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This paper examines and defines the principles and practices underpinning a ‘woman-to-woman’ approach, a participatory model of health education adopted by The Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health. The Centre, previously known as ‘WHICH’ (Women in Industry and Community Health), has been providing health information specifically to immigrant and refugee women for over thirty years.   

Through a critical discussion of the concept of ‘participation’ and a brief history of the Centre’s operations, this paper provides practical examples of the woman-to-woman approach: it is not merely about women talking amongst one another but—as the history of the Centre has shown—a participatory approach which has its basis in social critique and social practice.  In a parallel discussion, the paper uses the metaphor of the ‘white woman’ (as the bearer of ‘expert’ knowledge) to demonstrate that a more nuanced understanding of concepts of power and participation is needed to fully understand the complex and dynamic relationship engendered within participatory models of health service delivery.  How can immigrant and refugee women participate within such a model when issues relating to their health and wellbeing continue to be played out within a complex configuration of unequal power relations, marginalisation and socio-economic disadvantage?    

This paper suggests that the notion of cultural integrity in the delivery of health education for immigrant and refugee women, should be shaped by an equal concern about how and why the messages are being communicated (as opposed to merely focusing on impact) as well as concerns about the ability to facilitate a process of collaborative learning. 

