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Background: Building Bridges is a VicHealth initiative to reduce race-based discrimination through cooperative inter-cultural contact. In response to mounting evidence linking discrimination with poorer health and wellbeing, VicHealth established the Building Bridges initiative with the aims of promoting mental health and wellbeing by reducing discrimination.  Five flagship projects targeting young people across a range of settings have been funded and are being evaluated.  The evaluation objectives are to (1) Identify promising practices in reducing discrimination through increased intercultural contact; (2) Identify barriers to and facilitators of the effectiveness of the approach; (3) Critically evaluate the approach and its application in Victorian environments; and (4) Assess the implications of the program findings for future policy and program development.

The initiative’s rationale is drawn from ‘Intergroup Contact Theory’, first outlined by Allport in 1954. The theory specifies four conditions that optimise the effectiveness of encounters to reduce discrimination: equal status between involved groups; occasions involving co-operative ventures with common goals; avoiding competition between groups; and contact encounters must have legitimacy through institutional support1.

The evaluation is ongoing, and we will be presenting early findings. Interview data shows that guiding notions such as the concept of ‘inter-cultural contact’ are complex and mediated by biography, class and neighbourhood. Young peoples' experiences of social inclusion and exclusion are complex and shifting. Notably, social inclusion and connection are being forged through connections with people from other migrant communities, and there are often tenuous connections with ‘mainstream’ Australians.
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