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Foreword  

The Foundation for Young Australians (FYA) is deeply committed to ensuring the views, 

experiences and insights of young people living in Australia are heard and, where 

possible, lead to systemic, behavioural and social change. Comprehensive research 

reports like this one are among several mechanisms employed by FYA to ensure that this 

vision is achieved. 

Understanding the direct experiences of young people facing racism who are from 

Indigenous, migrant or refugee backgrounds is critically important as we re-imagine the 

roles and values placed upon all young people, in all communities across Australia. 

One of the clearest messages to come from this report is a reminder of the critical role 

that our schools play and the core responsibility that is bestowed upon school 

communities to instil values and behaviours that contribute more directly to building a 

diverse and dynamic nation. 

If this research is to be considered successful, the real challenge lies in creating a 

sustained platform for these experiences and insights to be shared by young people on a 

regular basis ï and for schools to be supported, enabled and resourced adequately to 

create the impact that is so urgently required. 

Adam Smith 

Chief Executive Officer 

The Foundation for Young Australians 
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Executive summary  

The key objectives of the project were: 

¶ to examine the experiences of racism for young people in Australia of mainstream 

(English-speaking background),  Indigenous, migrant and refugee backgrounds; 

¶ to investigate how young people in Australia  report and  respond to racism; and 

¶ to explore the attitudes of mainstream youth in relation to key issues in contemporary 

race relations, such as cultural diversity, tolerance and privilege.  

Summary of data collection  

The data was gathered during the first half of 2009. Eighteen Australian secondary 

schools were involved in the study with a total of 823 student participants. Of these 

eighteen schools, fifteen were involved in survey and interview tasks, whilst three were 

involved in the interview component only. Of the 823 individual participants, 125 were 

interviewed on an individual basis and 698 students participated in the survey component. 

Survey participants were recruited from Australian secondary schools as follows: 

¶ Victoria (41.1%) 

¶ New South Wales (39.4%) 

¶ Queensland (14.3%) 

¶ Northern Territory (5.2%). 

The breakdown of survey participants was: 

¶ 39.3% (274) males and 55.2% (385) females  

¶ age range: 12ï19 years 

¶ average age: 15.37 years.  

The majority of survey participants were classified as being in the middle years, levels 9 

and 10 (48.9%), while those in the senior years, levels 11 and 12, represented 41.1% of 

the overall sample. Only 5.4% were from the junior years (year levels 7 and 8). In line with 

the studyôs approach and objectives, participants indicated a wide range of ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds, with 60 different countries being listed as a place of birth. However 

the majority of the survey participants were born in Australia (69.9%). 

The ethnic and cultural breakdown was: 

¶ 39.1% Anglo-Saxon Australian-born 

¶ 27.7% second and third generation migrants 



3 
 

¶ 12.2% migrants who have been in Australia for five years or more 

¶ 7.3% migrants who have been in Australia for less than five years 

¶  3.0% refugees 

¶ 2.9% Indigenous Australians. 

The data relating to religious background indicated that: 

¶ 43.8% were Christian 

¶ 25.6% did not identify with a religion 

¶ 10.9% were affiliated with a religion which was not specified in the survey choices 

¶ 8.3% were Muslim 

¶ 5.9% were Buddhist. 

These figures reflect broadly the demographic characteristics of the wider population as 

evidenced in the 2006 ABS census data (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2006)(particularly Indigenous participants, 2.9%, a figure which reflects the Australian 

Indigenous population of 2.3%. Similarly, the percentage of survey participants who are of 

Christian religious background in this study  43.8%, is in line to some extent with  the 

percentage of Australians who claim an affiliation with Christianity, 53%.  

Summary of  key findings  

Quantitative data 

Upon examining the participantsô experiences of eleven different manifestations of racist 

behaviour, the research found that there were several key trends that can be summarised 

as follows: 

¶ Experience of racism: 70.1% of participants reported experiencing at least one of the 

eleven racist scenarios, with the majority of the racist incidents being experienced on 

an occasional basis. With the exception of óbeing refused entryô and óbeing treated 

with suspicionô, school was the main setting in which an overwhelming majority of 

participants experienced racist behaviours. 

¶ Reporting of racism: When the experience of racism was reported, most students 

tended to do so to their teachers (52% of respondents) in comparison to  31.7% who 

reported this  to a school counsellor, 12% to the police and 4.2% to a health 

professional. This occurred even when the racist experience had not occurred within a 

school setting. Also, for all eleven forms of racism, it was found that the majority of 

participants decided to take óno actionô far more so than they chose óconfrontationô or 

óseeking helpô. This is a significant finding that is supported by other research, 
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whereby victims of racism chose not to challenge existing patterns of racist behaviour 

be they individual or institutional. 

¶ Impacts of racism: The most frequently recorded impacts resulting from the 

experience of racist behaviour were ófeeling angry and frustratedô and feelings of ónot 

belonging to the local communityô. Another frequently reported impact was that of 

becoming a óstronger personô as a direct result of the racist experience. This is in line 

with a growing literature on psychological and mental impact of racism whereby more 

pronounced levels of resilience are reported as a way of resisting and countering 

discrimination and marginalisation. 

¶ State by state: A comparison amongst states in terms of experiences of racism 

indicated there was no significant difference. 

¶ Variance amongst cultural groups: A comparative analysis of the experience of 

racism among cultural groups indicated that there was quite a significant difference in 

the percentage of Anglo-Australian (mainstream) participants, and participants of 

other backgrounds (migrants, refugees and indigenous). A startling majority of over 

80% of participants from various non-Anglo-Australian backgrounds reported being 

subjected to some form of racism. This was in contrast to 54.6% of Anglo-Australians 

reporting they had been subjected to racism. However, it should be noted that 

participants were reporting on a wide range of racist experiences including incidents 

such as óbeing called an offensive slang name for your cultural groupô through to 

óbeing refused employment because of your cultural backgroundô. Any experience of 

any such scenarios was included as a racist event.  

Racism, health and demographics  

Correlations and cross-tabulations were run to examine the strength of the relationships 

between health, experience of racism, and various demographic variables. Analyses 

revealed: 

¶ Students in the senior years of school (years 11 & 12) were more likely to experience 

racism and had lower health scores. 

¶ Gender had a significant negative correlation with health, indicating that female 

students were more likely than their male counterparts to have decreased 

health/wellbeing.  

Predictors 

Predictors for a decrease of health/wellbeing 

Hierarchical multiple regressions were used to assess the relationship of participantsô 

demographic variables and the experience of racism with health and wellbeing. The 
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results of the final regression analysis revealed three significant predictors of a decrease 

in health and wellbeing score in relation to experiences of racism:  

¶ gender (being female) 

¶ age (being in the senior years of school) 

¶ actual experiences of racism (having experienced racism as opposed to not having 

such experiences).  

When participants were female, in year 11 or 12 and had experiences of racism, their 

health and/or wellbeing was likely to be affected in a negative manner. 

Predictors of experience of racism 

The strongest predictor of reported experience of racism was: 

¶ being a migrant who has been in Australia for less than five years (six times more 

likely to report an experience of racism than other participants, all other variables 

being equal).  

¶ being a migrant who has been in Australia for more than five years (five times more 

likely to report a racist incident) 

¶ being a second- or third-generation migrant (more than four times more likely to report 

an experience of racism than other participants, all other variables being equal).  

The overwhelming trend which emerged through this analysis was that those participants 

with a migrant background were far more likely to experience racism.  

The final variable which significantly predicts the experience of racism was: 

¶ the type of school young people attend. 

The result in this case indicated that those students who attend a catholic school are 1.7 

times LESS likely to report experiences of racism than students attending government 

schools.  

Qualitative data 

The qualitative interview data supported the majority of the findings of the quantitative 

data, with two major exceptions. 

¶ The quantitative data found that Indigenous youth experience less racism than 

refugee and migrant youth. This may be experienced among other things by the 

relative geographic isolation and lack of social interaction some indigenous 

communities have with Australians of non-indigenous backgrounds. The qualitative 

data also suggested that some Indigenous youth suffer racism that impacts on their 

daily lives. It should be noted that these interviews do not purport to be representative 
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of Indigenous youth in general, as there were only nine Indigenous interviewees. The 

relatively small sample size warrants that this finding be taken cautiously. Yet, there 

was a depth of racist experiences reported in several of the interviews which indicated 

that Indigenous youth may suffer more debilitating forms of racism than other 

Australian youth and certainly more than the qualitative data suggested. 

¶ Whilst the majority of research participants reported that racist experiences take place 

predominantly within the school environment, several Indigenous interview 

participants reported that they are subjected to racism equally at school and in 

community settings. This tended to take the form of: 

- being refused entry 

- being treated with suspicion in shops 

- being forced to present a student identity card while dressed in school uniform 

- having to justify their behaviour to police when engaged in harmless activities such 

as walking together in a group. 

These variations between the quantitative and the qualitative sets of data may be 

accounted for by the small number of Indigenous participants, both in the survey and 

interview process.  
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Recommendations  

1 Professional development for school staff  

The research findings show clearly that the majority of racist incidents take place within 

school settings and that students are more likely to report these to school staff. Therefore, 

well-targeted professional development of teachers, school leaders and administrative 

staff regarding the effect of personal attitudes and structural racism upon the health and 

wellbeing of the school community is recommended. This would include:  

¶ leadership training for principals concerning social cohesion and the engagement 

of CALD communities 

¶ developing the capacity of principals and other school leaders to develop whole-

school initiatives to combat racism and reduce the impact of racism on the health 

and wellbeing of students. This should be supported through a mentoring program 

to develop school leaders who can drive whole-school initiatives in relation to 

racism and its impact on health and wellbeing.  

¶ ongoing targeted professional development for teachers to enable them to identify 

issues of racism active in the school, including those operating within their 

classrooms. This will empower teachers to deal with these issues more effectively 

and with a greater awareness of the inherently sensitive aspects of culture and 

race and overall inclusive educational practice. 

¶ the provision of targeted classroom resources and pedagogical tools, including 

curriculum materials, that facilitate constructive engagement with the sensitive 

issues of culture, race and inclusive practice. 

¶ training in diversity, inclusive practice and other cultural and intercultural issues for 

administrative staff. 

 

2 Further researc h about m igrant females in years 11 and 12  

This study has indicated that there are three predictors of racism that can have a negative 

impact upon health and wellbeing. These are:  

¶ gender (females experience higher levels of racism) 

¶ age (in year 11 or 12) 

¶ racist behaviour (having experienced racism). 
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Female students were identified as a group whose wellbeing appears to be most affected 

by racism. The Report therefore recommends that schools and communities be made 

aware of this so that this group can be identified and supported within these contexts. 

Furthermore, it is recommended that more research be carried out in this area to 

understand this complex gendered aspect of racism and wellbeing.  

3 Structural and institutionali sed racism  

Structural and institutionalised racism needs to be investigated further and addressed 

within schools and communities that have significant Indigenous, migrant or refugee 

communities. This urgent research agenda should have particular reference to the 

medical and education professions as well as the police. It should focus on attitudinal 

change over time in order to address forms of racism that appear to be directed towards 

some Indigenous youth in particular, but also youth from migrant and refugee 

backgrounds. 

To this extent, this report links with the óBuilding on our Strengths: A Framework for 

reducing race-based discrimination and support diversity in Victoriaô which suggests that 

school-based initiatives to reduce racism must engage both the individual and community, 

working towards both re-orientating individual attitudes as well as addressing 

discriminatory organisational procedures and questioning attitudes towards race and 

diversity in the broader school community. The Framework stresses that organisational 

development through implementing organisational accountability, diversity training, 

resource development and provision, role-modelling and promoting inter-group conduct is 

appropriate for the school setting. Like this report, the Framework  argues for direct 

participation programs that are either awareness-raising programs or education programs 

are also effective in schools.  

4 Racism in junior sport  

More extensive work, in the form of ongoing education and intervention strategies, needs 

to be undertaken to address racism at the junior levels of community sport. It is 

acknowledged that work has already been undertaken to educate junior sports staff about 

racism and to further educate young players about the concept of racism and appropriate 

ways to behave. However, in addition to this, it is recommended that junior sports 

conveners, umpires and coaches are provided with education about the potential for 

racism to affect the health and wellbeing of their young players. The sporting staff should 

also be given measures for addressing the negative symptoms of the impact of racism 

upon health and wellbeing, should it occur. Additionally, sports staff should be provided 

with resources to support this further education. 
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In line with the Framework study findings, this report stresses that racism in the sport 

setting can be addressed through role-modelling, organisational development and by 

introducing pro-diversity codes of conduct. Sports groups can employ role-modelling 

through encouraging their teams to take pride in their diversity and commitment to 

reducing race-based discrimination. Initiatives that increase representation of minority 

groups in various sports as participants, employees and volunteers are also needed to 

promote inter-cultural contact and cross-cultural awareness.  

5 Further research by multidisciplinary professionals  

The research team suggests that further in-depth research into racism and its impact on 

the health and wellbeing of Australian youth be carried out by multidisciplinary teams 

including social scientists and medical professionals, particularly mental health 

professionals. This is especially the case for targeted research projects that focus on the 

impact of racism on vulnerable groups and its implications for educational achievements 

and employment outcomes. 
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1 Introduction  

The Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation at Deakin University has worked in partnership 

with the Foundation for Young Australians to conduct this research project into the impact of 

racism upon the health and wellbeing of young Australians. The research has been carried 

out in eighteen Australian secondary schools in Victoria, New South Wales, Northern 

Territory and Queensland. Students aged 15ï18 were surveyed and interviewed in both the 

government and Catholic education systems in order to   ascertain the experience of racism 

and racist behaviours among Australian youth and their impact on health and wellbeing. The 

scope of the research brief included the nature of the racist experience, its setting, the 

individual and institutional responses and its reporting. The research also aimed to examine 

the impact of the experience of racism upon the health and wellbeing of Australian youth. A 

glossary of terms is included in Appendix 1 to assist with the reading of this Report. 

1.1 Background to the research project  

The Foundation for Young Australians is an independent national grant-making organisation 

committed to creating exciting opportunities and effective outcomes for Australiaôs young 

people aged 12ï25. The Foundationôs vision is ócommunities celebrating and strengthening 

young peopleô. As part of their commitment to strengthening and celebrating young people 

the Foundation has identified racism as a priority issue for this focus group. This was 

identified through interviews with the Foundationôs national volunteer youth network and 

consultations with young Indigenous people in the development of the Foundationôs strategy. 

Discussions were held with the Foundationôs board of directors, staff and individuals and 

organisations currently working in the area of addressing racism. The key outcomes of this 

discussion can be summarised as follow: 

¶ There is a need for more research into the experiences of racism for young people from 

a range of different backgrounds, including Indigenous, migrant and refugee groups. 

¶ There is a gap in data linking racism and health and wellbeing impacts for young people. 

¶ There is a need for further analysis about mainstream attitudes and values around 

issues of cultural tolerance, identity and privilege. 

This research will be used to consider how the Foundation will play a role in supporting 

responses to racism and in developing collaborative strategies. This may include the 

development of policy and projects that support young people and their communities to 

respond to racism and its adverse effects.  
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1.2 Project aims and objectives  

The project aimed to investigate the experience of racism amongst young Australians who 

are fifteen to eighteen years of age. In particular the experience of people from Indigenous, 

migrant and refugee backgrounds was sought. The three key research themes were:  

¶ Forms of racism ï to investigate how experiences of racism of young people (from 

Indigenous, migrant and refugee backgrounds) are manifested in contemporary 

Australian society 

¶ Settings where racism is experienced ï to ascertain the settings where young people 

(from Indigenous, migrant and refugee backgrounds) experience racism, i.e. at school, at 

home, in the workplace, within service provision or elsewhere 

¶ Responses to experiences of racism ï to investigate how young people (from 

Indigenous, migrant and refugee backgrounds) respond to racism and its impact upon 

health and wellbeing. 

1.3 Research stages 

After gaining appropriate ethical clearance from various educational institutions and 

jurisdictions the research was conducted in the following stages: 

¶ extensive review of relevant theoretical and empirical literature 

¶ development and piloting of data-eliciting procedures 

¶ identification of possible participating schools 

¶ consent gained from participating school principals  

¶ data collection 

¶ data analysis 

¶ report writing. 
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2 Literature review  

The project investigated the impact of racism on the health and wellbeing of young 

Australians and was conducted by Deakin Universityôs Institute for Citizenship and 

Globalisation on behalf of the Foundation for Young Australians (FYA), hereafter referred to 

as the óprojectô. This literature review, whilst concentrating on research concerning the 

experience of racism for young Australians and its impact upon health and wellbeing, is 

contextualised further by a thematic review of mainstream attitudes. This will be augmented 

by a review of literature regarding racism and its impact upon the health and wellbeing of 

young Indigenous Australians, migrants and refugees. 

2.1 What is racism?  

Castles defines racism as a óglobal phenomenon with a multiplicity of shifting formsô 

(1996:20). He further argues that contemporary forms of racism are intertwined with the 

realities of globalisation. Therefore, while certain ethnic and racial targets remain the same, 

new categories of ethnic groups have emerged to challenge the traditional white/black 

schema of racism. According to Castles: 

Racism is not an aberration or a result of individual pathology. It is a set of 

practices and discourses, which are deeply rooted in the history, traditions 

and culture of modernity. Racism exists in a variety of forms in all modern 

societies, and plays a crucial role in consolidating nation-states, by providing 

an instrument for defining belonging or exclusion (1996:31).  

The complexities are further explained by Castles, who describes racism as an accumulated 

and often contradictory set of assumptions by which people understand and cope with the 

social worlds in which they live. However, these assumptions can be deleterious and can 

consequently óadversely affect é individuals and communities of colour by impeding their 

optimal growth and functioningô (Constantine & Sue, 2006:3). Racism is also related to 

dominance and can be óan expression of institutionalised patterns of White power and social 

controlô (Bowser & Hunt, 1996). The intertwining of racism and dominance is compounded 

by the uneven distribution of resources and power as argued by researchers working within 

the area of critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 

Racism in Western émigré societies is often linked to the societal experiences of migrants 

and their ethnic communities. The literature concerning the social experiences of migrant 

groups shows how these ómediate, in a lived tension, the experiences of separation and 

entanglement, of living here and remembering/desiring another placeô (Clifford, 1997:255). 
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This phenomenon of ódouble consciousnessô (Gilroy, 1993:10) is exacerbated if the 

individual or group of displaced people is subject to violence or other forms of social 

exclusion.  

An overarching theory that informs the migrant perspective is the notion of óimagined 

communitiesô, which constructs belonging as an imagined value that determines how a 

community coheres (Anderson, 1983:15). Hage suggests that in the Australian context this 

sense of belonging emerges as a disavowal of migrant and Indigenous presence by white 

Australians and is the basis for an underlying racism:  

White multiculturalism cannot admit to itself that migrants and Aboriginal 

people are actually eroding the centrality of white people in Australia (Hage, 

1998:22). 

It is argued here that for those who experience such loss, they have no mainstream political 

language with which to express themselves, hence they project and displace their fears and 

anxieties onto a particular social group. As a consequence, Indigenous people, migrants and 

refugees become scapegoats and are thereby subject to racism and resentment by 

mainstream Australia. White Australia also affirms itself as the object of othersô desire 

through the image of óthe foreigner who desires what we already haveô (Nicolacopoulos & 

Vassilacopoulos 2004:47). This notion of desire emerges in the field of discursive 

psychology that views racism:  

as both interactive and communicative, and as located within the language 

practices and discourses of a society. It is through language practices, both in 

formal and informal talk that relations of power, dominance and exploitation 

become reproduced and legitimated (Augoustinos & Reynolds, 2001:10).  

How formal and informal talk reveals the hegemonic power of a dominant group is a key 

element of óCritical Race Theoryô, which can also be used as a lens through which to analyse 

the discourse of whiteness. A normalisation of race and racism has taken place because 

these attitudes and behaviours have become an ingrained part of social interaction (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2001:7) 

2.2 Racism, health  and wellbeing  among young Australians  

The relationship between health and racism has been found óas the cause of persistent 

health differences by racial or ethnic classification in the United States, the United Kingdom 

and New Zealandô and racism is identified as the óroot cause of the extreme socio-economic 

and health disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal Australiansô (Larson et al., 2007:322).  
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A review of literature on racism and health in 2006 revealed 138 empirical quantitative 

population-based studies which found consistently that racism is associated with negative 

outcomes for mental health and health-related behaviours. Although the importance of 

studying the impacts of racism on children and youth has been widely recognised (Ahmed, 

Mohammed & Williams, 2007; Paradies 2006b; Paradies, Harris & Anderson, 2008; The 

Ombudsman Against Ethnic Discrimination 2007), only 38 (15%) of the 253 studies 

published worldwide until the end of 2007 in the field of racism and health have focused on 

children as opposed to adult populations (Williams & Mohammed 2009). In particular, 

research on racism and child health in Australia remains very limited (Refugee Health 

Research Centre 2007; Zubrick et al. 2005).  

2.3 Mainstream attitudes   

In an Australian study completed in 2000, students expressed socially progressive and 

liberal views about race, religion and diversity and a personal disapproval of racism. 

(McLeod & Yates, 2000:8). However, the study found that students óexpressed (unwittingly) 

racist attitudes when discussing the issue of racism at greater lengthô (2000:5). In one case, 

a student was adamant that he was against racism, but in relation to Indigenous Australians 

and Pauline Hansonôs approach said óit may be a small minority that she thinks about é but 

most of them are fineô. The study argued that he patronises Indigenous people by describing 

them as a well-behaved group, óa clearly defined ñthemò to whom ñweò show fairness and 

understandingô (McLeod & Yates, 2000:5).  

 Dunn and Forrest found, through a phone survey of 5056 mainstream Australians, that the 

majority of Australians recognise there is a problem with racism. They viewed this finding as 

a justification to further develop anti-racist policies. Approximately 8% of people surveyed 

denied there was a problem with racism and about 12% identified themselves as racist, 

holding beliefs that are based on notions and ideas of racial supremacy (Dunn & Forrest, 

2004:425). Other significant findings included: almost half of the respondents perceived 

cultural diversity to be deleterious to a strong and harmonious society; older respondents 

had more strongly formed racist attitudes and were prejudiced against particular racial 

groups; older people also had stronger levels of antipathy towards Muslims and Indigenous 

Australians; a ósubstantial degreeô of intolerance in relation to Muslims and Arab-Australians; 

and óa persistence of intolerance against Asian, Indigenous and Jewish Australiansô (Dunn, 

2003:2). These findings confirmed the óeffectiveness of anti-racism initiatives and messages 

within the education sectorô (Dunn & Forrest, 2004:426), which has lead to a much lower 

prevalence of these attitudes among younger Australians.  
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The study found that  

about one quarter of Australians report the experiences of óeveryday racismsô 

and that reporting experiences of racism was higher among Indigenous 

Australians, than those speaking a language other than English, those born 

overseas (excluding UK and NZ), and males. Of those who reported 

experiences of racism, about 15% reported experiencing racism within 

institutional settings such as the workplace and in education (Dunn, 2003:2).  

The study concluded that óthe Australian national imaginary still remains very Anglo-Saxonô 

(Dunn & Forrest, 2004:427). Thus white Australiaôs subjectivity surfaces as óworryingô about 

the racial mix of Australia (Hage, 1998), and the Australian governmentôs concern about 

border control could be a reflection of racial and spatial anxieties (Ang, 1999). White 

Australiaôs ówhite fantasyô is embedded in the discourse of whiteness, which is óconstitutive of 

the epistemology of the West; it is an invisible regime of power that secures hegemony 

through discourse and has material effects in everyday lifeô (Moreton-Robinson 2004:75). In 

so doing, whiteness positions Indigenous and migrant groups as óperpetual foreigners within 

the Australian stateô. This enables white Australians to legitimise their position as the 

dominant group through both a denial of Indigenous sovereignty and by not allowing 

migrants the right to belong (Nicolacopoulos & Vassilacopoulos 2004:32). 

In a more recent study, Fujishiro (2009:840) found that the reporting of racial privilege and its 

association with more unhealthy days (physical and mental) was clear for whites, less 

consistent for Hispanics and Other Races and not found for Blacks. Fujishiro speculates 

about the possible reasons for these findings, based on work done by psychologists in 

relation to white privilege and its consequences (Lyer, Leach & Crosby, 2003; Lowery, 

Knowles & Unzueta, 2007; Powell, Branscombe & Schmitt, 2005). There are two possible 

frameworks for white privilege, one being óI/we have privilegesô and the second óThey have 

disadvantagesô. Self-focused awareness of white privilege is associated with collective guilt 

(Lyer, Leach & Crosby 2003; Powell, Branscombe & Schmitt, 2005). In this study white 

privilege was framed as self-focused privilege, as opposed to non-white disadvantage.  

Mainstream attitudes and perceptions of white privilege illustrate the way in which many 

Australians see themselves as being non-racist, but in fact hold opinions and attitudes based 

on notions of white privilege, hence patronising the óotherô in the community. Conversely, 

and as the Fujishiro study suggests, some white people, aware of their own white privilege, 

hold feelings of guilt about it, which are detrimental to their own health.  
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2.4 Racism and its impact upon the health and wellbeing  of 

Indigenous Australians  

The literature suggests that there is a clear link between racism and decreased health and 

wellbeing for Australian Indigenous youth. Larson et al. (2007:328) state that óracial 

discrimination needs to be recognised as an upstream determinant of healthô. These 

researchers argue that it is essential to increase our understanding of the ways that 

Aboriginal people experience racism, and the pathways through which those experiences 

have an impact on health, in order to achieve lasting improvements (328). The discourse of 

whiteness that is embedded in the structural racism of institutions thus delivers inequitable 

outcomes and services to Indigenous Australians.  

Structural racism has implications for schools, hospitals, police and government agencies: 

not only for those who work with Indigenous communities directly, for example teachers, 

nurses, police officers and administrators, but for senior bureaucrats and for state and 

federal ministers and their advisors. Structural racism has long been identified as a barrier to 

good health outcomes for Indigenous people (Henry, Houston & Mooney, 2004; Mansouri & 

Kamp, 2007). Mansouri and Kamp (2007) in particular discuss the cultural, attitudinal and 

structural factors that affect the social experiences and educational achievements of Arabic-

speaking background students in secondary schools. They make the case for, and then 

outline a multidimensional approach to, multicultural education to better integrate migrant 

students and their families into the schooling environment. Key strategies developed and 

tested to minimise exclusion and disengagement include a model of schoolïcommunity 

partnership, online and interactive teacher support material as well as ongoing professional 

development workshops for teachers on reflexive approaches to cultural diversity and 

intercultural understanding. These strategies were seen as heuristic factors that would 

contribute to improved educational outcomes and social attitudes among students. 

De Plevitz cites several factors as contributors to poor outcomes for Indigenous children at 

school including: insufficient recognition of Indigenous culture, failure to consult the 

community, lack of parental commitment, absenteeism and lack of money. She takes an 

unusual perspective refusing to blame either the victim or accuse government/educational 

authorities of racism. Instead, óapparently benign and race-neutral policies and practices 

may unwittingly be having an adverse impact on Indigenous studentsô educationô (de Plevitz, 

2007:54). She exemplifies this citing the Australian schooling system, which assumes that all 

children can attend school unless they are ill. For Indigenous children this is not so as 

óIndigenous people are obliged to attend the funerals not only of close family members, but 

also those of community membersô (de Plevitz, 2007:59). Therefore, teachers need to be 

more aware of cultural obligations that can impinge upon daily school life for some children. 



17 
 

Along with structural and institutional racism, Indigenous schoolboys are the victims of a 

particular type of racism based on white privilege. White boys exert their white privilege by 

mobilising óparticular forms of power against Indigenous boysô thereby controlling how the 

Indigenous boys come to understand and position themselves in terms of these racialised 

and gendered regimes (Martino, 2003:172). The ówhiteô boys use racist practices, such as 

verbal abuse and staring, to incite anger in the Indigenous boys and thereby provoke 

physical and verbal confrontations. These subtle and overt forms of racist behaviour by 

ówhiteô boys towards Indigenous boys in the schoolyard are countered by recent research 

that found that óovert or old-fashioned rather than subtle and modernô modes of racism were 

operating among Indigenous children (Mellor, 2002:474). Thus it would appear that both 

subtle, including cultural racism (Modood, Beishon & Virdee, 1994) and overt forms of 

racism, are in operation in different contexts. 

A discussion paper (Paradies, Harris & Anderson, 2008) that goes some way to making the 

connection between racism and ill-health suggests that this can manifest through (a) 

reduced and unequal access to the societal resources required for health such as 

employment, education, housing, medical care and social support; (b) increased exposure to 

risk factors associated with health, for example, differential marketing of dangerous goods 

and exposure to toxic substances; (c) direct impacts on health via racially motivated physical 

assault; (d) stress and negative emotion reactions that contribute to mental health; and (e) 

negative responses to racism, such as smoking, alcohol and other drug use as well as 

disengagement from health activities such as sleep, exercise and taking medications 

(2008:9). The discussion paper encourages policy- and decision-makers to engage in efforts 

to combat racism against Indigenous people as a public health intervention.  

Whilst óracism experienced by Aboriginal people is pervasiveô (Mellor, 2002:482), the 

perspective of Indigenous people has largely been ignored by social scientists. The ónew 

racismô discourse that cites cultural difference to justify a form of separate development 

positions Indigenous Australians as having óno place in the culturally superior mainstream 

societyô (Mellor, 2002:482). It is clear that óracism still impinges on daily life in a complex 

mannerô for Indigenous Australiansô (Mellor, 2002:485) and influences their education, health 

and life outcomes. 

2.5 Racism and young Australian migrants  and refugees 

Constructing a new identity for Australian migrants and refugees can involve a straddling of 

the gap between their parentsô culture and Australian culture. A recent study (Butcher 2004) 

examined two groups of teenagers: the first representing an urban, upper-income Indian 

group with western accoutrements, and the second, consisting of a Sydney-based group of 
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mixed cultural backgrounds. Both groups had conflicts between their family background and 

the culture of the ówestô. The individual participants in these groups reported ónegotiating 

their identity between familial expectations (ñtraditionò) and the expectations of a mainstream 

national identity (ñbeing Australianò)ô (Butcher, 2004:215ï16). They exemplified the process 

of the varied perceptions of identity and highlighted the manner in which people re-think and 

negotiate their identity to align it with their particular social sphere. Though some of the 

Sydney youth identified themselves as óAussieô, others identified with their parentsô racial 

heritage and some described themselves as a mix, for example, óLebo-Australianô (Butcher, 

2004:225). A re-evaluation can take place within a particular social context, as one Indian-

background student stated that whilst they are Indian at home, óoutside home we are like 

Westernersô (Butcher, 2004:226).  

The Australian schooling system is required to acknowledge cultural and linguistic diversity 

and negotiate with students and families from various cultural backgrounds in order to 

respond to their educational needs and promote positive health and wellbeing outcomes 

among all groups ï in particular those youth of migrant and refugee backgrounds. Some 

students arrive in Australia with very little or no formal schooling and schools require 

specialist support, for example, interpreters to assist them with their enrolment, induction 

and transition. Whilst there are a plethora of multicultural policies, cultural diversity plans and 

other guidelines aimed at operating in a culturally inclusive manner, some schools in poorer 

areas with a high percentage of óethnicô students have come under attack for these very 

policies and are critiqued for having produced ethnic ghettos as with the ótoo-heavy 

concentration of Muslim students, particularly Lebaneseô (Bolt, 2004).  

The post 9/11 panic concerning terrorism is a reflection of the ódynamic and socially 

constructed nature of intoleranceô (Dunn & Forrest, 2004:426) as reflected in media 

representations of a public school in Melbourne being accused of ótrapping immigrant 

students in their own closed cultureô (Bolt, 2004). Thus as the media generates a level of 

concern over migrants, a vulnerable and scrutinised group such as Arab-Australians are 

labelled as terrorists (Poynting et al., 2004). The Arab-Australian experience of greater social 

and cultural exclusion has affected their health, wellbeing and sense of social 

connectedness (Mansouri & Trembath, 2005). 

In general terms, research has found that racism has a negative impact upon the settlement 

and transition of migrants, affecting self-esteem, self-confidence, and belonging to the 

broader community (Francis & Cornfoot, 2007; Mansouri & Percival Wood, 2008). Racism 

threatens personal and cultural identity and is often linked to psychological distress ï 

specifically anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and anger. This research also warned that 
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marginalisation can result in withdrawal from active participation in mainstream life and can 

lead to anti-social attitudes and behaviour. 

However, experiences of discrimination and social marginalisation can generate negative 

behavioural outcomes among minority groups. In fact, a study by Lifeline in 2000 that 

analysed issues and concerns facing young people from non-English speaking backgrounds 

(NESB) revealed that young people of non-English speaking backgrounds are 40% more 

likely to phone about bullying than their Anglo-Australian counterparts (Kids Help Line, 

2000). Bullying accounts for 6.4% of NESB calls as opposed to 4.5% of calls from Anglo 

callers. The qualitative data in the study suggests that much of the episodic, frequent and 

continual bullying is related to racial issues (Kids Help Line, 2000). The research argues that 

health and wellbeing can be affected negatively by bullying, suggesting a greater level of 

impact on health and wellbeing for migrants and refugees in Australia.  

2.6 Conclusion  

The relative dearth of empirical literature regarding racism and its impact upon the health 

and wellbeing of Australian youth indicates that urgent research is needed in this area if we 

are to fully account for the various manifestations of racism and its relationship to social 

health. In the wider field of racism, a broader range of research is accessible, both 

internationally and in Australia, in particular from psychological perspectives. Within this 

wider context, this study aims to generate benchmark data on the experience of racism and 

its impact upon youth health and wellbeing. The literature on racism and race relations in 

Australia suggests a growing mainstream concern over the more pronounced racial mix in 

Australia and positions mainstream Australians as having a monopoly over óworryingô about 

the shape and the future of Australiaô (Hage, 1998:10). It is this type of óworryingô that 

contributes to moral ópanicô associated with the high number of immigrants that is detected 

through public discourse and in media representations.  
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3 Methodology  

3.1 Aims and objectives of the project  

The project aimed to investigate the experience of racism amongst young Australians who 

are fifteen to eighteen years of age. In particular the project focused on the experiences of 

young people from Indigenous, migrant and refugee backgrounds. Within this overall 

framework, the three key research themes related to:  

¶ forms of racism ï to investigate how young peopleôs experiences of racism are 

manifested in contemporary Australian society 

¶ settings where racism is experienced ï to ascertain the settings where racism is 

experienced by Australian youth: at school, at home, in the workplace, within service 

provision or elsewhere  

¶ responses to experiences of racism ï to investigate how young people respond to 

racism and its impact upon their health and wellbeing.  

In addition to these key themes, other aspects of racism were explored:  

¶ mainstream attitudes ï to examine mainstream young peopleôs attitudes towards other 

ethnic/racial groups and the related issues of Anglo-privilege, cultural diversity and 

tolerance.  

3.2 Approach and research methodology  

The project implemented a mixed methodology approach that incorporated both quantitative 

and qualitative methods. Although the project originally aimed to use a random sampling 

methodology, the most realistic strategy was that of a purposeful approach. This approach 

ensures that the data was representative of the wider population, as much as possible, with 

the following key variables taken into consideration when finalising the selection and 

recruitment of participating schools and students:  

¶ population distribution and density per state/territory 

¶ population distribution per local government area (LGA) 

¶ level of diversity per state 

¶ level of diversity per LGA 

¶ proportional representation of urban and non-urban LGAs 

¶ weighting of the data pool in terms of the state population (this will have implications for 

the exact number of target schools per state and total number of students per school). 
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Despite these methodological considerations, the reality of the project implementation meant 

that factors such as the level of diversity per state or LGA became less important than the 

preparedness of a school to participate in this study. Schoolteachers and school 

administration staff are often under a great deal of time-pressure, and consequently many 

schools declined to take part in the study. The requirements for the school liaison officers to 

identify students for interviews, distribute and collect consent forms and to assist in the 

administration of the survey, was seen to place undue pressure on this particular individualôs 

workload. Due to legal, privacy and duty of care issues, the Deakin research team could 

offer only limited compensation (often financial buy-out arrangements) to do some of the 

work, therefore the school in question had to be prepared to assume responsibility for some 

of the implementation. Hence, the full consideration of the variables was at times impractical 

as some schools that met the selection criteria were not able to overcome practical and 

logistical difficulties.  

A multidisciplinary research team undertook the implementation process, which involved 

surveys and interviews in complex and diverse educational settings. This team had 

substantial experience in the epistemologies and discourses of racism, youth, education and 

collaborative research methodologies in an Australian and a global context. 

3.2.1 Building partnerships 

 The building of trust and collaborative relationships with key stakeholders was identified as 

essential for gaining a credible sample size and for the collection of rich empirical data. 

Initially a dialogue was established between the research team and the participating schools 

to enable the dissemination and discussion of the project key aspects and objectives. If this 

process was successful and the school in question wished to proceed, the team then 

negotiated the logistics of time, place and availability. Reasons cited for schools not wishing 

to participate in the project were a lack of time, a history of poor return rates for letters and 

forms between school and parents and a sense of being over-surveyed by academics. The 

latter two concerns were particularly relevant for schools with large Indigenous populations.  

3.2.2 Distribution and consultation 

 The participating schools were then sent the parental and student consent forms for 

distribution. The schoolôs management of survey and interview consent forms, and their 

distribution and return to the school, proved to be key factors in determining the size of the 

data sample. Researchers found that where a researcher made a prior visit to a school, and 

where a school liaison teacher was effective in the distribution and follow-up of the forms, 

the sample size for that school was relatively high. Despite the fact that school liaison 

teachers were preoccupied with teaching, administration and disciplinary matters, the 
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researchers still noted their interest in the project. It was also noted that the presence of a 

researcher at the school made the project órealô for the staff and created a rapport and trust 

during the implementation phase.  

Whilst prior school visits in Victoria resulted in higher survey and interview responses, this 

consultation strategy could not be replicated nationally due to tight timeline and budgetary 

considerations. Thus in most cases the dialogue between researchers and schools, prior to 

the implementation, was limited to emails and phone conversations. It was evident, following 

the implementation process, that the gaining of the trust of a staff member at each school 

was crucial to the projectôs success.  

3.2.3 Refugee, Indigenous and migrant voices 

Researchers and school-staff also noted that it was more difficult to gain the involvement of 

students from refugee, Indigenous and migrant backgrounds. It is probable that parents with 

low levels of competency in English might have found the consent forms difficult to navigate. 

Whilst the schools had access to translators, at one school there were 40 languages spoken 

by parents, making the process of providing translations and translators impractical and 

beyond the project budget. Once again, the school liaison teacher had an important role to 

play in these situations. At the schools in which the liaison teacher made an extra effort to 

contact parents and ensure clear understandings, the return rate of consent forms and 

participation was comparatively high. This was more so for those students from refugee and 

migrant backgrounds, than from Indigenous backgrounds. Other difficulties with gaining 

access to Indigenous voices will be discussed later in this section. 

3.2.4 Survey development 

The survey was constructed to enable cross-tabulation of results in order to facilitate an 

analysis of data across various sections (occurrence; settings; response; reporting). The 

survey was designed to be used by students as a non-threatening and engaging tool and as 

such was received well. The surveys were completed by students in large groups or in 

classes with a researcher present to introduce the project, explain the survey and answer 

any queries. Often the researcher would travel between classrooms to conduct several 

surveys simultaneously.  

3.2.5 Survey Implementation 

The survey implementation process was supported by a coordinating staff member and in 

some cases an Auslan translator and teaching assistants. Surveys were often undertaken in 

English or Social Studies classes, because in most cases, staff felt that a discussion of 

racism would benefit studentsô knowledge and awareness within these areas of learning.  
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Researchers had limited access to year 12 students at most schools due to the pressure of 

study at this level and impending examinations. At some schools this meant that the 

research team had to contend with the participation of students from years 9ï11. In a few 

schools where the year 12 students were unable to do the survey, the school liaison teacher 

was able to recruit and organise for a few year 12 students to be interviewed. 

The interviews were often completed on the same day, and the sampling of interviewees 

took various forms; most often schools would randomly select from those surveyed and in 

some situations students volunteered to participate. The interviews were conducted in an 

office and documented on a digital recorder, thus enabling transcription and analysis.  

The first round of field trips produced a good quantity of data, however, the research team 

identified a lack of Indigenous and refugee participants. This was remedied through a 

strategy that included going back to the Indigenous communities and approaching English 

Language Schools. Significantly, the methodologies for community engagement required 

rethinking, and the consequent approach to gain the Indigenous voice involved spending 

more time in the field. In reference to schools with a high proportion of Indigenous students 

this meant not just ódropping inô to collect data, but visiting the sites over a week to allow 

participants to get to know the researcher in a non-threatening way.  

3.2.6 Difficulties 

The many difficulties that the research team faced included issues with the distance of many 

of the participating schools from the research base. Phone calls and emails to inter-state 

schools from Melbourne do not always give the research team an accurate picture of the 

schoolôs commitment to the project. For example: 

¶ One school, despite indicating a willingness to participate in the project, and an interest 

in the work prior to the implementation, was clearly suffering survey fatigue. When the 

research team member arrived to implement the survey and interviews, the school did 

not engage fully in the project. The impact of these situations on the budget is 

considerable as the majority of the schools required inter-state travel. 

¶ Staff absences at the participating schools affect communication with students 

concerning consent forms. At one school the liaison teacher was absent on the day of 

the implementation due to illness. This left another teacher, who had no prior 

involvement in the project, with the difficult task of trying to collect consent forms without 

a list of participating students. The implementation in this school, therefore, was not very 

successful because of this unexpected set of circumstances.  
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¶ At one site where Indigenous students studied, several staff members were suspicious of 

the projectôs motives and objectives and needed to be convinced that the research team 

had approval to conduct the research. 

¶ Similarly, students at another Indigenous school appeared hesitant and suspicious of the 

research themes. During the week of the survey implementation there was an 

announcement that there would be an upgrade of twenty Indigenous Centres, with the 

result that the many smaller outstations would be downgraded. This announcement, in 

combination with the federal intervention in the NT, may have heightened some 

Indigenous studentsô level of suspicion of the research project and reinforced their 

unwillingness to participate.  

The issues concerning fieldwork and data collection in an Indigenous context has always 

been seen as challenging (Denzin, Lincoln & Smith, 2008) as was experienced throughout 

the data collection in the Northern Territory. Whilst it is important not to assume any 

homogeneity in this grouping, there exist some commonalities among participants of the 

same language group and geographical location. The difficulties with gaining access to the 

Indigenous voice centred upon the general level of suspicion directed toward the 

researchers and the consequent reluctance to participate in the research.  

The refugee voice was sought not only in the mainstream government and Catholic 

secondary schools, but also in language schools. These vital community language schools 

are attended by recently arrived refugees for six to twelve months to improve their English 

language skills. Issues that surfaced in the language schools were multifaceted and 

included: 

¶ Many of the students lacked sufficient language skills, which restricted their ability to 

complete a written survey or an interview, hence reducing the number of potential 

participants. 

¶ Some recently arrived refugees had experienced considerable trauma in their country of 

birth, and the interviewer had to be mindful of this, being careful to avoid topics that 

might be distressing for the student. 

¶ The prior trauma which some participants had experienced meant that they were very 

reserved, shy and softly spoken. This had an adverse affect on the quality of the 

recording and the resulting data quality.  

The refugee participants were in general very helpful and willing to discuss their 

experiences. Their willingness to discuss the trauma of their former lives in particular added 

breadth and understanding to the data materials as it placed their experiences of racism 

within a broader Australian context. Those who had suffered extreme forms of racist 



25 
 

behaviour in their country of birth were able to provide a different perspective on racism 

experienced in Australia. 

3.3 Data-eliciting procedures  

The project adopted a mixed methodology approach to data collection, involving quantitative 

(surveys) and qualitative (semi-structured individual interviews) data. The design of the 

project is summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of project design 

Method Surveys Interviews 

Data sources 15 government and Catholic 
secondary schools 

18 government and Catholic 
secondary schools 

Total number of participants 698 125 

 

The survey process allowed the project team to map out the experience of racism by young 

Australians at the national level and was structured around three key themes:  

¶ experience of racism  

¶ the possible link between racism and wellbeing  

¶ the responses to key contemporary issues pertaining to race and intercultural relations. 

The same research team administered all surveys and interviews across the selected 

schools in all participating states and territories.  

3.4 Data sampling  

The sample sizes per state (and for the national sample) for this age group were finalised in 

consultation with the FYA and the projectôs key partners. Additionally, the data was cross-

tabulated by the available socio-demographic information where realistic (e.g. gender, 

education, language spoken at home, nationality). However, as explained in 3.2 Approach 

and Research Methodology, these considerations were not always practical because a 

number of identified schools were unwilling or unable to participate. 

Focus was on four key states/territories, and the distribution of participating schools per state 

was as follows: 

¶ Victoria ï six government secondary schools and one Catholic secondary school  

¶ New South Wales ï three government secondary schools and one Catholic secondary 

school 

¶ Queensland ï one government secondary school and one Catholic secondary school 

¶ Northern Territory ï five government secondary schools.  
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Within each participating school, the aim was to have a hundred participating students per 

school, however this proved unachievable due to a number of factors, most notably:  

¶ The survey and interview participation required written consent from both the 

participating student and the parents of all students under the age of eighteen. A number 

of schools had significant difficulty getting forms returned from parents, and this limited 

the number of students who could participate. Several schools reported that in general 

the return of consent forms for any activity or excursion was very difficult. 

¶ Some schools reported that generally their parent bodies showed a lack of interest and 

apathy in relation to school activities. The research team was advised by some schools 

that many parents were not interested in their children taking part in the project. This 

tendency varied in relation to the demographics of each participating school. 

¶ The project relied upon the commitment of the school liaison teacher to undertake the 

relevant tasks. This person was required to identify possible participants, distribute forms 

and manage the return of forms. On the day of the survey and interviews the school 

liaison teacher assisted with the coordination of the participating students.  

¶ The number of participants increased significantly when school liaison teachers were 

able to commit themselves fully to the task. This included communicating regularly with 

students about the return of their forms, ensuring that parents understood the nature of 

the project and gaining the support of the principal and administration staff. 

3.5 Recruitment of particip ants 

Surveys: Two classes of students were selected at each of years 9, 10, 11 and 12. This 

meant that approximately 200 forms were distributed across the four levels with the 

anticipation of a 50% return rate. Also, a small percentage of participants (5.4%) were from 

years 7 and 8. 

Interviews: Approximately ten interview participants were selected from either the survey 

participants or via the recommendation of the school liaison teacher. These students 

provided a representative sample of the various racial groups present within the various 

schools. At some schools there were less than ten participants, a reflection of the level of 

interest of the parents and students in question. 

3.6 Distribution  of participating schools  

In consultation with the funding agency (FYA) and the projectôs steering committee it was 

decided that each of the four states/territories would have at least one inner urban school, 

one outer urban school and one Catholic school. However, this number of schools did not 
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result in an appropriate number of participants, so extra schools were sought. The final 

distribution of the eighteen inner and outer urban schools is shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: The final distribution of inner and outer urban schools 

 
State 

Inner  
urban 

Outer  
urban 

 
Catholic 

Victoria 3 3 1 

New South Wales 1 2 1 

Queensland  1 1 

Northern Territory 2 3 0 

Total 6 9 3 

 

3.7 Survey 

The survey (see appendix 2) was designed to elicit quantitative responses in relation to 

occurrences of racism, its settings, its impacts and resulting responses, if any. The survey 

also provided the possibility for open-ended responses, which could yield some useful 

qualitative insights. The first part of the survey was in chart form and required the participant 

to respond to eleven questions regarding various racist experiences. The participant had to 

identify whether or not they had experienced the particular racist incident. If the response 

was ónoô they moved to the next question. If their answer was óyesô, they have experienced 

that particular racist incident, they then responded to a series of questions regarding: 

¶ how often this racist experience happened 

¶ where the racist experience happened 

¶ to whom they reported the racist incident, if at all 

¶ how they responded personally and what were the impacts of this racist experience. 

The questions and answers were all designed in a cross-tabulated manner so that the 

connection between the racist experience and health and wellbeing could be examined and 

if possible correlated statistically. 

The second part of the survey consisted of a six-level Likert scale that elicited responses on 

the participantsô level of agreement with several statements regarding cultural diversity, 

racism and white privilege. They then had to identify their racial background and country of 

birth. Further questions were asked about particular types of problems pertinent to racism, 

types of stereotyping and possible reasons for stereotyping.  
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Following this was a series of open-ended questions which provided opportunities for more 

extended responses on particular racist incidents or related attitudes and personal accounts. 

Eight questions were formulated about the participantôs experience of racism, what they 

would regard as racist behaviour, the impact of racism on schoolwork, racism and 

multiculturalism in the school and their goals at school. 

The final section included a five-level Likert scale regarding the participantôs sense of calm, 

level of energy and feelings of sadness. This was extended by a question regarding the 

sense of their general health and level of anxiety. Participants were then offered the 

opportunity to discuss any matter that they felt had not been covered in the survey 

questions. An ancillary section at the end requested information about the participantôs age, 

year level at school, religion, country of birth and gender. 

The survey generally took about 20ï30 minutes to complete and was facilitated by school 

staff and researchers. 

3.8 Inte rviews  

The interview process required approximately ten student participants from each 

participating school. Interviews were individual and took approximately 30 minutes each. The 

interview questions had two aims: the first was to elicit information about the participantôs 

experience of racism, their responses and feelings regarding the incident, the impact on their 

health and wellbeing and the implications of this for schoolwork and social relationships. The 

second section aimed to investigate the school experience itself, the participantôs 

perceptions about racism within the school, the manner in which the school dealt with 

racism, and the participantôs own suggestions about ways in which they could contribute, on 

a personal basis, to a harmonious multicultural school environment. 

3.9 Logistics  and other considerations  

Prior to the commencement of the in-school fieldwork the following logistical problems were 

addressed. Ethics clearance was obtained from Deakin University and nine state education 

departments and Catholic education offices. These included: 

¶ Queensland Department of Education Training and the Arts 

¶ Victorian Department of Education and early Childhood Development 

¶ New South Wales Department of Education and Training 

¶ Northern Territory Department of Education and Training 

¶ Catholic Education Office-Diocese of Melbourne 

¶ Catholic Education Office-Diocese of Darwin 

¶ Catholic Education Office-Diocese of Broken Bay 
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¶ Catholic education Office-Diocese of Brisbane. 

The consent of all participating school principals was obtained and the help of a school 

liaison teacher was secured at each school. Consent forms were returned from all 

participating survey and interview students. For students under the age of eighteen years of 

age there was also a parental consent form.  

There were some other planning matters that had to be managed: 

¶ The venues for the surveys and interview processes were decided upon by participating 

schools. 

¶ Trips were planned for project researchers to both participating Victorian schools and 

inter-state schools. 

¶ Contact was made and maintained on a regular basis with the school liaison teacher 

prior to the in-school work. This communication aspect was a crucial part of the success 

of the work as it enabled the researcher to ensure that: 

- the appropriate distribution of forms had taken place 

- liaison teachers were endeavouring to collect returned forms 

- the survey and interview venues had been booked 

- an appropriate number of school staff were available to meet óduty of careô 

requirements during the survey. 

This type of planning was crucial, particularly when the schools were located inter-state and 

travel arrangements were extensive and expensive. 
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4 Data analysis and findings  

The analysis section is comprised of two main parts: the quantitative section (4.1) and the 

qualitative section (4.2). The quantitative section will address the data collected through 

surveys from 698 participants. The qualitative section will present the analysis and findings 

from personal interviews conducted with 125 participants.  

4.1 Quantitative data analysis  

Quantitative research on racism among Australian youth is relatively rare and therefore this 

study is unusual in its approach, nature and scope. Given the studyôs aim to include 

mainstream youth, migrant, refugees and Indigenous youth, some results did not reach 

statistical significance. However, these particular findings were illustrative of the underlying 

experiences of racism and its impact on overall health and wellbeing in those communities.  

4.1.1 Demographics 

A total of 698 students participated in the survey component of this study, all of whom were 

students in secondary schools around Australia. The following is a breakdown of the 

demographic characteristics of the samples. The gender breakdown of participants was 

39.3% (274) males and 55.2% (385) females, their ages ranging between 12 and 19 years of 

age, with the average age being 15.37 years. The analysis shows that the majority of 

participants (about 68.2%) were aged between 14.2 and 16.5 years. This is representative of 

the target population (14ï17 year olds). Participants were recruited from secondary schools 

in Victoria (41.1%), New South Wales (39.4%), Queensland (14.3%), and the Northern 

Territory (5.2%) (see Table 3 and Figure 1).  

Table 3: Number of participants by state 

 Number 
Per 

cent 
Valid 

Per cent 
Cumulative  

Per cent 

Valid VIC 287 41.1 41.1 41.1 

NSW 275 39.4 39.4 80.5 

QLD 100 14.3 14.3 94.8 

NT 36 5.2 5.2 100.0 

Total 698 100.0 100.0  
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Figure 1: Number of participants by state 

 

Schools can be classified into three categories: 

¶ government (inner urban)  

¶ government (outer urban)  

¶ Catholic schools.  

The Northern Territory was included in the sample to ensure proportional representation of 

Indigenous youth in the overall sampling. Table 4 and Figure 2 detail the relevant distribution 

of school selection by state. 

Table 4: Distribution and type of school by state 

School Type VIC NSW QLD NT 

Catholic 1 1 1 - 

Government ï inner 
urban 

3 1 1 3 

Government ï outer 
urban 

2 2 - - 

Number of schools 
within State 

6 4 2 3 

GRAND TOTAL for the 
study 

15 schools (for the survey component)  
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Figure 2: Distribution and type of school by state 

 

A total of fifteen schools took part in the survey component of the study, six in Victoria, four 

in New South Wales, two in Queensland and three in the Northern Territory (see Table 4). 

The nature of the research objectives and approach meant that the response rate was 

difficult to predict a priori, despite initial arrangements and consent being secured before 

researchers embarked on fieldwork. However, and as Table 5 shows, there was not a high 

level of variation between categories of schools in terms of overall number of participants.  

Table 5: Number of participants by school type 

 
Frequency 

Per 
cent 

Valid  
Per cent 

Cumulative  
Per cent 

Valid Government ï inner urban 260 37.2 37.4 37.4 

Government ï outer urban 218 31.2 31.4 68.8 

Catholic 217 31.1 31.2 100.0 

Total 695 99.6 100.0  

Missing System 3 0.4   

Total 698 100.0   
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Figure 3: Percentage of participants by school type 

 

In terms of year level categories, the majority of participants were in the middle years, levels 

9 and 10 (48.9%), while those in the senior years, levels 11 and 12, represented 41.1% of 

the overall sample. Students from the junior years, levels 7 and 8, represented only 5.4% of 

the overall participants.  

Table 6: Frequency of participants according to year level category 

 
Frequency Per cent 

Valid  
Per cent 

Cumulative  
Per cent 

Valid junior years 38 5.4 5.7 5.7 

middle years 341 48.9 51.2 56.9 

senior years 287 41.1 43.1 100.0 

Total 666 95.4 100.0  

Missing System 32 4.6   

Total 698 100.0   
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Figure 4: Percentage of participants according to year level category 

 

In line with the studyôs approach and objectives, participants indicated a wide range of ethnic 

and cultural backgrounds (see Table 7 and Figure 5). However the majority of the students 

were born in Australia (69.2%). In terms of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, 39.1% indicated 

they were Anglo Saxon Australian born, 27.7% were second- and third-generation migrants, 

12.2% were migrants who have been in Australia for five years or more, 7.3% were migrants 

who have been in Australia for less than five years, 3% were refugees, and 2.9% were 

Indigenous Australians. 
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Table 7: Number of participants according to ethnic and cultural background 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Anglo 273 39.1 42.5 42.5 

2nd & 3rd gen migrant 193 27.7 30.0 72.5 

Migrant 5yrs+ 85 12.2 13.2 85.7 

Migrant <5yrs 51 7.3 7.9 93.6 

Refugee 21 3.0 3.3 96.9 

Indigenous 20 2.9 3.1 100.0 

Total 643 92.1 100.0  

Missing System 55 7.9   

Total 698 100.0   

 

Figure 5: Percentage of participants according to ethnic and cultural background 

 

Table 8 details the most frequent countries of birth indicated by participants. It can be seen 

that the majority of participants were born in Australia (69.2%), 5.4% of participants did not 

specify a COB, 0.6% of participants preferred not to say where they were born and the 

remaining 24.8% of participantsô COB were distributed between 59 different countries. 
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Table 8: Number of participants by country of birth 

 Frequency Per cent 
Valid  

Per cent 
Cumulative  

Per cent 

Valid Aus 483 69.2 69.2 69.2 

Not specified 38 5.4 5.4 74.6 

Iraq 18 2.6 2.6 77.2 

NZ 15 2.1 2.1 79.4 

China 12 1.7 1.7 81.1 

Philippines 9 1.3 1.3 82.4 

Serbia 9 1.3 1.3 83.7 

Vietnam 9 1.3 1.3 85.0 

Lebanon 6 0.9 0.9 85.8 

Afghanistan 5 0.7 0.7 86.5 

Italy 5 0.7 0.7 87.2 

UK 5 0.7 0.7 88.0 

Korea 4 0.6 0.6 88.5 

Pref not to 
say 

4 0.6 0.6 89.1 

Somalia 4 0.6 0.6 89.7 

Total 698 100.0 100.0  

 

In relation to religious affiliations, Table 9 and Figure 6 show that the majority of participants 

indicated they were Christian (43.8%), followed by no religion (25.6%), an unspecified 

religion (10.9%), Muslim (8.3%), and Buddhist (5.9%). 
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Table 9: Number of participants by religion 

 
Frequency Per cent 

Valid  
Per cent 

Cumulative  
Per cent 

Valid Christianity 306 43.8 46.4 46.4 

No religion 179 25.6 27.1 73.5 

Other 76 10.9 11.5 85.0 

Islam 58 8.3 8.8 93.8 

Buddhism 41 5.9 6.2 100.0 

Total 660 94.6 100.0  

Missing System 38 5.4   

Total 698 100.0   

 

Figure 6: Percentage of participants by religion 

 

The key demographic findings illustrate that the largest single cohort of the sample were 

students of Anglo-Saxon background (39.1%), with the other five backgrounds comprising 

60.1%. This is a key distinction and will be explored in the following sections in order to 

highlight any major differences regarding the experience of racism between white 

Australians, and all other racial groups.  
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4.1.2 Frequency of racist experiences 

Table 10 and Figure 7 detail the number of participants who indicated that they had 

experienced, witnessed or been involved in an act of racism. It is important to note that this 

question also encompasses those participants who were perpetrators of racism, as well as 

participants who have been victims of racism. Therefore this measure is looking at the 

overall exposure of the sample to any type of racist knowledge, behaviour or attitude.  

Table 10: Number of participants who have witnessed or been involved in racism  

 
Frequency Per cent 

Valid  
Per cent 

Cumulative  
Per cent 

Valid Yes 399 57.2 75.1 75.1 

No 132 18.9 24.9 100.0 

Total 531 76.1 100.0  

Missing System 167 23.9   

Total 698 100.0   

 

Figure 7: Percentage of participants who have witnessed or been involved in racist 
behaviour 

 

There was a notable number of missing responses for this question (n = 167), but even with 

these omissions accounted for, a majority of 57.2% of participants indicated they had been 

exposed to racism in some way, whether as victims, perpetrators or witnesses. This is a 

much higher proportion than the 18.9% of participants who indicated they had not been 

exposed to racism. If valid responses only are included in the frequencies, it can be seen 

that 75% of the sample have been exposed to, or involved in, racism.  
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In the survey part of the study, participants were asked whether they had experienced any of 

eleven specific types of racist treatment. If the answer was óyesô, participants were prompted 

to indicate the frequency and setting of the racist behaviour, to whom they had reported it, 

what their response was and what impact the racist experience had on them individually. 

This section will explore the overall findings from these eleven questions. The eleven forms 

of racism were as follows:  

Have you é  

1 been called an offensive slang name for your cultural group? 

2 been the target of racist jokes, songs, or teasing? 

3 heard or read comments stereotyping your cultural group? 

4 seen pictures that portray your cultural group in a poor light? 

5 been verbally abused (including offensive gestures) because of your cultural 

background? 

6 felt excluded or left out because of your cultural background? 

7 felt that people avoid you because of your cultural background? 

8 felt that people treated you as less intelligent, or inferior because of your cultural 

background? 

9 been refused entry or use of a service because of your cultural background? 

10 been refused employment because of your cultural background? 

11 been treated with suspicion because of your cultural background? 

After examining each of these eleven racist behaviours separately, a frequency count was 

undertaken to determine the number of participants who had experienced at least one of 

these racist behaviours. Table 11 reveals the number of participants who answered óyesô to 

one or more of the eleven questions.  

Table 11: Number of participants who have experienced racism 

 
Frequency Per cent 

Valid  
Per cent 

Cumulative  
Per cent 

Valid Yes 489 70.1 70.6 70.6 

No 204 29.2 29.4 100.0 

Total 693 99.3 100.0  

Missing System 5 0.7   

Total 698 100.0   
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Figure 8: Percentage of participants who have experienced racism 

 

 

The key finding of this section indicates that 70.1% of participants reported experiencing at 

least one of these racist behaviours, whilst only 29.2% indicated they had not been 

subjected to any such incidents (see Figure 8). Further to this, it can be seen that the 

majority of the racist incidents were experienced on an occasional basis. With the exception 

of being refused entry and being treated with suspicion, school was the main setting in which 

an overwhelming majority of participants experienced the racist behaviour. Another key 

finding is that when students reported the experience of racism, most tended to do so to their 

teachers even when the racist incident had not occurred within the school setting. Also, for 

all eleven forms of racism, it was found that the majority of participants decided to take no 

action rather than choosing confrontation or seeking help. Finally, the most frequently 

recorded impacts resulting from the experience of these racist behaviours were ófeeling 

angry and frustratedô, and ófeeling like they didnôt belongô. Interestingly, another impact that 

was also frequently reported is that the racist experience made some participants feel 

stronger, thus engendering a sense of resilience and group-specific solidarity. 

4.1.3 Comparisons across state, school type and cultural group 

Table 12 displays the frequency of racist experiences for all schools in each surveyed 

Australian state. Therefore, if participants indicated that they had been subjected to at least 

one of the eleven racist behaviours listed, they were included in this frequency.  
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Table 12: Number of participants who experienced racism by state 

State the school is in Frequency Per cent 

Valid  

Per cent 

Cumulative  

Per cent 

VIC Valid No 93 32.4 32.4 32.4 

Yes 194 67.6 67.6 100.0 

Total 287 100.0 100.0  

NSW Valid No 81 29.5 29.7 29.7 

Yes 192 69.8 70.3 100.0 

Total 273 99.3 100.0  

Missing System 2 0.7   

Total 275 100.0   

QLD Valid No 20 20.0 20.6 20.6 

Yes 77 77.0 79.4 100.0 

Total 97 97.0 100.0  

Missing System 3 3.0   

Total 100 100.0   

NT Valid No 10 27.8 27.8 27.8 

Yes 26 72.2 72.2 100.0 

Total 36 100.0 100.0  

 

Figure 9 shows that schools in Queensland appear to have the highest percentage of 

participants reporting that they had experienced racism (77%) (note that the percentage 

does not add up to 100 since 3% of respondents did not provide information for this 

question). Over 72.2% of participants in NT schools report that they have been subjected to 

at least one of the eleven types of racist treatment, followed by 69.8% of participants in NSW 

schools. The percentage of participants in Victorian schools who experienced racism was 

the lowest (67.6%), however the difference across all participating states and territories is 

relatively small. A comparison of the means revealed that the differences among states was 

not statistically significant: F (1,691) = 3.17, p > 0.05. 
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Figure 9: Percentage of participants who experienced racism by state 

 

When looking at the percentage of participants who had experienced some form of racism, 

according to school type, a more measurable difference can be reported. Frequencies are 

listed separately for each of the three school types in Table 13.  
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Table 13: Number of participants who have experienced racism by school type 

Experienced ANY racism 

School Type Frequency Per cent 

Valid  

Per cent 

Cumulative  

Per cent 

Catholic Valid No 97 44.7 45.3 45.3 

Yes 117 53.9 54.7 100.0 

Total 214 98.6 100.0  

Missing System 3 1.4   

Total 217 100.0   

Government ï inner urban Valid No 61 23.5 23.5 23.5 

Yes 199 76.5 76.5 100.0 

Total 260 100.0 100.0  

Government ï outer urban Valid No 46 21.1 21.3 21.3 

Yes 170 78.0 78.7 100.0 

Total 216 99.1 100.0  

Missing System 2 0.9   

Total 218 100.0   

 

Figure 10 shows that only 53.9% of participants from catholic secondary schools reported 

being subjected to racist treatment, whilst over 76% of students from both types of 

government schools indicated experiencing some form of racist treatment. The result of a 

one-way between-groups analysis of variance confirms that there is a statistically significant 

difference in the experience of racism across school type: Brown-F (2, 687) = 19.42, 

p < 0.001. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the significant 

difference for experience of racism was between students at catholic school on the one hand 

and students at both types of government schools on the other. That is, the students at 

catholic schools experienced significantly less racism than students at government (inner 

and outer urban) schools.  

 



44 
 

Figure 10: Percentage of participants who have experienced racism by school type 

 

Table 14 and Figure 11 present the frequencies and percentages of participants who either 

have or have not experienced racism, with participants now being grouped according to their 

background. The results show that there is a strong similarity for the experience of racism for 

all migrant groups. That is, 80% of all participants from all groups of migrants reported that 

they had experienced racism. This level was lower for Indigenous Australians, 63.2% of 

whom reported racist behaviour towards them. It should however be noted that only twenty 

Indigenous participants completed the survey, therefore results from the qualitative 

interviews conducted during the study will provide a more in-depth overview for this minority 

group. The group who had the smallest percentage of members reporting racist treatment 

were Anglo-Saxon Australians (54.6%).  
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Table 14: Number of participants, according to background, who have experienced 
racism 

BACKGROUND Frequency Per cent 

Valid  

Per cent 

Cumulative  

Per cent 

Indigenous Valid Yes 12 60.0 63.2 63.2 

No 7 35.0 36.8 100.0 

Total 19 95.0 100.0  

Missing System 1 5.0   

Total 20 100.0   

2nd & 3rd gen migrant Valid Yes 159 82.4 82.4 82.4 

No 34 17.6 17.6 100.0 

Total 193 100.0 100.0  

Migrant 5yrs+ Valid Yes 73 85.9 85.9 85.9 

No 12 14.1 14.1 100.0 

Total 85 100.0 100.0  

Migrant <5yrs Valid Yes 43 84.3 87.8 87.8 

No 6 11.8 12.2 100.0 

Total 49 96.1 100.0  

Missing System 2 3.9   

Total 51 100.0   

Refugee Valid Yes 17 81.0 81.0 81.0 

No 4 19.0 19.0 100.0 

Total 21 100.0 100.0  

Anglo Valid Yes 149 54.6 54.6 54.6 

No 124 45.4 45.4 100.0 

Total 273 100.0 100.0  
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Figure 11: Participants, according to background, who have experienced racism 

 

The results of a one-way between-groups analysis of variance confirms that there is a 

statistically significant difference in the experience of racism for participants of difference 

backgrounds: Brown-F (5, 634) = 15.87, p < 0.001. Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey 

HSD test indicated that the significant difference for experience of racism was between 

Anglo-Saxon Australians and migrants (namely, second- and third-generation migrants, 

migrants in Australian less than 5 years, and migrants in Australia more than 5 years). This 

indicates that Anglo-Saxon Australian students experienced significantly less racism than 

students with a migrant background.  

Although there is a clear difference between experience of racism for refugees and Anglo-

Saxon Australians, this comparison did not exhibit statistical significance because the 

number of cases for this group was very small (n = 21). Again, the qualitative section of this 

report has key in-depth insights relating to both refugee and Indigenous participants. 

Analyses with a small number of cases rarely reach statistical significant and it is not feasible 

to generalise these results to a wider population. However, when the analysis for experience 

of racism is run again and all participants (including refugee and indigenous) are compared 

to Anglo-Saxon Australians, there is quite a significant difference in these percentages (see 

Table 15 and Figure 12). A majority of over 80% of participants from various backgrounds 

report being subjected to some form of racism, as opposed to 54.6% of Anglo-Saxon 

Australians reporting they had experienced or witnessed racism. Table 15 lists the 
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