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Executive summary
This report documents research conducted by Federation University Australia in relation to the City
of Ballarat Intercultural Ambassador Program (IAP) from 2019 – 2021. Every three years, in
accordance with the IAP, the City of Ballarat calls for and appoints ten cultural Ambassadors.
These appointments are made with the aim of enhancing community awareness and social
acceptance in Ballarat, fostering leadership within multicultural and Indigenous communities, and
highlighting the positive contributions migrants and Indigenous Australians make to the Ballarat
community. The purpose of this report was to examine the perspectives and experiences of the
Ambassadors and City of Ballarat Councillors who were involved in the IAP from 2019 – 2021 to
better understand the strengths of the program and make recommendations for its future.
The research was an interpretivist qualitative study that used in-depth interviews to explore the
lived experiences of Ambassadors and Councillors involved with IAP over this period. In the
interviews, Ambassadors and Councillors discussed their respective personal involvements in the
program and gave their perspectives of the impact of IAP within the Ballarat community. The
findings are presented in four groupings:
1. The motivations of Ambassadors – Ambassadors were drawn to IAP because they saw it
as an opportunity to engage with cultural learning by meeting, learning, and sharing with
the other Ambassadors and educating the wider community about their cultures.
2. The benefits of IAP – Ambassadors saw IAP as a leadership program that enabled them
to develop their capabilities as community leaders by creating opportunities for them to take
on leadership roles, build networks, and develop skills such as public speaking.
Ambassadors and Councillors felt that IAP benefitted the Ballarat community in creating
opportunities for cultural encounters that enabled people from all backgrounds to interact
with and learn from one another.
3. Limitations and opportunities of IAP – Ambassadors and Councillors reflected upon the
role expectations and responsibilities of Ambassadors, and the extent to which the
Ambassadors felt recognised in their role. Ambassadors and Councillors shared their
aspirations for the future of IAP and their beliefs regarding the potential for the scope of the
program to grow.
4. Impact of COVID-19 – Ambassadors and Councillors shared their disappointment that the
2019 – 2021 iteration of IAP could not proceed with the full suite of events and activities
that would usually occur due to the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns and restrictions.
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Recommendations
The recommendations have been developed from the research findings. It is pertinent to note that
the 2019 – 2021 iteration of IAP occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic. Ambassadors
acknowledged that the pandemic provided them with opportunities to play a positive role within the
community, but that the ongoing lockdowns reduced the capacity of the program to organise
events, networking sessions and community interactions.
The recommendations provide suggestions for future IAP policy and practice:
•

Continue to deliver and support IAP to provide opportunities for cultural learning, education,
networking and relationship building for the purposes of increasing cultural and social
cohesion in the community.

•

Continue to provide ongoing training and other supports offered by IAP to develop the
leadership and community organising skills of Ambassadors.

•

Consider strategies to increase resourcing to reduce the burdens on Ambassadors who
were taking on a large amount of professional responsibility in a voluntary role.

•

Explore the potential of greater resourcing to increase the representation of local cultural
communities through Ambassadors in IAP.

•

Increase the role of mentors within the program to enable each Ambassador to have
someone to provide them with individual support.

•

Connect Ambassadors with Council staff to increase the profile of the IAP program at the
Council level.

•

Organise regular meetings between Ambassadors and Council staff, enabling the groups to
connect and share ideas, as well as for the Ambassadors to receive more guidance on their
roles and on upcoming events and activities.

•

Explore and promote IAP for its potential to counteract negative stereotypes of multicultural
communities in the wider community.

•

Consider ways in which Ambassadors can contribute to raising awareness about their own
cultures and cultural learning in workplaces and education providers.

•

Explore the potential of involving Ambassadors in providing advice regarding culturally
appropriate and language specific information to the community.

•

Explore ways in which Ambassadors, Council staff and elected Council members can work
on a long-term strategy to attract a wider range of community members to attend events,
and to continue their involvement in the program.
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Introduction
This report documents research conducted by Federation University in relation to the City of
Ballarat Intercultural Ambassadors Program (IAP). The IAP initiative aims to enhance community
awareness and social acceptance in Ballarat, foster leadership within multicultural and Indigenous
communities, and highlight the positive contributions migrants and Indigenous Australians make to
the Ballarat community. Up to 10 culturally, linguistically, and religiously diverse residents of
Ballarat are appointed as Ambassadors for a three-year period. This research focuses upon the
IAP during the period of 2019 – 2021.
The aims of the current research are to:
a. Explore the experiences of Ambassadors participating in the IAP initiative; and
b. Analyse how Ambassadors and Councillors interpret and reflect on the value of the program
in enhancing and fostering social cohesion and cultural diversity.
Background and context
Ballarat is a regional city in the west of Victoria, Australia. Although 82.4% of Ballarat’s residents
were born in Australia (ABS, 2016), Ballarat is increasingly becoming more culturally diverse.
Residents of Ballarat have diverse backgrounds, with people born outside of Australia coming from
89 different countries (ABS, 2016). Overall, the top three countries of birth are England, New
Zealand and India (ABS, 2016). However, in the five years between 2011 and 2016, the greatest
growth of migration has been from India, China, and the Philippines (ABS, 2016). Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples make up 1.4% of the population of Ballarat.
Given the increasing cultural diversity of the Ballarat community, the City of Ballarat has committed
to supporting the growth in cultural, linguistic, and religious diversity through adopting an
Intercultural Strategic Plan and Reconciliation Action Plan. The City of Ballarat has additionally
joined the Intercultural Cities program (Council of Europe, 2008) to demonstrate its commitment to
cultural diversity and positive cultural exchange. It is also an accredited member of the Welcoming
Cities Network (Welcoming Cities Standard, 2008) which brings together local governments who
wish to promote social inclusion in the community. The City of Ballarat’s Intercultural City Strategic
Plan 2018 – 2021 (City of Ballarat, 2018) states that their goals are to:
•

“Celebrate the ‘diversity advantage’ of the Ballarat Intercultural City.”

•

“Engage CALD communities and other residents in finding solutions to addressing specific
community needs.”
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•

“Provide services/programs with easy access points for CALD and newly-arrived
communities.”

•

“Create opportunities of CALD people with other communities to exercise their rights and
responsibilities to influence public life.” (p. 14)

Such commitment to celebrating cultural diversity at the local level provides the context for the City
of Ballarat’s Intercultural Ambassador Program (IAP). IAP was first implemented as the
Multicultural Ambassador Program in 2006. Since then, the program has been running
continuously in two to three-year cycles. With each iteration of the program, up to 10 ambassadors
from various culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are appointed to represent their
communities and provide cultural leadership in Ballarat. During the past ten years of the program,
Ambassadors from 89 countries have participated in the program, representing 219 ancestries.
Ambassadors play a voluntary leadership role in generating community acceptance of different
cultures and highlighting the contributions that people from different cultural backgrounds make to
the Ballarat community. The objectives of the IAP are to:
•

Enhance community awareness and foster inclusion of existing and new culturally,
linguistically and religiously diverse communities in Ballarat;

•

Support leadership within its diverse community and to recognise the commitment and
contribution made by migrants and Aboriginal people to the Ballarat community;

•

Advocate for and promote the benefits of cultural diversity through learning, exchange and
celebration;

•

Collaborate with the City of Ballarat in implementing its Intercultural City Strategic Plan
2018 – 2021;

•

Promote the Intercultural Ambassador Program as a platform for learning and exchange
within the broader community.

This research focuses upon the 2019 – 2021 iteration of the program, which was the first time the
program adopted an intercultural lens following on from the City of Ballarat joining the Intercultural
Cities program. Thus, this was the first time the program ran as the Intercultural Ambassador
Program, rather than as the Multicultural Ambassador Program as it was previously known.
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The City of Ballarat Intercultural Ambassadors 2019 – 2021. Image used with permission.

The 2019 – 2021 Ambassadors represent the following countries of origin:
-

Philippines

-

China

-

India

-

Poland

-

United Kingdom (Indian descent)

-

South Sudan

-

Australia (two Ambassadors representing Aboriginal communities)

-

Indonesia

-

Mexico

However, due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, some of the Ambassadors had
unexpected personal changes, with two moving back to their countries of origin. Whilst these
Ambassadors stayed connected to the program via online channels, some Ambassadors from
previous iterations of the program – and who were involved in the current program as mentors –
stepped in to fulfill the role of Ambassadors at some in-person events. In general, the restrictions
and public health measures of COVID-19 meant that many of the planned events and forums
during 2020 and 2021 were not able to go ahead. For example, in 2020, 24 events were planned
for Harmony week, but seven were cancelled when the first pandemic lockdowns were introduced.
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Literature review
This literature review considers the various ways in which diversity is framed and governed in
Australia and how this connects with worldwide trends and influences. Given the recent shift in
framing the Ambassador program from a multicultural lens to an intercultural lens, and the
program’s continuing focus upon increasing social cohesion, this literature review considers the
history of each of these policy initiatives. This review also considers the role of local government
with regards to promoting cultural diversity and how this intersects with national, state, and
international policy imperatives.

Multiculturalism and diversity in Australia
Australia has a high level of cultural and linguistic diversity in its population, with 33% of people
born overseas and 22.2% of households speaking a language other than English (Australian
Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2016). Whilst many migrants prefer to settle in capital cities (Chand &
Tung, 2019), there are growing numbers of migrants settling in regional and rural areas of Australia
(Forrest & Dunn, 2013; Wilding & Nunn, 2017). The City of Ballarat is no exception to this, with
17.6% of people in the Ballarat community born overseas. In addition to migrants who specifically
chose to live in regional areas (Klocker et al., 2021), Australian government policy has been
designed to attract migrants to regional areas through both employment and humanitarian visa
pathways (Boese & Phillips, 2017; Dufty-Jones, 2014; Forrest & Dunn, 2013). However, these
government policies tend to focus upon the economic contribution of migrants to regional areas
and offer little guidance on the social and cultural aspects of settlement (Boese & Phillips, 2021).
Hence, there tend to be variations in how different localities approach settlement support and
community diversity across Australia (Boese & Phillips, 2021).
In general, multiculturalism has been the main policy approach to diversity in Australia since the
1970s, a time that also saw multiculturalism gain popularity around the world (Mansouri & Modood,
2021). Unlike the earlier assimilationist policies, multiculturalism provided recognition and equality
for different cultural groups within communities (Keddie, 2014; White, 2021). In Australia, the
introduction of multiculturalism as a policy approach reflected the changing sentiment at the time,
as exemplified by the abolition of the White Australia policy and government attempts to attract
migrants from a wider range of cultures, including from non-English speaking backgrounds
(Mansouri & Modood, 2021). Multiculturalism has had some success in Australia in shaping the
cultural identity of the community and lessening experiences of discrimination (Krieken, 2012).
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Despite the promotion of multiculturalism in Australia for many decades, there are still existing
public views that do not reflect these principles in practice. For example, even though 84% of
respondents in a national survey agreed that ‘multiculturalism has been good for Australia’, there
was still a lot of negative sentiment shown towards some specific cultural groups, particularly those
from Africa, Asia, and the middle east (Markus, 2020). Public sentiment showed a preference for
migrants to assimilate and integrate into ‘local’ culture with 60% of respondents agreeing that ‘too
many immigrants are not adopting Australian values’ (Markus, 2020). In addition, research from the
perspectives of migrants shows that many people of non-white appearance experience
discrimination and racism in Australia (Elias, Mansouri & Paradies, 2021).
In recent years, multiculturalism has fallen out of favour in many parts of the world, particularly in
Europe (Elias, Mansouri & Sweid, 2021). In this context of decreased appetite for multiculturalism,
alternative ways of framing and governing diversity have emerged. Two major policy alternatives
that have arisen in this context are interculturalism (Mansouri & Modood, 2021; White, 2021) and
social cohesion (Cheong, Edwards, Goulbourne & Solomos, 2007; Grillo, 2007). Each of these
concepts will be discussed in the following sections.

Interculturalism
The Intercultural Cities Council aims to assist local municipalities to design and implement policies
and practices that reflect the principles of interculturalism (White, 2021). Interculturalism is
intended to promote shared interactions between all cultures within a community (Guilherme &
Dietz, 2015). The Council of Europe (2015) propose three pillars for intercultural cities. These
include:
1. Recognition of diversity
2. Fight for equal rights
3. Promotion of positive interaction
The Council of Europe (2008) outlines two important principles of interculturalism. The first is
‘intercultural integration’, which refers to the need for two-way learning. This principle states that it
is not only recent arrivals who need to learn to adapt to the culture of a city, but that the city and
existing community need to learn to adapt to the cultures that new arrivals bring (Council of
Europe, 2008). The second principle is the ‘diversity advantage’ which refers to the idea that
diversity should be viewed as something that adds value to a community, rather than something
that must be accommodated (White, 2021). The diversity advantage has, however, been subject to
critique due to its propensity to encourage cities to frame this ‘advantage’ through economic
indicators (White, 2021), rather than through consideration of the social and cultural benefits that
migrants bring to communities (Boese & Phillips, 2021).
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In Australia, interculturalism has emerged in small pockets as a complementary approach to
diversity, though multiculturalism remains dominant (Elias, Mansouri & Paradies, 2021; Mansouri &
Modood, 2021). There has not been a strong retreat from multiculturalism in Australia as there has
been in Europe, and therefore there has not been a need to search for a replacement policy
(Mansouri & Modood, 2021). In a recent national survey in Australia, respondents did not
understand the distinction between multiculturalism and interculturalism and were more familiar
with multiculturalism due to its national prominence over the past four decades (Elias, Mansouri &
Sweid, 2021). In Australia, interculturalism has not been promoted heavily at the national level, but
rather has been implemented locally through councils, schools, and neighbourhood community
groups (Elias, Mansouri & Paradies, 2021). The City of Ballarat is one of only five local
governments in Australia to sign up as an Intercultural City.

Social cohesion
Scheifer and van der Noll (2017, p. 584) define social cohesion as being present “when individuals
and groups with different cultures, values, beliefs, lifestyles, and socio-economic resources have
equal access to all domains of societal life and live together without conflict”. Despite social
cohesion becoming a popular concept, there are wide variations in how it is understood in both
academic literature (Scheifer & van der Noll, 2017) and in the general community (Sharples &
Colic-Peisker, 2022). Scheifer and van der Noll (2017) reviewed the social cohesion literature and
found that there were three common elements present in all conceptualisations: social relations, a
sense of belonging, and orientation towards the common good. Jenson (1998) suggests five
concepts on a spectrum that can be used to determine the level of social cohesion in a community.
These are: belonging – isolation; inclusion – exclusion; participation – non-involvement; recognition
– rejection; and legitimacy – illegitimacy.
A high level of social cohesion is generally viewed as a desirable goal for communities (Scheifer &
van der Noll, 2017), despite criticism that it has the potential to estrange some groups, particularly
in relation to ethnic diversity and socioeconomic inequality (Sharples & Colic-Peisker, 2022)
through its propensity to encourage homogeneity over diversity (Moran & Mallman, 2019). Social
cohesion is commonly critiqued for its neoliberal approach to governing diversity, in that it tends to
gloss over structural issues and inequality through its intention to unite community members based
upon commonality (Amin, 2005; Fremeaux, 2005). This tension was present in recent research into
a social cohesion program in metropolitan Melbourne. Here program participants spoke highly of
their enjoyment of the program, whilst acknowledging that it had not changed any of the broader
structural issues that participants said impacted upon their lives and reinforced their minority status
(Stead, 2017). However, other research into social cohesion in two regional communities in
Victoria found that local stakeholders felt that addressing structural concerns was an integral
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component of social cohesion (Moran & Mallman, 2019). Moran and Mallman (2019) indeed
concluded that social cohesion does have the capacity to be delivered in a way that emphasises
social justice and responds to structural issues, rather than promoting an underlying neoliberal
agenda.
Whilst social cohesion as a concept and a matter of academic debate has been present for a long
time, social cohesion as a policy tool for managing diversity gained prominence in the 1990s (Jupp,
Nieuwenhuysen & Dawson, 2007). At this time, when multiculturalism was experiencing a backlash
in many parts of the world, some national governments and organisations (such as the Council of
Europe) started to use social cohesion as a policy strategy (Jupp et al., 2007). In Australia, social
cohesion has been applied at the federal and state levels through initiatives such as Harmony Day
and taskforces designed to prevent intolerance that can lead to violence (Scanlon Institute, n.d.),
and this has influenced local governments and organisations to adopt social cohesion policy tools
to drive programs at the local level (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2013; Moran & Mallman, 2019; Stead, 2017)

The role of local government
In Europe, cities and municipalities are increasingly taking greater responsibility for implementing
their own immigration policies, beyond (or even in contrast to) those being implemented at the
national level (Schiller, 2017; White, 2021). However, sometimes local municipalities and cities
struggle to achieve their desired goals due to lacking the capacity to administer such policies in
practice, a lack that at times leads to a gap between the intent of a policy and its practical reality
(Schiller, 2017). Networks such as the Intercultural Cities program can assist cities to network with
other like-minded municipalities to develop their capacities and share resources (White, 2021).
In Australia, local governments generally play a role in running community events and festivals to
promote cultural diversity (Boese & Phillips, 2017). There is, however, variation in the extent to
which local governments take on responsibilities to aid new migrants and proactively build social
connectedness in the community. This is due to a lack of a specific policy initiatives providing
guidance on how to implement such strategies (Boese & Phillips, 2017). Nonetheless, due to their
capacity to generate collaborative community-based approaches and coordinate the involvement
of local organisations, businesses, and service providers, local councils are well-placed to
implement such strategies (Boese & Phillips, 2017; van Kooy et al., 2020). In the absence of
specific guidance, local councils can draw upon non-governmental networks – such as the
Intercultural Cities program – to provide guidance on their local approach and strategy (White,
2021).
In Victoria, the state government established the Victorian Multicultural Commission in the 1980s. It
has continued to emphasise multiculturalism in its approach to diversity through legislating the
9

Victorian Multicultural Act in 2011. In addition, there is a Minister for Multicultural Affairs and a
Multicultural Affairs portfolio within the Victorian Government Department of Families, Fairness &
Housing (State Government of Victoria, 2021). In the case of the City of Ballarat, despite
multiculturalism remaining the dominant policy approach at the state level, the local council
decided to become an Intercultural City and adopt interculturalism as its lens. The City of Ballarat
thus proactively designs and implements programs to support culturally and linguistically diverse
people within its communities, as exemplified by programs such as IAP. Whilst there is a
leadership program for multicultural leaders at the state level (Multicultural Communities
Leadership in Action Program, Victorian Multicultural Commission, 2022), this program is shortterm and is much briefer than the multiyear program offered by the City of Ballarat.

Summary
In the Australian policy landscape, multiculturalism and social cohesion co-exist with emerging
approaches such as interculturalism, all of them tools utilised by governments to approach diversity
(Mansouri & Modood, 2021). Given the high rates of cultural diversity within the Australian
community (ABS, 2016) and rising rates of diversity within regional areas (Forrest & Dunn, 2013;
Wilding & Nunn, 2017), it is crucial to examine how governments around Australia are responding
to support new migrants and foster a sense of connectedness within their communities. The IAP
initiative by the City of Ballarat provides an opportunity to examine how principles of
interculturalism and social cohesion are being implemented at the local level, and how this initiative
is being experienced by the people who are involved with the program.
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Research methods
The study used an interpretivist research paradigm to examine the perspectives of people involved
in the IAP initiative (Bryman, 2006; Crotty, 1988). The researchers conducted in-depth semistructured interviews with IAP Ambassadors and local Councillors to draw out their lived
experiences of the program (O’Cathain et al., 2007). All Ambassadors who participated in the IAP
initiative between 2019 to 2021 were invited to participate in the research, as were all local
Councillors who represented the City of Ballarat during this period. This research received full
approval from the Federation University Human Research Ethics Committee prior to
commencement.
The aims of the current research were to:
a. Explore the experiences of Ambassadors participating in the IAP initiative; and
b. Analyse how Ambassadors and Councillors interpret and reflect on the value of the
program in enhancing and fostering social cohesion and cultural diversity.

Data collection & analysis
This research used purposive sampling techniques to gain a rich, contextual understanding of IAP
from the perspectives of people with lived experiences of it (Crotty, 1988). All IAP Ambassadors
and local Councillors were invited to participate in an interview via email, following protocols
approved by the Federation University Human Research Ethics Committee. Interested participants
were invited to contact the researchers directly to organise an interview time. Three Ambassadors
from the 2019 – 2021 cohort (30% of ambassadors), one Ambassador from a previous cohort who
stepped in to assist during the COVID-19 pandemic, and two local Councillors agreed to participate
in interviews. This is an appropriate sample size for interpretivist research that emphasises rich,
contextual data (Connelly, 2010). Further demographic details of each participant are not included
in this report, due to the potential ability of readers to identify participants from the Ballarat
community.
The interviews were intended to take place in-person, however, due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
interviews were instead conducted online via Microsoft Teams (five interviews) or telephone (one
interview). Interviews ranged from 31 minutes to six minutes in length. All interviews were
conducted in English by a Federation University researcher.
Interviews were in-depth and used semi-structured questions to encourage the Ambassadors and
Councillors to share their own lived experiences and perspectives of their involvement with IAP
(Yeo et al., 2014). An interpretivist lens was used to acknowledge the shared meaning-making
11

between the participants and the interviewer (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Miller & Glassner, 2011).
The interview questions for the Ambassadors are as follows
1. Can you tell us about why you choose to be an Ambassador on the Intercultural
Ambassador Program (IAP)?
2. Tell us a bit about how this experience impacted on your experience as a migrant.
3. What are the ways in which Ambassadors on the IAP program able to facilitate greater
community awareness and social cohesion?
4. What are the strengths and the systemic barriers you faced participating in the IAP program?
5. Do you have any suggestions/recommendations for the future to strengthen IAP?
6. How has COVID-19 impacted upon your experiences in the IAP program? In which ways
have the changes to the program strengthened your experience? In which ways have the
changes to the program been challenging or difficult?
7. How did you go about engaging with your communities during the pandemic/lockdown?
The interview questions for the Councillors were:
1. Tell us a bit about how you understand concepts of social cohesion and cultural diversity.
2. Tell us a bit about your perceptions of the IAP programs.
3. What are some of the strengths councillors identify about the IAP program?
4. What are some of the barriers the council faces in implementing the IAP program?
5. In what ways can MAP be strengthened to promote cultural diversity through learning and
exchange?
Interviews were recorded (with the participant’s consent) and were confidentially transcribed
verbatim by Pacific Transcription services. The research team then coded the interview transcripts
using a qualitative inductive process (Kumar, 2010) in line with interpretivist paradigm (Crotty,
1988). The research team then used discussion and consensus to reach the theme groupings.
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Findings
The findings demonstrate the perspectives of the Ambassadors and share their insights from their
experiences participating in IAP over three years (2019 – 2021). The findings also draw upon the
views of two Councillors who interacted with the IAP Ambassadors at City of Ballarat events and
initiatives.
The findings are presented in four themes:
1. The motivations of Ambassadors in joining IAP
2. The benefits of IAP
3. Limitations and opportunities of IAP
4. Impact of COVID-19
Each of these themes are outlined using direct quotes from participants so as to prioritise their
lived experiences of the IAP and to share their perspectives of the potential of the program. Some
identifying information has been removed from the direct quotes due to the small sample size and
public awareness of the identity of the Ambassadors.

The motivations of Ambassadors
Ambassadors reported multiple motivations for wishing to be part of IAP in 2019 – 2021. All
Ambassadors explained that the opportunity for them to engage in cultural learning was a strong
motivator for them in becoming an Ambassador. The opportunity to learn from others, to share with
one another, and to educate the community about their cultures were all important, thus reflecting
the intercultural purpose of the program.
I'm part of the member of the Muslim community here in Ballarat. I want to promote
basically about what we're doing as the community member as part of the Ballarat
residents to the local community. Apart from that as well I always have a passion with the
people culture. I studied culture in university and I found that it will contribute positively to
the City of Ballarat if I could engage directly with the City Council and promote what we are
doing as the community member.
As well as general cultural learning, Ambassadors saw opportunities for teaching the wider
community to counteract negative stereotypes, especially regarding culture, religion, gender, and
family life.
[T]o educate people that some - to educate them about the stereotyping and
misconceptions about Islam. Because I am representing the religion and also my cultural
13

background as [specific cultural] background, in Islam itself it has a diverse cultural
background. Apart from that I am from the [specific cultural] background and I am from the
Muslim Islamic religion member, so yeah, I was hoping to get the Muslim community at the
front page as well as promoting my own culture as well.
For many Ambassadors, IAP is not the first time that they have been involved in local cultural or
community groups or volunteer roles. Many have a strong history of representing and working with
their communities in various capacities, and therefore saw IAP as an opportunity for them to
expand upon their existing roles, connect with other groups in the community, and network more
broadly.
Because some of us, though we are in the ambassador group, we were probably all of us
belong to some other community organisation. Some of us have representation at state
level. I know there were one or two ambassadors who were involved with the BRMC,
Ballarat Regional Multicultural Council. So we all have our set of knowledge and our set of
information. When we all came together, it was an opportunity to share and say, hey, we're
doing this, we're doing that.
All Ambassadors saw IAP as an opportunity to meet new people. For some, this was an
opportunity to make new friends, for others, an opportunity to connect with others over shared
experiences as recent migrants to the City of Ballarat. It was also seen as an opportunity to assist
those who had migrated to Ballarat more recently.
I guess my migration story is far and old now. I'm part and parcel of the community. But I
guess the way I see it is how as an experienced migrant and within the program I can help
others more than anything. So it's probably not towards me but how I can make an impact
on others. It's been really good by being able to connect people with what is available and
what council already offers.
Many Ambassadors saw IAP as an opportunity for personal growth and development, which was
also one of their motivations for joining the program.
At that time I wasn't so keen because I think it's a responsibility and I wasn't sure whether I
could really do the job knowing that I had business to deal with and I got family to deal with
and all that. Then I saw the importance of it and I feel like it can make me - it can help me in
a lot of ways to grow personally, personal growth, and maybe help me more to understand
exactly about multiculturalism and interculturalism.
Further specific examples of how Ambassadors experienced personal growth and development are
discussed in the next section detailing the benefits of IAP.
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The benefits of IAP
The benefits of the IAP initiative are discussed in two parts – benefits for the Ambassadors and
impacts upon the wider community.
Benefits for Ambassadors – leadership, confidence & cultural learning
Many Ambassadors discussed the value of connecting with others to share their own experiences
and cultures. IAP provided an opportunity for people to understand different cultures and to
understand others on a deeper level. Some Ambassadors valued the opportunity to connect with
other minority groups and share their experiences of structural challenges. Others also valued the
opportunity to confront their own biases and learn more about the values and beliefs of people
from different cultural backgrounds.
Sometimes with different cultures and all that - my own culture - even within my own culture
in [country of origin], we have different culture in different regions, so you still have to find
out that way, like, why they acting like that? Why their mentality is like that? Because that is
where they come from. We can tend to be biased with people because we don't know their
culture, we don't know their backgrounds, what they believe in in life, and how they've been
brought up and all. Actually, the ambassador program made me see these things.
All Ambassadors discussed the role of IAP in developing their confidence and skills. Many
Ambassadors mentioned that they had learned to ‘stand up for themselves’ and to grow personally
and professionally.
Leadership, people like me, for instance, I'm quite a bit shy. I don't have much confidence,
but I know that because of that I actually did grow personally and also my confidence is
growing and my understanding how other people are. That is, I think, really the core of this
program. It's being achieved, but not quite there yet.
Most Ambassadors saw IAP as primarily being a leadership program to develop participants as
community leaders by creating opportunities for them to take on leadership roles. It also worked to
build their networks and to develop skills such as public speaking.
The strength will be preparing me as an individual to be a leader and the leader itself is not
only for someone that is sitting in the important position in the company or organisation, but
to me it's as the - as a positive leader for the community. It's really impacted how I behave,
how I talk, how I present to the community, not only for their formal events but also for my
daily life, like to be in the community and really careful about the perceptions of others.
Yeah, I think the most important part for me is to become a leader for myself and for the
Ballarat community.
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Ambassadors explained that it was not only the training in their first year of the program that
was beneficial, but that the opportunities to develop and practice their skills over time helped
them to develop their confidence further.
[My] skill to present in the public is more mature than in 2019 to 2021. I felt like I - I felt I am
now more prepared when I am going to talk and especially when meeting with other people,
I feel more confident now… Yeah, pretty much I felt more mature, I felt more confidence to
be in the public and then more careful what I'm going to say, especially if there is a media
present in that event. How I dress as well. I'm really particular and really careful because I
am representing the ambassadors for the City of Ballarat, so I can't just dress casually.
Yes, so that's really impactful, especially the City of Ballarat provide us with leadership
training, communication, cultural knowledge and we are public speaking. That is actually
what we need as local leaders to be at the front page of the media and representing our
own community. I have received a lot of invitations to the local events and that's where
people are starting to have these cultural conversations, where I come from, why I'm
wearing the hijab for example, or do I enjoy living in Ballarat and things like that. That's
what I enjoy the most is meeting new people and learning other people's culture.
Councillors also shared their perceptions of the Ambassadors as confident people who were able
to fulfill roles as leaders within the community.
They're proud and confident enough to volunteer their time to be present at many different
community events. To be seen. To share their knowledge. To share their different cultures.
They seem to do that with great willingness.
What I’ve seen as I’ve said is the intercultural ambassadors gaining their confidence as
they participate in the program and often staying involved in some way. So after they’ve
finished the ambassador program they often stay on as advisors as well. We’ve got quite a
few that have almost been there since the start, and they often go out into the community
and participate really broadly. So it fits in really well with the strategy in people genuinely
being ongoing ambassadors for diversity, cultural diversity and social cohesion as well.
Ambassadors explained that their leadership training and growth in confidence assisted them
beyond their role as a community leader. They also described professional and career benefits
from the skills and networks that they developed in the program.
Particularly because I am now a full-time worker here in a local company in Ballarat, I found
that being trained as the leader per se, it gives me a positive knowledge and skills needed
in my role as well. Particularly interpersonal skills with manager in the company and being
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able to communicate with them about diversity and inclusion and being able to give them
input, what we can do as a big company to accommodate migrant people to work in the
company. Yeah, and also in [country of origin] as well, of course I keep posting it on the
social media what I'm doing as the intercultural ambassador and their feedback was it's so
inspiring and it's representing our culture in a western country and things like that.
This example also demonstrates that this Ambassador was sharing her experiences with her
community in her country of origin to show how she was representing their culture in Australia,
showing that IAP has impact beyond the Ballarat region. Further examples of the wider impact of
IAP are discussed in the next section.
Benefits for the community
One of the major strengths identified by IAP Ambassadors is the opportunities the program creates
for cultural encounters within the Ballarat community. The role of the Ambassadors in organising
and facilitating activities within the community enables people from all cultural backgrounds to
interact with one another and learn from each other. Many of the activities or events use food, art,
or music to create a focus and a basis for sharing, as well as to attract community members to
attend. Ambassadors shared examples of various events they had initiated or attended and the
cultural learning that had taken place there.
I actually went to his church and we had a dinner there and it was good to share it with
people from other communities and actually that dinner was every ambassador kind of
cooked something from their region and brought it all. So it was a fair mix of food and some
of the food were totally new to people of that traditionally Anglo-Saxon background in
Ballarat, which was very interesting how they first approached it and there was some
apprehension in it. A bit - it's virtually the same way of how they first respond to migrants,
not knowing what to expect. Then once they tasted it, it's like there was a whole queue for
it. Suddenly they realise, oh, that's really good. It doesn't look good. It's not what you would
traditionally go for, but once you've tasted it, you realise, actually, it's better than the normal
lamingtons that they were all chasing for and that ran out.
Ambassadors gave examples of times when their involvement in IAP generated opportunities for
them to interact with people from different cultural backgrounds in the community and to enable
sharing and learning to take place.
So when I shared that story in the newspaper and it get published, one of my colleague,
who I never spoke to her before, but she came to me as the main message. She said that's
the most beautiful story I've ever heard. Yeah, we share the same values. We share - I
think we, in the most urgent times or in the most uncertain times, we share the same
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values. That's humanity. Yeah. That's kind of things like I think it's more than just culture
cohesion.
Ambassadors also discussed the importance of being a representative for their community, to be
able to feed back the views of the community to council and to try to have their community needs
heard and met. For example, Ambassadors gave examples of contributing to consultations held by
council after speaking with elders in the community and communicating their community’s views to
council on their behalf. Ambassadors felt that their communities were passionate about community
building, and that they could assist the community to do this as their representative in IAP.
I think what the [IAP] does is by having an ambassador of a certain nationality or
community group, it first creates the awareness that council does recognise the presence of
that community group within the larger community. It creates a bit of a liaison person,
because when you're an ambassador, you kind of start to know people working at council
and all of that. So if that community group needs to reach out specially to the intercultural
section, they've got someone there who can do the liaison work for them.
Many Ambassadors explained that IAP was importance for representation. The chance to have
Ambassadors from minority groups enabled a representative from those communities to be present
at events and in the media. This enables other people from the community to see themselves and
to feel that their community is being recognised and heard.
I do believe if you don’t have the [re]presentation, it means nothing. Just how to say that? It
just like - one of the important things is that you show people you are there. To be there is
more important than anything.
Ambassadors explained that IAP was important for cultural and social cohesion in the community
and gave examples of their own personal understanding of these terms.
[C]ultural cohesion is a really big topic. In my understanding, it just comes from layers,
different layers. Maybe the basic layer is that you have some people in your community that
- who is open minded. Who want to explore. That's a cultural and also to understand the
interest, stay interest with another culture or something like that. Secondly, would be like do
you have anything in common? Do you have - it's not just the general cultural background.
It's maybe like how you face the same - how you deal with the same challenge. How you so basically it's like your core value. You think your mission and those with the connection
with your community or something like that. I always believe that the first things you need to
have cultural representation there, then move to the next level.
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Councillors also shared their views on social cohesion and the value that IAP brings to the
community.
[S]ocial cohesion is about our community with lots of diversity coming together and working
in a positive manner. Being able to achieve good outcomes and a healthy and happy
community with full of all sorts of differences. Positively and actively participating in
community… Our community is full of all sorts of different social sets, all sorts of levels in
our community. All sorts of operational, educational and diverse groups of people. The way
they think. The way they operate. The way they participate in employment, in business and
the likes. We have a growing intercultural network or multicultural network that possibly
reflects a little more of what Ballarat looked like back in the gold rush. There was a
significant cultural diversity represented on the gold fields. Over the years I think that's
waxed and waned. I think more recently there seems to be a greater influx of diversity in
cultural style. With that diversity comes a whole different set of social groups, social
networks. The way I see our multicultural, our ambassador program working is being able
to unify a lot of that diversity. Bringing people together with a great deal of pride. Retaining
their heritage. Retaining their individual cultures and the ability to try and pull those cultures
together with some degree of social sets. So that they're not all in silos within our
community.
it’s evolved in a pretty interesting way over the last few years too adding that intercultural
city lens too which talks about the connections across cultures and how that is really
important in building that social cohesion… it does have that really interesting philosophy
which I think we can really see in action already, that it’s not about seeing different cultural
groups as quite separate to each other, it’s really about connecting them up with each other
and the entire community so it’s – I don’t know it’s like a bit of a spider web isn’t it really?
That you want in terms of social cohesion or a net, people need to be connected or feel
connected in lots of different ways.
Limitations and opportunities of IAP
Ambassadors and Councillors discussed some challenges within the IAP initiative, as well as
opportunities for future development and growth. These limitations and opportunities are presented
in four sub-sections:
1. Role expectations and ambassador responsibilities
2. Recognition of ambassadors
3. Program scope and role
4. Participants’ future aspirations for IAP
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Role expectations & ambassador responsibilities
Many Ambassadors discussed the level of responsibility that they felt in their role. Whilst
Ambassadors felt that their participation in the program generated many benefits for themselves
personally as well as for the wider community, they also felt that this included a large component of
personal responsibility.
Then we're getting to the middle session, probably second year or I think late of the first
year, I realised it's a huge responsibility. It's really a - it's not just every time when we go out
to show our cultural difference, to tell the citizens about our cultural diversities. I feel that
kind of like a responsibility, a sense of responsibility every time and it built up slowly for me
to realise that I sometimes need to reflect my actions to see whether it's going to bring a
positive impact. Also, I will check with some elder members in our community to say - just
to discuss those problems. Like what I can do or what I can bring to the - to this program.
So it's just not like one way through. Like I have something get from MAP program but also
it's just build a channel for me to talk about several issues and also to bring all the
information from our community to this program and then talk about it. Like I said, it's just
like a responsibility that are taken. Not just representing myself, but also represent our
culture, our community, and also represent of course [IAP] program.
Ambassadors explained that their role is voluntary, and sometimes they felt a clash between their
professional commitments, personal responsibilities and their role as an Ambassador. Some
Ambassadors, particularly women with caring responsibilities, described a need to juggle their
responsibilities and reported feeling pressured by competing demands.
Sometimes you've got to make sure that you have priority, right? You have to prioritise your
family and your business, and the time is not there. You cannot just juggle so much and put
yourself in a lot of stress because you want to do things at once. It cannot be done. In the
end also it's pressure and actually it's voluntary work. It's not something that for people is a
livelihood. It's not. It's a voluntary work. So I did what I can do. What I'm available at, then I
try.
Some Ambassadors mentioned the time of day as being a limitation for them, because most of the
events took place during business hours, and therefore clashed with their employment
responsibilities. Some gave examples of having to negotiate with their managers to attend events
in the Ambassador role but explained that they could not do this frequently. Therefore,
Ambassadors attended what they could and tried to find a balance between all their
responsibilities.
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I guess that's the proportion of the commitment that we give into this role and that does
actually clash with the working hours. Most of the events or programs are held during
working days and in the day time which pretty much is really tricky for me to select which
one that I would love to come. To be honest, all of the programs and events that we're
presenting are really interesting and really tempting to attend there, but because I have
other - like my primary commitment is for my workplace so I can't attend all of them.
The role expectations of Ambassadors and their feelings of responsibility were connected to their
sense of recognition, which will be discussed in the next sub-section.
Recognition of ambassadors
Ambassadors discussed the level of recognition that they felt in their role. Many Ambassadors
gave examples of when they had attended consultations or provided feedback from their
community to the council and explained that they felt recognised during the session.
Yeah, I feel they are listening. Definitely. [Something that] those questions or I'll say the
challenge has been real good captured. I didn't know whether they have a plan to improve
it or have a plan to implement our suggestion but definitely in that consultation session, I
feel I'm heard.
Other Ambassadors felt that IAP and their role as Ambassadors did not receive sufficient
recognition from the council, above and beyond the staff members immediately responsible for the
program.
Well, the whole understanding about this program and also the whole understanding about
what we are doing. I don’t think we get enough attention from the whole city council. Like to
understand - to give us - well, maybe not - I think the communication part. So what we
involved, I think it just like very base level. Well, the whole understanding about this
program and also the whole understanding about what we are doing. I don’t think we get
enough attention from the whole city council. Like to understand - to give us - well, maybe
not - I think the communication part. So what we involved, I think it just like very base level.
Some Ambassadors specifically mentioned the Councillors and explained that they had not met
many of them, which did not reflect their expectations when they became Ambassadors. Some
Ambassadors also discussed the importance of the Councillors in recognising the work of the
Ambassadors. These Ambassadors therefore felt that their work was not being noticed or
appreciated.
[s]ome councillors, we haven't met them really. We have not really been introduced to
them. Only the people that - only them that is always there. Maybe they're not - they don't
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even know our names. Is that okay? Is that right like that? You run this program and then
you don't know who are these people, the importance of these people, or something. I think
we need to feel also that we are important. I know some during - who were invited when
there are some ceremonies, some celebrations and all that - maybe I might be wrong, but
not all of them are there. There might be some that everyone can go and introduce each
other. The whole councillor - how many of them, they should come - we should come
together and know each other. If you don't know your representatives working for you, the
programs that you're doing, and they don't know who you are, I don't know, I don't think that
seems right.
Other Ambassadors discussed the role of resourcing as a form of recognition. Ambassadors
explained that despite the Ambassador role being voluntary, having access to resourcing for IAP
events and initiatives assisted them to achieve more in their role and make them feel recognised.
What budget-wise? I mean, it's a voluntary thing. You might give us some food every now
and then when there is a meeting or seminar and all that, but if you want the program, you
have to spend money. You have to put something for that.
Councillors also raised resourcing as a challenge for the future viability of IAP and explained that
sustainable resourcing was important for continuing to grow and develop the program and
associated events.
Some of the challenges can sometimes be around resourcing and funding particular
projects or opportunities that come up, I think. So having a really clear long-term vision of
exactly what our resources will build, the capacity of the program.
Aside from recognition from council, Ambassadors also discussed the importance of recognition
from their own communities and the wider community. Some Ambassadors reported feeling valued
within their communities, whereas others did not feel as though their community fully understood
the potential for either their role as an Ambassador or IAP in general.
But even with my own community, at the moment I think it has not sink in well with them yet
the importance of having a representation, or represented by an ambassador with the
intercultural program. I would have loved it to be more acknowledged and be more
recognised in a very - make people in the community think that this is a big program, this is
not just any program. This is working towards a goal. Making people understand and united
in a way and understand each other's culture and beliefs and religion and be more
acceptable with things surrounding them. Be more open to the ideas that there are different
people out there, but we're still the same. We got the same blood. We got red blood
regardless of the skin colour that we have, regardless where we come from.
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The Ambassadors’ desires to create greater community awareness and acknowledgement of IAP
connects with the program scope and role, issues to be addressed in the next sub-section.
Program scope & role
Ambassadors discussed the current role and scope of IAP, acknowledging the success of IAP thus
far as a platform for intercultural sharing and representation within the community. Ambassadors
also mentioned some of the recognition that IAP has already received, as well as discussing the
potential for the program to continue to develop further.
With all this - with everyone representing their own community, we have this - I think they
do their part, being part of any ceremony, celebrations, and sometimes speeches and all
that. The awareness is going around, but we're still young. I think we have a lot of room to
grow and expand all this. What's missing right now? We're getting there in a way. We are
now already - actually we've been recognised as the first intercultural city in Australia.
That's a big one. That's a big one that MAP has - Ballarat has been put in the spotlight.
One of the limitations discussed by Ambassadors was that IAP events often attract ‘the same
faces’ in the community. Ambassadors discussed the need to develop a strategy to try to attract a
wider range of community members to attend events, and to continue their involvement in the
program in the longer-term.
I believe that what the City Council program that they already have is actually already
creating a forum or a space where we can engage with the locals, but the thing is I found
that the audience are always the same. The people who come into the program or to the
events that we created is always the same. I don't know. It's probably because the media
budgets that we have to promote these events are more broader to the whole community,
Ballarat residents, but I just found that it's only the same people coming and events - we've
seen some new faces coming to our events but that's only one-offs. There is no follow up.
Alongside the Ambassadors’ enthusiasm for continuing to develop the scope of the program,
Ambassadors also recognised the importance of resourcing to enable this to occur.
Well, I would say definitely we have a lot of chance to talk about our own uniqueness and
also our common values. Just we don’t have enough resource to do things that we can
share the same values.
The enthusiasm that Ambassadors show for IAP can be seen in the ideas that they share about
ways in which IAP could develop further in future iterations of the program. These ideas are
discussed in the next sub-section.
Participants’ future aspirations for IAP
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All the Ambassadors shared ideas for developing IAP further. Some of these ideas included
strategies for strengthening the experiences of the Ambassadors and providing them with
additional support. One such idea was to build the role of mentors within the program to enable
each Ambassador to have someone to provide them with individual support.
The connection between the mentor and the ambassadors is quite weak. We don’t have
enough chance to talk to them, to understand their - basically, what I would suggest is that
we can have like a one to one mentor and ambassador connections. So then if people have
got their own problems or if anything they want to talk outside of this program, just to
emphasise - to address their own obviously concerns. That would be someone who they go
for. They would be the go-to person in this program. So I would say yeah, to have another
support for a mentor [would be] my suggestions.
Other suggestions involved more regular meetings for the Ambassadors, both with each other and
with council staff. It was thought that this would give the Ambassadors greater opportunities to
connect with each other and share ideas, as well as to receive more guidance on their roles and on
upcoming events and activities.
I think this is what I could suggest as well for the [IAP] program, to have these at least twice
a month, like between the ambassadors to have their own meeting and catch up just to ask
how are we going and what we're planning. Because I think pretty much once we're
delegated as the ambassadors, they just leave us to do whatever we want, which I think it's
certainly wrong. We still need directions what we need to do. We just - we don't just like we see the invitation without having understanding what we're going to do or what we're
going to represent.
I think that the Council needs to give us more directions, give us more plan ahead and give
us equally shared who amongst us that's going to represent the ambassadors.
Other aspirations related to the representation of local cultural communities by Ambassadors in the
IAP. Many Ambassadors expressed disappointment that there are only 10 Ambassadors at a time,
meaning that only 10 cultural groups are represented at any one time. Some Ambassadors felt that
there should be an opportunity for all cultural groups, big and small, within the Ballarat community
to be represented for the program to be truly intercultural.
If you want to know the cultures and all that, let someone be there and represent
themselves. Be represented. We don't know the others, the little ones. We know the big
ones, the ones out there. But the little ones. If you want to have leadership, you want to
create so many leaders, give them the chance. Not just a few. That's my - I strongly believe
in that. It should be represented all communities. All the different cultural groups should be
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represented. Make it important. Make people go, I got this community, they are small, but
they got a representative. They will be proud of them. They're in the spotlight. That's how - I
believe that way.
As well as greater cultural representation, many Ambassadors discussed opportunities for IAP to
expand its reach within the community. Ambassadors suggested that they could attend workplaces
and education providers to give talks and raise awareness about their own cultures and about
cultural learning in general.
Maybe these cultural ambassadors need to get into the work places where they can give a
talk about our experience and what we hope from doing that education… I think that's really
good because many, many people are asking a silly question, but actually it's not silly.
Having a more face to face event in the workplaces, at schools and at universities. Not only
the programs that they created but also engaging other organisations to give some time
and space for us to give a talk and to educate other organisations about diversity and
inclusions.
Ambassadors also shared ideas for future events and community spaces that could be created in
Ballarat to create more opportunities for intercultural encounters. Ambassadors suggested events
such as street festivals, as well as other events involving food and music, that they would like to
organise. Ambassadors would appreciate further opportunities to design and facilitate such events.
In addition, one Ambassador suggested an intercultural garden to create a space for celebrations
and gatherings.
One thing – someone said this already – they’d like an intercultural garden. Make
intercultural garden or intercultural park. There should be something to strengthen that
thing. Then anything, little celebrations for any cultural groups, that can be done in there. It
can be side by side with different people. Then there would be some acknowledging, this
one there.
In general, Ambassadors expressed enthusiasm for the future of the IAP initiative and felt that it
would continue to grow and develop, and – alongside other council programs – promote
interculturalism within the Ballarat community.
It will be interesting what the other - what our successors will do. I have good faith in this
[IAP] program in the future ahead and yeah, pretty much what the City of Council Ballarat is
doing is great. Not all of the City Councils have this program and we are so much
representing that we are a community who embrace diversity and there will be a lot of
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opportunity and a lot of effort that the City Council can do. They can do more than just this
program.
All Ambassadors acknowledged that the current iteration of IAP had not been able to reach its full
potential due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is outlined in the next section.
Impact of COVID-19 on IAP
Ambassadors discussed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the IAP initiative. Timing-wise,
the Ambassadors in this iteration of the program had completed their training and were about to
commence fully in their roles just as the first lockdown in Victoria began in March 2020. After that
time, there were lockdowns and various levels of restrictions for the remaining years of this
iteration of IAP. This meant that there were fewer opportunities for face-to-face meetings and
community events than anticipated.
The inability to meet, catch up, the inability to have a face-to-face event. Cutting short the
art exhibition and I'm sure after that there would have been a lot more itself. I think one of
the intercultural gala dinner, yeah, it did get cancelled, because I think it was a matter of
days, two days, before we went in lockdown or even if it wasn't a lockdown, it was some
restriction that couldn't - you couldn't have 200 people in a hall, so it wasn't worth it.
Many Ambassadors expressed their disappointment in the restrictions of the social aspects of the
program and in their inability to interact with each other and the broader community during their
time as Ambassadors.
The social aspect with it. Because I would have loved - we miss out on - normally I heard
people - we would be invited with this to ceremonies or some programs or some dancing,
some parties, we miss all that. Two years we miss all that. There is, as I said, no
stimulation, nothing there to look forward to really. Socially, that's all - the social aspect of it,
it's kaput. [Laughs]
The Councillors also explained that they too had had fewer opportunities to meet and interact with
the Ambassadors during this iteration of the program due to the COVID restrictions preventing
some of the usual events from taking place.
It's been a very difficult three years. Because two of that has been through Covid. Really,
the last year, their extended version of, we've all just been getting back into a bit of a
pattern. I haven't had as much to do with this particular set of ambassadors. I see them and
I hear them and they come along to different events.
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As well as impacting the planned program, COVID-19 affected the Ambassadors themselves and
led to some changes within the group. For instance, some of the Ambassadors moved back to their
countries of origin and some of mentors (previous Ambassadors) stepped into Ambassador roles.
We had opening then it was put on hold. So just like that. A lot of things or a lot of obviously the planned opportunities has to put on hold which stop us to think about from
that direction. Also, like what I bring to this topic is that the whole environment changed. A
lot of people lost their jobs. Have some changes in their personal life, like me, moved out
from Ballarat and moved back to [city of origin]. So it's a personal change. Also impacted
this program. So last year was quite unstable from my side. Just I'm not very stable. So I
really didn’t have too much work connection with ambassadors but I still keep the personal
connections though.
Ambassadors explained that during the lockdowns they attempted to stay connected via social
media and online channels. However, many Ambassadors felt that, in hindsight, more could have
been arranged online if the Ambassadors and organisers had realised that the lockdowns and
restrictions would end up lasting for almost the whole iteration of the program.
I think got very quiet during lockdown. But we just kind of tried to maintain the group
together cohesively to maintain communication, hoping that things would be better, but I
think it didn't get better till pretty much the very end. So a lot of things had to be cancelled
during, but anyway I think it comes down to the next group.
Sadly, we had COVID to come in and put everything back to a halt. I guess we should learn
from COVID. A lot - I know council in general has done a lot of events or tried to move a lot
of things online, but the MAP I guess failed a little bit in there.
I don't remember anything recent with all ambassadors logging online to have a meeting,
even though we're all on our couch or something like that. We could have run a few
community events online too, which could have been from information session to a bit of
training for the whole community. I think that could be done.
Some Ambassadors acknowledged that the organisers had done their best during the lockdowns,
but that it was very difficult to move a program online that relies upon social interaction and
community events to fulfill its main purpose.
You get to know a person. There's better communication. Right now, the two of us are
talking, it's fine, but put a group of 10 on a Teams meeting and you'll see if it's more than
two people - I'm not even sure others are able to talk; whether that goes through or whether
it's a kerfuffle of noise and you can't work out who's talking, who's saying what. It's easier to
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communicate when you're all around the table in the same room. I guess it's also easier to
come up with ideas, share ideas. There's a lot of communication that gets blocked [when
you're] seeing someone through a screen.
However, alongside the impacts of COVID-19 on IAP, some Ambassadors acknowledged that they
were able to play a positive role within the community and provide assistance during the pandemic
and lockdowns, particularly through giving out masks to nursing homes and providing culturally
appropriate and language specific information.
So back to 2020, March I think. In March. At that time, I think everyone just got a little bit
information about the COVID-19 pandemic and everyone sort of like quite panic. I think we
are short of supply - short supply of mask in Ballarat. Also, in our community, there's Asian
people get attacked in Melbourne. Just because they're saying that COVID is come from
Asian and well, Asian is the people to blame. Especially Chinese. So it's quite - it's quite
disappointed. However, it was something out of my control, like the whole environment just
like that. But what I did at that time is to send a lot of - like the mask, we send by our
families. They're also worried about our safety. So they send a lot of masks to us and then
we're shipping those - we give those masks to our nursing home at the time. Nursing home
and also elder care place just to give them some support. Because I think they needed
those masks as well.
So through that we did get updates about COVID and things. So if there was any
information that could be of interest to a particular community group, I'll share it, like, when
they did the COVID information packs in different languages. So I sent the link to the group,
so they could share the link to the respective languages to their communities. It creates a
very good flow of information in itself. It also is a great opportunity to spread any
information within the community. Any sort of COVID information itself was one of these
things - initially, I think the State Government kind of overlooked the need to have culturally
appropriate information at the time…. But by being able to have this and spread around
communities, it's helped a lot of the communities. I know some of the smaller communities
actually have some of the highest vaccination rate, especially in some of the areas like
Ballarat, just because the right information was allowed to be spread around, instead of
giving them false information that was totally incorrect.
Therefore, despite the challenges and disappointments felt by Ambassadors during the pandemic,
some Ambassadors were able to provide assistance and play a role within the community as
leaders.
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Discussion
The City of Ballarat’s Intercultural Ambassador Program (IAP) forms part of a much larger tapestry
of multicultural/intercultural policies that are largely seen as ‘successful’ by international and
Australian observers (Mansouri & Modood, 2021). Multi- or Intercultural Ambassador programs are
being replicated with great success by a number of regional administrations in Australia. Despite
the fact that immigration has been used as a political wedge to split Australian voters from the mid1990s onward, multiculturalism is widely regarded as desirable in Australia (Mansouri & Modood,
2021). The most recent issue of the Mapping Social Cohesion Report (MSCR) indicates that in
2021 only 3% of the 3,572 surveyed participants ‘strongly disagreed’ with the statement that
multiculturalism has been good for Australia (Markus, 2021). This stands in marked contrast with
many European countries where, particularly over the last two decades, the concept of
multiculturalism has generated strong reactionary responses (Mansouri & Modood, 2021;
Rodriguez-Garcia, 2010). To be sure, the MSCR highlights an astonishing increase in the
perception of racism in Australia: When asked ‘how big a problem is racism in Australia’, 60% of
the 2021 respondents reported that it is a ‘very big problem’ or a ‘fairly big problem’ – up from 40%
in November 2020. The report also brings to light a persistent hierarchy of racist stereotypes. Here,
while a low 6% of the surveyed respondents reported negative attitudes towards migrants from the
United Kingdom or Germany, 27% reported negative attitudes towards migrants from India, 38%
towards migrants from Lebanon, 43% towards migrants from China and 46% towards migrants
from Sudan. More generally, 32% of respondents reported negative attitudes towards Muslim
Australians. A total of 40% of all respondents born in Asia reported having experienced
discrimination in the 12 months leading up to the 2021 survey (Markus, 2021). What is more,
around 60% of the 2020 sample responded that too many migrants failed to adapt to the local
culture (Markus 2020). These statistics suggest that policies that address racism, prejudice and
discrimination along ethnic lines remain an important issue in Australia. The City of Ballarat has
been at the forefront in the development of a multi-/intercultural ambassador program that has
demonstrated significant potential.
As an intercultural program that seeks to foster and facilitate intercultural interactions at the level of
civil society, the City of Ballarat’s IAP could be classified as what has been called a ‘light touch’
approach – an approach with a limited impact on structural inequalities (i.e. inequalities that are reproduced by institutions and policies of governance) (Levy Paluck et al., 2020). At the same time,
the program provides participants with skills to improve their ability to disseminate messages
across a broad public. Such capacities ultimately recognise and validate cultural diversity,
educating and potentially de-sensitising the wider public about beliefs and customs of ethnic
minorities and cultural difference. In this sense, the scope of the IAP is somewhat wider than
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conventional intercultural programs that incorporate opportunities for “expressive discourses”
(Young, 2011). The IAP further encourages linkages across other City of Ballarat initiatives, such
as featuring IAP Cultural Ambassadors (CA) in cultural celebrations of ethnic diversity, multi-ethnic
councils, and advisory committees. These points suggest that its scope is largely local, focusing in
intercultural terms on transformations through relational engagement (Mansouri & Modood, 2021).
Multiculturalism and interculturalism are based on the moral assertion that individuals and
communities have the right to maintain their cultural identities and that governments have an
obligation to address cultural biases that are reproduced by institutions of the state (Klein, 2020;
Reitz, 2009). One of the key questions that arise from this assertion is ‘how can this be achieved?’,
particularly within a context where racial bias and prejudice is not uncommon. There is a
considerable body of evidence summarising the efficacy of anti-prejudice programs from a
psychological perspective. A recent review summarising this literature highlights that programs (i.e.
prejudice education; peer influence, discussion and dialogue; social categorisation; entertainment;
face-to-face, extended and imagined contact; and light touch interventions) targeting prejudice tend
to be successful to various degrees (Levy Paluck et al., 2020). Light touch interventions potentially
lead to behavioural and/or attitudinal change, although their effects are often “limited in size, scope
or duration” (Levy Paluck et al., 2020, p. 553). However, the evidence regarding the efficacy of light
touch approaches is still relatively ‘thin’ (Levy Paluck et al., 2020). More recent studies
incorporated in the systematic review conducted by Levey Paluck et al. (2020) foreground that light
touch studies can produce behavioural change resulting in reduced discriminatory behaviour
toward outgroups while not resulting in any attitudinal change. Behavioural change that is not
anchored in attitudinal change can easily revert to previous behaviour patterns if the wider sociopolitical context changes. Bearing this in mind, it might make sense to broaden the approach of the
IAP, specifically by exploring linkages with administrative contexts to address structural inequalities
reproduced by government institutions and develop policies to anchor changes in socioadministrative structures. The most recent generation of anti-prejudice programs attempt to
harness synergies derived from different theoretical approaches. More research is needed to
ascertain whether synergies are indeed generated by multi-theory approaches (Levy Paluck et al.,
2020).
Leadership development programs have been the focus of academic debates for the last century.
While there is a very large body of literature outlining the contexts and various approaches that
enable leadership training, there are still major questions regarding the efficacy of leadership
development programs, particularly within community settings that have remained under-explored.
Basic findings from a series of evaluations suggest that community leadership development
programs tend to (a) be positively regarded by participants, (b) have a very limited impact on the
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basic knowledge of the community, (c) increase the self-perception of participants’ leadership
behaviour, and (d) result in participant views that their new skills had generated positive changes
at a persona and organisational level (Emery et al., 2007; Fredricks, 1998). Interviews with
Ambassadors in the current research confirm these insights. Ambassadors were unanimously very
positive about their participation in the program. They learned skills that they thought of as relevant
and important, and they felt that the program strengthened their leadership capacities and abilities
to engage with a wide range of stakeholders. As expected, their participation in events
strengthened their public speaking skills, increased their confidence, and increased their
professional and personal networks (see also Wituk et al., 2005). They felt that the skills they
acquired assisted them to broadcast emotionally engaging information about their communities
that in their eyes promoted a deeper level of cultural understanding and contributed to greater
cultural and social cohesion (see also Apaliyah et al., 2012; Emery et al., 2007).
Interestingly, a review of 43 community leadership programs across North America conducted by
Bono et al. (2010) highlights that community leadership development programs, regardless of the
motivation of participants, tend to give rise to new community activities upon their completion and
thus may have social integrative outcomes. More recent studies have questioned the utility of
‘transactional’ approaches to leadership development, highlighting that top-down transactional
models often increase project management capacities but fail to translate into changes at the
community level. These points suggest that more emphasis needs to be given to participatory
‘transformational’ strategies (Davies, 2009). Ultimately, community development activities must be
anchored in an ethics of social justice in order to transform culture and society. A number of
authors have highlighted that the level of resourcing available to community leadership training
programs is crucial to generate sustainable, well-networked outcomes (Dale & Newman, 2010;
Gilchrist, 2019; Ledwith, 2020).
Much of the period covered in this report was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. While 2019
was taken up with leadership development activities, the actual intercultural and networking
activities of IAP participants were frequently disrupted in 2020 and 2021. Ambassadors
experienced only limited opportunities to engage with the wider community over this time, felt
isolated, and to some degree disconnected from the program. To be sure, the pandemic and
associated restrictions and funding cuts has exacerbated the challenges faced by civil society
organisations around the globe, leading to a reduction in their involvement in administrative
decision-making processes (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2021). Lessons
learnt during previous infectious disease outbreaks about the importance of including community
groups in the fight against infectious diseases were widely ignored (Nutbeam, 2021). While IAP
participants contributed to the translation of COVID-specific health instructions, thus addressing a
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missing element in the roll-out of public health measures at a state level, their efforts were often
relegated to the community level, thus limiting the potential of the IAP. Overall, the pandemic
brought to light numerous systemic shortcomings that particularly affected CALD communities,
shortcomings that Ambassadors could have played a part in addressing. Indeed, governments that
involved local leaders in co-designing services addressing COVID-specific needs of specific
minorities tended to report successful outcomes (Munte et al., forthcoming). Similarly, other
intercultural programs remained more engaged with the local community via making more creative
use of video and virtual communication (City of Bendigo, 2022). Clearly, adequate resourcing
played a major role in the success of community involvement in these instances. In this sense, the
consultative networks that IAP ambassadors were embedded in could have been used to better
effect. Instead, their involvement in the resolving of pandemic-specific issues appeared to be rather
marginal. This led some of the Ambassadors to question whether the IAP had lost recognition in
the eyes of City of Ballarat administrators, and whether their involvement was increasingly seen as
marginal (see also Wituk et al., 2005).
Nonetheless, while opportunities to apply their new skills in practice were limited by the pandemic,
Ambassadors appreciated the opportunities harboured by the IAP. The events they were able to
attend provided them with opportunities to present their communities in public discussions and thus
provided them with a platform to advocate for issues affecting their communities. Ambassadors
reported that this representation across different platforms and media generated among their
communities a sense of recognition and of being heard.
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Recommendations
The recommendations have been developed from the research findings. It is pertinent to note that
the 2019 – 2021 iteration of IAP occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic. Ambassadors
acknowledged that the pandemic provided them with opportunities to play a positive role within the
community, but that the ongoing lockdowns reduced the capacity of the program to organise
events, networking sessions and community interactions.
The recommendations provide suggestions for future IAP policy and practice:
•

Continue to deliver and support IAP to provide opportunities for cultural learning, education,
networking and relationship building for the purposes of increasing cultural and social
cohesion in the community.

•

Continue to provide ongoing training and other supports offered by IAP to develop the
leadership and community organising skills of Ambassadors.

•

Consider strategies to increase resourcing to reduce the burdens on Ambassadors who
were taking on a large amount of professional responsibility in a voluntary role.

•

Explore the potential of greater resourcing to increase the representation of local cultural
communities through Ambassadors in IAP.

•

Increase the role of mentors within the program to enable each Ambassador to have
someone to provide them with individual support.

•

Connect Ambassadors with Council staff to increase the profile of the IAP program at the
Council level.

•

Organise regular meetings between Ambassadors and Council staff, enabling the groups to
connect and share ideas, as well as for the Ambassadors to receive more guidance on their
roles and on upcoming events and activities.

•

Explore and promote IAP for its potential to counteract negative stereotypes of multicultural
communities in the wider community.

•

Consider ways in which Ambassadors can contribute to raising awareness about their own
cultures and cultural learning in workplaces and education providers.

•

Explore the potential of involving Ambassadors in providing advice regarding culturally
appropriate and language specific information to the community.

•

Explore ways in which Ambassadors, Council staff and elected Council members can work
on a long-term strategy to attract a wider range of community members to attend events,
and to continue their involvement in the program.
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