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POL ICY CHANGES - EDITOR IAL

What could Australia learn from the New Zealand 
experience?

There is a risk of overstating the contribution of the Strategy. Many
people in the New Zealand health profession are unaware of its
existence and possible application to their work. Noting these
limitations, the most significant potential gain from this initiative is
the challenge it presents to all professionals working with young
people. It requires them to lift themselves above the boundaries of
their professional context and training to view young people from a
broad holistic perspective. In this position, there is no dominant
issue or problem that is the focus — rather, the focus is on
contributing to the positive healthy development of young people. A
related challenge is to integrate insights gained from this wider
perspective back into their professional sphere.

This can be done by simply using the six principles to ask
questions of a health service. For example, How much is your
service informed by changes in the wider environment (big picture),
such as rising unemployment or media messages? How does your
service assist young people to make connections with other groups
or agencies that can contribute to their wellbeing? How does your
health practice help young people identify their strengths? How do
workers in your service build effective relationships with young
people? And so on.

Feedback received on the Strategy is that its core messages are
very simple — mostly common sense. We hope this is not a
criticism, but just a reminder that we need not overcomplicate
matters and that there is value in simplicity.
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ost publicly available information about mental health
appears to focus on mental illness, and research shows that
most young people interpret “mental health” as meaning

mental illness. It is also known that many “at-risk” young people
lack the necessary social support networks and skills to cope with
adverse life events and that the creative arts are a useful tool for
promoting self-expression, health and wellbeing.

In Focus was a pilot project that aimed to engage and support at-
risk young people (aged 12-25 years) from diverse cultural and
linguistic backgrounds by promoting positive mental health and
wellbeing though the creative medium of photography. 

This collaborative project was funded by the NSW Transcultural
Mental Health Centre and was proudly sponsored by Platinum
Imaging (a Chakra Alliance Member) and Fuji Film. The Transcul-
tural Mental Health Centre’s Youth Mental Health Project worked in
partnership with several youth health, mental health and multicul-
tural services across eastern, central, south-western and western
Sydney in 2003. 

Young people were recruited to participate in interactive work-
shops and outings, culminating in a roving photography exhibition
(October 2003 to April 2004). They were given disposable cameras
and encouraged to explore and capture images that they felt best
reflected positive mental health and wellbeing and the experience of
living in a culturally diverse society. 

In Focus enabled service providers to connect with young people
who were particularly at risk because of language barriers, poor
literacy skills, homelessness or risk of homelessness, education
break down, or under-utilisation of youth health services because of
stigma or lack of awareness. The project allowed youth health
workers and young people to engage in a creative, positive and
constructive process to explore issues and portray images relating to

mental health and multicultural Australia — themes particularly
relevant in today’s political and social climate. Most importantly, In
Focus promoted the mental health and wellbeing of the young
people involved by providing them with access to early intervention
services such as counselling; encouragement to re-engage with their
schooling to pursue the creative arts; and the chance to express their
thoughts and make new friends. As a medium for self-expression for
these young people, photography proved to be an accessible yet
powerful communication and educational tool. 
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This is a 
very old Ford 
and it is a big 
5.8L and I like cars.
Paul, 22 years In Focus
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Well, the reason I chose to take this type of image is that I
think that the type of possessions we own are valuable as
they reflect on what type of person we are. The types of
possessions shown in my image are very valuable to me as
they show that I’m a very colourful and outgoing teenage
girl. They reflect on the type of personality I have, on the
type of person I am, which is important.

Asia, 16 years

In Focus




