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A B S T R A C T   

Objectives: The youth unemployment rate in Australia is more than double the national average. Policies and 
programs to address barriers and improve youth engagement in education and employment are essential to 
achieve many of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The aim of this mixed-methods 
study was to evaluate the OzHarvest Nourish Program, a free, hospitality-focused pathway to support employ-
ment and engagement for young people aged 16–25 years. 
Study design: Mixed-methods study. 
Methods: An online survey, workshop and semi-structured interviews with staff, volunteers, participants, and 
broader stakeholders were conducted using a qualitative, exploratory approach. Ethics approval was granted by 
the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (#2022/492). 
Results: Five key themes were identified from interview data and a logic model was developed. Participants 
described significant benefits of participation, including improved food security, self-efficacy, and communica-
tion skills, reduced social isolation, and greater hope for the future. 
Conclusions: The Nourish Program is a transformative service that is improving wellbeing outcomes for program 
participants. Additional resourcing, including adequate funding, may be required to maximise program impact 
and support sustainability.   

1. Introduction 

Educational attainment is an important predictor of future employ-
ment, which is linked with outcomes for health, social and emotional 
wellbeing [1]. Yet, young people in Australia aged 15–24 report an 
average of 4.7 years required to find full-time work after completing 
full-time education, and an average of 2.3 years to find any work at all 
[2]. One in three young people in Australia are unemployed or under-
employed, and the youth unemployment rate is more than double the 
national average (7.6% youth unemployment compared with the 3.5% 
national average) [3–5]. This underutilisation of the available work-
force, namely young people, costs the Australian economy 790 million 
lost hours of work each year, equating to an opportunity cost of AU$15.9 
billion [6]. Barriers to education and employment for young people in 

Australia include financial difficulties, mental health issues, academic 
ability, limited employment opportunities, and more recently, the 
coronavirus pandemic [7]. Furthermore, the inequitable distribution of 
resources, money, and relational power leads to social inequities that 
can affect an individual’s ability to engage in health systems, society, 
and education [8]. Priority populations such as, but not limited to, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and gender diverse young people 
may experience additional barriers to engagement in employment, ed-
ucation, or training, including discrimination and inadequate or inap-
propriate support [9–13]. Policies and programs to address these 
barriers and improve youth engagement in education and employment 
are aligned with several of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), including no poverty, zero hunger, good health and 
wellbeing, quality education, gender equality, decent work and 
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economic growth and reduced inequalities [14]. 
OzHarvest is Australia’s leading food rescue organisation, with the 

mission to fight food waste through food rescue, education programs 
and advocacy work [15]. The OzHarvest Nourish Program is a free, 
hospitality service training program to support employment and 
engagement for young people aged 16–25 years; specifically, those who 
face barriers to education, training, and employment, such as inter-
generational unemployment, low literacy, and numeracy, mental health 
challenges including anxiety and depression, and culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds. The Program is underpinned by the 
concept that addressing these barriers through providing specialised 
supports is effective in breaking the cycle of disadvantage and reen-
gaging young people with education and employment. Education and 
employment are known to develop human capital leading to reduced 
poverty and improved health and wellbeing outcomes [16,17]. The aim 
of this mixed-methods study was to evaluate the OzHarvest Nourish 
Program, to inform its ongoing facilitation, planning and promotion and 
maximise the potential of the program to benefit young Australians. 

2. Methods 

2.1. The OzHarvest Nourish Program 

The Nourish Program is targeted toward young people who (1) face 
barriers to education and employment participation and (2) express an 
interest in hospitality. The Nourish Program runs over 18 weeks with 
intakes in February and July/August each year. Delivered in partnership 
with Registered Training Organisations, the Program facilitates students 
to achieve a Certificate II in Kitchen Operations, gain employability 
skills including resume writing and preparing for job interviews and 
broader engagement skills such as teamwork and communication. 
Training occurs twice per week and is facilitated by 2–3 OzHarvest staff 
and volunteers. Class sizes are limited to approximately 12 participants 
to ensure individualised support can be provided as required. The ob-
jectives of the program are to build capacity in priority young Austra-
lians aged 16–25yrs, increase self-esteem and self-confidence, gain 
employment, engage in education and training, and positively engage in 
society. At the time of the evaluation (October 2022), there have been 
28 completed program intakes and 207 graduates from Sydney, Ade-
laide, and Newcastle. Of these Nourish graduates, 83 were subsequently 
employed, while 71 pursued further education. 

2.2. Study overview 

This study draws from a workshop, brief online survey, and semi- 
structured interviews to develop a logic model and an evaluation plan. 
The workshop content was informed by a brief anonymous online survey 
with additional data collected from participants and through observa-
tions during the workshop. Semi-structured interviews with staff, vol-
unteers, participants, and broader stakeholders using a qualitative, 
exploratory approach were undertaken to evaluate the Program. 
Workshop and interview data were synthesised to develop a logic model 
and a monitoring and evaluation plan to inform the ongoing review and 
development of the Nourish Program. 

This study was conducted from a social constructivist position, which 
acknowledges that the lived experiences of all people form and shape the 
realities of their world [18]. This position also acknowledges that the 
project team’s reality is collectively constructed based on personal and 
professional lived experiences, as well as their interactions with 
OzHarvest staff, volunteers, stakeholders, and participants. The research 
team included a dietitian, Professor of Community Health and 
Well-being, and primary care researcher (LB), Principal Health Scientist 
and Associate Professor of Social Marketing (JP), fourth year Bachelor of 
Nutrition and Dietetics Honours Student, with experience in quantita-
tive and qualitative research methods (JM), Nourish Program Manager 
Belinda Woollett and Nourish Projects Coordinator Dan Baynes, who 

have worked in the program since its launch in 2015. The OzHarvest 
staff did not influence the evaluation outcomes of this research. Ethics 
approval was granted by the Griffith University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (#2022/492). 

2.3. Workshop 

A one-day, face-to-face workshop was conducted with Nourish Pro-
gram staff from Newcastle, Sydney, and Adelaide to develop a logic 
model to guide future evaluation of the Nourish Program. A logic model 
is a systematic and visual way to present and share an understanding of 
the relationships among the resources available to operate a program, 
the activities planned, and the changes or results hoped to achieve [19]. 
Creating logic models in a group setting brings with it the power of 
consensus and a group examination of values and beliefs about change 
processes and program results [19]. Thus, the workshop aimed to gather 
the perspectives of key staff regarding Nourish Program inputs, activ-
ities, outputs and impacts, as well as assumptions and broader context 
through group discussion. The workshop took place in Sydney in July 
2022 and was conducted by two members of the review team (LB and 
JP). The workshop covered the principles of monitoring and evaluation, 
and the components of a program logic model. One researcher (JP) 
facilitated the workshop while the other researcher (LB) observed and 
took notes that were used to inform and confirm the themes for the draft 
logic model. The workshop was attended by all 12 OzHarvest team 
members from the national office and all three Nourish Program sites 
(Sydney, Adelaide, and Newcastle). Participants were provided with a 
program logic worksheet which they completed throughout the work-
shop. These worksheets were collected by the research team and collated 
into a draft logic model, for further development in triangulation with 
interview data. The draft logic model was sent back to workshop par-
ticipants for feedback and confirmation and was modified iteratively as 
interviews took place. The logic model is presented in results (Fig. 1). 

2.4. Interviews 

Individual semi-structured telephone and teleconference interviews 
were conducted with eligible stakeholders of the Nourish Program to 
explore experiences and perspectives about what is working well in the 
program, and potential areas for improvement. Criterion sampling was 
used to recruit potential participants. Potential participants comprised 
any person who has been involved with the OzHarvest Nourish Program, 
including past participants, funders, referrers, employers and staff. 
Relevant participants were identified and contacted by OzHarvest staff 
using a script and provided with a plain language information sheet 
developed by the researchers. Purposeful sampling was used to gain 
maximum variation [20] to ensure each stakeholder group had repre-
sentation. These were checked by the research team during the course of 
the interviews and the OzHarvest staff purposively sampled for missing 
cases [21]. The name and contact information of participants who 
provided written consent to take part in the study were placed in a 
Microsoft Excel spreadsheet by OzHarvest staff for researchers to contact 
and conduct interviews. Consent was confirmed by researchers at the 
time of the interview. Participants were provided with a gift card as 
compensation for their time. Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a 
member of the research team at the time of the interview and imported 
into an Excel spreadsheet for analysis. Data were de-identified and 
stored on password protected computers to ensure data protection. 

2.5. Data analysis 

Data analysis applied a systematic process of transcript-based anal-
ysis following the six-phases of thematic analysis [22]. This was sup-
plemented by the research team iteratively examining the analysis at the 
end of each step. This form of analysis provides a framework for 
organising broad definitions and general boundaries of key themes 
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while identifying links between the themes [23]. Rigor was demon-
strated through the use of constant comparison, member checking and 
repeated interviews. Themes generated in the analysis were continu-
ously reviewed and refined by the research team in regular discussions 
until no new themes were identified. Data from the workshop and in-
terviews were triangulated and cross checked with survey responses, 
observer, and interview notes. All researchers verified and agreed on the 
themes via consensus including the OzHarvest Nourish Program team to 
form a comprehensive understanding of the Nourish Program and its 
impact. The selected quotations primarily serve as illustrations. 

3. Results 

3.1. Logic model 

A logic model (Fig. 1) was developed based on workshop and 
interview data and is a visual representation of how the Nourish Pro-
gram is believed to work and what will be measured in the monitoring 
and evaluation plan. The logic model can be used to guide resourcing 
and operational planning, to ensure that inputs and activities are 
adequately supported to facilitate the short, medium and long-term 
outcomes of the program. 

3.2. Interviews 

Thirty-two individual, semi-structured telephone and teleconference 
interviews were conducted (Table 1). Interview participants were based 
in Adelaide, Newcastle, and Sydney. Interviews lasted between 30 and 
60 min, with an average duration of 45 min. 

Five themes were identified from interview data and these themes 
are described below, with illustrative quotes provided to aid interpre-
tation (Table 2). 

3.2.1. The Nourish Program successfully supports people in employment 
opportunities and in their broader life 

Participants heralded the Nourish Program as genuinely successful in 
supporting employment and in providing other tangible and intangible 
benefits. Of note, participants repeatedly expressed that the Nourish 
Program met their needs at a time when their options were limited and 
has created employment and social opportunities that have benefitted 

their quality of life, mental health, self-determination, and future vision. 
The transition to employment was identified as a key success factor. 
However, other significant benefits were described by participants, 
including improved food security, self-confidence, and communication 
skills. Participants reported improvements in their self-esteem and self- 
confidence from participation in the Nourish Program, perceived as 
critical to engagement not only with further education or employment, 
but society more generally. This included improved personal commu-
nication skills and general social skills. Addressing food insecurity is a 
key objective of OzHarvest and the Nourish Program. Over the course of 
participating in the program, as participants’ food security improved, so 
did their sense of self-efficacy and overall health and wellbeing. 

3.2.2. .Building a safe place: The Nourish Program staff provide respectful, 
individualised support 

Many participants and stakeholders described the OzHarvest staff 
and volunteers as a critical component of the program’s success. More 
specifically, participants described staff as contributing to a safe, 
respectful family-style learning environment which helped participants 
to build trust in the facilitators of the face-to-face training sessions. Staff 
were described as going above and beyond in their care for participants, 
performing beyond expectations of typical workplaces, and as having 
exceptional respect, dignity, and warmth for program participants. 

Fig. 1. Logic model of the OzHarvest Nourish program.  

Table 1 
Participant demographics.  

Gender 
Male 12 
Female 19 
Non-binary 1 
Stakeholder 
Nourish participants 11 
Nourish program staff 6 
Nourish program referrers 6 
Graduate employers 3 
Graduate family members 2 
Program funder 1 
Community development lead 1 
Registered training organisation assessment officer 1 
OzHarvest senior leadership team 1  
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3.2.3. The Nourish Program is adapted to suit the context of each 
participant and cohort 

While the Nourish Program has a set structure, program staff, facil-
itators, and volunteers reported being well-supported by the Nourish 
team to adapt components as required to suit the context of each 
participant and cohort. While the key components of the program are 

Table 2 
Themes and illustrative quotes from interviews with key stakeholders.  

Theme Illustrative Quotes  

1 The Nourish Program successfully 
supports people in employment 
opportunities and in their broader 
life 

“I am more confident and have an 
apprenticeship now. I’m learning how to 
become a chef. That would not have 
happened without the course.” – (Past 
participant) 
“When I started, I was really shy, but now 
I have really come out of my shell. I am a 
more out-there person. I feel like me. 
Other people have noticed too. I am more 
comfortable with myself. I feel confident, 
happy and me.” – (Past participant) 
“I learnt how to function in life and in 
society again.” – (Past participant) 
“I can feed myself better and am driven to 
feed myself. I wasn’t before. It has become 
a routine and I like feeding myself. Once I 
began feeding myself, I had enough room 
in my brain to exercise which drove up my 
confidence too. The program taught me 
the foundations needed to live.” – (Past 
participant) 
“I started the course due to the points [it 
would provide] for the Year 12 certificate 
and knew that I would learn some cooking 
skills. But I became more confident in my 
ability and to speak more clearly; I didn’t 
expect that to happen. It gave me 
knowledge to work in any restaurant or 
cafe. The friendships I built with people in 
the class are people that I know I can call 
on whenever I need.” – (Past participant)  

2 Building a safe place: The Nourish 
Program staff provide respectful, 
individualised support 

“[The Nourish Program team] and staff 
treat us like we are family. They create a 
safe environment and are understanding. 
We are treated like adults ….I felt 
respected.” – (Past participant) 
“They made me feel comfortable, 
respected. The atmosphere is relaxed. I 
hadn’t been in the education system for a 
very long time and my last experience was 
TAFE, which I hated. But Nourish was 
different … The facilitators had more of 
an understanding that I had other things 
going on - like family issues. I just came 
out of rehab and started living by myself 
on my own in my own place. They 
understood that. It was a nourishing 
environment to be in. I felt comfortable 
with [the Nourish Program team] and 
looked forward to each session. They felt 
like family.” – (Past participant) 
“The supportive environment. There’s no 
pressure to do things. Sure, we are 
encouraged to give it a go, but not forced. 
Everyone is at different stages, so no-one 
was pushed. I felt respected which allowed 
me the freedom to step up when I was 
ready. Step by step. Everyone worked as a 
team to help each other understand.” – 
(Past participant)  

3 The Nourish Program is adapted to 
suit the context of each participant 
and cohort 

“We have fluidity and flexibility and give 
power to the trainers to change to meet the 
participants’ needs … That is important 
because our participants are so different 
and have different learning capabilities. 
We need to adjust to meet their needs.” – 
(Program facilitator) 
“I am dyslexic, so it is a lot of work for me 
to do the theory, but [the Nourish Program 
facilitator] was always there to lend a 
hand. Whenever I struggled with reading, 
they would read it to me. Even with like 
reading the menus and measuring cups. If 
I was unable to read it, they helped me  

Table 2 (continued ) 

Theme Illustrative Quotes 

every step of the way. I’m a visual learner, 
and I mentioned it on the first day, but 
they would have picked it up, even if I 
hadn’t mentioned anything. They were 
good like that … The environment was 
safe.” – (Past participant) 
“If we gave the students a formal structure 
of assessments that wouldn’t work, as it 
would create more anxiety and stress, so 
we adjusted the program so that we do 
continual assessments all the time.” – 
(Assessment officer)  

4 Scarcity of resourcing, personnel, 
and space limits the opportunity to 
expand and scale up the Nourish 
Program 

“If we could have kitchen space for 
another day [we could run another 
cohort]. Not having the resources and 
funding is hard. We don’t have long term 
ownership of any spaces, they are given in 
kind, so to go in and knock walls down or 
build workstations, it’s security that’s 
missing.” - (Program trainer) 
“Recruiting the right trainers and staff is 
our biggest challenge … Due to participant 
dynamics we need staff with a broad range 
of skills and finding someone that possess 
the necessary skills and the patience 
required for the role is very hard … The 
participants like stability and require a 
safe environment, so staff that come and 
go is not going to work.” – (Program team 
member) 
“Having a culturally, like an Aboriginal 
identified person in their team, would be 
useful if they are trying to support 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people and consultancy to the program as 
well, that would be really useful” – 
(Program referrer)  

5 Supporting the transition from 
graduation from the Nourish 
Program to ongoing employment 
requires support, resources, 
attention, and care 

“Transition - quite often they love the 
program and get an apprenticeship but 
can’t sustain it. You know mental health 
causes such anxiety for the graduates and 
they take days off work. Employers need 
staff that are reliable and having staff 
members that can’t make work isn’t 
sustainable for the employers. That’s 
tough for small businesses and they don’t 
understand mental health and how that 
impacts a person’s ability to work 
sometimes. 18 weeks is not long enough to 
help the students to understand what an 
employer requires. I’m not too sure what 
the solution would be but maybe Youth 
workers could help with that transition 
into full-time/part-time and casual work 
and help those graduates that require 
some extra help.” – (Program facilitator) 
“While the program met my expectations, 
it was too short. My daughter changed so 
much during the program and learnt lots 
of coping strategies to help her deal with 
her anxiety … if the program was longer, 
those strategies would be further 
embedded, and they would be able to 
adjust better on the job when challenges 
arise, instead of over-reacting and feeling 
anxious.” – (Parent of a Nourish 
graduate)  
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adhered to for consistency (e.g., theory), staff, facilitators and volun-
teers reported adjusting the mechanism and format of learning and skill 
acquisition as required in acknowledgement that each individual 
participant has unique needs (e.g., scribing for theory or adjusting the 
recipes that are taught). 

3.2.4. .Scarcity of resourcing, personnel, and space limits the opportunity to 
expand and scale up the Nourish Program 

Program team members identified resource limitations, including 
appropriately trained personnel, as preventing realisation of the full 
potential of the Nourish Program. Of note, they reported that space and 
equipment are often acquired opportunistically and identified limita-
tions to resourcing as a key factor inhibiting scale and spread of the 
Nourish Program to reach more young people in cities where the pro-
gram has already been implemented, as well as in additional locations 
across Australia. Identifying and recruiting appropriate staff remains a 
challenge. More specifically, the need to recruit staff with a diverse 
range of skills and attributes, such as patience, tenacity, and cultural 
competence was identified by program team members. 

3.2.5. .Supporting the transition from graduation from the Nourish 
Program to ongoing employment requires support, resources, attention, and 
care 

The transition from graduation to employment was perceived by 
several stakeholders as a delicate and challenging time. Past efforts to 
individually place graduates in OzHarvest ventures or in services of 
partner organisations were well received, and therefore may represent 
an opportunity to further benefit participants and increase Program 
impact. 

To provide further benefits to Program participants, extending the 
duration of the Nourish Program was suggested to enable further 
development of skills, both practical and social. Extending the Nourish 
Program duration was perceived as important in further supporting 
Program participants in the transition from graduation to ongoing 
employment. 

4. Discussion 

The OzHarvest Nourish Program is a transformative service that aims 
to improve wellbeing outcomes by providing a hospitality-focused 
pathway to employment and education for young Australians who 
may otherwise not participate in learning and training opportunities. 
The Program is making progress on several United Nations’ SDGs 
including no poverty, zero hunger, good health and wellbeing, quality 
education, gender equality, decent work and economic growth and 
reduced inequalities [14]. Participants described significant benefits of 
participation, including improved food security, self-efficacy, and 
communication skills, reduced social isolation, and greater hope for the 
future [24]. 

A number of success factors and enablers to program implementation 
were identified, including tailoring learning and the ability of staff to 
provide support which validates learners’ identities and local knowl-
edge, together with the development of meaningful relationships 
underpinned by a sense of community. The learning environment 
described by participants differs from traditional learning environments 
in terms of both organisational and pedagogical approaches, a charac-
teristic identified as best practice in the delivery of programs and ac-
tivities for priority young people [25–27]. The ability to exercise learner 
agency is essential for the construction of knowledge and meaning; 
critical tenets of learning [28,29], and the presence of positive social 
supports (e.g., teaching staff who can provide personalised and 
respectful support) has been shown to increase self-efficacy and lead to 
improved academic and social-emotional outcomes [30,31]. The success 
factors and enablers to program implementation identified in this study 
are in accord with those previously identified in studies of youth 
development programs for priority young people [32]. 

The Nourish Program is an example of intersectionality in social and 
health support that achieves downstream social, health and economic 
benefits. For example, some participants reported that their diet and 
food security improved, others reported that the program helped them 
to achieve employment or housing while some described benefits 
relating to mental health and self-efficacy. When considering the social 
determinants of health, these outcomes are encouraging, and similar 
findings have been reported elsewhere. For example, in an evaluation of 
youth-led programs run by the Reach Foundation, young people re-
ported significantly enhanced life meaning, improved engagement with 
life and increased perseverance as a result of program participation [33]. 

The transition from graduation to further education or paid 
employment requires specific skills to navigate and was identified by 
participants as challenging. This transition can be a vulnerable time for 
young people, particularly for those who may not have social support or 
role models and those who have limited understanding of the transition 
process [34,35]. The transition can also be influenced by factors such as 
structural changes in the economy, for example inflation and employ-
ment opportunities [36]. The Nourish Program has previously aimed to 
facilitate the transition by individually placing graduates in OzHarvest 
ventures or in services of partner organisations, and this was reportedly 
well-received by stakeholders. To this end, establishing strong links with 
other stakeholders (e.g., agencies and organisations) to support gradu-
ates in this process may be an opportunity to improve outcomes for 
Nourish participants [25]. Participants suggested extending the length 
of the Nourish Program to enable further development of skills to assist 
with the transition into further education or employment; but this would 
require additional investment. Having insufficient funding to support 
the complex needs of priority young people has been shown to be a 
barrier, limiting the ability to deliver all aspects of a program in this 
context [32]. Conversely, availability, and mobilisation of resource 
needs, including sufficient funding and appropriate personnel have been 
identified as enablers to implementation and scale-up of programs and 
are therefore important in the ongoing success of the Nourish Program 
[37]. 

Importantly, a key strength of this research is the incorporation of 
lived experience of program participants as recommended to enhance 
program outcomes for people from priority groups [38]. However, the 
relatively small sample (n = 32) might be considered a limitation. 
Future research could establish a monitoring and evaluation plan that 
considers the complex context and enables long term follow-up without 
overburdening the organisation or participants. 

The OzHarvest Nourish Program is a transformative service that is 
improving wellbeing outcomes for program participants. Participants 
described many benefits of the program, including improved food se-
curity, self-efficacy and reduced social isolation, indicating the potential 
for intersectionality in social and health support. Additional resourcing, 
including adequate funding, may be required to maximise program 
impact and support sustainability. The findings from this evaluation call 
for increased investments into programs which support priority young 
people in Australia. 
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