
This fact sheet describes significant design phases of Our Community, Our 
Rights that can be used to plan other community engagement projects. 

It identifies principles that are transferrable to other contexts as well as the 
specific steps Women’s Health West took in responding to the experiences 
and needs of women from South Sudan, Burma and India. 
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Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that 
engages refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy 
training and project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights

http://whwest.org.au/rights


Community consultation
Community consultation is critical to understanding the 
cultural context, the biographical and experiential context, 
and the needs, aspirations and strengths of the community 
we’re working with. The investment of time and energy into 
consultation and the development of trust and relationship 
was the foundation of the success of Our Community, Our 
Rights. At the same time it is impossible to learn everything 
and ask all the right questions in a consultation process. So 
it’s important to keep asking questions and listening to the 
women throughout the whole project.

Project worker

It is important to conduct consultations with a broad range 
of community members and leaders in order to capture 
diversity within a given community. Consultations help 
to build relationships and trust with community leaders 
and women who might participate. This is a good time to 
explore specific community needs, strengths, and the kind 
of approach that might work well during workshops. 

We formed an expert advisory group of key community 
leaders and representatives from key organisations 
to assist us. Drawing on this expertise helped ensure 
the project design and implementation was culturally 
responsive and cognisant of human rights advocacy. 
Conversations with the community informed workshop 
content and style, and helped us to recruit participants 
who would benefit. A link to examples of adaptable 
consultation questions can be found on the last page of 
this fact sheet.

Needs assessment

Undertake a thorough analysis of the specific needs and 
context for the community you have identified. For us, this 
included a literature review, identifying a community and 
then identifying their specific needs via consultation with a 
range of service providers and community leaders. 

Planning

Develop planning frameworks that can be adapted 
according to ongoing community and participant 
feedback. Using a participatory action research approach1 
allowed for flexibility and adaptation according to 
community needs during Our Community, Our Rights.

Recruitment

The success of any given program is underpinned by 
recruitment of women who are ready and motivated to 
participate in such a program. 

Potential participants (women from the nominated 
community2) completed an Expression of Interest form 
and participated in an interview with the project worker. 
They were asked to commit to the entire sequence of 
workshops and project planning, and demonstrate existing 
engagement or strong interest in community action. The 
information gathered from these interviews formed part of 
the baseline data for evaluation. 

Ensuring women’s safety is our primary concern.  
Consultation feedback indicated that occasionally 
women’s husbands, partners or family members could 
object to women’s participation and growing skill 
development, particularly in the area of violence against 
women and women understanding their rights. This often 
had negative consequences for the woman. 

We therefore included a question in the application 
process: ‘Is there a partner or family member that won’t be 
happy about you participating?’ If women answered, ‘yes’, 
we explored appropriate strategies together.

Practical support

We sought to understand the different responsibilities and 
roles women have in their communities and families and 
build appropriate practical support into the project and 
workshop design. To facilitate women’s participation, we 
provided lunch, child-minding during workshop times, 
reimbursement for travel and time, and use of phones and 
computers during project planning. We also organised 
workshops at family-friendly times that suited participants.

 

Workshops
The key message I walked away with was ‘confidence’, 
because in our culture we stay down, don’t talk good about 
ourselves. Now I am more confident to speak out for rights and 
also speak up for myself, e.g. at job interview – I can say good 
things about myself.

Christina, from Burma 

Workshops must be based on community participants’ 
learning needs and styles, and be culturally responsive. A 
culturally responsive workshop facilitation process is vital 
to promoting meaningful participation (see fact sheet four in 
this series). These will encompass women’s approaches to 
human rights, to the idea and practice of advocacy, to group 
work, to project development and delivery, and to civic 
participation.

The most significant change for me has been respecting 
culture, my own and others’. Learning to be more assertive, 
understanding, supportive, and responsible regarding working 
in a group. I am not to judge others or have assumptions but 
have an open mind. 

Anvita, from India

Through Our Community, Our Rights, we aimed to build 
the confidence, knowledge and skills of refugee and 
migrant women participants in human rights, advocacy and 
participating in society. Topics like the Victorian Charter 
of Human Rights and Responsibilities, advocacy, health, 
employment rights and safety were consistently relevant to 
different communities. 

Learning outcomes
I was the first person who wanted to give up on the project. It 
was hard and I was busy with my family. But in the end there 
was a sense of achievement that we could do it. 

I hadn’t done anything like this before. In Africa, human rights 
are there but something you don’t use. In Australia it is used 
more and differently… Sometimes before the program you 
don’t know what to do or say. Now, you know what your right 
is and you can speak it out. You know you are not alone. You 
have people that can help and stand by you. 

Lily, from South Sudan

I have learnt to be more determined than ever. During the 
project I felt responsible in completing the task undertaken 
rather than being passive. I have been adventurous – in the 
past I had never done any documentary but now I am all set 
in doing more and more documentaries in years to come and 
being recognised for my work.

Priya, from India

To consolidate the confidence, skills and knowledge 
participants gained through workshops, we assisted 
women to plan and implement a project specific to their 
community’s human rights needs. 

Structured support for participants’ project planning and 
implementation included planning templates, meetings 
and project worker assistance. This approach encourages 
participant-led community action that is sustained beyond 
the life of the project (see also fact sheet five). 

Women need to know their rights so that they can bring 
about change…  This project is a good idea, it will help 
women understand their rights, but it will require time, 
patience, and a long timespan.
Community leader, during the planning stage of Our Community, Our Rights
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•	Participatory action research toolkit [link]
•	Examples of consultation questions [link]

Footnotes

1 Participatory action research is collaborative research, education and action used to gather information to use for change on social or environmental 
issues. It involves people who are concerned about or affected by an issue taking a leading role in producing and using knowledge about it. 

2 For Our Community, Our Rights, women from South Sudan, Burma or India

Useful links and references

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/beacon/PARtoolkit.pdf
http://whwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Consultation-questions.pdf
http://www.whwest.org.au

