking 

about future; Education 

opportunities; Need for 

determination and 

commitment; Training for 

employment; Challenging to 

get a job; Lack of work 

experience; Importance of 

work experience; 

Mistreatment at work; 

Quitting employment 

Participants’ experiences of 

engaging in education often 

offered empowering social 

structural affordances that 

supported their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, 

hence, likely advancing their 

adult development and 

resettlement lives. Yet, the 

lack of employment 

opportunities offered 

disempowering affordances 

that negated participants’ 

resettlement gains of 

engaging in education. 
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As established in Chapter 2, lack of education and training, including the 

lack of good English language proficiencies, and limited employment 

opportunities, can easily lead to socioeconomic exclusion of adult refugee 

immigrants. In this study, as summarised in Table 6.6, participants used 

words like “improving English skills”, “available education opportunities”, 

“training for employment”, “challenging to get a job”, “importance of work 

experience”, and “mistreatment at work” to describe their education and 

training and employment outcomes in Australia. It is likely that participants’ 

engagement with education and training opportunities during resettlement, 

from a transformative psychosocial perspective of adult development, often 

offered positive empowering social structural affordances that supported 

their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore advancing their adult 

development and resettlement objectives. However, because life experiences 

offer negative or positive affordances (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Letiche 

& Lissack, 2009; Scarantino, 2003), subsequent lack of employment 

opportunities extended negative disempowering affordances that were 

barriers to participants’ adult development and resettlement objectives.  

Overall, despite the important gains of accessing and engaging with 

education and training in Australia, participants’ subsequent lack of 

employment opportunities offered frustrating affordances that constrained 

their capacities to exercise personal agency. These frustrations and the 

negative consequences of unemployment likely negated and adversely 

affected their adult development and resettlement. In the next section, these 

descriptions of participants’ experiences of resettlement in Australia are 

discussed using the study’s transformative psychosocial adult development 

perspective. 

Psychosocial developmental consequences of resettling in Australia 

These participants’ resettlement experiences are an indication of an absence 

of functions that advance beneficial social relationships (Jerusalem & 

Mittag, 1995) between refugee immigrants and the rest of Australian society. 

For example, Abdul-Jabbar and Konneh confronted racism and racial 

discrimination, and Naing Thein and Angua faced difficulties in finding and 
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keeping employment. Furthermore, given that people without opportunities 

may lack agency to advance socially, especially in unfamiliar environments 

(Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995), participants’ resettlement experiences often 

constrained their capacities to fully participate and contribute to Australian 

society. The lack of such social support mechanisms (Jerusalem & Mittag, 

1995) was exacerbated by participants’ regular experiences of encountering 

sociocultural dissonances. For example, Konneh and Mzee Baraka described 

the “cultural shock” experiences of resettlement while Angua and Htoo 

described the contrasts of social interactions between their countries of 

origin and Australia. The participants’ experiences of resettlement confirm 

in many ways that refugee immigrants’ resettlement is “a complex and 

gradual process” (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 10) that is likely to adversely affect 

participants’ agency, and hence their adult development. 

Some participants expressed appreciation at being able to easily 

access education and training institutions during resettlement. For example, 

Deng described how refugee immigrants had opportunities to “become 

educated” in Australia, and other participants like Nahimana described 

being able to easily access education and training as “the way of leading to 

get a job”. However, adult refugee immigrants’ access to and engagement 

with education and training is dependent on their English language 

proficiencies (Olliff, 2004) because English is the main language for 

communication in Australia. Indeed, all participants were from non-mainly 

English-speaking (non-MES) countries (as shown in Table 3.2) and many 

linked their English abilities to doing well in education and training. For 

example, Bizimana put a lot of effort in to studying English because it “is 

easy when you know English”. It is a daunting task for adult refugee 

immigrants to acquire proficiency in the English language (Miller et al., 

2005). Yet, it is clear that many participants associated their English 

language capabilities to accessing and engaging with education and training 

and subsequently finding meaningful employment in Australia. 

In all, the encounters of experiencing sociocultural dissonances 

described by participants (summarised in Table 6.4) highlighted some of the 
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social challenges they encountered during resettlement which often 

frustrated and limited their engagement with the rest of Australian society. 

Additionally, many participants’ confrontation with racism and racial 

discrimination (summarised in Table 6.5) was a major concern because 

these experiences socially excluded them and denied them opportunities of 

satisfactory resettlement in Australia. While many participants easily 

accessed and engaged in education and training opportunities, many found it 

difficult to find appropriate employment opportunities (summarised in Table 

6.6). For these reasons, participants’ resettlement experiences, characterised 

by encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and accessing training institutions but subsequently lacking 

employment opportunities, are likely to have particular disabling 

implications on their adult development.  

Readiness for resettlement  

The concept of readiness refers to assessing whether people have capacities 

to effectively cope with subsequent life tasks (Knowles, 1990; Knowles et 

al., 2012) while resettlement involves providing refugees with protection by 

offering them opportunities to live in another country as permanent 

residents with access to rights similar to those enjoyed by nationals of the 

resettlement country (UNHCR, 2011). Importantly, it is clear that from a 

transformative psychosocial approach to adult development, the challenges 

and difficulties for resettlement that adult refugee immigrants encounter 

cannot simply be accounted for and understood only in terms of their lack of 

readiness for resettlement. Indeed, as discussed in this and the previous 

chapters, there are also barriers, difficulties and disruptions that come from 

unhelpful social structural affordances as a result of their past refugee life 

experiences as well as their current resettlement experiences. So, readiness 

from a transformative psychosocial approach refers to a combination of 

adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency on the one 

hand, and on the other hand, a resettlement society which is invitational and 

capable of offering them supportive affordances. Participants’ resettlement 

experiences in Australia had particular disruptive implications for their adult 
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development because of the disaccording, alienating and distressing, and 

mostly disempowering social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacity to exercise personal agency. As foreshadowed, transformative 

psychosocial adult development involves how individuals’ subjectivities and 

personal perspectives promote new consciousness and exercise of personal 

agency that influence social structural affordances offered by life 

experiences (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Hobson & Welbourne, 1998; 

Mezirow, 1991). Therefore, from a transformative psychosocial approach, 

participants’ life experiences in Australia mostly offered challenging social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal 

agency, therefore significantly disabling their adult development and 

resettlement. 

The encounters of sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and 

racial discrimination, and experiencing employment difficulties during 

resettlement (summarised in Table 6.4, Table 6.5, and Table 6.6) are 

indicators of social suffering (Frost & Hoggett, 2008) experienced by 

participants. Social suffering is characterised by “low self-esteem, low 

status, lack of social capital and lack of power to direct one’s life” (Frost & 

Hoggett, 2008, p. 452): in essence, being without capacities to exercise 

agency as well as progress their adult development. Indeed, Knox (1977) 

suggested that adult development is influenced by social environments. The 

social suffering experiences that cause lack of agency for many participants 

are likely to further alienate them from society as well as creating social 

barriers to their adult development. Furthermore, adult refugee immigrants’ 

access to and engagement with education and employment were likely to 

provide them with ease of “local integration” (UNHCR, 2010a, p. 10) and 

opportunities to fully participate in Australia’s socioeconomic activities. 

The endeavours of attaining better life experiences and livelihoods during 

resettlement, for example through accessing education and training 

opportunities, involve personal efficacy that generates exercise of personal 

agency (Bandura, 1997). Furthermore, individuals who acquire skills 

through education and training are consequently empowered to exercise 
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personal agency (Bai, 2006; Zimmerman, 1995). This means that, as adults, 

participants’ access to and engagement with education and training 

potentially advanced their adult development that could improve their 

resettlement outcomes in Australia. 

In summary, the main objective of resettling refugees in third 

countries like Australia is to offer protection from further persecution as 

well as to provide them with opportunities to begin new lives as nationals of 

the resettlement country. For many participants protection is availed; 

however, provision of opportunities has not yet been met, largely due to 

encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and experiencing employment difficulties.These experiences, 

from a transformative psychosocial perspective, adversely affect participants’ 

agency and readiness for resettlement, their resettlement outcomes, as well 

as their adult developmental progression.  

Summary of chapter 

This chapter has presented a discussion of findings and analysis of 

participants’ experiences of immigrating and resettling in Australia. The 

chapter used the transformative psychosocial approach to adult development 

to analyse the kinds of social structural affordances offered by these 

resettlement life experiences, and the implications these experiences are 

likely to have on their capacities to exercise personal agency as well as their 

adult development and readiness for resettlement in Australia. From 

participants’ descriptions of experiences and perspectives of immigrating 

and resettling in Australia, it is evident that their resettlement life 

experiences are mainly affected by encountering sociocultural dissonances, 

confronting racism and racial discrimination, and engaging in education and 

employment. In addition to their often difficult past refugee life experiences 

(discussed in Chapter 5), many of these resettlement experiences offered 

affordances that constrained participants’ capacities to exercise personal 

agency; this likely adversely affected their adult development and made 

problematic their readiness to enjoy a successful resettlement. However, 

participants’ high resettlement expectations and access to education and 



232 

 

training opportunities in many ways offered affordances that were 

supportive of their readiness for resettlement. 

The psychosocial developmental consequences of participants’ 

experiences of becoming refugees and their immigrating and resettling in 

Australia often offered extraordinary affordances that disrupted the normal 

kinds of roles and development that are expected from adults, hence made 

problematic their readiness to attain successful resettlement. In the next 

chapter (Chapter 7), therefore, the totality of refugee immigrant participants’ 

experiences of becoming refugees (Chapter 5) and their subsequent 

immigration processes and resettlement in Australia (Chapter 6) are 

discussed with an aim of exploring refugee immigrants’ adult development 

and resettlement in Australia. This discussion is advanced – using the 

study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework – by focusing on 

adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences, the affordances offered by these 

experiences, and their capacities to exercise personal agency. 
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Chapter Seven 

Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

informing resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in 

Australia  

[There is] the need to posit research subjects whose inner worlds 

cannot be understood without knowledge of their experiences in 

the world, and whose experiences of the world cannot be 

understood without knowledge of the way in which their inner 

worlds allow them to experience the outer world. (Hollway & 

Jefferson, 2000, p. 4)  

Introduction 

The study’s findings (Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) discuss and analyse adult 

refugee immigrant participants’ significant life experiences from a 

transformative psychosocial perspective. This chapter advances the findings 

by constructing the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework that is used to illustrate the factors associated with resettlement 

of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. As argued in Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3, existing adult developmental theories do not adequately 

encompass significant life disruptions as experienced by the adult refugee 

immigrants. In contrast to assumptions implicit in these adult development 

theories, this chapter therefore constructs a transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework that posits adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences 

often offered challenging social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. These affordances, in many ways, 

adversely affected their adult development progression and resettlement 

outcomes. 

Central to this framework is the interdependent relation between 

personal agency and social structural affordances as depicted with the aid of 

a developed conceptual diagram (Figure 7.4). The constructed 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, suggests that adult 

refugee immigrant participants’ intrinsic capacities to exercise personal 

agency involve processes of identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change 



234 

 

life constraints. On the other hand, the extrinsic social structural affordances 

are characterised by their past refugee life experiences, encountering 

sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial discrimination, and 

facing employment challenges during resettlement in Australia. This chapter 

concludes by discussing psychosocial developmental factors that influence 

adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for resettlement in Australia. 

Constructing the transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of the study is 

constructed to account for adult refugee immigrant participants’ significant 

life experiences. As evidenced earlier and depicted in Figure 7.1, 

participants’ life experiences involved a number of significant events that 

included: (a) experiencing war and violence, (b) fleeing to safety, (c) living 

as refugees (Chapter 5), (d) immigrating to Australia, and (e) resettling in 

Australia (Chapter 6). An analysis of these life experiences and perspectives 

was approached from a transformative psychosocial perspective to adult 

development. Evidently, apart from fleeing to safety, having high 

resettlement expectations as refugees, and accessing education and training 

opportunities in Australia as refugee immigrants, most of the participants’ 

life experiences offered social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise the personal agency expected of them as adult society 

members. Such constraints, including dealing with effects of past refugee 

life experiences, encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism 

and racial discrimination, and experiencing employment difficulties, were 

identified as factors that adversely affected their adult development and 

readiness for a successful resettlement in Australia. 
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Figure 7.1. Theoretical concepts informing participants’ significant life experiences. 

From adult refugee immigrants’ experiences and perspectives, as depicted in 

Figure 7.1, a number of key themes describing these experiences identify 

social structural affordances as having particular developmental 

consequences. Adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences, 

therefore, influenced their adult developmental progression and readiness 

for resettlement. Furthermore, people’s life experiences, learning, and 

development are interlinked in many ways. For instance, adult development 

involves sequential, systematic, and intrinsic qualitative changes in human 

attitude, abilities, and behaviours as a result of interactions with extrinsic 

sociocultural environments (Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; Rogoff, 2003). For 

participants, their adult development and readiness for resettlement involved 

the relational interdependency between intrinsic capacities to exercise 
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personal agency and extrinsic social structural affordances offered by their 

significant life experiences.  

In addressing the study’s research questions (stated in Chapter 1) 

and using the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual framework 

(developed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3) the significant adult refugee 

immigrant participants’ life experiences (discussed in Chapters 5 and 6) are 

advanced to construct a transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

that explains the adult developmental consequences of these life experiences. 

This framework is informed by and accounts for adult refugee immigrant 

participants’ significant life experiences, as summarised in Table 7.1.   

Table 7.1 

Experiences that Influence Participants’ Adult Development and Resettlement 

(a). Experiences of war and violence often constituted traumatic and distressing social structural 
affordances that constrained adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency; 
therefore, adversely affecting their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement.  

(b). Flight to safety comprised life-saving social structural affordances that, notwithstanding the volatile 
environments of war and violence, assisted adult refugee immigrants to exercise personal agency in 
ways that often facilitated their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

(c). Living experiences as refugees often comprised difficult and challenging social structural 
affordances that constrained adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency; 
therefore, adversely affecting their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

(d). Experiences of immigrating to Australia often offered positive and hopeful social structural 
affordances, yet in ways that were not always compatible with these refugee immigrants’ capacities to 
exercise personal agency; therefore, having particular supportive impacts upon their adult 
development and readiness for subsequent resettlement.  

(e). Experiences of resettling in Australia, albeit the successful immigration processes, often involved 
difficult and challenging social structural affordances that mostly constrained adult refugee immigrants’ 
capacities to exercise personal agency; therefore, adversely affecting their adult development and 
resettlement outcomes. 

 

These experiences (summarised in Table 7.1) are instrumental in 

understanding participants’ adult development and resettlement outcomes in 

Australia. In the next section, therefore, the significant life experiences that 

inform the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework are 

advanced. Here, a discussion constructing the transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework that accounts for; (a) their life experiences of 
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becoming refugees, and (b) immigration and resettlement experiences in 

Australia is provided. 

Accounting for life experiences of becoming refugees 

Participants’ experiences of becoming refugees were characterised by 

significant events of war and violence, fleeing to safety, and living as 

refugees. These experiences, as evidenced in Chapter 5, often offered 

traumatic and distressing social structural affordances that constrained 

capacities to exercise personal agency; therefore, adversely affecting their 

adult development and readiness for resettlement. For example, traumatic 

experiences of war and violence made it difficult for participants to 

discharge their adult roles and responsibilities as well as enjoy “normal” 

peaceful living. The war and violence often resulted in severe physical and 

psychological harm to victims who often were unable to defend themselves, 

their families, and their communities (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; DIAC, 2009; 

Loizos & Constantinou, 2007). The severity of war and violence made 

participants traumatised, with reduced agency, and distressed for long 

periods of time. Indeed, refugees’ survival is highly dependent on whether 

they could enact first-order agency (Frost & Hoggett, 2008) and find ways 

to flee war and violent environments. In many cases, those who could not 

exercise such personal agency of fleeing to safety often lost their lives. 

As the war and violence raged, some survivors were able to escape. 

Indeed, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, adult refugee 

immigrants’ flight to safety often offered life-saving social structural 

affordances that supported capacities to exercise personal agency; therefore, 

advancing their adult development and readiness for resettlement. Indeed, to 

survive the atrocities of war and violence, participants were forced to flee to 

safety often through dangerous and harsh terrain. Their experiences of 

escaping war and violence, often to neighbouring countries, were at times 

negotiated with assistance from people smugglers. Interestingly, the current 

public and political discourse in Australia often portrays negative 

perceptions of people smugglers, for example, describing them as evil that 

“threatens all Australians” (AFP, 2014). Yet, many adult refugee 
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immigrants view them as rescuers who saved their lives from danger. For 

example, Naing Thein, Zainab, and Abdul-Jabbar owe their lives to the 

assistance received from people smugglers (see Table 5.4). Fleeing to safety 

often took a number of years, with refugee victims constantly in hiding for 

the fear of being attacked again (CVT, 2005). Nahimana describes how they 

opted to hide in the bush during the day, and continue walking during the 

night until they reached relative safety (see Table 5.4). Due to such 

dangerous and harsh terrain, many victims succumbed and lost their lives 

while escaping to safety (M. Black, 2011; Keller, 1975; Stein, 1981). Adult 

refugee immigrants, as survivors of war-related torture and trauma, arrived 

at their destinations of makeshift refugee camps in neighbouring countries, 

starting life again, now as refugees. 

In many ways, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, 

participants’ living experiences as refugees often offered difficult and 

challenging social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency. These experiences of living as refugees were 

confronting, adversely affecting their developmental progression and 

readiness for subsequent resettlement in Australia. Indeed, adult refugee 

immigrants in this study spent an average of 13 years living as refugees, 

often experiencing insecurity and domestic violence, poor living and social 

conditions, and lack of education and employment opportunities. Stein 

(1981) described experiencing refugee life involved living in overcrowded 

and unsafe structural conditions, restricted and segregated from the 

geographical and social worlds outside the refugee camps. Htoo compared 

refugee life experiences to being “like a bird or chicken in the cage” (item 

(h), Table 5.7). Furthermore, refugee life experiences resulted in many 

suffering physical and psychological health burdens and PTSD symptoms 

(Cassity & Gow, 2005; Silove et al., 2007). In all, participants’ refugee life 

experiences were often distressing and did not support “normal” humane 

and peaceful living. Furthermore, adult refugee immigrants – as refugees – 

were almost powerless, denied opportunities to engage in everyday adult 

roles and responsibilities, and without agency to determine their future. 



239 

 

Clearly, many of these refugee life experiences offered dangerous 

and inhumane environments that rendered participants unable to live 

peaceful normal lives, constraining their agency and adversely affecting 

their adult development. However, as suggested by M. Hutchison and 

Dorsett (2012), Marlowe (2010), and Shakespeare-Finch, et al. (2014), 

surviving such extremely volatile situations demonstrated their resilience 

and firm resolve to remain alive and seek peaceful living. The Australian 

government, through the Humanitarian Programme, provides refugees 

resettlement by means of protection from further attacks and opportunities 

to improve their lives and wellbeing (DIAC, 2009). The transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework, therefore, posits that most of adult 

refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences of becoming refugees often 

offered traumatic and distressing social structural affordances that 

constrained capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, adversely 

affected their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

As shown in Table 3.2, adult refugee immigrants of this study immigrated 

and have been resettling in Australia for an average of 7 years. The next 

section offers a discussion of these immigration processes and resettlement 

experiences. 

Accounting for immigration and resettlement experiences 

After becoming refugees, this study’s participants immigrated and are now 

resettling in Australia. The immigration experiences, as evidenced in 

Chapter 6, often offered positive and hopeful social structural affordances 

that mostly supported their capacities to exercise personal agency and 

assisted their adult development and readiness for resettlement. Despite 

adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of “uncertainty and anxiety” during 

their immigration to Australia, many were mostly “positive and hopeful” of 

having peaceful resettlement lives of opportunities here. The overwhelming 

and urgent need for participants to transform their lives from “refugees” into 

“new Australians” and “refugee immigrants” created the positive 

expectations that enabled many to persevere and focus their efforts and 

resources to successfully immigrate to Australia. This was an example of 
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agentic forethought (Bandura, 2006) that involved planning where adult 

refugee immigrants contemplated and acted upon their quest for long-term 

improved life of resettlement in Australia. The strong desire of the 

participants wanting to immigrate and resume their roles and responsibilities 

of determining their futures while living in Australia, offered affordances 

that mostly supported their personal agency, thus, assisted in their adult 

developmental progression. 

After the challenging immigration processes, participants arrived 

and started living in Australia. However, their experiences of resettling often 

offered difficult and challenging social structural affordances that mostly 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. Indeed, from a 

transformative psychosocial perspective, adult refugee immigrants’ 

resettlement experiences mainly offer “disaccording” and “alienating and 

distressing” affordances that consequently adversely affect their adult 

development and resettlement outcomes. Specifically, their experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and lacking employment opportunities are socially 

alienating and distressing because they constrained their participation and 

contribution to Australian society. Hayes, Gray, and Edwards (2008) 

suggested that such unsupportive affordances deprive people of the capacity 

to exercise their personal agency. For example, despite adult refugee 

immigrants’ relatively easy access and engagement with education and 

training institutions, the subsequent lack of employment opportunities made 

them unable to take charge of many of their socioeconomic life 

responsibilities in Australia. 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework advances 

that adult refugee immigrant participants’ experiences of immigrating and 

resettling in Australia often offered challenging social structural affordances 

that mostly constrained capacities to exercise personal agency. Indeed, 

environments of unsupportive affordances render individuals powerless to 

take charge of their own lives (Frost & Hoggett, 2008) because the long-

term lack of being in control adversely affects how adults take charge of 
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their life responsibilities and development. Moreover, individuals’ intrinsic 

personal agency and extrinsic affordances are key contributors that shape 

adult development (Giele & Elder Jr, 1998; Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; 

Rogoff, 2003). This holistic transformative psychosocial approach considers 

adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic psychological processes as well as their 

extrinsic life experiences as a way to better understand their adult 

development and resettlement.  

Furthermore, the framework emphasises the interdependency of 

adult refugee immigrant participants’ life experiences, the social structural 

affordances created by these life experiences, and the kinds of personal 

agency that the affordances offered them. For example, participants’ past 

refugee life experiences often presented with traumatic and distressing 

personal histories that influenced their immigration and subsequent 

resettlement in Australia. However, traumatic events in a person’s life could 

initiate perspective transformation processes that change and improve 

subsequent life experiences (Brookfield, 2009; Mezirow, 1991; E. W. 

Taylor, 1998). Therefore, from a transformative psychosocial approach to 

adult development, such life experiences, often laden with traumatic and 

distressing events, could be a basis of initiating and sustaining changes that 

would improve their resettlement experiences in Australia.  

For these reasons, as discussed in the next section, the 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is constructed to assist in 

understanding how adult development theoretical concepts inform 

resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

The study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is 

constructed using adult development theoretical concepts that account for 

adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences. Here, adult 

development involves systematic changes that adults experience as a result 

of interactions between a person’s internal and external environments 

(Hoare, 2011; Knox, 1977; Rogoff, 2003). The experiences of war and 

violence offered affordances that were traumatic and distressing, adversely 
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affecting their adult developmental progression and readiness for subsequent 

resettlement in Australia. However, participants’ flight to safety offered 

social structural affordances that were lifesaving to many. These 

empowering life-saving affordances offered them opportunities to exercise 

personal agency and protect their lives, hence assisting in returning their 

lives to developmental stability and normalcy. Afterwards, participants’ 

living experiences as refugees offered affordances that were difficult and 

challenging to many and constrained the kinds of personal agencies required 

for “normal” living and adult development. Consequently, participants’ 

experiences of immigrating to Australia involved challenging immigration 

processes with uncertainty and anxiety. Yet, many had high resettlement 

expectations. Indeed, their resettlement expectations, however unrealistic, 

elicited a strong sense of relief, excitement, and hope in readiness for 

resettlement. However, their resettlement experiences were often 

characterised by encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism 

and racial discrimination, and lacking opportunities for securing 

employment. These resettlement experiences have particular disabling 

implications on their adult development. 

It is these empirical understandings that advance the study’s 

psychosocial adult development theoretical concepts informing resettlement. 

The study’s theoretical concepts posit adults’ developmental transitions due 

to “significant life experiences” rather than the “progressive stage by stage” 

approach to development suggested by many adult development theories. 

As shown in Table 7.2, the study’s framework advances that refugee 

immigrant participants’ adult development and resettlement outcomes are 

mainly influenced by interdependent interactions between their intrinsic 

capacities to exercise personal agency and the extrinsic social structural 

affordances offered by their significant life experiences. 
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Table 7.2 

Transformative Psychosocial Theoretical Framework 

Transformative 
psychosocial theoretical 
framework 
(Extrinsic and Intrinsic) 

Exercising personal 
agency  
(Intrinsic) 

Identifying constraints 

Re-assessing constraints 

Acting to transform constraints 

Social structural 
affordances  
(Extrinsic) 

Past refugee life experiences 

Encountering sociocultural dissonances 

Confronting racism and racial 

discrimination 

Facing employment challenges 

 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of this study, as 

summarised in Table 7.2, consists of two components; (a) intrinsic 

capacities to exercise personal agency, and (b) extrinsic social structural 

affordances. The intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency involve 

processes of identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change life constraints 

(Mezirow, 1991, 2009), while the extrinsic social structural affordances are 

characterised by their past refugee life experiences, encountering 

sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial discrimination, and 

facing employment challenges during resettlement (Chapter 5 and Chapter 

6). 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of this study 

assists in explaining how adult development theoretical concepts could 

inform resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. Indeed, the 

next section is a discussion of each component of the framework, that is, (a) 

exercising personal agency and (b) resettlement social structural affordances. 

These components, together, construct the study’s transformative 

psychosocial framework of adult development that informs resettlement of 

refugee immigrants in Australia. 
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Exercising personal agency 

Personal agency is the capacity of a person to intentionally influence their 

life circumstances (Bandura, 1986, 2006). Evidently, the findings and 

analysis of this study (presented in Chapters 5 and 6) indicate that most of 

these adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences offered social structural 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Therefore, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, their 

engagements with concepts that identify, re-assess, and consequently 

transform such constraints (Mezirow, 1991, 2009) constitute an exercise of 

personal agency. Such processes of change, described as perspective 

transformations, are brought about by significant events that characterise 

individuals’ life experiences. As depicted in Figure 7.2, the agentic process 

of identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change life constraints for adult 

refugee immigrants could be seen as a dynamic intrinsic process where each 

of these events are interrelated.  

 

Figure 7.2. Adult refugee immigrants’ exercise of personal agency. 

 

In this diagram (Figure 7.2), adult refugee immigrant participants’ intrinsic 

capacities to exercise personal agency are represented by processes of 

identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change life constraints, while the 

logical direction of the agentic process is shown by the two block arrows. 

This process of exercising personal agency represents the intrinsic 

psychological component of the transformative psychosocial approach to 
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adult development and resettlement of refugee immigrants, the other 

component being social structural affordances offered by their life 

experiences. The study’s theoretical concepts inform resettlement of adult 

refugee immigrants in Australia. It is advanced that their capacities to 

exercise personal agency is through (a) identifying and analysing limiting 

affordances offered as a result of their past refugee life experiences as well 

as their present resettlement experiences; (b) re-assessing, critically 

reflecting upon, and considering alternative supportive affordances; and 

(c) making personal efforts to practically engage in actions that would 

change or sustain supportive affordances during resettlement.  

In the following sections, each of these phases and procedures that 

contribute to empowering adult refugee immigrants to exercise personal 

agency are considered with reference to their significant life experiences 

discussed in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 

Identifying constraining experiences  

An important first step towards fostering personal agency is to clearly 

identify constraining life experiences by recognising problematic social 

issues that affect individuals (Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007; Mezirow, 1991). 

Adult refugee immigrants in this study identified constraining experiences 

in their lives, evidenced by clearly describing aspects of their past refugee 

life experiences, immigration processes, and resettlement in Australia. The 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of this study posits that 

adult refugee immigrant participants’ experiences of engaging in education 

often offered social structural affordances that supported their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, hence, advancing their adult development and 

resettlement lives (see Table 6.6, Chapter 6). For example, Mzee Baraka 

identified the issue of “work experience” as a major barrier to refugee 

immigrants’ chances of getting employment. The identification of such 

constraining life experiences assisted augmenting personal frames of 

reference that influenced participants’ actions. Frames of reference are 

powerful sets of cognitive assumptions that shape how people understand 

their social encounters with the world (Billett & Smith, 2006; Koltko-Rivera, 
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2004; Mezirow, 1997). Indeed, adult refugee immigrant participants’ frames 

of references were influenced by significant constraining events that they 

experienced.  

The study’s framework advances that adult refugee immigrants’ 

refugee experiences of living in terrifying fear often offered affordances that 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, adversely affecting 

their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement (see 

Table 5.3, Chapter 5). For example, influenced by her personal experiences 

and frames of reference, Zainab developed particularly abhorrent 

perspectives about the Taliban after witnessing them destroy mosques and 

terrorise and kill villagers. Furthermore, the process of identifying 

constraining experiences inherently involves pragmatism and agency (Hitlin 

& Elder Jr, 2007), that is, practical ways that assist adult refugee immigrants 

to understand and describe the kinds of constraints and challenges they 

confronted over a long period of time. Identifying personal challenges 

contributes to how individuals subjectively understand and interpret what 

they experience by consequently shaping their agentic capacities to 

influence action (Billett, 2009; Billett & Smith, 2006). In other words, 

identifying personal challenges is an important initial measure towards 

addressing challenging experiences. Therefore, by adult refugee immigrants 

identifying their personal life constraints, an important pragmatic and 

agentic personal initiative is formed towards understanding and addressing 

their challenges.  

The study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is 

constructed by various social and cultural constructs that contribute to the 

social structural affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences and developmental progression during resettlement. Indeed, the 

theoretical framework suggests that adult refugee immigrants’ ability to 

identify constraining experiences was an important first step towards 

fostering personal agency that influenced their resettlement outcomes. After 

identification of such constraining life experiences, the process of exercising 
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personal agency is followed by re-assessing these constraints with an aim of 

improving their livelihoods, as discussed in the next section.  

Re-assessing personal constraints  

After identifying significant constraining life experiences, the exercise of 

personal agency requires re-assessing the constraints with an aim of taking 

remedial action (Mezirow, 1991). At times, this necessitates re-examination 

of socially prescribed role expectations and social boundaries aiming at 

enacting social changes (Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007). The transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework suggests that adult refugee immigrants’ 

experiences of struggling with education and employment – when living as 

refugees – often offered affordances that constrained their capacities to 

exercise personal agency, adversely affecting their adult development and 

readiness for resettlement (see Table 5.8, Chapter 5). For example, after re-

assessing the challenges and lack of quality education in the refugee camp, 

Deng subsequently expressed his realisation that there is “opportunity to 

become educated and become what you want” in Australia.  

From a transformative psychosocial perspective, participants’ 

experiences of encountering sociocultural dissonances often offered 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

thus, adversely affected their adult developmental progression and 

resettlement outcomes (see Table 6.4, Chapter 6). These disaccording 

experiences called for a re-assessment of individuals’ social situations. For 

example, Angua re-examined her present resettlement experiences by 

comparing with her past refugee life experiences using terms like “‘back at 

home’ … ‘but in Australia’ …”. Such re-assessment and comparisons of 

personal life experiences involve aspects of critical reflection that invoke the 

exercise of personal agency. Critical reflection involves intrinsic processes 

of deconstructive thinking that changes people’s personal perceptions, social 

relationships, and experiences (Fook, 2004). This means that critical 

reflection processes can assist in the agentic process of re-assessing 

constraining experiences aimed at enacting social changes for adult refugee 

immigrants. 
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Participants’ re-assessment of personal constraints that reflected 

upon their life experiences was an exercise of agency because such 

reflections were aimed at subsequently improving their life experiences. The 

critical reflection process of re-assessing personal constraints involves 

scrutinising and questioning long-held assumptions (Bandura, 1997; 

Brookfield, 2009; Mezirow, 1990). Indeed, critical reflection often focuses 

on “the power dynamics that frame practice … uncovering and challenging 

hegemonic assumptions” (Brookfield, 2009, p. 298). The study’s 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework suggest that adult 

refugee immigrants’ experiences of confronting racism and racial 

discrimination often offered alienating and distressing social structural 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency (see 

Table 6.5, Chapter 6). For example, when re-assessing his personal beliefs 

that Australia was a “free country there is no racism”, Naing Thein 

subsequently realised that, however, some Australian “people are racist”. 

This is an indication that individuals may re-assess their personal 

experiences through critical reflection and are likely to subsequently act 

based on these reflections (Fook, 2004; Freire, 1995; Mälkki, 2012). 

However, for refugee immigrant participants, their actions are limited within 

bounds offered by particular resettlement social structural affordances.  

The study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

emphasises the need for individuals’ agency and empowerment. To exercise 

agency and transform social disadvantages into productive social 

contributions in society, individuals need to re-assess and reflect upon 

specific social disadvantages confronting them (Bandura, 1997; Freire, 

1995). For refugee immigrant participants, re-assessment and reflection of 

constraining life experiences was influenced by aspects of their past refugee 

life experiences, immigration processes, and resettlement. Therefore, their 

re-assessment through “power to perceive critically” (Freire, 1995, p. 83) is 

likely to offer them opportunities to act and address their constraining 

resettlement affordances. Consequently, the agentic activity of re-assessing 
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personal constraints culminates in their taking specific practical actions that 

address the identified constraints.  

Following this re-assessment of constraints, the transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework posits that individuals need to take 

specific actions that address constraining issues in their lives. The next 

section presents a discussion of refugee immigrants’ possible actions aiming 

at changing and transforming the constraining experiences. 

Acting to change and transform constraints 

After identifying and re-assessing constraining life experiences, exercising 

personal agency requires that individuals take specific action to address the 

constraints (Freire, 1995; Mezirow, 1991). Adult refugee immigrant 

participants demonstrated personal efforts of acting to transform 

resettlement challenges; yet, their ability to be agentic was often conditional 

upon the constraints offered by the available opportunities and affordances. 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework constructed in this 

study shows that adult refugee immigrants’ lack of employment 

opportunities offered disempowering affordances that negated the 

resettlement gains of engaging in education (see Table 6.6, Chapter 6). For 

example, in an attempt to solve unemployment challenges during 

resettlement, adult refugee immigrants like Bizimana, Okayo, and 

Nahimana opted to re-engage with education and training to update their 

skills and improve their employment opportunities. However, participants’ 

resettlement experiences offered unsupportive affordances, hence, many 

experienced poor employment outcomes.  

Adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of enduring poor living and 

social conditions – as refugees – often offered difficult and challenging 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Additionally, their resettlement experiences of encountering sociocultural 

dissonances, confronting racism and racial discrimination, and poor 

resettlement outcomes offered unsupportive affordances. From a 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, addressing such life 

constraints and significant life experiences require individuals to take 
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specific actions. Acting to transform life constraints involves exercising 

personal agency of reconstituting personal frames of reference that make 

them more inclusive (Brookfield, 2009; Hitlin & Elder Jr, 2007). Indeed, 

reconstituting an individual’s frames of references could form a basis of 

appreciating positive life experiences. For example, during resettlement Wai 

reconstituted his personal frames of reference and realised that refugees also 

“belong to human society” and were now “accepted as human beings” (see 

Table 6.4, Chapter 6). Hence, individuals’ exercise of personal agency often 

culminates in their personal efforts of acting to change and transform 

constraints. 

Acting to overcome and transform life constraints requires processes 

where alternative new roles are adopted (King, 2005; Mezirow, 1981). In 

other words, refugee immigrants require personal efforts of acquiring 

necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes to improve their resettlement 

outcomes. Furthermore, acting to transform life constraints likely involves 

critical consciousness where people take primary initiatives and specific 

actions to influence and determine their own lives (Freire, 1995). However, 

acting to transform constraints depends upon the kinds of external 

affordances offered to them, because exercising personal agency is 

interdependent with provisions of specific support (Billett, 1998; Bloomer et 

al., 2004). From a transformative psychosocial perspective, adult refugee 

immigrants’ active participation and contribution to society – hence, adult 

development – depends on intrinsic exercise of personal agency, as well as 

the extrinsic social structural affordances offered to them during 

resettlement.  

In summary, adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic capacity to exercise 

personal agency through identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change and 

transform constraints, forms one part of the holistic transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework that is used to better understand their 

adult development and resettlement outcomes. The other part of this 

framework, as discussed in the next section, involves focusing on the 

extrinsic social structural affordances offered during resettlement.  
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Social structural affordances of resettlement 

Social structural affordances, including macro political social and physical 

structures, constitute experiences the world offers to individuals (Billett, 

2009; Gibson, 1986; Giddens, 1984). For adult refugee immigrants, these 

involve the kinds of life experiences that resettlement offers. From a 

transformative psychosocial approach, the social structural affordances of 

resettlement are dynamic sets of significant life experiences where each of 

these events has a contribution in the overall affordances offered. As 

depicted in Figure 7.3, the social structural affordances offered to adult 

refugee immigrants during resettlement constituted significant life events of 

past refugee life experiences, as well as resettlement experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and facing employment challenges. 

 

 

Figure 7.3. Social structural affordances of resettlement. 

 

Figure 7.3 depicts the contribution of adult refugee immigrants’ past refugee 

life experiences, encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism 

and racial discrimination, and facing employment challenges during 
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resettlement (each represented by a non-coloured rectangle) by using single 

direction block arrows pointing towards the overall social structural 

affordances of resettlement (represented by a larger blue rectangle). The 

social structural affordances offered to adult refugee immigrants during 

resettlement are influenced by: (a) their past refugee life experiences, 

(b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and (d) facing employment challenges during resettlement. 

Each of these significant life experiences is discussed in the sections 

following. 

Past refugee life experiences 

Adult refugee immigrants’ past refugee life experiences were mainly 

characterised by experiences of war and violence, fleeing to safety, and 

living as refugees often in refugee camps (presented in Chapter 5). This 

means that, similar to the refugee triple trauma paradigm of pre-flight, flight, 

and post-flight experiences (M. Black, 2011; CVT, 2005), participants’ past 

refugee life experiences had particular implications for their subsequent 

resettlement in Australia. The transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development advances that, apart from fleeing to safety, these significant 

past refugee life experiences often offered social structural affordances that 

constrained participants’ capacities to exercise personal agency. Therefore, 

past refugee life experiences adversely affected their adult development and 

readiness for subsequent resettlement. Indeed, the UNHCR (2010a) 

describes resettlement processes as complex because refugee immigrants’ 

past refugee life experiences, laden with traumatic and distressing personal 

histories, are likely to exacerbate the other challenging resettlement 

experiences, for example, encountering sociocultural dissonances. 

As foreshadowed, the totality of participants’ past refugee life 

experiences and their present resettlement experiences contributed to the 

overall social structural affordances offered to them during resettlement. In 

addition to these, participants’ present resettlement experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances are discussed in the next section. 
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Encountering sociocultural dissonances 

Participants’ experiences of encountering sociocultural dissonances often 

offered disaccording social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. The distinct differences in adult 

refugee immigrants’ sociocultural backgrounds and Australians’ ways of 

living presented particular sociocultural challenges during resettlement (e.g., 

item (d), Table 6.4, Chapter 6). Furthermore, their experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances also occurred in educational 

institutions, for example in TAFE colleges. When engaging in learning 

activities, refugee immigrants are likely to be exposed to an Australian 

curriculum that reflects Western cultural values that may be alien to them 

(Trevino & Davids, 2001). As a result, the adult refugee immigrants in this 

study found it quite a demanding task to engage in social interactions, 

including engaging with education and training institutions. Yet as Guo 

(2010) and Grossman (2014) suggested, sociocultural diversity assets that 

immigrants bring into the host society should be acknowledged by enacting 

culturally inclusive practices in educational institutions.  

Another aspect that contributed to participants’ sociocultural 

dissonances was the English language communication barriers they 

encountered. However, the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework advances that adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of 

encountering such sociocultural dissonances often offered affordances that 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. These language 

barriers, therefore, adversely affected their adult development and 

resettlement outcomes (see Table 6.4, Chapter 6). In many ways, the use of 

a common language for communication symbolises forms of shared 

sociocultural backgrounds through a system of signs of cultural value that 

embody cultural reality (Kramsch, 1998). Hence, when individuals acquire 

communication, social, and occupational skills, they consequently are 

empowered to participate and contribute to society (Zimmerman, 1995). 

Furthermore, the sociocultural ways of living in Australia are expressed, 

embodied, and symbolised by the use of English language because English 
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is the basis for communication and social engagement (New South Wales 

Government, 2006). For these reasons, having good English language skills 

is important for refugee immigrants’ successful resettlement (Hebbani & 

Colic-Peisker, 2012; DIAC, 2012) to improve their sociocultural 

participation and contribution in Australia.  

It is worth noting that newly-arrived refugee immigrants in Australia 

are required to participate in Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) 

courses mainly offered at TAFE institutes (TAFE Queensland, 2013a). In 

Queensland, where these participants reside, AMEP is provided to “help 

migrants and refugees to learn how to read, write, speak and understand the 

English language” (TAFE Queensland, 2013a). Yankey and Biswas (2012) 

suggested that the likely inadequacies in English language communication 

for many refugee immigrants could be because of a number of factors 

ranging from English not being their native language to lack of 

opportunities for education. Indeed, English was not participants’ primary 

language of communication because all were from diverse non-English 

speaking sociocultural backgrounds of Middle East, Africa, and Southeast 

Asia. Thus, the experiences of sociocultural dissonances due to adult 

refugee immigrants’ lack of English language competency limited the scope 

of social interactions with which they could engage. 

The social structural affordances of resettlement, as discussed in the 

next section, were also characterised by participants regularly confronting 

racism and racial discrimination in their everyday lives. 

Confronting racism and racial discrimination 

Racism and racial discrimination are complex and contested concepts 

(Hollinsworth, 2006); however, racism often refers to the use of race by a 

“dominant group to exclude a subordinate group from material and 

symbolic rewards of status and power” (Jackson, 1987, p. 12). Indeed, 

participants’ confronting racism and racial discrimination often offered 

alienating and distressing social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. Indeed, the incidences of confronting 

racism and racial discrimination that participants of this study regularly 
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confronted constrained their contribution to and participation in Australian 

society. These experiences adversely affected their adult developmental 

progression and resettlement outcomes. Furthermore, experiencing racism 

and racial discrimination reinforces “division, inequality and exclusion” 

(Dunn & Nelson, 2011, p. 588) based on race, physical distinctions, and 

sociocultural traits amongst members of a given society. The oppressive and 

dysfunctional practices of racism and racial discrimination (Collin III & 

Preciphs, 1990; Freire, 1995) were likely to socially exclude and disengage 

adult refugee immigrants from being active in society.  

Refugee immigrants in Australian education and training institutions 

confronted racism, and racial discrimination experiences adversely affected 

their educational outcomes (Ben-Moshe et al., 2008; Joyce et al., 2010; 

Matthews, 2008; Onsando, 2014; Onsando & Billett, 2009). Indeed, 

findings of this study also indicate that incidences of experiencing racism 

and racial discrimination occur in educational institutions (see Table 6.5). 

However, to improve the social structural affordances in these institutions, 

some education and training authorities enact social inclusion practices in 

their legislation, rules, and regulations (e.g., TAFE Queensland, 2013b). 

From a transformative psychosocial perspective, such institutional rules and 

regulations offer supportive affordances that assist refugee immigrants to 

exercise agency and engage with the wider Australian society.  

The social barriers created by racism and racial discrimination 

deprive victims of opportunities to exercise personal agency; individuals 

without agency often do not cope well in society (Hayes et al., 2008; 

Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995). The transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework of this study acknowledges experiences of racism and racial 

discrimination often offered alienating affordances that constrained adult 

refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency, adversely 

affecting their adult development and resettlement outcomes. Therefore, 

they often remain with limited agency during resettlement, negating their 

personal objectives of participating in and contributing to Australia. 

Furthermore, such alienating life experiences result in “low self-esteem, low 
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status, lack of social capital and lack of power to direct one’s life” (Frost & 

Hoggett, 2008, p. 452), further alienating adult refugee immigrants from 

society. In all, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, the racism 

and racial discrimination that adult refugee immigrant participants confront 

diminish their capacities to exercise agency, making it difficult for them to 

actively participate in Australian society. This situation, therefore, adversely 

affects their adult development and negates resettlement objectives that aim 

at social integration.  

The social structural affordances of resettlement, as discussed in the 

next section, were also characterised by participants experiencing 

employment challenges. 

Experiencing employment challenges 

There are significant employment challenges facing adult refugee 

immigrants. Evidently, the education and training opportunities taken up by 

participants in this study did not yield obvious employment outcomes 

because many found it quite difficult to get a job (see Table 6.6, Chapter 6). 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework suggests that adult 

refugee immigrants’ experiences of engaging in education often offered 

empowering social structural affordances. However, the lack of subsequent 

employment opportunities offered disempowering affordances that negated 

the resettlement gains that engaging in education provides. For those who 

found employment, a number reported mistreatment at work while many 

were “underemployed” (Bashshur et al., 2011; Erdogan & Bauer, 2011), 

often working on a casual or part-time basis. Indeed, of the 15 participants, 

3 were employed on a full-time basis, 1 was self-employed, 2 were 

unemployed, and the remaining 9 were underemployed, with their education 

and skills not fully recognised and utilised.  

Unlike many Australians, a number of adult refugee immigrants in 

this study did not access meaningful employment opportunities and enjoy 

the socioeconomic benefits of being employed, in contravention of the 

UNHCR requirement that refugee immigrants secure “rights similar to those 

enjoyed by nationals” of the resettlement country (UNHCR, 2011, p. 3). 
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Indeed, adult refugee immigrants in Australia have poor employment and 

workplace outcomes of being unemployed and underemployed (ABS, 2010; 

Correa-Velez & Onsando, 2009, 2013) and are often subtly excluded from 

the employment market through discrimination (Hebbani, 2014; Torezani et 

al., 2008). Despite the empowering agency of accessing and engaging in 

education and training, many refugee immigrants could not fully undertake 

adult financial responsibilities, participate in and contribute to the 

socioeconomic development of Australia, or progress their personal adult 

development. The unemployment and underemployment situations that 

many adult refugee immigrants faced offered constraining affordances that 

restricted their socioeconomic capacities of exercising personal agency and 

their adult development. 

These employment challenges confirm, to some extent, the extant 

literature that report of the high rates of unemployment, workplace 

exclusion and discrimination, and concentration in low-status, low-paying 

occupations amongst refugee immigrants in Australia (ABS, 2010; Colic-

Peisker & Tilbury, 2007; Correa-Velez & Onsando, 2009, 2013; Torezani et 

al., 2008). Indeed, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, the 

employment challenges often offered difficult social structural affordances 

that mostly constrained adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise 

personal agency. Yet, despite failing to secure meaningful employment 

through their education and skills, participants continued to express positive 

agentic beliefs that having appropriate education and training qualifications 

was a pathway to meaningful employment in Australia.  

Apart from the social and financial benefits, meaningful employment 

for adult refugee immigrants could act as a powerful transition that enables 

them to shift from the past difficult refugee life experiences into the present 

resettlement with more life opportunities in Australia. Moreover, from a 

transformative psychosocial perspective, the economic benefits associated 

with financial remuneration from employment are powerful agentic 

measures of social status, especially in Western societies like Australia. 

Therefore, being unemployed or underemployed, especially in Western 
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societies, offers little to adult refugee immigrants’ hope of being able to 

advance and attain their resettlement goals. So, the study’s transformative 

psychosocial perspective advances that, for adult refugee immigrants, 

accessing and engaging in meaningful employment is not only empowering 

and financially beneficial, but also a key measure of their levels of social 

inclusion and resettlement outcomes in Australia.  

In contrast with assumptions implicit in theories of adult 

development, it can now be advanced, through the transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework of this study, that adult refugee 

immigrants’ significant life experiences characterised by past refugee life, 

encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and facing employment challenges often offered difficult 

and challenging social structural affordances that mostly constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore having adverse effects on 

their adult developmental progression and resettlement outcomes. In the 

next section, these propositions are discussed through development and 

presentation of a conceptual model that represents the constructed 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework. 

Conceptual model of the theoretical framework 

A conceptual model is a representation showing how physical, 

psychological, and logical elements of a specific process relate to each other 

(Shoemaker, Tankard, & Lasorsa, 2004). The conceptual model 

demonstrating the study’s theoretical framework consist of components 

representing intrinsic concepts of exercising personal agency through (a) 

identifying constraints, (b) re-assessing constraints, and (c) acting to change 

and transform constraints (depicted in Figure 7.2), and extrinsic concepts 

that offered resettlement social structural affordances of (a) past refugee life 

experiences, (b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting 

racism and racial discrimination, and (d) facing employment challenges 

(depicted in Figure 7.3). It is from these two logical representations (Figures 

7.2 and 7.3), that the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual model 

(Figure 7.4) is developed and constructed.   
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Figure 7.4. Conceptual model representing the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of the study. 
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The conceptual model depicted in Figure 7.4 represents the study’s 

transformative psychosocial adult development concepts informing 

resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. The model shows the 

symbiotic interdependencies that exist between adult refugee immigrants’ 

intrinsic capabilities to exercise personal agency (oval shapes in yellow), 

and extrinsic affordances offered through experiences of becoming refugees 

and resettlement in Australia (rectangular shape in blue). The double-ended 

arrows and the two curved left block arrows linking the model’s oval-

shaped elements to the rectangular-shaped element represent the relational 

interdependencies that exist between adult refugee immigrants’ intrinsic 

capabilities to exercise personal agency, and extrinsic affordances offered 

through experiences of becoming refugees and resettlement in Australia. 

The two single-direction block arrows linking the Identifying constraints, 

Re-assessing constraints, and Acting to change constraints elements 

represent the main logical direction during the intrinsic processes of 

exercising personal agency.  

In all, relational interdependencies (shown by arrows) of the intrinsic 

capacities to exercise personal agency (oval shapes in yellow) and extrinsic 

social structural affordances elements (rectangular shape in blue), together, 

construct the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of 

adult development that informs resettlement of adult refugee immigrants. In 

the next section, the mutual relational interdependencies of these theoretical 

components are each discussed. 

Intrinsic exercise of personal agency  

As foreshadowed, personal agency is the capacity of a person to 

intentionally influence their life circumstances (Bandura, 1986, 2006). 

Evidently, the findings and analysis of this study indicate that most of the 

adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences offered social structural 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. In 

the study’s transformative psychosocial conceptual model, shown in Figure 

7.4, the Identifying constraints element of exercising personal agency is 

connected to the Social structural affordances of resettlement element, 
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signifying the multi-directional interdependencies between affordances 

offered by adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences and their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. The Identifying constraints element 

is also connected by a single-direction arrow to the Re-assessing constraints 

element, showing the logical direction of the processes that support 

exercising personal agency. 

The Re-assessing constraints element, between Identifying 

constraints and Acting to change constraints elements, represents adult 

refugee immigrant participants reflecting upon constraints of their 

significant life experiences with an aim of taking practical measures to 

achieve better resettlement experiences. The arrows connecting these three 

elements show the logical continuation of the main direction of the process 

of exercising personal agency. The double arrows from this element linking 

to the Social structural affordances of resettlement element represent the 

relational interdependencies of these elements. On the whole, Re-assessing 

constraints element during the process of exercising personal agency is 

central to advancing action that transforms life constraints for adult refugee 

immigrants. 

The third phase of adult refugee immigrants’ exercising personal 

agency is Acting to change constraints element represented by the final oval 

shape. This element is connected by a single double arrow with the Social 

structural affordances of resettlement element representing the 

interdependency relationship between these elements. The Acting to change 

constraints element is also connected by a single direction block arrow from 

the Re-assessing constraints element, representing the end results of the 

main direction of the exercising personal agency process. Indeed, as 

discussed, Acting to change constraints is an important culmination aspect 

of the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of adult 

development that can occur through a series of interrelated and sometimes 

overlapping phases over a period of time.  

The second component of the study’s transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework is the procedural extrinsic social structural 
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affordances of resettlement offered by adult refugee immigrant participants’ 

significant life experiences. These affordances are discussed in the next 

section. 

Extrinsic social structural affordances 

As foreshadowed, social structural affordances are provisions that 

experiences of the social and physical world offer individuals (Billett, 2009; 

Gibson, 1986). Therefore, social structural affordances of resettlement for 

adult refugee immigrants involve the kinds of life experiences that 

resettlement offers them. In the transformative psychosocial conceptual 

model (shown in Figure 7.4), the Social structural affordances of 

resettlement element represents the affordances offered to adult refugee 

immigrants during resettlement influenced by (a) their past refugee life 

experiences, (b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting 

racism and racial discrimination, and (d) facing employment challenges 

during resettlement. The element is represented by the blue-coloured 

rectangle at the base of the diagram. This element is connected by double 

arrows with the Identifying constraints, Re-assessing constraints, and Acting 

to change constraints elements, representing the multi-directional 

interdependency of relationships between these components.  

Thus, the model representing the study’s transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework (Figure 7.4) assists in explaining how 

transformative psychosocial adult development theoretical concepts inform 

resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. However, as 

discussed in the next section, the effectiveness of these concepts in 

improving adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement outcomes depends on 

psychosocial developmental factors that affect readiness for resettlement.  

Factors affecting implementation of the framework 

Factors that may affect the implementation of the study’s transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework relate to adult refugee immigrants’ 

readiness for resettlement. Here, readiness refers to adults’ preparedness and 

motivation to effectively engage with specific activities (Knowles, 1990; 
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Knowles et al., 2012). Therefore, from a transformative psychosocial 

developmental perspective, readiness for resettlement involves a focus on 

adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency and the 

social structural affordances Australia, as a resettlement country, offers 

them. This means that adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for resettlement 

involves their preparedness, motivations, and opportunities to fully 

participate in and contribute to Australian society. For example, Abdul-

Jabbar (a male participant from the Middle East), who was relatively well 

educated and worked as an engineer and as a journalist before immigrating 

to Australia, had faster transition during resettlement by using transferable 

skills to find employment as a case worker with a local refugee resettlement 

organisation. However, from a transformative psychosocial perspective, 

Abdul-Jabbar’s readiness would be more wholesome and meaningful if the 

social structural affordances offered more opportunities for him to find his 

preferred vocation and work as an engineer. Though the resettlement 

affordances in Australia offered him a job as a case worker, they did not 

recognise and fully value his skills and qualifications as an engineer.  

The fundamental principles of humanitarian protection that drive 

refugee resettlement in Australia and other Western countries, however, 

focus mainly on protection from further harm (DIAC, 2009; UNHCR, 

2010a) rather that the victim’s educational qualifications and employability 

skills that would have assisted readiness for resettlement in their new 

country. Furthermore, from a transformative psychosocial approach, adult 

refugee immigrants’ readiness for resettlement is shaped by factors that 

influence their intrinsic capabilities to exercise personal agency and the 

extrinsic social structural affordances offered by Australia, as a resettlement 

country. In this study, it is advanced that (a) “reification” and “self-

depreciation” are some of the possible intrinsic factors that would constrain 

adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for resettlement, while (b) “cultural 

competence” and “social inclusion” practices are possible extrinsic factors 

that would support their readiness for resettlement. In the next sections, each 

of these possible psychosocial factors is discussed. 
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Intrinsic factors affecting exercise of agency 

The intrinsic concepts of reification (Mezirow, 1981) and self-depreciation 

(Freire, 1995), from a transformative psychosocial perspective, are some of 

the key factors that are likely to influence adult refugee immigrants’ 

resettlement. The effectiveness of their intrinsic capabilities to exercise 

personal agency could be limited by possible personal reification, that is, 

personal beliefs of inadequacy and incapability to initiate personal changes 

in their lives (Mezirow, 1981). When adult refugee immigrants are resigned 

to believe that their lack of capacity to exercise personal agency and poor 

constraining resettlement outcomes are a permanent feature of their lives, 

then such beliefs could be a major psychological barrier to their process of 

enacting positive resettlement changes. Furthermore, reification has been 

described as “the apprehension of human phenomena as if they were beyond 

human agency, like laws of nature” (Mezirow, 1981, p. 10) because such 

resigned negative beliefs of inability to make social changes cannot sustain 

the exercise of personal agency. For instance, Kamara describes some adult 

refugee immigrants’ reification and sense of deep frustration as a 

consequence of not being competent in the English language. 

They just feel, look what am I? I think I'm not worth anything. I can't do 

anything for myself. I'm always dependent on people. (Kamara/male/27 

years/Africa) 

Such expressions of personal reification can deny adult refugee immigrants’ 

exercise of personal agency and prohibit them from taking any practical 

courses of action to improve their disadvantaged resettlement status quo.  

Furthermore, adult refugee immigrants’ possible reification may 

mean that the often traumatic refugee life experiences and the subsequent, 

often distressing, experiences of immigration processes and resettlement in 

Australia would be assumed to be “normal” life events that do not require 

social changes to improve their lives. If such reification occurs, refugee 

immigrants’ poor resettlement outcomes and consequent disadvantaged 

status in Australian society will be an “acceptable” and “normal” feature of 
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their lives. This situation would severely constrain their capabilities to 

exercise personal agency and adversely affect their resettlement outcomes. 

Self-depreciation is another intrinsic challenge that was a barrier 

towards adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Self-depreciation involves individuals’ personal beliefs of social inferiority 

compared to others (Freire, 1995). It is possible that some disadvantaged 

members of society could find themselves pressured into self-depreciation 

because:  

So often do they hear that they are good for nothing, know nothing and are 

incapable of learning anything-that they are sick, lazy, and unproductive-

that in the end they become convinced of their own unfitness. (Freire, 

1995, p. 63)  

For example, adult refugee immigrants’ regular experiences of confronting 

racism and racial discrimination (summarised in Table 6.5) and other social 

exclusion experiences during resettlement could lead to self-depreciation. 

Indeed, such relentless social exclusion experiences could be internalised by 

refugee immigrants, and they would therefore develop a belief that they are 

“inferior” or “unwanted” members of Australian society. This situation 

would adversely affect their capabilities to exercise personal agency. 

There is a possibility that adult refugee immigrants may develop self-

doubt that leads to self-depreciation as they resettle in Australia because 

they often experienced social exclusion from individuals (see, e.g., item (a) 

and (b), Table 6.5) as well as institutions (e.g., item (f), Table 6.5). Such 

extrinsic social exclusion experiences lead to possible intrinsic self-doubts 

and self-depreciation that may create barriers to meaningful resettlement. 

Indeed, self-depreciation curtails adult refugee immigrants from exercising 

personal agency and taking action required for initiating social changes that 

would improve their resettlement outcomes. 

In the next and final section, cultural competence and social 

inclusion concepts are discussed as extrinsic factors that influence readiness 

for resettlement. 
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Extrinsic factors affecting social structural affordances 

The extrinsic concepts of cultural competence (Blunt, 2007) and social 

inclusion (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012), from a transformative 

psychosocial perspective, are some of the key factors that shape adult 

refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia. The transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework of adult development advanced in this 

study suggest that adult refugee immigrants’ readiness for resettlement in 

Australia depends on the social structural affordances offered by cultural 

competence practices. The concept of cultural competence is described as:  

a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes and regulations that connect entities, 

an agency, or individuals, which enables that system or those individuals to 

bring about efficacy in multicultural situations as well as the ability to 

operate within the realm of culturally integrated patterns of human 

behavior defined by a population. (Blunt, 2007, p. 99) 

In this study, in recognition of adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of 

encountering sociocultural dissonances (summarised in Table 6.4), cultural 

competence refers to provisions of culturally supportive environments that 

would enable them to exercise personal agency while participating fully in 

Australian society. Provisions of supportive cultural competence practices 

will go a long way towards mitigating adult refugee immigrants’ 

experiences of encountering sociocultural dissonances during resettlement. 

Indeed, such cultural competence practices are meaningful because they 

embody a diversity of sociocultural activities applied when engaging with 

adult refugee immigrants.  

According to the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

of adult development advanced in this study, adult refugee immigrants’ 

readiness for resettlement also depends on the social structural affordances 

offered by social inclusion practices. The practice of social inclusion means 

that: 

… people have the resources, opportunities and capabilities they need to: 

Learn (participate in education and training); Work (participate in 

employment, unpaid or voluntary work including family and carer 

responsibilities); Engage (connect with people, use local services and 

participate in local, cultural, civic and recreational activities); and Have a 
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voice (influence decisions that affect them). (Commonwealth of Australia, 

2012, p. 12) 

Given their social exclusion experiences of confronting racism and racial 

discrimination (summarised in Table 6.5) and employment challenges 

(summarised in Table 6.6), these four interrelated working components of 

social inclusion, that is, “learn”, “work”, “engage”, and “have a voice”, have 

a direct impact on resettlement in Australia. Furthermore, social inclusion 

involves situations and environments where alienated members of society 

have access to opportunities and resources required to participate fully 

within their families, communities, and society (Robinson, 2004). Hence, 

social inclusion in this study refers to creation of supportive environments 

and affordances that enable adult refugee immigrants to exercise personal 

agency and fully participate in Australian society.  

Overall, from the study’s constructed transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework of adult development, the intrinsic constraints 

described through concepts of reification and self-depreciation and the 

extrinsic cultural competence and social inclusion practices are some of the 

key factors that shape participants’ adult developmental progression and 

resettlement outcomes. So, adult refugee immigrants require capacities to 

exercise personal agency as well as provisions of supportive social 

structural affordances that could assist in improving their poor resettlement 

outcomes in Australia.  

Summary of chapter 

This chapter, in response to the study’s research questions, has developed 

and constructed a transformative psychosocial theoretical framework that 

advances adult developmental theoretical concepts that inform resettlement 

of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. Using evidence from the preceding 

two chapters (Chapters 5 and 6), this chapter has argued that refugee 

immigrants’ adult development and resettlement are interdependently linked 

with their intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency and the extrinsic 

social structural affordances offered by their life experiences. This argument 

informs the construction of the study’s theoretical psychosocial framework 
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of adult development and resettlement for adult refugee immigrants, 

depicted with the aid of a conceptual model showing how these 

interdependencies relate to each other. In conclusion, the chapter discussed 

psychosocial developmental factors that influence and affect adult refugee 

immigrants’ readiness for resettlement here.  

Next, in the concluding chapter (Chapter 8) of this thesis, a summary 

of the study’s contributions to adult development and resettlement for adult 

refugee immigrants are discussed. In that discussion, the study’s key 

findings are stated as well as the contributions to knowledge. These findings 

and contributions are aimed at offering better understanding of refugee 

immigrants’ adult development and resettlement in Australia.  
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Chapter Eight 

Australia as a resettlement country for adult refugee 

immigrants  

I have walked that long road to freedom. I have tried not to falter; 

I have made missteps along the way. But I have discovered the 

secret that after climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are 

many more hills to climb. … But I can rest only for a moment, for 

with freedom come responsibilities, and I dare not linger, for my 

long walk is not yet ended. (Mandela, 1994, p. 544)  

Introduction 

The previous chapter advanced the study’s findings by constructing the 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework whose concepts offer an 

explanatory account of the resettlement process for adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia. This final chapter commences by reviewing the 

contributions of each of the chapters and advances their collective 

contributions. They include contributions to: (a) the field of adult 

development, (b) the field of refugee resettlement, (c) personal agency as a 

concept shaping adult development and resettlement outcomes, (d) social 

structural affordances as a concept shaping adult development and 

resettlement outcomes, (e) the field of refugee resettlement research 

methodology, and (f) the perception of “people smugglers’” role in current 

political discourse. The chapter then discusses the implications of these 

findings and contributions to resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in 

Australia. It concludes by describing limitations of the current study and 

how these might be addressed through further research. The concluding 

comments of this thesis discuss how Australia, as a resettlement country for 

adult refugee immigrants, can offer opportunities for their advancement. 

Reviewing contributions of thesis chapters 

A review of the study’s conceptual, methodological, theoretical, and 

empirical approaches captures how, collectively, the chapters of this thesis 

have each contributed to its findings and contributions. In Chapter 1, the 
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topic of adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia was introduced 

by discussing the scope of the research. In developing the study’s research 

questions, the chapter identified the paucity in adult developmental theories 

that account for adult refugee immigrants’ profound life experiences. From 

this discussion the study’s research questions were constructed and its 

conceptual, methodological, and theoretical frameworks advanced. The 

study’s research questions were: (a) What kinds of life experiences did adult 

refugee immigrants encounter previously as “refugees” and currently as 

“refugee immigrants” in Australia? (b) What kinds of social structural 

affordances are offered to adult refugee immigrants by these life 

experiences? (c) How do adult refugee immigrants’ life experiences and 

affordances influence and affect their capacities to exercise personal 

agency? (d) What key factors influence and affect adult refugee immigrants’ 

adult development and resettlement? These research questions assisted in 

attaining the study’s objective of constructing a transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework of adult development that that informs resettlement of 

refugee immigrants in Australia. 

Guided by these research questions, Chapter 2 set up the study’s 

conceptual framework by providing an extensive review of literature about 

refugees’ and refugee immigrants’ life experiences and perspectives. Here, a 

review of refugee global trends and source regions was outlined and a 

discussion focusing on refugee life experiences was generated to assess the 

possible psychosocial developmental consequences of such significant life 

experiences. Thereafter, the immigration and resettlement of refugees in 

third countries was discussed with a suggestion of what possibly constitutes 

meaningful and successful resettlement for refugee immigrants. From this 

review, refugee and refugee immigrants’ adult developmental progression 

were discussed to establish the study’s conceptual framework.  

In Chapter 3, as a means of understanding life experiences of 

refugees and refugee immigrants, the study’s conceptual framework was 

advanced, premised on a transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development and resettlement for refugee immigrants. The constructed 
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transformative psychosocial conceptual framework discussed the concept of 

adulthood and appraised the applicability of a number of adult development 

theories for refugees and refugee immigrants. The framework’s key 

components are the concept of personal agency informed by individuals’ 

subjectivities and personal perspectives and the concept of social structural 

affordances offered by life experiences that assist to better understand 

refugee immigrants’ adult development and readiness for resettlement in 

Australia. This transformative psychosocial conceptual framework was used 

as a basis for practical investigations of life experiences of Australia’s adult 

refugee immigrants.  

The use of a transformative methodological framework as elaborated 

in Chapter 4 guided the approach, engagement, and data analysis of the 

adult refugee immigrant participants of the study. This framework is 

premised on particular philosophical assumptions adapted to cater for 

refugee immigrant participants’ psychosocial, sociocultural, and personal 

histories. Using three distinct but interrelated interviews, participants were 

approached and engaged to elucidate their significant life experiences. This 

chapter also described the psychosocial processes that were applied to 

analyse the significant life experiences of refugee immigrant participants 

from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia.  

It is evident from participants’ descriptions of events in Chapter 5 

that refugee life involved experiences of war and violence, fleeing to safety, 

and living in sub-human insecure environments as refugees. From a 

transformative psychosocial perspective, the findings here indicated that, 

apart from fleeing to safety, most participants’ experiences of war and 

violence and refugee living often offered affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency. These constraints likely adversely 

affected their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement 

in Australia. Building this account, Chapter 6 comprised a discussion about 

adult refugee immigrant participants’ descriptions of experiences of 

immigrating and resettling in Australia. The findings here indicated that, 

apart from the high resettlement expectations during their immigration to 
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Australia and their access to education and training in Australia, most 

participants’ other immigration and resettlement experiences often offered 

social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise 

personal agency. These constraints likely disrupted their adult development 

and adversely affected their resettlement outcomes. 

From the study’s findings and analysis, Chapter 7 advanced the 

construction of a transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

informing resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia. Central to this 

framework is the symbiotic relational nature between personal agency and 

social structural affordances. Hence, the framework constructed in this 

chapter advanced an explanatory account of adult refugee immigrants’ 

intrinsic capacities to exercise personal agency, involving processes of 

identifying, re-assessing, and acting to change life constraints, and their 

extrinsic social structural affordances, characterised by their past refugee 

life experiences, encountering sociocultural dissonances, confronting racism 

and racial discrimination, and facing employment challenges during 

resettlement in Australia. 

From these contributions of the previous chapters, the key findings 

of this study indicate that the significant life experiences that adult refugee 

immigrant participants encountered from the time they became refugees 

until the time they immigrated and resettled in Australia mostly offered 

affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency. 

Therefore, much of what might be considered their adult development was 

predominantly disrupted. From these key findings, the study’s contributions 

are now advanced. 

Contributions to knowledge 

The study’s contributions to knowledge focus on Australia as a resettlement 

country for adult refugee immigrants. These contributions include: 

(a) advancing a transformative psychosocial theoretical framework as a 

contribution to the field of adult development and a means of illuminating 

and explaining adult refugee immigrants’ developmental progression, 

(b) positing a transformative psychosocial theoretical framework as an 
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explanatory basis that accounts for refugee immigrants’ significant life 

experiences and a platform to consider how to improve their resettlement 

outcomes, (c) advancing personal agency
5
 as a theoretical concept that 

contributes to adult development and resettlement outcomes of refugee 

immigrants, (d) advancing social structural affordances
6
 as a theoretical 

concept that contributes to adult development and resettlement outcomes of 

refugee immigrants, (e) offering a transformative methodological 

framework as a contribution to methodology in the field of refugee 

resettlement research, and (f) challenging the contemporary discourse about 

people smugglers by identifying them as providers of safe pathways to 

subsequent refugee resettlement. Each of these contributions is discussed in 

the next sections. 

(a) Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework as a contribution 

to the field of adult development  

As a contribution to the field of adult development, the study’s constructed 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework assists in illuminating 

and understanding adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences and 

the developmental consequences of those experiences. In contrast with 

assumptions inherent in a number of adult development theories, the 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework advances that adult 

development and resettlement outcomes are influenced by symbiotic 

interdependent interactions between adult refugee immigrants’ extrinsic 

social structural affordances and their intrinsic capacities to exercise 

personal agency. 

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, as an 

approach to adult development, was developed and constructed after an 

appraisal of a number of existing adult developmental theories. As argued in 

                                                 

5
 Personal agency is considered here as a separate contribution to knowledge; however, 

central to the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is the 

interdependent relational nature between personal agency and social structural affordances.  
6
 Social structural affordances is considered here as a separate contribution to knowledge; 

however, central to the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework is the 

emphasis on the interdependent relational nature between personal agency and social 

structural affordances.  
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Chapter 3, many existing adult development theories were ultimately found 

to be unhelpful in fully understanding adult refugee immigrants’ significant 

life experiences and their resettlement outcomes. This is because many of 

these theories are premised on a stage-by-stage human transition. However, 

as advanced by the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, 

developmental transitions for adult refugee immigrants are brought about by 

significant – often traumatic and distressing – life experiences. This 

contribution to the field of adult development by the transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework is also presented with the aid of the 

conceptual model depicted in Figure 7.4. 

Importantly, this framework may have broader applicability. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, many existing theories of adult development fail to 

accommodate the discontinuity in personal and societal circumstances 

experienced by many adults. Discontinuities in work, occupation, location, 

or family circumstances, as well as those arising through natural and human 

induced disasters, abound across all countries and communities. Hence, 

although generated from the extreme human experiences and discontinuities 

of adult refugee immigrants, this framework possibly has a far wider reach. 

As discussed in the next section, another contribution is the specific 

application of this transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of 

adult development as a theoretical concept informing refugee resettlement. 

(b) Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework as a contribution 

to the field of refugee resettlement  

Resettlement of refugees “is a complex and gradual process” (UNHCR, 

2010a, p. 10) whose complexity needs to be understood to provide informed 

practical responses. The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

contributes to the field of refugee resettlement by offering an approach to 

adult development that accounts for refugee immigrants’ significant life 

experiences. The key findings indicate that adult refugee immigrant 

participants’ life experiences are often characterised by the following 

significant events: experiencing war and violence, fleeing to safety, living as 

refugees, immigrating to Australia, and resettling in Australia. Most of these 
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significant life experiences, from a transformative psychosocial approach to 

adult development, have particular consequences that adversely affected 

their adult developmental progression, readiness for resettlement, and 

resettlement outcomes.  

The transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, as a 

contribution to the field of refugee resettlement, advances that participants’ 

life experiences often offered social structural affordances that constrained 

their capacities to exercise the personal agency expected of them as adult 

society members. During resettlement, such significant and constraining life 

experiences included (a) dealing with effects of past refugee life experiences, 

(b) encountering sociocultural dissonances, (c) confronting racism and racial 

discrimination, and (d) experiencing employment difficulties. However, this 

theoretical framework identified (a) fleeing to safety, (b) having high 

resettlement expectations as refugees, and (c) accessing education and 

training opportunities in Australia as refugee immigrants as factors that 

advanced adult refugee immigrants’ developmental progression, readiness 

for resettlement, and subsequent resettlement outcomes. 

In sum, the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework – as a 

contribution to the field of refugee resettlement – identified key factors that 

shape adult refugee immigrants’ developmental progression, readiness for 

resettlement, and resettlement outcomes in Australia. 

(c) Personal agency as a theoretical concept that contributes to adult 

development and resettlement outcomes of refugee immigrants 

Personal agency is the capacity of individuals to intentionally influence their 

life circumstances (Bandura, 1986, 2006). The concept of personal agency is 

the intrinsic component of the study’s transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework of approaching adult development and resettlement of 

adult refugee immigrants. This component focused on their capacities to 

exercise personal agency by analysing subjectivities and personal 

perspectives resulting from their significant life experiences. In this 

framework, personal agency adapted “perspective transformation” 

(Mezirow, 1991, 2009) processes of: (a) identifying constraining 
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experiences in adult refugee immigrants’ lives by clearly describing aspects 

of their significant life experiences, (b) re-assessing these constraints 

through personal reflections aimed at improving their subsequent life 

experiences, and (c) adult refugee immigrants demonstrating personal 

efforts of acting to transform the life constraints of resettlement. 

The contribution to adult development and resettlement outcomes of 

refugee immigrants informed by the theoretical concept of personal agency 

is interdependent with their significant life experiences. Indeed, from a 

transformative psychosocial perspective, adult refugee immigrants’ ability 

to exercise personal agency was often symbiotically linked to the 

affordances offered by the significant life experiences that they encountered. 

For these reasons, as discussed below, another contribution to adult 

development and resettlement outcomes for refugee immigrants involves 

identifying and exploring the social structural affordances offered by their 

significant life experiences. 

(d) Social structural affordances as a theoretical concept that contributes 

to adult development and resettlement outcomes of refugee immigrants  

Social structural affordances are provisions that the experiences of the social 

and physical world offer individuals (Billett, 2009; Gibson, 1986; Giddens, 

1984). The concept of social structural affordances is the extrinsic 

component of the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework of approaching adult development and resettlement of adult 

refugee immigrants. As a key component contributing to adult development 

and resettlement outcomes of refugee immigrants, this concept explored 

their significant life experiences. As foreshadowed, these significant and 

often constraining resettlement life experiences were: (a) effects of 

traumatic past refugee life experiences; (b) encountering sociocultural 

dissonances, confronting racism and racial discrimination; and (c) facing 

employment challenges during resettlement in Australia. From a 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, the kinds of social 

structural affordances offered by adult refugee immigrants’ significant life 
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experiences developed concepts that assisted in better understanding their 

adult development and resettlement outcomes. 

While participants’ refugee life experiences were often traumatic and 

distressing and did not support normal humane and peaceful living, the 

possibilities of resettling in Australia created positive expectations that 

enabled many refugees to persevere and focus their efforts and resources on 

successfully immigrating to Australia. Indeed, adult refugee immigrants had 

an overwhelming urgent need to transform their lives from “refugees” into 

“new Australians”. However, much of their resettlement experiences 

comprised challenging and constraining social structural affordances. This is 

an indication that the theoretical concept of social structural affordances is a 

key component contributing to adult development and resettlement 

outcomes of refugee immigrants. As discussed in the next section, the 

transformative methodological framework that was used to “gather” adult 

refugee immigrants’ life experiences and affordances is a methodological 

contribution in researching refugee immigrants’ resettlement. 

(e) Transformative methodological framework as a contribution to 

methodology in the field of refugee immigrants’ resettlement research 

Transformative approaches to conducting research have been traditionally 

used to advocate for social justice considerations towards marginalised 

communities in society (Mertens, 2009). However, possibly none of these 

approaches have used a psychosocial perspective as a methodology to 

investigate and understand life experiences of adult refugee immigrants as 

discussed in Chapter 4. The transformative methodological framework used 

in this study to investigate life experiences of adult refugee immigrants in 

Australia is relatively new in the field of refugee immigrant resettlement 

research, hence a methodological contribution. The study’s transformative 

methodological framework offers a platform for investigating and 

understanding the psychosocial factors of personal agency and social 

structural affordances associated with adult refugee immigrants’ life 

experiences and resettlement. Therefore, as discussed in Chapter 4, this 

methodological framework was instrumental in efficaciously approaching 
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and engaging with adult refugee immigrants who are often considered a 

marginalised group in society. Hence, the use of transformative 

methodological framework offers an effective approach that assist 

enhancing the effectiveness of processes used in researching adult refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement outcomes. 

The transformative methodological framework, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, also advanced a particularly innovative psychosocial approach to 

data analysis using context and concept analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) 

procedures. From the study’s transformative psychosocial approach to adult 

development, context analysis focused on extrinsic affordances offered by 

adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences, while concept 

analysis involved intrinsic personal interpretations of the kinds of personal 

agency these experiences offered. Indeed, within the transformative 

methodological framework, data were analysed from the three sets of 

interviews: (a) Interview 1 that focused on participants’ past refugee life 

experiences, (b) Interview 2 that focused on participants’ present 

resettlement experiences, and (c) Interview 3 that provided theoretical 

sampling (Corbin & Holt, 2005) and appraisal of the previous two 

interviews. The third interview involved engaging refugee immigrant 

community leaders who, by representing members of their communities, 

were likely to hold broader perspectives of issues raised by other 

participants of the study. These carefully considered methodological 

adaptations make the transformative methodological framework a 

contribution to methodology in the field of refugee research, particularly, 

ones that focus on adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement. 

As discussed in the next section, another contribution to knowledge 

and contemporary public discourse in Australia is the perception of people 

smugglers as either providers of safe pathways to refugee resettlement or 

criminals who illegally benefit from refugees’ difficult situations. 
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(f) People smugglers as providers of safe pathways to subsequent refugee 

resettlement  

The current public discourse about people smugglers, asylum seekers, and 

refugees in Australia is intensifying. Under Australian law, people 

smugglers are considered criminals who assist others to enter a country 

through irregular methods that put the lives of potential immigrants at risk 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2013b). Paradoxically, as discussed in 

Chapter 5, the perception of a number of adult refugee immigrant 

participants was that people smugglers were providers of safe pathways to 

subsequent resettlement. The transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework suggests that adult refugee immigrants’ experiences of receiving 

assistance from rescuers – including people smugglers – often offered life-

saving social structural affordances that enabled them to exercise personal 

agency and escape from danger. The proposition, as a contribution to 

knowledge about the kinds of perceptions and assistance refugee immigrants 

receive before resettling in Australia, opens further discussion about people 

smuggling ventures from which a number of adult refugee immigrants have 

benefited.  

In the current political debate about asylum seekers and refugees, 

people smugglers are described as inherently evil criminals engaged in the 

business of trafficking people in dangerous environments (e.g., ABC, 2014; 

AFP, 2014; Commonwealth of Australia, 2013b). In contradiction, a number 

of adult refugee immigrant participants described people smugglers as not 

being inherently evil, but rather as individuals providing a much needed 

life-saving service to vulnerable victims of war and violence. Clearly, a 

number of adult refugee immigrants benefited from accessing services 

offered by people smugglers; so, the transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework highlights people smugglers as providers of life-saving social 

structural affordances that enabled adult refugee immigrants’ to exercise 

personal agency and successfully escape from war and violence. This 

assistance from people smugglers, importantly, saved their lives and enabled 

them to subsequently immigrate for resettlement in Australia. 
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In summary, the findings and contributions here inform more fully 

and support further inquiry into adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement 

outcomes in Australia. In the next section, some procedural implications of 

these findings and contributions for resettlement are discussed.  

Implications of contributions to resettlement outcomes 

The study’s findings and contributions inform fuller understanding of adult 

development with particular implications for resettlement of adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia. From a transformative psychosocial theoretical 

framework, when adult refugee immigrants are able to exercise their agency 

through their capacities (e.g., by being entrepreneurial or having meaningful 

jobs) they are more adept at managing and overcoming structural 

constraints. Indeed, adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences 

create the need for provision of supportive resettlement environments as 

well as encouraging them to take personal initiatives towards attaining 

meaningful resettlement in Australia. However, if these immigrants are not 

appropriately and adequately supported, their quest for meaningful 

resettlement will not be attained, and their potential social, cultural and 

economic contributions to Australia will not be realised. Furthermore, adult 

refugee immigrants deserve particular supportive provisions being enacted 

to assist them in overcoming the disadvantages of their past refugee 

experiences as well as the current unsupportive resettlement experiences.  

Refugee immigrants’ adult development and resettlement outcomes, 

as posited by the transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, require 

the simultaneous consideration of their intrinsic capacities to exercise 

personal agency and the extrinsic social structural affordances offered by 

their significant life experiences. For these reasons, this framework offers 

theoretical concepts aimed at an empowering blueprint for adult refugee 

immigrants’ full participation and contribution to socioeconomic activities 

in Australia. The next sections discuss the theoretical concepts drawn from 

the study’s findings and the contributions that would inform practices and 

influence resettlement of adult refugee immigrants in Australia. These 

theoretical concepts are, firstly, the cultural competence affordances that 
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affect adult refugee immigrants’ encounters of sociocultural dissonances, 

and secondly, the social inclusion affordances that affect adult refugee 

immigrants’ experiences of social exclusion in Australia. 

Cultural competence affordances 

As discussed in Chapter 3, cultural competence is the awareness that brings 

about the worth in diversity of cultures and multicultural situations as well 

as the ability to effectively engage in these situations (Blunt, 2007). Adult 

refugee immigrants’ experiences of encountering sociocultural dissonances, 

as evidenced in the findings of this study, were a key extrinsic social 

structural affordance that adversely affected their resettlement outcomes in 

Australia. For these reasons, enacting concepts informed by the study’s 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework (developed and 

constructed in Chapter 7) encourages the formation of social relationships 

(Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995) that foster supportive cultural competence 

environments in Australian society. It is, however, acknowledged that 

cultural competence practices may be challenging to implement because the 

Australian mainstream society does not indigenously possess the 

sociocultural backgrounds of adult refugee immigrants.  

The theoretical concepts informing the study’s transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework encourage creation of environments of 

cultural competence where adult refugee immigrants and the rest of 

Australian society exchange sociocultural knowledge and experiences that 

support diversity and social integration. Such environments would create 

affordances of multicultural situations that foster cultural understanding 

between adult refugee immigrants and mainstream society. Other ways of 

creating cultural competence affordances, informed by the study’s 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework, could be through 

creating community mentorship programs. For example, during early stages 

of resettlement, adult refugee immigrants could be partnered with suitable 

community leaders and elders who would offer guidance and advice on a 

range of resettlement issues.  
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Education and training institutions need to foster cultural 

competence practices because effective learning takes place in environments 

that are socioculturally supportive to learners (Billett, 1992), particularly for 

adult refugee immigrants who are from a diversity of sociocultural 

backgrounds. Using concepts that inform the study’s transformative 

psychosocial theoretical framework, it would be necessary for educators to 

modify teaching approaches to acknowledge and accommodate the diverse 

adult refugee immigrants’ historical and sociocultural backgrounds, while 

encouraging them to experience new ways of living in Australia. These 

sociocultural interactions can be achieved without adult refugee immigrants 

losing their sociocultural identities, while at the same time being able to 

fully engage with the wider Australian society.  

Another sociocultural challenge for a number of adult refugee 

immigrants in Australia, as evidenced in the findings of this study, is the 

English language communication barriers they confront during resettlement. 

Participants were from a diversity of non-English speaking sociocultural 

backgrounds; hence, the English language is not their indigenous primary 

mode of communication. So, when educators provide English language 

courses for adult refugee immigrants, it is important for them to understand 

and acknowledge adult refugee immigrants’ significant life experiences. 

Indeed, the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

suggests that when adult refugee immigrants’ literacy and English language 

needs are adequately met, these new Australians could enhance their 

cultural competence as well as exercise personal agency that will assist their 

communication and social engagement in Australia. 

In the next section, the implications for adult refugee immigrants’ 

resettlement outcomes are discussed by considering social inclusion 

affordances. 

Social inclusion affordances 

As advanced in Chapter 3, social inclusion involves capabilities needed by 

individuals to learn, work, engage, and have a voice in society 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). Adult refugee immigrants’ experiences 
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of social exclusion, as evidenced in the findings of this study, were a key 

extrinsic social structural affordance that adversely affected their 

resettlement outcomes in Australia. These experiences of social exclusion 

were mainly due to encounters of racism and racial discrimination as well as 

lack of access to meaningful employment and work in Australia. Socially 

excluded members of society could re-engage in society through social 

inclusion processes that provide them with opportunities to access resources 

(Robinson, 2004). Therefore, the study’s transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework (developed and constructed in Chapter 7) could be a 

basis for creating social inclusion affordances where individuals and 

organisations are educated about the adverse effects that practices of racism 

and racial discrimination have on adult refugee immigrants.  

Addressing acts of racism and racial discrimination, like other social 

vices, requires a concerted effort by all members of society. Advocating for 

social inclusion practices would provide supportive affordances that assist 

adult refugee immigrants with capacities to exercise personal agency and 

engage with the wider society. Underpinned by the concept of social 

inclusion, the study’s transformative psychosocial theoretical framework 

can be a basis on which stakeholders involved with refugee resettlement 

offer practical measures of tackling this social problem, by conducting 

public education forums and debates through traditional as well as social 

networking media. While acknowledging that many Australians have never 

had traumatic and distressing life experiences such as those experienced by 

adult refugee immigrants, these forums and debates could serve to inform 

the general public about circumstances that adult refugee immigrants have 

undergone prior to their immigration, as well as educating members of the 

public about refugee life experiences. 

In Australia, The Australian Commonwealth Racial Discrimination 

Act 1975 and The Racial Hatred Act 1995 are used to legislate against 

racism and racial discrimination. However, as evidenced in the findings of 

this study, refugee immigrants were unable to access meaningful work 

opportunities often because of experiences of social exclusion – including 
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racism and racial discrimination – that severely restricted their capacity to 

fully participate in socioeconomic activities in Australia. For these reasons, 

there is a strong case for enacting social changes that would adapt socially 

inclusive measures supportive of the stated refugee resettlement objectives 

of fully participating in and contributing to Australian society. The study’s 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework suggests targeted 

provisions of support for these new Australians that could offer more 

opportunities to access meaningful employment, hence, enhancing their 

personal agency, self-sufficiency, and self-worth.  

In summary, the implications of the study’s contributions to adult 

development and resettlement of adult refugee immigrants can be addressed 

through cultural competence and social inclusion affordances. However, 

further research premised on these contributions could explore limitations of 

this study. In the next section, therefore, the limitations of this study and 

proposals for further research are discussed. 

Study’s limitations and suggestions for further research  

The objective of this research study, as stated in Chapter 1, was to develop 

and construct theoretical concepts that inform adult development and 

resettlement outcomes of refugee immigrants in Australia. Whilst the study 

developed and constructed theoretical concepts as per the stated objectives, 

a number of limitations were also noted. This means that future research 

could address these limitations by to advance the findings and contributions 

of this study. The main limitations of this study are in terms of (a) duration 

of the project and frequency of engagement with participants, (b) additional 

supportive quantitative methods to widen the scope and diversity of the 

study, and (c) consideration of other stakeholders as contributing 

participants of the study. Each of these limitations and suggestions for 

further research are discussed in the next sections. 

Longitudinal study  

This study’s interviews were conducted at a particular point in time by 

engaging with adult refugee immigrant participants. It is acknowledged that 
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a longitudinal project, where participants would have been interviewed at 

two or more points in time in extended project duration, would better 

determine whether adult refugee immigrants’ resettlement experiences in 

Australia are improving or deteriorating. However, the key focus of this 

study was to construct theoretical concepts that inform adult development 

and resettlement outcomes for adult refugee immigrants. For these reasons, 

it was deemed appropriate to include theoretical sampling and appraisal 

interviews with community leaders to enhance and ensure the validity of the 

constructed theoretical concepts. Therefore, a suggestion for further research 

would be to increase the project life of the study by embarking on a 

longitudinal research project with more contact points with adult refugee 

immigrant participants. 

Mixed-methods study  

This study is a qualitative research project that used a transformative 

methodological framework to conduct a total of 27 interviews with 15 adult 

refugee immigrant participants that developed and constructed a 

transformative psychosocial theoretical framework of adult development 

that informs resettlement of refugee immigrants. It is suggested that 

quantitative surveys could be added as part of the study’s methodology to 

advance the objectives of this qualitative study from one that seeks to 

develop and construct theoretical concepts that inform adult development 

and resettlement outcomes of adult refugee immigrants in Australia, to one 

that constructs a substantive mid-range theory. The quantitative component 

of the suggested study would be expected to introduce many more 

participants of various demographics to the research with an aim of 

widening the scope as well as obtaining more generalisable concepts of the 

constructed theory. However, lack of adequate time and logistic limitations 

did not allow such a mixed-methods research project to be conducted on this 

occasion. Therefore, a suggestion for further research would be to have 

additional supportive quantitative methods to widen the scope and diversity 

of the study. 
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Consideration of other stakeholders 

Participants of this study were adults from refugee backgrounds originally 

from the Middle East, Africa, and Southeast Asia regions. The scope could 

be broadened so that future research could also involve other stakeholders 

engaged with immigration and resettlement of refugees in Australia. For 

example, personnel working with local refugee resettlement support service 

providers could be included as study participants, for the purpose of 

contributing their personal perspectives about the resettlement services they 

offer to refugee immigrants. It is expected that such an additional cohort 

would either provide the study with a new perspective, or confirm the 

findings and contribution to knowledge by the current study. Also, for 

comparison purposes, “non-refugee” immigrants could be included as 

participants of the study. However, logistic limitations did not allow such an 

expanded study to be conducted. Therefore, a suggestion for further research 

would be to consider a number of other stakeholders in the field of refugee 

resettlement as contributing participants of the study. 

In conclusion, given the findings and contribution to knowledge of 

this study and their implications for resettlement of adult refugee 

immigrants, the next section presents concluding comments of the thesis 

that focus on Australia as a resettlement country for adult refugee 

immigrants.  

Concluding comments 

Adult refugee immigrants’ personal histories are characterised by 

experiences of war and violence, fleeing to safety often to a neighbouring 

country, and living in sub-human and insecure conditions. Their subsequent 

resettlement in Australia is characterised by encountering sociocultural 

dissonances, experiences of social exclusion due to confronting racism and 

racial discrimination, possible low proficiency levels of literacy and English 

language skills, and lack of meaningful employment opportunities. 

Evidently, a combination of refugee immigrants’ past refugee life 

experiences as well as their present resettlement experiences largely restricts 
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their capacities to exercise personal agency by fully participating in and 

contributing to Australian society. However, as advanced in this study, adult 

refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia could be improved by 

acknowledging, understanding, and accounting for these complex sets of 

significant life experiences. Specifically, authorities could assist refugee 

immigrants’ resettlement by enacting particular practices that could restore 

refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency by creating 

supportive sociocultural affordances that acknowledge and recognise 

refugee immigrants’ diverse historical and sociocultural backgrounds.  

The extent to which refugee immigrants’ diminished personal 

agencies could be restored by education and training can be determined by 

the extent to which the Australia, as a country, understands and 

acknowledges their backgrounds and life experiences. Given the findings 

and contributions of this study, it is worthwhile to acknowledge the 

possibility that some adult refugee immigrants could be psychosocially 

distressed, given their difficult past personal histories and challenging 

resettlement experiences. For these reasons, resettlement should offer them 

safe environments that would enable them to fully participate in Australian 

society. Australia should recognise refugee immigrants’ traumatic personal 

histories for the purpose of providing supportive measures that would 

restore their personal agencies. For example, in addition to the standard 

counselling services, educational institutions and workplaces could offer 

specialised ongoing professional psychosocial counselling services that 

acknowledge adult refugee immigrants’ difficult personal histories and 

challenging resettlement experiences.  

Importantly, adult refugee immigrants’ personal efforts and 

readiness to engage and interact with the rest of Australian society could 

also contribute to enhancing their capacities to exercise personal agency and 

fully participate in Australian society. For resettlement to be effective and 

meaningful, adult refugee immigrants’ readiness to engage in 

socioeconomic and other activities is paramount because the lack of such 

participation continues to render them socially excluded from Australian 
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society. Therefore, for many adult refugee immigrants, engaging in 

socioeconomic activities is an important agentic process that could 

transform them from being socially excluded dependent individuals into 

productive members of Australian society. Despite the often atrocious 

refugee life experiences as well as the distresses of resettlement, it is 

important to acknowledge adult refugee immigrants’ resilience and 

audacious resolve to live decent peaceful lives. Indeed, akin to Mandela’s 

(1994) Long walk to freedom (see this chapter’s opening vignette), their 

resolve should be harnessed so that their difficult life experiences could be 

used as a motivation to exercise agency that shapes their present 

resettlement experiences in Australia.  

Adult refugee immigrants have demonstrated their desire to be able 

to participate in and contribute to Australian society. However, if these new 

Australians are not appropriately and adequately supported, their quest and 

capacity to exercise personal agency and participate in society will continue 

to be diminished. Therefore, affording these new Australian immigrants 

with opportunities to realise fulfilling lives – the very purposes of granting 

them protection and resettlement in Australia – may not be attained unless 

adequate resources are used to secure this humanitarian goal. While adult 

refugee immigrants are required take the primary initiative and make 

personal efforts, their effective resettlement deserves particular provisions 

being enacted to assist them to overcome the social disadvantages as a result 

of their life experiences. It is important to acknowledge that the distinct 

differences between many adult refugee immigrants’ sociocultural 

backgrounds and Australia’s ways of living are likely to have particular 

challenging implications on their resettlement outcomes. However, as the 

findings and contributions of this study indicate, offering refugee 

immigrants socially structured supportive environments in Australia could 

accommodate their sociocultural practices, while encouraging them to 

experience new ways of living here. 
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available from www.gu.edu.au/or/ethics. 
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Rick Williams 
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Bray Centre, N54 Room 0.15 Nathan Campus 

Griffith University 

Phone: 07 3735 4375 

Facsimile: 07 373 57994 

Email: rick.williams@griffith.edu.au 



 

304 

 

Appendix B 
 

Participant Consent Information Statement 
 
 

 
 

Participant Consent Information Statement 
  

Refugee immigrants’ resettlement in Australia: a transformative 
grounded theory study 

 
I am a PhD candidate at the School of Education and Professional Studies, 
Griffith University. I am conducting a study titled Constructing a transformative 
psychosocial theoretical framework of adult development that informs 
resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia. The study’s supervisors are 
Prof. Stephen Billett and Dr. Robert Funnell both of the School of Education 
and Professional Studies in the Faculty of Education.  
 
The purpose of this research study and study participants: 
The central purpose of this study is to construct a grounded theory of 
resettlement that accounts for the preimmigration refugee life experiences and 
postimmigration resettlement experiences of Australia’s adult refugee 
immigrants. The participants of the study shall be: (a) adults, both men and 
women, aged over 18 years and over; (b) from refugee backgrounds; (c) 
originally from the Middle East, Africa, and East Asia; and (d) been in Australia 
for at least five years.  
 
How the study will be conducted: 
The study will use qualitative data collection methods through at least 2 semi-
structured interviews sessions and concurrent data analysis. The aim of data 
collection and analysis process is to generate themes that will construct a 
grounded theory of resettlement that accounts for the preimmigration refugee 
life experiences and postimmigration resettlement experiences of Australia’s 
adult refugee immigrants.  

Each interview session will be of approximately 60 to 90 minutes 
duration. All interview sessions will be audio recorded for the sole purpose of 
transcribing. The researcher may also take short notes during the interviews. 
Throughout the sessions, there will be opportunities to correct, clarify and 
refine the responses from the participants. Each participant will be provided 
with a set of guiding questions before each interview. As a participant, you will 
be provided with the opportunity to verify how your information is being 
interpreted in the subsequent interview sessions. You will also retain the right 
for any data not to be published in any identifiable form. 
 
How your interest will be protected: 
Informed consent is required for your participation in this research study. This 
consent extends to the information provided by you to be used in the study. 
Your contributions will remain anonymous and confidential to the investigator. 
No information will be made available to any external audience without your 
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verification. It is important for you to understand that your participation is 
voluntary and there will be no penalty whatsoever should you decline to 
participate or decide to discontinue your participation. Also, you have the right 
to provide information that you personally feel comfortable to share and the 
right to discontinue the interview sessions should you wish to.  
 

The expected benefits of this research study: 
There are no direct benefits to participants of this study. However, the 
constructed grounded theory of resettlement from this study can be thought of 
as a blueprint for ‘successful resettlement’ for Australia’s adult refugee 
immigrants. This theoretical framework can be used by governments, 
organisations, and individuals to draw upon in order to formulate policies and 
promote practices that provide meaningful support to the new immigrants from 
refugee backgrounds. The concepts forming the grounded theory of 
resettlement can also be used by individuals, families, and communities from 
refugee backgrounds to identify key attributes and practices for ‘successful 
resettlement’ in Australia. At the completion of the study, you and other 
participants of the study will be briefed on its outcomes.   

Should you have any complaints or concerns about the research study, 
you are encouraged to raise these with the researcher, or the study 
supervisors, or the Griffith University Research Ethics Office whose contacts 
are given below. 
 
Thank you.  
Gerald Onsando 
 
Researcher: Gerald Onsando 
Phone/mobile: 0469 120 063 
Email: gerald.onsando2@griffithuni.edu.au 
 
Principal supervisor: Prof Stephen Billett 
Phone: (61) (7) 3735 5855 
Email: s.billett@griffith.edu.au 
 
Associate supervisor: Dr Bob Funnell  
Phone: (61) (7) 3735 5745 
Email: r.funnell@griffith.edu.au 
 
Griffith University Research Ethics Office: 
Research Ethics Manager  
Office for Research, Bray Centre  
Griffith University 
170 Kessels Road, NATHAN QLD   4111  
Phone: (61) (7) 3735 4106  
Email: ore-grants@griffith.edu.au 

 
Griffith University Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and /or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone (07) 3735 4106. 
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Appendix C 
 

Informed Consent Form 
 

Informed Consent Form 
 
 
 
 
Research Title: Constructing a transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework of adult development 

that informs resettlement of refugee 

immigrants in Australia 

 

Researcher:    Gerald Onsando 

 

Research Supervisors: Prof. Stephen Billett  

Dr. Bob Funnell 

 

To satisfy the requirement of this research study ethics processes it is 

necessary that you give consent to the following statement. 

 
 

I ____________________________________________ agree 

to participate in the Constructing a transformative psychosocial 

theoretical framework of adult development that informs 

resettlement of refugee immigrants in Australia and give my 

consent freely. I understand that this research study will be 

carried out as described in the information statement, a copy of 

which I have retained. I also realise that I can withdraw from 

the research study at any time and that I do not have to give 

any reasons for withdrawing. I have had all questions answered 

to my satisfaction. 

 
Signatures: 
 
 
____________________________  _______________________ 
  Participant     Date 
 
 
____________________________  _______________________ 
  Researcher     Date 
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Appendix D 

Interview 1 Schedule 
 

Griffith University 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Interview Schedule 1: Preimmigration refugee life experiences and perspectives 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this project on the experiences of 
humanitarian immigration to Australia. This first interview session serves as an 
introduction to the research study and aims to understand your background and 
preimmigration refugee life experiences, as a refugee, and your consequent formed 
perspectives.  

Please contribute freely. Your contributions will remain anonymous and confidential 
to the investigator. No information will be made available to any external audience 
without your consent. It is important you understand that your participation is 
voluntary and you have the right to provide information that you personally feel 
comfortable to share and the right to discontinue the interview sessions should you 
wish to. 

The data gathered in this interview will be returned to you for verification at the next 
interview. 

Section One: Introduction and demographic information 

 

This section aims to gather information about your demographic background. Here, I 
would like to know more about you and your background. Please, answer the 
following questions about you and your background. 

 

1. Name? Gender? Suburb? [Note: Your 
name will not be used in reports] 

 

2. In which country were you born? 
[Region?]  

 

3. In which country were you living 
before coming to Australia?   

 

4. How long did you live in that country 
before coming to Australia? 

 

5. Were you living in that country as a 
refugee? 

 

6. In what year did you arrive in 
Australia? 
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7. Whom did you arrive with when you 
came to Australia?  

 

8. You came to Australia as: 

[A refugee] [An asylum seeker] [Other, 
please specify: 
______________________________] 

9. How well did you speak English 
before you came to Australia? 

[Very well] [Well] [Not well] [Not at all] 

10. Are you now an Australian citizen?  

11. What is your marital status? 
[Never married] [Married/living 
together] [Separated/divorced] 
[Widowed] 

12. Are you currently involved in any 
studies? If yes, what course? 
__________________________ 

[No] [Yes, part-time] [Yes, full-time] 

13. Are you currently employed? If yes, 
what occupation? 
__________________________  

[No] [Yes, casual] [Yes, part-time] [Yes, 
full-time] 

14. Which year were you born?  How old 
are you now? 

 

 

Section Two: Preimmigration refugee life experiences and perspectives 

 

Next, I want to gather some further information about your preimmigration refugee 
life experiences and perspectives. That is, your life experiences as a refugee before 
you came to Australia and what you think (perspectives) about those experiences. I 
am going to record this part of the interview and will prepare a transcript from it later. 

Your life experiences as a refugee: 

1. Can you please describe circumstances that caused you to become a refugee? 

2. What was life like for you as a refugee? What were your general day-to-day 
activities involve? 

3. Social experiences: Specifically, what were the social experiences living in the 
refugee camps like? How did you relate with, for example, your family, friends, 
and other people in the refugee camp? 

4. Educational experiences: What was the highest education qualification you 
attained before coming to Australia? What kinds of education opportunities and 
experiences did you have as a refugee?  
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5. Occupational/employment experiences: What was your main occupation or 
employment activity as a refugee? What occupation or employment 
opportunities and experiences did you have as a refugee? 

6. What were some of the best moments (or experiences that you cannot forget) 
that you experienced while living as a refugee? 

7. What were some of the worst moments (or experiences that you cannot forget) 
that you experienced while living as a refugee? 

Your refugee life perspectives (worldviews): 

8. What life lessons have you learnt from these (best and worst) experiences of 
being a refugee?  

9. In what ways have these life experiences as a refugee shaped or influenced 
how you think or how you see or do things now? 

10. If you had not lived through these experiences as a refugee, would you be 
thinking or doing things the way you do now? In what ways? 

11. Do you think other community members from refugee backgrounds share similar 
refugee life experiences? 

Other refugee life experiences and perspectives: 

12. Do you have any other preimmigration refugee life experiences/perspectives 
which we have not covered in this interview but you would like to share? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

End: Thank you for your contribution to this research project. In the next interview 
session, we will review this discussion (interview), and then talk about your 
postimmigration resettlement experiences in Australia.  
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Appendix E 

Interview 2 Schedule 
 

Griffith University 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Interview Schedule 2: Postimmigration resettlement experiences and perspectives 

 
This second interview aims to: (a) review the key points out of our last interview, that 
is, your preimmigration refugee life experiences and consequent perspectives, and 
(b) understand your postimmigration resettlement experiences, in Australia, and 
your consequent formed perspectives. 

Please contribute freely. Your contributions will remain anonymous and confidential 
to the investigator. As before, no information will be made available to any external 
audience without your verification. It is important for you to understand that your 
participation is voluntary and you have the right to provide information that you 
personally feel comfortable to share and the right to discontinue the interview 
sessions should you wish to. 

The data gathered in this interview will be returned to you for verification at the next 
interview. 

Section One: Review Interview session 1 

 
This section aims to review the key points we discussed in the last interview 
session.  

[Review the key points out of Interview session 1 with the participant]  

Does the review and summary of the last interview session that we have just 
discussed, accurately represent the discussion in our last interview session? 

Before we proceed with our second interview, do you have any comments, 
clarifications, or questions arising from the discussion in our last interview session? 

Section Two: Postimmigration resettlement experiences and perspectives 

 
This section aims to gather some further information about your immigration 
process, postimmigration resettlement experiences, that is, your life experiences 
since you came to Australia. I would like to know about your social, educational, 
occupation and employment experiences here in Australia. Later on, I would like 
also to know how these experiences in Australia have shaped how you view the 
world. 

 



 

311 

 

Your immigration process: 

1. Could you please tell me about your immigration process from when you were a 
refugee through to the time you arrived in Australia? 

2. What were your expectations of life in Australia? 

3. How well did you feel prepared for a life in Australia? 

Your resettlement experiences in Australia: 

4. Since arriving in Australia, have your views and expectations about Australia as 
place to live and work (resettle) changed? In what ways?  

5. What kinds of social experiences have you engaged in since arriving in 
Australia? What have been your best (positive) and worst (negative) social 
experiences since you arrived in Australia?  

6. What kinds of educational/training opportunities have you had in Australia? 
What have been your best (positive) and worst (negative) educational 
experiences since you arrived in Australia? 

7. What kinds of employment/work opportunities have you had in Australia? What 
have been your best (positive) and worst (negative) working/employment 
experiences since you arrived in Australia?  

8. What were some of the best moments (or experiences that you cannot forget) 
that you experienced since you came to Australia?  

9. What were some of the worst moments (or experiences that you cannot forget) 
that you experienced since you came to Australia?  

Your resettlement perspectives (worldviews): 

10. What life lessons have you learnt from your (best and worst) experiences as a 
new Australian? 

11. Given your social, educational, and occupational/employment (resettlement) 
experiences in Australia (as per our discussion in the section above), how do 
you see your future life here as an immigrant? 

12. In what ways have your resettlement experiences as a new Australian changed 
how you think or how you see or do things?  

13. How successful is your resettlement in Australia? Why do you think your 
resettlement in Australia is successful or not successful? 

Other resettlement experiences and perspectives (worldviews): 

14. Do you have any other postimmigration resettlement experiences/perspectives 
which we have not covered in this interview but you would like to share? 

End: Thank you again for your contribution for this research project.   
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Appendix F 

Interview 3 Schedule 

Griffith University 

School of Education and Professional Studies 

Interview Schedule 3: Theoretical sampling (Communities) 

 
The aim of this interview is to substantiate the key information collected from other 
participants of the community. This interview is confidential as per the ‘Participant 
Consent Information Statement’ provided to you. Please contribute freely.  

Demographic information 

(a) Community/religious group that you represent; (b) Leadership position in that 
community/religious group: 

1. Name? Gender? Suburb? [Note: Your 
name will not be used in reports] 

 

2. In which country were you born? [Region?]   

3. In which country were you living before 
coming to Australia?   

 

4. How long did you live in that country before 
coming to Australia? 

 

5. Were you living in that country as a 
refugee? 

 

6. In what year did you arrive in Australia?  

7. Whom did you arrive with when you came 
to Australia?  

 

8. You came to Australia as: 
[A refugee] [An asylum seeker] [Other, please 
specify: ______________________________] 

9. How well did you speak English before you 
came to Australia? 

[Very well] [Well] [Not well] [Not at all] 

10. Are you now an Australian citizen?  

11. What is your marital status? 
[Never married] [Married/living together] 
[Separated/divorced] [Widowed] 

12. Are you currently involved in any studies? 
If yes, what course? _______________ 

[No] [Yes, part-time] [Yes, full-time] 

13. Are you currently employed? If yes, what 
occupation? _______________________  

[No] [Yes, casual] [Yes, part-time] [Yes, full-time] 

14. Which year were you born?  How old are 
you now? 
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About your association/group 

1. Can you briefly tell me about your association/group? How many members you 
have? What are the main objectives of the association/group?  

2. From a leader’s perspective can you please confirm or otherwise the following 
statements. 

Refugee life experiences 

3. Experiencing war and violence: According to participants, refugees experienced 
war and violence through (a) witnessing torture and killings of family or friends, 
and (b) living in terrifying fear. 

4. Fleeing to safety: According to participants, in order to survive war and violence, 
then fled to seek safety often in neighbouring countries. Their flight to safety was 
often a dangerous ‘terrible journey’ characterised with many challenges. 

5. Living as refugees: According to participants, living as a refugee was 
characterised by (a) insecurity, (b) restriction of movements/tense relating with 
locals and local authorities, (c) poor (unhygienic) living conditions, and (d) 
domestic violence. 

6. Occupational opportunities (education and work) as a refugee: According to 
participants, refugees had limited and somewhat interrupted opportunities to 
access and engage in (a) education, and (b) employment. 

Resettlement experiences in Australia 

7. Immigrating to Australia: According to participants, refugees’ immigration to 
Australia was characterised by (a) high resettlement expectations, and (b) a very 
comprehensive vetting immigration process. 

8. Experiencing resettlement: According to participants, their resettlement 
experiences have been mainly characterised by (a) social and cultural 
differences, and (b) social exclusion and racial discrimination. 

9. Occupational opportunities (education and work) in Australia: According to 
participants, (a) they were able to access and engage in education and training, 
but (b) found it difficult to access meaningful employment. 

Important issues facing your community 

10. As a community or religious leader, what is the most important issue currently 
affecting the community or group that you represent? 

11. As a community or religious leader, what future do you see for your community 
in Australia? 

12. Do you have any other experiences/perspectives about your community which 
we have not covered in this interview but you would like to share? 

End: Thank you for your valued contribution to this research project.
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Appendix G 
 

Interview data: participants’ significant statements 
 

My mum younger sister was shot dead; she was pregnant … just about to give birth, 

and was shot dead.  

I started hearing gun shots, the rebels just came in, and, so many people whom I 

have been living together with them, they were killed. … And there is a shopkeeper 

who is a disabled man, one of his limbs was cut off.   

They throw a bomb close to our village and it was close to our mosque … They 

destroyed houses and destroyed the mosque and I don’t know the number of people, 

how many people injured or killed.  

One of Deputy fled to Rwanda, spoke on radio by saying the majority Hutu, you may 

rise up your hand, kill the Tutsi, because if you still sleeping, you will die all.  

I witnessed some of my family members killed and tortured – tortured and others 

were raped … So many people were even – had the leg cut or the arms cut; torture 

and horrible things were happening there.  

I'm telling you; you witness people just getting killed, which is terrifying. You don't 

even sleep at night. Gunshots, you don't know whether you're going to live to see 

the next day or not.  

They throw the bomb, and then everyone like in our village and the villages close to 

us they scare. … they were saying “the Taliban is really close, they are going to 

come, and they are going to kill everyone.”  

So that’s when the tension started to happen feeling not safe … when the military 

came to the village, they can do anything to the villagers; if they see somebody or 

someone if they wanted to kill or to rape, they will do anything.  

During war they just as the soldiers or some rebellious groups just came, they 

burned the house; they kill their livestock and everything … So they [victims] 

decided to leave the country because they had nothing left.  

To look for safety, to be safe from execution, put in prison for no reason because 

where there is not personal rights you cannot be safe.  

People were being terrified by either the refugees – refugees or terrified by other 

people like those who had guns illegally they were coming through the camp.  
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And then I walked for one month on foot in the winter time and all the mountain 

about one metre ice, it is a terrible journey, it is a terrible journey.  

Today you just hide this bush you know there is a bush this side you sleep there, in 

the night time you start walking until you reach a place where you know you can get 

help.  

We have to leave the home and run away because of the rebel activities … and I felt 

it is good that I have to get a better place for my families.  

And I remember with my family we all run away and took just little stuff with us, and 

went to live in the mountain for, I can’t exactly remember but for a week or some 

times. … And then we decided to go to Iran.  

If they catch you, they kill you automatically or they take you to the authorities … 

You escape during the night time to avoid being detected by the authorities or by 

other citizen people.  

We walked for three weeks from Liberia to Guinea … just hunger; see people dying 

of starvation, malnutrition, dehydration and everything. You've got no food, nothing. 

You're just walking in the bush just for safety.  

I had to travel for two weeks all the way to the Thailand refugee camp. We have to, 

like supported by the Karen army groups.  

Médecins sans Frontières. Medicines with No Borders. Yeah, those people, they 

were helping people. So I followed them and they put me near Tanzania and I went 

to Tanzania.  

My parents, they paid like the smugglers, like you know the people smugglers, yes; 

so we paid money to like they transfer us from Afghanistan to Iran.  

The Kurdish people, smuggler people, then make them a group and then they take 

them to an area which is free from the government … and told them “this is the way 

and that is the border, keep walking and then go to Iran.”  

The worst moments was the time there was kind of shooting; and one of my 

neighbours, they shoot him and they shoot his children. … So security was not easy.  

Whether you escape war, especially the war when it is a political, sort of a problem, 

you always feel insecure because if you run away because … there’s no guarantee 

safety in the refugees camp.  

Because my dad, he start to be aggressive at home. … I remember like one month 

later I was in hospital, when I became conscious and know everything; and for a 
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while I didn’t even know that two of my brothers and one of my sisters they passed 

away.  

Sometime the man because of life, before when he was in his country, he was 

someone who has a good position, now when you reach there in the camp you 

become the zero … And then sometime it brings a conflict in the family.  

People were drinking alcohol just to make them forgetting what they have gone 

through and then the alcohol is beyond the capacity of control and then they start 

beating their wives.  

I'm generalising here but from my culture, there are certain things that we don't 

actually consider as domestic violence. But compared to the western culture, it's 

actually domestic violence.  

We were taking dirty waters and it was too much crowded and so many lives were 

lost at that very moment. Some people died from diarrhoea, I think some from 

malaria.  

There was an issue also of unhygienic. We buried around 50 to 60 people every day 

because of this diarrhoea and then also – yeah, bloody diarrhoea.  

There were a lot of restrictions and limitation in the camp. … And we had a lot of 

discrimination as well and we were treated very unfair, very disgraceful as some 

second status.   

That is the barrier of language and different cultural background although they were 

Muslims, but the language was a big barrier.  

I only stayed in the camp for a month and a half, then I left for greener pastures and 

into the city. It wasn’t easy; it was very difficult actually, very, very difficult.  

It is just beyond description. It was extremely hard because we had to depend on 

the international community like World Food Program to provide food for us.  

So we didn’t get enough nutrition … Some got malnutrition, those kinds of diseases.  

You are like a bird or chicken in the cage, you just waiting for people to come and 

give you food, then you eat; if they do not give you food, you starve, you die.  

And those people [teaching volunteers] may not have that level of skill and 

education to deliver good standard education and a lot of them depend on that 

education in the refugee camp under trees. 

If you were educated, you was the first to be killed.  
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So inside the camp education wasn’t really enough because teachers were not 

qualified, and there were who were volunteering teaching … We didn’t have 

resources so we didn’t have books and textbooks.  

First, the employment was an issue in the camp because in the refugee camp they 

did not recognise the qualification you had in the country. … There was a rule that 

you as a refugee are not allowed to work in the country.  

So I couldn’t get any job there as an engineer but because I have some hobby of 

writing poetry, so I worked in the journalism field.  

There wasn’t enough work opportunities, but for girls the domestic work [participant 

laughs] … so, doing all those cooking, cleaning, fetching of water.  

We have to be very careful if we go out work and get money … if we were caught 

we were put into jail between two and five years otherwise you have to pay a lot of 

money.  

The other thing that made it [the immigration process] a bit challenge was the 

medical check, so it take too long.  

It almost took three years. We were supposed to come five people together, but 

three of my brothers they were meant to accompany, but they didn’t issue them a 

visa.  

Oh my God, it wasn’t any preparing. … so only three days between the final 

acceptance and the departure time. So I couldn’t arrange anything!  

You wait for four years to five years which is real frustrating because you don’t know 

when are you going to go or whether are you medically okay or is your interview 

okay.  

You should also have something [bribe money] to give to these people … to give to 

this field officer so he can process your application.  

Australia had a very strict [immigration] policy, when regarding to the selection 

criteria. It is not like any other country such as America, Canada, Norway, or 

Sweden.  

I was so excited … I wanted to go and live in a free country, not persecuted by the 

government, anything like that discriminated … I wanted to get out of this country as 

soon as possible to go a free country and live under a free government   

My expectation was Australia is really a good country, it will be like a paradise to me; 

it is like things are really advanced, a better place. … I was excited I was coming to 

a better place.  
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I think the big expectation there that when you’re in a refugee camp, you think like, 

you know, when you come to places like Australia, Canada, USA, you are liable to 

change automatically and become better and all those sort of things.  

I guess because it [Australia] is a developed country, I felt maybe lifestyle will 

change then from nothing to something because we were very poor. So we felt 

maybe the level of living, the economy thing, will just improve very highly.  

People who are calling – making calls to the family members in refugee camps or in 

the country, saying that they get money from the wall.  

And because Australia is a developed country, which is a democracy, and people 

live with freedom and you expect life here perfect.  

Especially in TAFE, so there is no any cultural activities, there is no encouragement 

for the people to express their culture and to be proud of the culture or the religion or 

the thoughts.  

Some other people still haven’t grasped the concept of being here. Some people still 

suffer from cultural shock.  

A lot of people, when they got here, they have this cultural shock. It was a major, 

major issue. … Especially for those who were above 40.  

Back home a neighbour comes and says “hi, good morning? How are you?”; and 

sometimes they can leave their children playing with your children round. But in 

Australia, everyone is on his own.  

The other difficulties I had … I wasn’t really feeling confident with like male patients; 

because of this religious stuff.  

It is not our culture to sell yourself, to boasting, to say good things about you, but 

people see what you do; for us trust is the big issue. … we say “action sounds 

bigger than words”.  

Now we started to belong to human society, this [resettlement] is very first step into 

this human society for us; but we get accepted as human beings.  

I am surprised of for 10 years till now I found the rates of discrimination going up; up, 

up, unfortunately.  … and Australian people passing through in their car, they just 

yelling to you some very bad words or “go back to your country!” or sometimes they 

throw something.  

That was the first time I was racially abused, directly, yeah.  … “You f-ing black 

people coming to our f-ing country, taking our f-ing jobs.”  
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I think they say Australia is a free country there is no racism but sometimes I do 

experience, not like directly, like from I don’t know; I do have a little bit vivid idea of 

people are racists.  

And racial discrimination, because people are different and it happen every day but 

it depend how you deal with that. How you react to it, but it’s something which will 

happen and a lot of people are getting frustrated. 

In my community I don’t believe there are people who have been discriminated. … 

So, to me, I said, we probably misinterpret the discrimination in the way we see.  

Our black people studying at TAFE, “Don’t be scared, don’t be angry”, if you see the 

teacher is discriminating you; tell him “You are discriminating me”.  

I was studying so hard, maybe so that the acid came up. I forced my body to learn 

English quickly to know, so I forced to learn English. … I thought in Australia to 

study is easy; but is easy when you know English.  

I have since, I think go back to academics and do more, because I am reflecting 

about my future, maybe things will change, maybe in future they will need somebody 

who completed year 12.  

I think the good thing about Australia there is that opportunity to become educated 

and become what you want … you can go to TAFE, you can start from Certificate I 

to whatever. So long as you have that determination and commitment.  

I have been just kind of only training, the way of leading to get a job; preparation to 

get a job like working with the children.  

That is why when I came to Australia it is a big challenge for me to be able to get a 

job, but I always think how am I going to overcome this problem? .  

The main issue was the work experience. It was the work experience … “How can 

you pass? You do not have this work experience, and if you are competing with 

someone who has a work experience, how are you going to get this employment?”   

No, no it was not really good [mistreatment at work]. It was not suitable for all of us. 

Yeah, and then we just quit.  

I said, “in fact, I quit.”  I said, “I’m not working for you anymore,” and this is what I 

told him, you know?   
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Appendix H 
 

Initial coding: single representative codes 
 

Family killed; Home not safe; People killed; People tortured; Insecurity in country; 

Election violence; Tribal hatred; Persecution by government; Houses destroyed; 

Soldiers attack; Bomb attacks; People injured or killed; Tribal killings; Others were 

raped; Don’t even sleep 

Houses torched; Bombs thrown; They will kill everyone; Feeling not safe; Chaotic 

situation; Fear of military; Villages bombed; Villagers scared; They wanted to kill or 

rape; Fear of rebels; No safety and freedom; Property destroyed; Deciding to leave; 

People with guns  

Escape from government; ‘Terrible journey’; Forced to leave home; Escape rebel 

activities; Find safe environments; Escape at night; Seek help; Live in hiding; 

Escape to another country; ‘Semi-illegal’ journey; Escape during the night; Kill you 

automatically; Hunger and starvation; Walking for weeks 

People smugglers’ assistance; Paying people smugglers; Escape at night; Rebels 

assist escaping; NGOs assist escaping; Long difficult journey; Hide from military; 

Escape from rebels; People wounded; People dying; Hunger during escape 

Shootings in the camp; Sleepless terrifying nights; Camps isolated; Movement 

restrictions; Dangerous outside camps; Safety not guaranteed; Family conflict and 

aggression; Family killed; Problem drinking and alcoholism; Loss of social status; 

Frustration and hopelessness; Wife beating; Culture specific 

Unhygienic living; Water-borne diseases; Overcrowding in camps; Living like 

animals; Hopelessness; Many deaths due to diseases; Social tension with locals; 

Restrictions and limitations; Unfair treatment; Not trusted by locals; Language 

barrier; Movement restrictions; Communication difficulties; Sociocultural differences; 

Difficult conditions; High dependency on others; Malnutrition; Like bird or chicken in 

the cage 

Untrained teachers; Learning under trees; Educated targeted to be killed; No 

educational recourses;  Didn’t have books and textbooks; Not allowed to work; 

Couldn’t get a job; No work opportunities; Domestic work for girls; Working risks jail 

time   

Too long for medical checks; Scared and worried; Family separation; Abandon 

property; UNHCR refugee registration; Many intense interviews; Comprehensive 

medical checks; Frustration and anxiety; Long waiting periods; Language barriers; 

Bribes and corruption; Strict immigration policy 
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Excitement; Free advanced society; Hopes of opportunities; Immediate better life; 

Paradise; Learn English language; Life of abundance; Immediate end of problems; 

Change of lifestyle; Very high improvements in living; Money from the wall; Perfect 

life in Australia; Democracy and freedom   

Individualist sociocultural lifestyle; Not knowing neighbours; No cultural activities; 

TAFE teachers helpful; Regrets of immigrating; Unused to ‘swear’ culture; 

Diminishing religious and cultural practices; Cultural shock; Harder for older ones; 

Social contradictions; Frustrations and barriers; Religious differences; 

Introverted/Extroverted culture; Accepted as human beings   

Increased discrimination incidences; Racial abuse; Angered by racism; F-ing black 
people; Community awareness of discrimination; Discrimination in education; 
‘People are racists’; Discrimination is prevalent; Frustrations due to racism; 
Misinterpreting discrimination; TAFE teacher discriminating 

Studying hard; Studying English; Wanting to learn English quickly; Improving English 
skills; Thinking about future; Education opportunities; Need for determination and 
commitment; Training for employment; Challenging to get a job; Lack of work 
experience; Importance of work experience; Mistreatment at work; Quitting 
employment 
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Appendix I 
 

Focused coding: categories of significant life experiences 
 

Refugee life experiences 

Experiencing war and violence 

Witnessing torture and killings 

Living in terrifying fear 

Fleeing to safety 

Escaping war and violence 

Receiving assistance from rescuers 

Living as refugees 

Surviving insecurity and domestic violence 

Enduring poor living and social conditions 

Struggling with education and employment 

Resettlement experiences 

Immigrating to Australia 

Negotiating challenging immigration processes 

Having high resettlement expectations 

Resettling in Australia 

Encountering sociocultural dissonances 

Confronting racism and racial discrimination 

Engaging in education and employment 
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Appendix J 
 

Theoretical coding: transformative psychosocial theoretical 

concepts 
 

Witnessing torture and killings: Participants’ experiences of witnessing torture and 

killings often offered traumatic and distressing social structural affordances that 

constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, likely adversely 

affecting their adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

Living in terrifying fear: Participants’ experiences of living in terrifying fear often 

offered traumatic and distressing social structural affordances that constrained their 

capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, likely adversely affecting their 

adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

Escaping war and violence: Participants’ experiences of escaping war and violence 

often offered life-saving social structural affordances that supported their capacities 

to exercise of personal agency, therefore, likely assisting their adult development 

and readiness for resettlement. 

Receiving assistance from rescuers: Participants’ experiences of receiving 

assistance from rescuers often offered life-saving social structural affordances that 

supported their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, assisting their 

adult development. 

Surviving insecurity and domestic violence: Participants’ experiences of surviving 

insecurity and domestic violence often offered difficult and challenging social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development and readiness for 

resettlement. 

Enduring poor living and social conditions: Participants’ experiences of enduring 

poor living and social conditions often offered difficult and challenging social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development and readiness for 

resettlement. 

Struggling with education and employment: Participants’ experiences of struggling 

with education and employment often offered difficult and challenging social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, 

therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development and readiness for 

resettlement. 
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Negotiating challenging immigration processes: Participants’ experiences of 

negotiating challenging immigration processes often offered uncertain and anxious 

social structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise personal 

agency, therefore, likely disrupting their adult development and readiness for 

resettlement. 

Having high resettlement expectations: Participants’ experiences of having high 

resettlement expectations often offered positive and hopeful social structural 

affordances that supported their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, 

likely advancing their adult development and readiness for resettlement. 

Encountering sociocultural dissonances: Participants’ experiences of encountering 

sociocultural dissonances often offered disaccording social structural affordances 

that constrained their capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, likely 

adversely affecting their adult development and resettlement outcomes. 

Confronting racism and racial discrimination: Participants’ experiences of confronting 

racism and racial discrimination often offered alienating and distressing social 

structural affordances that constrained their capacities to exercise of personal 

agency, therefore, likely adversely affecting their adult development and 

resettlement lives. 

Engaging in education and employment: Participants’ experiences of engaging in 

education often offered empowering social structural affordances that supported 

their capacities to exercise personal agency, hence, likely advancing their adult 

development and resettlement lives. Yet, the lack of employment opportunities 

offered disempowering affordances that negated participants’ resettlement gains of 

engaging in education. 
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Appendix K 
 

Transformative psychosocial theoretical framework informing 

refugee resettlement 
 

 Experiences of war and violence often constituted traumatic and distressing 
social structural affordances that constrained adult refugee immigrants’ 
capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, adversely affecting their adult 
development and readiness for subsequent resettlement.  

 Flight to safety comprised life-saving social structural affordances that, 
notwithstanding the volatile environments of war and violence, assisted adult 
refugee immigrants’ to exercise personal agency in ways that often facilitated 
their adult development and readiness for subsequent resettlement. 

 Living experiences as refugees often comprised difficult and challenging social 
structural affordances that constrained adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to 
exercise personal agency, therefore, adversely affecting their adult development 
and readiness for subsequent resettlement.  

 Experiences of immigrating to Australia often offered positive and hopeful social 
structural affordances, yet in ways that were not always compatible with these 
refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise personal agency, therefore, having 
particular supportive impacts upon their adult development and readiness for 
subsequent resettlement.  

 Experiences of resettling in Australia, albeit the successful immigration 
processes, often involved difficult and challenging social structural affordances 
that mostly constrained adult refugee immigrants’ capacities to exercise 
personal agency, therefore, adversely affecting their adult development and 
resettlement outcomes. 
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