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The joys of 
socialising 

For many of us, the pandemic forced us to stay home, missing out on the 
joy of socialising. But as we learn new ways to live with COVID, some people 

are leading the way, grabbing their coats and heading out to reconnect
WORDS Heather Gallagher  PHOTOS Christopher Ireland
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When a friend of Australian Unity 
customer Peter Lee invited him 
to attend a social group for 
Cambodian immigrants a few 
years back, he went on a whim. 

“I went to see him there and then I started going,” 
Peter says. “I found something I needed and 
something I liked.”

Peter, 72, is one of many enjoying getting back into 
the swing of things as the pandemic restrictions 
have eased. For Peter, and many like him, being part 
of a group where he can socialise with people from 
his homeland provides a comforting connection.  

Peter is a member of one of two Khmer groups 
hosted by Australian Unity. Facilitated by the 
Multicultural Respite Network (MRN), Australian 
Unity also runs a Chinese group and a Middle 
Eastern group. 

Annette Fenton, Australian Unity Project Officer, 
says COVID stopped the groups meeting in person 
and a lot of participants felt isolated.

“I think getting back into socialising post-pandemic 
is especially important for our customers as many 
experienced social isolation and loneliness during 
and prior to the pandemic. Being able to now 
reconnect and socialise with others has been so 
important for individuals’ mental and physical 
wellbeing,” Annette says.   

Each group has a designated Australian Unity team 
member who speaks their language and is from the 
same cultural background as participants. 

“They’ve left their homelands and it’s difficult 
when living in a country where they weren’t born 
and still want to have connection to their heritage,” 
Annette says. 

“A lot of them have family members who have 
passed and there’s trauma. Here they can connect 
with people who can relate to that. 

“Getting back into a daily routine and connecting 
with their community again is allowing our 
customers to feel that things are somewhat back 
to normal.”

Although Australian Unity kept in touch with 
customers during the lockdowns through regular 
telephone calls, the MRN events were on hold and 
many people missed the friendships they had 
formed through the groups. 

“Witnessing the reunion between group members 
was priceless – hugs and some tears were shed at 
the first groups back,” Annette remembers. 

To ensure that the MRN groups recommenced in 
a safe environment, the venue changed to a local 
club with a thorough COVID-19 safety plan in place. 
By having the groups in a club, customers were 
able to gather as if meeting with friends for lunch 
– with many enjoying the inherently social nature 
of the setting.

The groups meet weekly at the Cabra-Vale Diggers 
Club in Sydney’s Canley Vale. Each session includes 
a hot lunch and other activities such as guest 
speakers, movement classes and outings. 

TOGETHER
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Social scientists have been tracking the effect of 
social connectedness on our overall wellbeing for 
decades – the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index is a 
good example of this. Higher levels of loneliness – 
which were common for all age groups during the 
pandemic – can lower a person’s overall wellbeing 
score. Now that restrictions have eased in Australia, 
it’s important for us to invest more time and energy 
into our social and emotional connectedness. 

Associate Professor Roger Patulny, a 
sociologist from the University of Wollongong, 
makes a distinction between social and 
emotional connection.

SOCIAL CONNECTION

 
For social connection, he recommends messaging 
or calling friends and family members, writing 
letters or arranging to meet up at a local club or 
cafe. Groups such as the Multicultural Respite 
Network organised by Australian Unity or local 
groups (such as RSLs or your local public library) 
work well.

“Better groups tend to run regular activities that 
genuinely reflect members’ interests and input,” 
Professor Patulny says. 

Time to reconnect

PICTURED

Participants from the 
Middle Eastern group 

(L–R) Nagiba Kaka  
and Bahia Kerakos.

Nagiba Kaka, 83, has been attending the Middle 
Eastern group since 2005. After her husband passed 
away in the early 2000s, she fled Iraq as a refugee. 
Now she shares an apartment with her adult son. 
She says she looks forward to attending the group 
each week where she catches up with friends.

Nagiba has also been a speaker at the group, where 
she has relished sharing her life story in both 
English and Arabic.

Lin Sin Liu, 76, has resumed attending the Chinese 
group post-COVID. She admits it was easy to get “a 
bit lazy” staying at home.

“But my daughter said, ‘don’t stay home. You’re 
going to join a group because staying home alone is 
no good’,” she says. 

Lin Sin immigrated from Hong Kong in the 1980s. 
She’s lived by herself in her apartment since her 

husband went into aged care seven years ago.

At the group she enjoys talking with friends, 
playing bingo, the exercise classes and “the food 
is very good”. She also enjoys Australian Unity 
talks where “you can learn a lot”. 

Annette says that incorporating information 
sessions into the monthly program of the MRN 

groups allows customers to learn new information 
and skills with the assistance of an interpreter. 

The  
customers are  

provided with an 
opportunity to engage  
with others who share 

similar language, 
background and  

cultural experiences.”
ANNETTE FENTON,
AUSTRALIAN UNITY  
PROJECT OFFICER
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Join a group
If you are interested in attending one of 
these groups or seeing what social groups 
are available in your local area, contact 
your Australian Unity representative. We are 
expanding our group offering in most locations 
and these groups will have a focus on common 
interests such as art or fitness. 
If you are currently receiving support through 
a Home Care Package, the cost to attend a 
session could be included in your support plan. 
If you are a Commonwealth Home Support 
Programme (CHSP) customer, you will be 
asked to make a small contribution (approx. 
$12.15). This goes towards your lunch and 
transport to and from the session. 

EMOTIONAL CONNECTION

Emotional connection, he says, is more 
about enhancing pre-existing relationships. 
This may be as simple as checking in more 
regularly on your friends and family – or 
having someone check in on you. 

Other general ideas for connection include 
joining a choir, taking up a hobby (such as 
knitting, woodwork or pottery) or, if you live 
alone, exploring the option of getting a pet. 
Chatting to fellow owners at the dog park, 
for example, can be a great way of making 
a new friend and it will get you exercising 
regularly too. 

TOGETHER

Some of these have included information sessions 
on the complexities of Centrelink and how to 
use a smart phone. There’s also been speakers 
from Be Connected program, which helps seniors 
with technology.

“Be Connected is an Australian Government 
initiative aimed at increasing the confidence, 
skills and online safety of older Australians  
in using digital technology,” Annette says.  
“At a recent event, the guest speaker guided the 
customers on how to use their smart phones –  
as many have little or no experience with  
digital technology.” 

The information sessions empower the attendees 
with information and skills that they might find 
difficult to access on their own – due to language 
or technology barriers. 

Annette says she’s seen the positive outcomes 
of supporting and linking customers to specific 
social and community groups. “The customers 
are provided with an opportunity to engage with 
others who share similar language, background 
and cultural experiences. Because the MRN 
customers are all immigrants to Australia, it 
has been important for them to maintain some 
connection to their homeland, their past and  
their identity,” she says. ●

MRN groups meet at Cabra-Vale Diggers 
Club, Canley Vale. For more information 
call the Australian Unity Bankstown 
Branch on 1300 149 307. 

Khmer Group
Mondays 10am–2pm,  
Wednesdays 10am–2pm

Chinese Group
Wednesdays 10am–2pm

Middle Eastern Group
Wednesdays 10am–2pm




