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ABSTRACT 

 
It is commonly observed that immigrants display superior health upon arrival, and for some years 

following settlement, in their adopted country compared to their native-born counterparts.  

However, with increased years since migration there is a propensity for this health advantage to 

dissipate and for health trajectories of some migrant groups to reach, and in some cases fall 

below, the host national averages.  This research aimed to explore the health status of older 

European-born immigrants as the burden and magnitude of disease outcomes in later life is 

unclear.  This is due partly to a large body of dated literature relying on mortality and 

hospitalisation data to describe the health status of migrant populations and a historical trend to 

aggregate country of birth (COB) into large groupings ignoring inherent differences within and 

between birthplace groups.  

 

Using national Australian data, the health status of European and Australian-born groups were 

explored to provide a descriptive assessment of health outcomes at three points in time.  This 

study illustrated that although both European and Australian-born groups displayed increases in 

the prevalence of selected chronic conditions, the European-born generally had better health and 

health-related outcomes.  There was also some evidence to suggest that a health advantage may 

exist for European-born migrants in relation to some chronic conditions.     

 

Cross-sectional data collected from the South Australian Monitoring and Surveillance System 

(SAMSS) explored differences in chronic conditions and health-related risk factors between 

selected birthplaces (including those born in Australia, Germany, Italy and Greece).  This study 

demonstrated that significant differences exist in the health profiles of birthplace groups, where 

Italian and Greeks experience higher prevalence of some chronic conditions and risk factors 

compared to the Australian and German-born.   



xi 

 

Pooled data collected via SAMSS and the Migrant Health Survey described and compared the 

demographic, health and health-related characteristics of selected birthplace groups at two points 

in time and examined the magnitude of change in disease outcomes relative to their Australian-

born counterparts.  Overall, the results indicated that the Greek and Italian-born had poorer 

health outcomes over time and displayed the largest change in their health and health-related 

outcomes.  These findings suggested there is a considerable divergence in the long-term health 

outcomes experienced by selected COB groups and highlighted the value in undertaking 

birthplace specific analysis.  

  

Semi-structured interviews with Greek-born South Australians aged 60 years and over was 

undertaken to gain a deeper understanding of the health experiences and health-related 

outcomes of ageing Greek-born South Australians.  The findings from this study indicated that 1) 

health service utilisation may not be an adequate indicator to explain the health differentials 

experienced by this cohort; 2) children may be Greek-born older migrants most important social 

resource and act as a vehicle for gaining access to health advice and the support they need in 

their day-to-day lives; and 3) life-course histories are pivotal in explaining health in later life.   

 

This research allowed for the comparisons of demographic, health and health-related outcomes 

to be analysed over time and across birthplace groups, providing additional information and 

insight into the diversity of outcomes within and between birthplace groups and adding depth to 

existing knowledge around migrant health outcomes.   

 

 

 

 



xii 

 

DECLARATION 

 
I certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any other 

degree or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution and, to the best of my 

knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published or written by another person, 

except where due reference has been made in the text.  In addition, I certify that no part of this 

work will, in the future, be used in a submission in my name, for any other degree or diploma in 

any university or other tertiary institution without the prior approval of the University of Adelaide 

and where applicable, any partner institution responsible for the joint-award of this degree.  

 

I give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, being made 

available for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1968.  

 

I also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made available on the web, via the 

University’s digital research repository, the Library Search and also through web search engines, 

unless permission has been granted by the University to restrict access for a period of time. 

 

Constance Kourbelis 

 

 

22 December 2015 

 

 

 

 



xiii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
I am truly privileged and honoured to have worked under a wonderful supervisory panel.  A big 

thanks to Professor Anne Taylor for your support, kindness and belief in me and the work we 

embarked upon.  Thank you for giving me this opportunity and for being an inspirational teacher 

and friend.  To Professor Gary Wittert, I am thankful for your invaluable insight and wisdom.  

Thank you for being so gracious with your time and encouragement.  I am saddened to have 

finished this thesis without the late Professor Graeme Hugo, a true visionary and one of a kind, 

who inspired this work and my passion for immigrant health.  Dr Helen Feist, many thanks for 

joining this supervisory panel and for your support, guidance and motivation.  I am sincerely 

grateful for all your encouragement and assistance in completing this work.  

 

Many thanks to the SAMSS participants, without your contribution much of this work would not 

have been possible.  A special thanks to those 112 participants who were involved in my primary 

data collection.  Thank you for your time and for sharing your stories with me.  It was a true 

honour and privilege.  I am very grateful to the team at the Greek Welfare Centre and the Greek 

Orthodox Community of South Australia for their assistance with my data collection.   

 

A warm thanks to my friends at Population Research and Outcome Studies who were always 

supportive and encouraging of me.  I would like to thank Eleonora Dal Grande for being such a 

wonderful friend and colleague.  I am very grateful for all your help.  Thanks also to Dr Zumin Shi 

for your support and assistance.  To a dear friend, Dr Rhiannon Pilkington, many thanks for being 

so generous with your time and statistical advice.  Thanks also to the many others who were a 

source of support, advice, guidance and encouragement.  You are too numerous to name, but, 

thank you – I am forever grateful.   

  



xiv 

 

A special thanks to my family and friends.  I am so grateful for all you have done for me over the 

years.  It has meant more than you will ever know.  To my mum and Adam, a very big thank you 

for your unrelenting support and encouragement.  You are both truly amazing and I cannot 

express how much gratitude I have for the all that you have done for me over the years.  Dad, 

thanks for coming on a road trip and helping with my data collection.  It was so special having you 

there with me; you will never know how much your help meant.  To a special big sister, thanks for 

always being available to talk PhD and for always being so wonderful and kind.   

 

Finally, to my husband Alex, I am not sure there is a ‘thank you’ big enough that could ever 

acknowledge the love, support, encouragement and kindness you have shown me over the 

years.  I thank you from the bottom of my heart for believing in me, for inspiring me and for 

pushing me to me achieve my goals.  You are truly a wonderful man.   

 

 



xv 

 

ABBREVIATIONS 

 

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics  

AIHW Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

ASCCSS Australian Standard Classification of Countries for Social Statistics 

ASGC  Australian Standard Geographic Classification 

ASGS  Australian Statistical Geographic Standard  

BMI Body Mass Index 

CAI Computer Assisted Interviewing 

CALD  Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

CATI  Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing 

CDC Consumer Directed Care 

CDs Census Collection Districts 

COB  Country of Birth  

COPD Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease 

CURF Confidentualised Unit Record Files 

CVD Cardiovascular Disease  

DIAC Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

ESB  English Speaking Background 

EWP Electronic White Pages 

GHQ-28 General Health Questionnaire (28) 

GOCSA  Greek Orthodox Community of South Australia 

GWC Greek Welfare Centre 

HME  Health Migrant Effect 

HILDA Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 

HREC  Human Research Ethics Committee  

IPND Integrated Public Number Database 

K10 Kessler Psychological Distress Scale 

LGAs Local Government Areas 



xvi 

 

Mental HS Mental Health Survey 

MHS  Combined data from the Migrant Health Survey and the Mental Health Survey 

Migrant HS Migrant Health Survey 

NES  Non English Speaking 

NESB  Non English Speaking Background 

NHMRC  National Health and Medical Research Council  

NHS National Health Survey  

NSW  New South Wales  

post-WWII  post-World War II 

PROS Population Research and Outcome Studies 

QoL Quality of Life  

RADL Remote Access Data Laboratory 

SACC Standard Australian Classification of Countries 

SAHC South Australian Health Commission 

SA Health Department of South Australian Health  

SAMSS  South Australian Monitoring and Surveillance System  

SAS Statistical Analysis System 

SERCIS  Social Environment Risk Context Information System 

SES Socio-economic Status 

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

STATA Statistics and Data  

UoA University of Adelaide  

UCLA University of California, Los Angeles 

VoIP Voice over Internet Protocol  

VTPU Victorian Transcultural Psychiatry Unit  

WAP White Australia Policy 

WHO  World Health Organisation  

WWII  World War II 

                                                                           


	TITLE: Ageing in a Foreign Land: The Health Experiences of European-Born Post-War Migrants to Australia
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF FIGURES
	LIST OF TABLES
	LIST OF APPENDIX TABLES
	ABSTRACT
	DECLARATION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	ABBREVIATIONS




