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ABSTRACT
Historically, migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) arrived in
Australia without formal qualifications and with poor English language skills.
Consequently many of these migrants found employment at the lower end of the
labour market in semi-skilled jobs. However, as a result of changes to
immigration policy, since 1996 migrant intakes have been centred on skilled
workers and driven by the need to fill identified skill shortages. Skilled migrants
must meet English language skills and education requirements, have work
experience in an occupation identified as ‘in demand’ and are subject to
predefined quotas in order to gain entry. However, one of the main challenges for
skilled independent migrants is finding employment commensurate with their
qualifications and skills.
This thesis focuses on the expectations and experiences of skilled migrants who
are seeking employment in Australia. Through in-depth qualitative interviews, the
research explores the complexities of this job search experience. There has been
minimal published qualitative research about the experiences or outcomes for
NESB skilled migrants since the major policy change of 1996. This is particularly
the case for migrant women’s experiences and this thesis specifically addresses
this gap, examining how such experiences differ from men’s. From both public
policy and social justice perspectives, it is important to understand the job search
experiences of these skilled migrants, female and male. The thesis therefore poses
the following research questions:
1.

What are the employment expectations, experiences and outcomes for
NESB skilled migrants?

2.

Do recently arrived women and men NESB skilled migrants differ in
their strategies in seeking and obtaining employment? What are the
reasons for any observed differences in jobseeking behaviour?

To answer these questions, 22 NESB skilled migrants were interviewed to gain
insight into their experiences of settlement and jobseeking post-arrival. The
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research was situated within an interpretive social science approach utilising
feminist and intersectionality theories to develop a deeper understanding of the
challenges these migrants face. This framework allows for the examination of
their experiences within the context of the social divisions of ethnicity and gender,
and how these intersect with broader social, economic and policy issues.
The research reveals that migrant women and men face persistent problems
relating to language, skills and qualification recognition, as well as their lack of
local work experience. This is despite the educational attainment, language and
occupational skills that they bring with them. For both women and men, outcomes
are similar in that many experience downward occupational mobility; that is, they
find jobs that do not match their previous human capital investments and that they
are usually lower in occupational status. However, the problem is worse for
women. Their jobseeking mobility is often reduced by family responsibilities,
which may be attributed to ingrained social norms that place responsibility of
family settlement and childcare firmly in their hands, making post-migration
career re-establishment even more challenging for women than for men.
The research contributes to three bodies of literature. First, the study advances our
understanding of jobseeking behaviour and outcomes for skilled migrants in the
context of current immigration policy and the operation of the labour market.
Second, the research extends the use of intersectionality theory to provide
explanations for these observed labour market outcomes. Third, insights for
studies of work and family are enhanced by including discussion of how NESB
skilled migrants manage jobseeking around family commitments.
Importantly, the migrants’ personal stories reveal the reality of the job search
experience for both women and men in the current Australian context. Their
stories provide a narrative of their everyday lives and how they deal with the
challenges of establishing themselves and their families in a new country. While
they may have found a better place to live, they frequently do not have
employment outcomes commensurate with their human capital. The experience
changes them and their identity. They face a change in occupation, in income, and
for women, a deepening of the gender divide due to family responsibility.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Introduction
While immigration has, since early colonisation, been one of the most important
factors driving Australia’s population growth and economic prosperity,
government policy changes in the mid-1990s have prioritised the economic aspect
(Markus, Jupp & McDonald 2009; Productivity Commission 2007; Wright 2012).
In particular, contemporary immigration policy emphasises skilled intakes to fill
specific occupational shortages. This suggests there should be good employment
outcomes for those who arrive as skilled independent migrants. Furthermore, the
expectation of equivalent employment opportunities and better lives draws
migrants and their families to Australia (Bailey & Boyle 2004; Chiswick, Lee &
Miller 2005; Groutsis & Arnold 2012; Pereira 2012; Smith DP 2004).
The research within this thesis focuses on non-English speaking background
(NESB) migrant groups, defined as first generation migrants who have arrived
from countries where English is not the primary language (Bertone 2004, p. 29).
While the number of skilled migrants from NESB has increased since 1996, they
appear less likely than English-speaking migrants to achieve skilled employment
commensurate with their qualifications. This is despite immigration policy
focusing on skills, language and qualifications (Cobb-Clark 2000; Ho & Alcorso
2004). Therefore, it appears that the expectations of many skilled migrants are not
being met, particularly if they are of non-English speaking background.
This research seeks to examine, using qualitative methods, the experiences of
NESB skilled migrants of varied ethnic and racial backgrounds with respect to
jobseeking in the Australian labour market. This study focuses on both women
and men migrants who have recently arrived in Australia. The thesis will uncover
the experiences and challenges they faced by using narrative analysis to explore
participants’ stories, using frameworks drawn from feminist and intersectionality
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theories. This research has a strong focus on gender differences and seeks to tease
out the work/family dimensions of the migration experience. The aim of this
thesis is to provide a deeper insight into the complexities NESB skilled migrants
face when seeking employment, and to contribute a further understanding of the
challenges they experience as they establish themselves and their families in
Australia.

Background
Home to over two hundred ethnic groups, Australia has one of the highest
percentages of overseas-born residents (IOM 2013; Markus et al. 2009; Teicher,
Shah & Griffin 2002; Thapa 2004, p.1). From the time of the colony’s early
settlement, government policy with respect to migrant labour was racialised in
order to satisfy population-building and economic imperatives (Castles 1987;
Castles, Cope, Kalantzis & Morrissey 1992; Collins, J 1991; Markus et al. 2009;
Teicher et al. 2002; Vasta 2005). That is, non-Anglo migrants historically tended
to occupy jobs in low-skilled and low-paid sectors such as the textile and clothing
industries, and labouring and cleaning jobs (Alcorso & Ho 2006). However,
changes in immigration policy since the mid-1990s have focused on skill
shortages, and emphasised skilled-based criteria to fill those gaps (Hawthorne
2005; Teicher et al. 2002). Hence it was expected that skilled migrants, regardless
of background, arriving in more recent times would experience better employment
outcomes than migrants in the past (Hawthorne 2005; Mahuteau & Junankar
2008).
Given the change in immigration policy, it would be reasonable for present-day
skilled migrants to believe that migration to Australia will improve outcomes in
both their economic conditions and their general life circumstances (Bailey &
Boyle 2004; Chiswick et al. 2005; Connell & Burgess 2009; Ghani 2008; Groutsis
& Arnold 2012; Smith, DP 2004). The assumption is that skilled migrants with
adequate English language skills can move freely into employment without facing
major impediments. However, there are some well-documented barriers that
include language, recognition of skills and qualifications, and lack of local job
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experience (Alcorso & Ho 2006; Bauder 2005; Birrell & Rapson 2005;
Broadbent, Bailey, Strachan & Ressia 2010; Chiswick et al. 2005; Colic-Peisker
& Tilbury 2007; Dyer, McDowell & Batnitzky 2010; FECCA 2009; Misko 2012;
Webb, Beale & Faine 2013). Published studies suggest that the process of
transferring migrants’ experience, qualifications and skills into the Australian
labour market is not unproblematic (Castles, Foster, Iredale & Withers 1998, p. 5;
Ho 2006; Hugo 1994; Wooden 1994). This is borne out by research demonstrating
that disadvantage and poor employment outcomes are still experienced by
migrants (Almeida, Fernando & Sheridan, 2012, p. 1950; Booth, Leigh &
Vargonova 2010; Chiswick et al. 2005; Hawthorne 2005; Ho & Alcorso 2004;
Syed 2008; Webb et al. 2013). Recent official figures show that almost half
(47.3%) of skilled independent migrants suffer a change in occupational status
post-migration (ABS 2011, p. 30), and similar outcomes are documented
internationally (see for example Akresh 2006; Boucher 2006; Dyer et al. 2010;
Fangen & Paasche 2012; Turner 2010).
Despite the human costs to migrants themselves, and the apparent failure of
policy, there has been little qualitative research documenting the jobseeking
experiences of recently arrived NESB skilled migrants, and the impact their
experiences have on them (Webb et al. 2013). There are likely to be a range of
factors, including race and ethnicity, which operate in complex ways to influence
the lived experiences of these people. Migrants often have limited understanding
of local labour market processes and lack local work experience (Bertone 2009;
Chiswick, Lee & Miller 2003, 2005). In addition, discrimination on the basis of
race and ethnicity is endemic in labour markets (Booth et al. 2010; Hawthorne
1997; Vasta 2005). Exploring how these factors play out in practice is one of the
aims of this thesis. In addition, existing research generally focuses on employment
outcomes for men (Alcorso 1989; Cobb-Clark, Connolly & Worswick 2001;
Datta, McIlwaine, Evans, Herbert, May & Wills 2007; Hawthorne 2001, 2005;
Shamsuddin 1998; Webb et al. 2013). Less attention has been paid to the
experiences of women migrants, as well as the migrating family (Alcorso & Ho
2006; Anthias 2012a; Cobb-Clark & Connolly 2001; Cobb-Clark et al. 2001;
Cooke, FL 2007; Dixon, Tse, Rossen & Sobrun-Maharai 2009; Hawthorne 2001;
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Ho & Alcorso 2004; Hondagneu-Sotelo 2000; Liversage 2009; Meares 2010;
Roberts 2011; Webb et al. 2013). A number of researchers make the point that
skill-based migrant entry programs are underpinned by the view that the ‘typical’
migrant is male (Alcorso 1991; Cobb-Clark et al. 2001; Ganguly-Scrase & Julian
1998; Mushaben 2009). The migration process divides partner applications into
‘primary applicant’ and ‘secondary applicant’ status. As the male is usually the
primary applicant, immigration policy has tended to place less emphasis on
women migrants. As a consequence, the experiences of migrating women has
been less visible in both Australian and international research (Boucher 2006;
Cobb-Clark et al. 2001; Hawthorne 2001, 2005; Kofman & Raghuram 2006;
Liversage 2009; Lutz 2010; McConnochie, Hollinsworth & Pettman 1988;
Mushaben 2009; Raghuram 2004; Syed & Murray 2009). In particular, there is
little analysis of the differences between women’s and men’s experiences of
settlement and jobseeking (Anthias 2012a; Cobb-Clark & Connolly 2001). A
particular focus of this research will therefore be to uncover these differences.
In addition, a focus will be placed on family responsibility, and the effect this has
on both women’s and men’s job search experiences. The reason for this emphasis
is that other scholars have found that there are strong gender differences; migrant
women are more likely than men to be responsible for the management of family
needs (Acker 2006, 2012a; Alcorso & Ho 2006; Boucher 2006; Cooke, FL 2007;
FaCS 2002, p. 23; Iredale 2005; Kofman & Raghuram 2006; Liversage 2009;
Lorber 2010a; McKinnish 2008; Meares 2010; Pereira 2012; Pocock 2003, 2005;
Raghuram 2004; Ressia 2010; Walby 1990). With respect to women’s
employment, this creates challenges for re-establishing careers in their new
country and potentially causes them, for various reasons, to seek work outside of
their original occupations (Alcorso & Ho 2006, p. 127; Cooke, FL 2007; Meares
2010; Pereira 2012). The gendering of roles — within and outside the family —
as a result of the social construct of gender norms in society (Beauregard,
Özbilgin & Bell 2009; Campbell, Whitehouse & Baxter 2009; Pocock 2003) is
therefore a complex source of potential disadvantage for women.
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Research and statistics suggest there is a strong likelihood that NESB skilled
migrants will experience the phenomenon known as downward occupational
mobility (DOM) (ABS 2011; Cooke, FL 2007; Ho, 2004, 2006; Ho & Alcorso
2004). This occurs when the job obtained in their new country is not at the same
occupational level to the job held prior to migration (Chiswick et al. 2003). There
is therefore a pressing need to examine how migrants respond to this and other
challenges they encounter.

Summary of the research context
The literature review in Chapter Two will discuss a range of issues and debates of
which has direct relevance to the migrant experience from past to present day
contexts. The chapter draws on the historical timeline of immigration to Australia,
focusing on initial settlement and policy in building a ‘white Australia’. The
discussion will provide insight into the discriminatory nature of policy,
highlighting a second-class system of migrant labour in Australia. While policy in
today’s context has changed in emphasis to reflect economic growth, questions
remain as to whether NESB skilled migrants achieve, at the very least,
commensurate employment outcomes. The chapter then moves on to discuss the
employment of NESB skilled migrants in the current labour market context.
Commentary points to the operation of a regulatory framework that provides little
assistance to migrants seeking employment, and individual experiences of
discrimination. Furthermore, the discussion highlights problems in the provision
of organisationally embedded diversity policy and practices, which are not
mandatory for businesses to adopt. The chapter further highlights a weakness in
the provision of employment support programs for migrants within the
community services sector, thus leading to a call for more academic research in
this domain.
The operation of gender, masculinity, balancing work and family commitments in
conjunction with the operation of the breadwinner norm are also important issues
reflected in this thesis. The chapter acknowledges the importance of these factors
in shaping outcomes for skilled migrant women and men when seeking
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employment. Further discussion in chapter three will draw upon intersectionality
theory to discuss issues around skilled migration and families, and how this
subsequently plays out when gender, ethnicity and family intersect and create
further complexity for jobseeking.

Theoretical context
This thesis is situated within a feminist theoretical framework, with the analysis
underpinned by intersectionality theory. This theory was developed by Kimberlé
Crenshaw (1989). Crenshaw argued that the experiences of people could not be
understood through the context of gender difference alone, and she postulated that
various identity constructs, including race and ethnicity, could intersect in
different

ways

to

produce

many

forms

of

disadvantage.

Therefore,

intersectionality was selected as the overarching theoretical framework for this
thesis.
Intersectionality theory is a strongly feminist sociological approach to the
operation of individuals, groups and societies that takes into account multiple
sources of individual identity (Adib & Guerrier 2003, p. 416; Benschop 2006,
p. 274). The theory was initially prompted by the observation that studies of
women’s inequality rarely disaggregated data by race, thus privileging white
female experiences (Browne & Misra 2003, p. 487). The particular value of
intersectionality theory, as Acker (2006, p. 442) argues, is that previous research
generally focused on a single category or ‘social division’ singling out gender,
race, ethnicity or class, with little research on the intersections between them.
Intersectionality studies have been gaining ground within feminist literature since
the 1990s. They are considered important for analysing differences within society
in general (Anthias 2012a, 2012b; Weber, L 2010) and in specific settings such as
the ‘social arena’ of the labour market (Anthias 2012a, 2012b; Browne & Misra
2003; Taksa 2000).
Intersectionality theory is a work in progress. While there has been some
significant work carried out in the field, leading to robust debates around theory
and methods, it remains an evolving area of research. As McDowell (2008,
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p. 494) argues, ‘no one analyst can do everything in a single piece of work’. So it
is important for scholars to continue to identify social problems that require
analysis in order to move theory and research forward. Further, as Lewis (2009,
p. 209) contends, the scope of intersectionality theory should be open to change;
for example, by including men, masculinities and patriarchy in the analysis. In
addition, particular attention needs to be given to politics, social and cultural
contexts and processes in order to determine how identity characteristics intersect
and play out for particular individuals (Anthias 2012a, 2012b). This research
therefore addresses the question regarding the mechanisms by which
‘gendered/classed/racialised identities of skilled migrant workers are subject to
renegotiation on entering a different space’ (McDowell 2008, p. 496; see also
Anthias 2012a, pp. 106-7).
In addition to the impacts of identity characteristics such as race, ethnicity and
gender, work and family responsibilities may also create complexities for migrant
jobseekers. There is extensive research, particularly in Western contexts, that
examines how the competing spheres of work and family life and the operation of
gender roles produce disadvantage for women (Greenhaus & Beutell 1985;
Pocock 2003). Men are most often associated with the public domain of the
workplace, while women are associated with the private sphere of the home. Thus
men are seen as the ‘ideal worker’ or ‘breadwinner’, further reinforcing gender
roles between the workplace and the home, constraining women’s decisions about
career and family (Parasuraman & Greenhaus 1997, p. 4), and decreasing their
access to employment opportunities (Iredale 2001; Liversage 2009; Meares 2010;
Smith, DP 2004). In Australia, for example, the majority of work and care within
the home is still performed by women (FaCS 2002; Pocock 2003, 2005). This
problem is an enduring source of disadvantage and, at times, discrimination for
women.
While the majority of work and family research is in Western settings and
identifies issues particular to that context, it can be assumed that work and family
responsibilities also create significant complications for skilled migrant women,
especially for new arrivals. Their problems may be exacerbated by lack of family
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support and lack of knowledge about appropriate services (Dyer et al. 2010; Webb
et al. 2013), their eligibility to access them (FECCA 2009; Spinks 2009), and
difficulty in negotiating with employers (Castles et al. 1998). This research will
examine in tandem the effects of gender and family responsibility on employment
outcomes.

Researcher’s philosophy
This project is underpinned by the researcher’s own experiences and, as will be
detailed in Chapter Four — Methodology, it is important to explain their
significance. Migration has been an important factor in the researcher’s own life
experience. She migrated to Australia from the United Kingdom at the age of 11,
and has always felt a sense of being accepted and ‘at home’ in her new country.
However, in her adult life she was troubled by wider public discussion of
migrants, particularly the treatment of ethnic migrant business (long-stay)
subclass 457 visa holders. After some preliminary research, she wanted to find out
why NESB skilled independent migrants suffered adverse effects in gaining
commensurate employment. While she herself identifies as a white female from
an English speaking background (ESB), she now has an ethnic surname as she
married the grandson of first generation Italian migrants. She has been told about
the experiences and prejudices her partner’s family faced on their arrival and
settlement in Australia. As a result of these experiences, the researcher developed
the capacity to empathise with migrants who have faced their own settlement
challenges, and a strong sense of injustice regarding the treatment of migrants.
Throughout the study, therefore, the researcher has reflected on her emerging
understanding of how each participant understands their own lives within their
current

social,

environmental

and

political contexts. She also shares

commonalities with research participants: as a migrant; as a woman, and as a
student.
Having acknowledged this, the researcher is aware of her outsider status (Best
2003; Collins, PH 2004; Merton 1972). As a white-Anglo woman researching the
experiences of NESB migrants, she acknowledges that, in the words of Merton
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(1972, p. 11), she does not have the ‘monopolistic access’ to knowing and
understanding everything about NESB migrants. However, her experiences and
the multiple attributes that make her who she is, gives her a degree of ‘privileged
access’ to each participant’s life stories and experiences, as seen through the lens
of her own ‘outsider’ perspective (Collins, PH 2004).

Research design
This research will explore the lived experiences and outcomes of recently arrived
NESB skilled women and men migrants seeking employment within the Brisbane
urban region of Southeast Queensland. Using qualitative research techniques, this
project will develop an understanding of the journey undertaken by these
individuals. This research goes beyond statistical data, such as census figures and
the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia (LSIA), to describe and
analyse the lived experiences of migrant women and men. Situated within a
feminist research framework and using semi-structured interviews, participants’
stories are subject to the technique of narrative analysis from a feminist
standpoint.
The participants were 22 NESB women and men skilled migrants (17 women and
five men) from 16 countries. They had a range of different skills and levels of
education, and all had good English language ability. Participants had been living
in Australia for between six months and five years prior to being interviewed,
with the majority having arrived between one and three years prior. They were
each interviewed twice, about 12 months apart, to explore their experiences in the
intervening period and elucidate the ‘journey’ that each had taken.
Participants were obtained via government bodies and community-based
organisations which assisted in advertising for participants. More than half the
women participants had arrived as the spouse of their male partners, under various
types of arrangements including permanent partner and temporary partner visas.
Three participants had been accepted on humanitarian grounds, and the remaining
migrants arrived on skilled stream visas. Further demographic details are provided
in Table 4.1 in Chapter Four.
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In seeking to understand the lived experiences of participants, it was clear from
the outset that qualitative techniques were required. Such techniques permit the
exploration of everyday life. In particular, the interview is an important means of
gathering information that provides insights into, and develops understanding of, a
person’s experiences (Fontana & Frey 2000) in an open-ended way (Bryman
2004, p. 412). The interview is a particularly important tool in feminist research
(Bryman 2004) in order to engage with participants and provide a voice for them.
Hence a semi-structured interview process and narrative analysis technique were
designed to focus on the specific stories of individuals and preserve the integrity
of personal biographies and events contained within them (as advocated by
Riessman 2002, as cited in Chambliss & Schutt 2006, p. 213). From the
perspective of feminist standpoint theory, such an approach honours and
emphasises participants’ everyday realities (Olesen 2000, p. 222).

Significance and contribution of the research
There has been a dearth of qualitative research undertaken on the experiences and
outcomes of skilled migrant women and men workers in Australia. In particular,
the ‘female voice’ has been neglected (Alcorso 1989, p. 1; Cooke, FL 2007; Ho &
Alcorso 2004, p. 248; Webb et al. 2013). Hence there is a need for research on the
experiences and outcomes of skilled migrants, with a particular focus on women,
and how they experience these challenges at the intersection of work and family
(Cooke, FL 2007; Raghuram 2004). This study addresses the gap in existing
research, providing insights into the specific issues relating to women migrants,
and how they experience the job search process as compared to migrant men.
The unique contribution of this thesis is that it documents the employment
experiences and outcomes of NESB women and men skilled migrants to
Australia, using intersectionality theory, and in particular operationalising Floya
Anthias’s (1998, 2001, 2012b) theoretical framework as a way of exploring their
lived experiences and outcomes. The research responds to a call to examine the
‘multiple, intersecting and changing identities of people … to fully understand the
different processes operating in the world of work’ (Holgate, Hebson & McBride
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2006, p. 326). Thus the research aims to fill a significant gap in the employment
relations literature on gender and work, and gender and family. It also seeks to
remedy the lack of gender-focused research on NESB skilled migrant labour.
Additionally, this project contributes to the literature on work, race and ethnicity
— an area that is still widely under-researched (Adib & Guerrier 2003, p. 414).
This contribution is made through the exploration of the intersections of migrants’
complex identities to explain processes and outcomes.
This research also has important policy implications. If migrant experiences
remain unexamined, then their voices, including those of migrant women as well
as men, will remain absent from government policy agendas. Migrants (in this
case, independent skilled migrants) will continue to be an under-utilised economic
resource and the human consequences of this will continue to be ignored.
Participants’ stories shed light on issues affecting these groups, and can be used to
inform policy directions including the development of more effective support
structures for newly arrived migrants.

Thesis outline
This thesis is presented in eight chapters. Chapter Two is a summary of the
literature on the migrant experience relevant to the research questions, and
provides essential background to the research. The chapter covers the history of
immigration in Australia; current immigration policy; research on migrant
employment experiences in Australia and internationally; and summarises
relevant policy frameworks including Anti Discrimination, Equal Employment
Opportunity (EEO) and Managing Diversity (MD). A brief discussion of
community-based assistance for migrant jobseekers is also included. In Chapter
Three the theoretical context is discussed. This chapter explains the study’s
feminist epistemology and explores intersectionality theory as the main theoretical
frame for analysing the findings, in combination with other relevant theory,
including theory on work and family, and on occupational mobility, particularly
downward mobility. Chapter Four provides details of the research methods and
methodology.
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Chapters Five and Six are the empirical chapters. Chapter Five introduces the
participants and provides their accounts of arriving in Australia, settling and
finding work. Chapter Six draws out relevant themes from the data, highlighting
the issues and challenges the participants faced. Chapter Seven analyses
participants’ expectations, experiences and outcomes, drawing on relevant
published studies and the theoretical work of Anthias (1998, 2001, 2012b). The
final chapter presents the implications of the research for immigration policy, and
other relevant government policy and community programs, and identifies issues
for further research.

Conclusion
This study views through an intersectional lens the complex experiences of newly
arrived, NESB skilled migrant women and men seeking employment within
Southeast Queensland by addressing the following research questions:
1.

What are the employment expectations, experiences and outcomes for
NESB skilled migrants?

2.

Do recently arrived women and men NESB skilled migrants differ in
their strategies in seeking and obtaining employment? What are the
reasons for any observed differences in jobseeking behaviour?

When this research commenced in 2007, there were skill shortages in a number of
occupations in Australia due to a tight labour market. Six years later, skill
shortages are still evident. While there have been some changes to immigration
policy following the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2008 and subsequent
changes in the country’s occupational needs, skilled labour is still in demand.
Thus, while the details of immigration policy might change, and labour shortages
will vary in nature over time, the problem of the underutilisation of skilled
migrant labour is likely to remain unless the problem is fully understood,
appreciated and acted upon at a public policy level. My hope is that the thesis
makes a modest contribution to this important task.

CHAPTER TWO
FROM PAST TO PRESENT:
AUSTRALIAN MIGRATION POLICY TO CURRENT
ISSUES IN THE LABOUR MARKET

Introduction
Migrants have been important for populating Australia and enabling its economic
growth. The country’s first immigrants, arriving in 1788, originated from whiteAnglo and Irish backgrounds. As the nation began to grow, only people of this
background were considered acceptable as legitimate arrivals to Australia (Jupp
1998, p. 17, 2009, p. 149). This prevailing attitude was reinforced by the
introduction of the Immigration Restriction Act in 1901, famously known as the
‘White Australia Policy’. Despite the initial reluctance to accept people from nonAnglophone countries, NESB migrants were accepted when intakes from
traditional sources began to dwindle. However, such migrants were treated
differently from the dominant Anglo population group. This was particularly
evident in the way migrants were accepted into the local labour market and treated
as workers. Segregation of migrant workers into lower status occupations, coupled
with inferior working conditions and pay, was common.
In response to growing economic pressures in the latter part of the twentieth
century, immigration policy needed to change. People with skills and experience
were required to fill identified shortages in the labour market. It was anticipated
that migrants arriving under the new policy conditions would experience better
labour market outcomes than migrants in the past. However, while outcomes may
be better for some groups, it is still clear that NESB migrants continue to face
difficulty in finding work commensurate with their skills and qualifications. This
chapter therefore provides an overview of the history of immigration and an
examination of the issues affecting how migrants fare in the contemporary
employment context. Further, the chapter will show that Australia is not alone in
relation to the complex issues that migrants face when seeking employment, as
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trends show that issues of DOM and poor working conditions exist around the
globe for migrant groups (IOM 2010a; Pioch 2004; Raijman & Semyonov 1997).
This chapter gives an overview of Australian immigration practices from the time
of early settlement to the skilled migration programs in operation today. In the
first section, early settlement and the role of migration in population and
economic growth is discussed, revealing a history of migrant selection based on
‘handpicking’ the most acceptable types of migrants. Legislation was racially
orientated until changes to immigration policy were made during the 1970s. These
changes were a precursor to the development of contemporary skilled migration,
programs shifting the focus from humanitarian and family-reunion to skills-based
programs. This shift in focus signalled increasing linkages between economic
growth and immigration policy and a growing emphasis on encouraging migrants
with skills. The second section discusses patterns of migrant employment,
highlighting the key challenges that migrants face, and the observed outcomes.
The third section presents essential background on the Australian employment
relations environment. This section details changes within the industrial relations
system that have impacted on employment outcomes for more vulnerable groups.
The effectiveness of legislative provisions and management of diversity programs,
and the importance of community-based organisations are discussed in relation to
their usefulness in assisting migrant employment. This is followed by the fourth
section, which, drawing on international literature on migrant employment issues,
provides a global assessment of relevant trends, before returning to Australia once
again in the fifth section, examining the impact migration has on skilled women
migrants. The chapter concludes by emphasising the need for further analysis of
the journeys of skilled migrants by developing deeper understandings of their
experiences and the challenges they continue to face.
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The history of Australian immigration
Australia is a nation founded on migrant settlement. The first migrant settlers
arriving in 1788 were mainly from Britain and Ireland. Most were convicted of
petty crimes and transported to Australia, then a penal colony, to serve custodial
sentences (Healey 2005, p. 8; Markus et al. 2009, p. 53; Reisman 2009, p. 191).
These convict migrants were the first form of ‘forced’ labour in Australia (Castles
et al. 1992, p. 18). Early convict settlement was the main source of population
growth, with 800 000 convicts transported to New South Wales by 1840 (Markus
et al. 2009, p. 53). The 1830s saw a shift away from convict settlement towards an
increase in free settlers through assisted and unassisted forms of migration (Hugo
2011a, pp. 245–46; Jupp 1998, pp. 9–15; Markus et al. 2009, p. 53). Migrants
were overwhelmingly of British origin, with the exception of a small number of
non-white males including Asians, indentured ‘Hindus’ and Melanesians
(Kanakas) who entered Australia as labourers during the 1830s (Collins, J 1991,
p. 201).
During the 1850s the Australian population almost tripled from 437 665 to
1 188 149 (Collins, J 1991, p. 202; Markus et al. 2009, p. 53). This resulted
mainly from the discovery of gold in the Ballarat and Bendigo regions of the then
colony of Victoria, bringing an influx of free immigrants, with the largest group
originating from China (Collins, J 1991, p. 202; Evans, Saunders & Cronin 1993,
p. 250, 254, Healey 2005, p. 8; Hugo 2011a, p. 246; McConnochie et al. 1988,
p. 67; Markus et al. 2009, p. 53). Racism was rife. Anti-Chinese sentiment was
reflected in the media during the 1860s, with writers and cartoonists openly
attacking Chinese settlers’ culture and using racist terminology to describe them
(Collins, J 1991, p. 203; Evans et al. 1993, p. 292). In contrast, white Australians
were portrayed as being ‘honest, virile, and hardworking’ (Evans et al. 1993,
p. 292). Melanesian workers also felt the brunt of Australian racism. This group
typically worked in the cane fields of far north Queensland, because it was
thought that their skin colour made them suited to working in hotter climates.
They were considered to be an ‘inferior race’ that was ‘expendable and reliable’
(Collins, J 1991, p. 203). A ‘hierarchy of stereotypes’ thus began to emerge in
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Australian society, with a person’s value based on where their skin colour fell on
the spectrum between black and white. The top of the hierarchy was populated by
‘Caucasian and other lightly coloured races, while Negroes and Australian
Aborigines were placed near the bottom’ (Cronin 1975, as cited in Collins, J 1991
p. 203).
Wages were also based on racial origin (Collins, J 1991, p. 203; Evans et al. 1993,
p. 245). For example, around the 1880s Chinese were generally paid a yearly
wage of £30, Melanesians received around £12, and Indigenous Australians were
afforded only basic rations. Europeans however, enjoyed an annual wage of £52
(Evans et al. 1993, p. 245). These discriminatory practices were justified by the
scientific theory of ‘Social Darwinism’, wherein race superiority was based on
fairness of skin (Collins, J 1991, p. 204; Grimshaw, Lake, McGrath & Quartly
1994, pp. 177–79; Moore 1985, p. 121). Further, white British and Irish settlers
were seen as contributors to the ‘economic and demographic development’ of the
nation, whereas non-Europeans were accepted as a ‘second component’ in terms
of providing their labour (Hugo 2011a, p. 247). Thus nineteenth century Australia
was a colony settled along British and European lines, discriminating against nonEuropean settlers and workers, and viewing immigrant labour as a commodity at
the white man’s disposal.
A white Australia
At Federation, the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 enforced what was known as
the ‘White Australia Policy’. The Act was introduced to ensure Australia remained
a white society, and thus the policy discriminated against non-Europeans (Castles
1987, p. 5; Collins, J 1991, p. 9; Foster, Marshall & Williams 1991, p. 10; Healey
2005, p. 5; Hugo 2011a, p. 248; Jupp 1998, p. 73; Levey 2008, p. 4; Vasta 2005
p. 7; Vasta & Castles 1996, p. 1). The policy was put in place to restrict
immigration and enforce the deportation of ‘prohibited migrants’ including
prostitutes, disease carriers and persons of ill repute (DIBP 2013, p. 2). A
dictation test was also introduced. This was designed to exclude applicants on the
basis that they were to pass a written test, often prescribed in a language in which
the applicant was unfamiliar (DIBP 2013, p. 2; Jupp 1991, p. 48). The
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introduction of The Pacific Islander Labourers Act 1901, introduced at the same
time as the White Australia Policy aimed to send all Melanesian labourers home
to the Pacific Islands (Jupp 2009, p. 150; Moore 1985, p. 275). As a consequence
‘Kanaka labour’ was expelled from Queensland at the time of Federation (Collins,
J 1991 p. 20; Healey 2005, p. 7). All recruitment of Islander labour was to cease
by 1904, and the remaining Islanders were to be repatriated by 1907 (Moore 1985,
p. 131). Any Melanesians who remained after the ‘deportation years’ of 1901–
1908 were outcasts in Australian society (Moore 1985 p. 199), with access to a
limited range of occupations. The outlook for their children was just as bleak; they
were never expected to go further than ‘the lowest rung on the working class
ladder’ (Moore 1985, p. 199).
Immigration numbers were relatively low in the first half of the twentieth century,
partly due to the economic depression of the 1930s. Only a small number of
migrants arrived in those years, originating mainly from Greece and Italy (Castles
1987; Collins, J 1991, p. 20; Healey 2005, p. 7; Vasta 2005, p. 7). After the
Second World War the number of British-born migrants began to decline, and
Australian immigration policy was modified to allow immigration from nonAnglo stock (Castles 1987, p. 6; Teicher et al. 2002, p. 210). However, migrants
remained predominantly white and from European backgrounds. Formal assisted
passage agreements were used as a mechanism to encourage more migrants.
Britain, Malta, The Netherlands, Italy and West Germany were the main target
groups, while some general assisted passages were provided to migrants from
Scandinavia, Switzerland and the USA. These immigrants were assessed on their
suitability for undertaking work in nursing and domestic services in hospitals, and
in reconstruction and development projects, particularly in rural Australia
(Teicher et al. 2002, pp. 210–16). Migrant refugees from Baltic and Slavonic
countries also became more attractive to the government and the wider
community, as these groups were considered to be ‘racially acceptable’ (Castles
1987, p. 5, Castles et al. 1992, p. 9, 23; Vasta 2005, p. 8).
From the early 1950s, there was a requirement to fill rapidly growing gaps in the
labour market, and to increase the population (Collins, J 1975; Teicher et al. 2002,
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pp. 212–16; Vasta 2005, p. 7). Access to a large workforce was required to ensure
completion of major capital works projects such as the Snowy Mountains Hydro
Electric Scheme and the modernisation of road and rail systems (McConnochie et
al. 1988, p. 169; Teicher et al. 2002, pp. 212–16). There was also a need to bolster
secondary and tertiary industries as primary production was in decline (Birrell
2009, p. 72; Castles 1987, p. 9; Collins, J 2000; De Cieri & Olekalns 2001, p. 24).
From the late 1940s to the mid 1970s, the largest migrant groups originated from
Italy and Greece. The Migration Act 1958 saw the abolition of the dictation test
(Jupp 1991, p. 48) and the White Australia Policy undergoing gradual
modification during the late 1950s and early 1960s (Jupp 1991, pp. 85-86). From
the 1970s onwards, intakes began to increase from the Middle East and China
(Booth et al. 2010, p. 3; Hugo 2011a, p. 252; Markus et al. 2009, p. 56, 153).
Both government policy and public opinion held that migrants should assimilate
quickly and easily by finding work, learning the English language, and accepting
Australia’s culture and values (Birrell 2009, p. 72; Castles 1987, p. 9; Castles et
al. 1992, p. 45; Groutsis 2003; McConnochie et al. 1988, p. 170, 181; Spinks
2009, p. 2; Thapa 2004, p. 1). Employment was seen as imperative for the
successful settlement of migrants (Thapa 2004, p. 1). However, many
discriminatory practices hindered this process. For example, ‘labour market
segmentation, racial segregation, inadequate schooling, and experiences of
racism’ (Vasta 2005, p. 12) forced many migrants to build their own communities
and maintain their own cultural identity and language, while trying to live
alongside the dominant white society (Castles 1987, p. 6; McConnochie et al.
1988, p. 183).
It is evident from the above summation of Australia’s immigration history that a
hierarchy of acceptability was created around skin colour. When Australia
increasingly required immigrants to fill labour market shortages, migrants from
less favourable backgrounds became more desirable. However, this created many
problems for migrants of different racial origin during settlement and for
accessing employment. Racial divisions within society were starkly evident, and
required addressing by government.
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The four phases of multiculturalism: 1972–1996
From the 1970s Australian immigration policy underwent significant change. This
affected the composition of the migrant population and the role of migrants within
Australian society. The Australian Labor Party (ALP) federal government (1972–
1975), implemented policy that included Australian immigrants within a new
welfare state model — the Australian Assistance Plan (AAP). This plan centred
on social justice issues including the specific needs of the NESB population, thus
providing a homogenous welfare system for all (Castles 1987, p. 10; Castles et al.
1992, p. 62; Vasta 2005, p. 10). The ALP government discontinued the ‘White
Australia Policy’ in 1973 (Castles 1987, p. 5; Collins, J 1975; Levey 2008, p. 4;
Teicher et al. 2002, pp. 210–17) and introduced what is now known as ‘The Four
Phases of Multiculturalism’, which has since driven future immigration policy
(Vasta 2005, p. 13).
Phase one (1972–1975) of the ‘Four Phases’, aimed at redressing class and other
disadvantage, giving migrants full access to government services and education.
In addition, Australia became more open to accepting migrants from countries in
Africa, Asia and the Middle East (Teicher et al. 2002, pp. 210–17). However,
some restrictions remained for those migrating from non-European countries
(Castles et al. 1992, p. 58). Phase two (1975 to mid-1980s) encompassed the
development of the ‘ethnic group model’ (Vasta 2005, p. 13), with emphasis
placed on acknowledging cultural differences like language, traditions and
folklore, and giving support to ethnic, cultural and social associations (Fozdar
2012; Spinks 2009, p. 2; Vasta 2005, p. 13). During the third phase (mid-1980s to
1996), many government-based initiatives were introduced to assist migrants’
integration into mainstream society (Castles 1997, as cited in Vasta 2005, p. 13).
The intake of migrants from NESB countries began to increase more rapidly
(Hawthorne 1997, p. 395, 2002, p. 55; Shamsuddin 1998, p. 107), particularly
from Asia and the Middle East (Birrell & Rapson 2005, p. 10).
It is phase four, the most recent phase that is particularly pertinent for this study.
Phase four occurred under the Howard Government, elected in 1996. At this time
there was a significant shift in policy that placed a greater emphasis on skilled
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migration. The then Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs
(DIMA) was directed to conduct a review of the effectiveness of a proposed
immigration policy that involved a ‘points system’ approach (Hawthorne 2005,
p. 681). The review found that a large number of NESB migrants were not
obtaining employment upon arrival in Australia. For example, the migrant
unemployment rate in 1996 was 12 per cent compared to 7.9 per cent for the
Australian-born (ABS 1996, p. 143). The system was revised and major policy
changes occurred to reduce this risk. The points system was modified to favour
applicants who met criteria for skills, age, and language proficiency requirements,
those who possessed one of the occupations that were listed as in demand, and
those with high levels of human capital (Hawthorne 2005, p. 681; Teicher et al.
2002, p. 218; Wright 2012, p. 116).
The policy changes since the early 1970s were directed towards increased
acceptance of NESB migrants into a more inclusive society. In line with the above
changes, immigration policy was altered in an attempt to stem problems
associated with inferior employment outcomes, while also addressing Australia’s
economic needs.
Immigration policy: 1996–2012
Prior to the mid-1990s, immigration policy focused primarily on permanent
settlement. From 1996, major changes occurred in immigration policy with the
growth of temporary forms of migration, including student workers, temporary
skilled workers, visitors, and working holiday entrants (Hugo 2011b, p. 35; MIA
2011, p. 13). While migration based on family and humanitarian grounds
continued, policy was specifically designed to increase the skilled labour force
(Wright 2012, p. 114). General Skills Migration Schemes were introduced, falling
into two categories: independent (General Skilled Migration) and employernominated migration (Employer Nomination Scheme) (DIAC 2007a, p. 1). Both
of these migration categories are assessed in accordance to current labour market
requirements (Teicher et al. 2002, p. 218). In 2008–2009, approximately 63 per
cent of entrants via the migration program were skilled migrants (Hugo 2011b,
p. 35).
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There are now a range of visa subclasses that can be accessed by permanent and
temporary migrants and visitors. From 1 July 2012, applications are now
submitted on-line by potential immigrants as an ‘expression of interest’ via
SkillSelect (DIAC 2012a). However, for the purposes of this research since
participants had arrived prior to 2012, the former visa subclass nomenclature is
referred to throughout this thesis. Although the list is not exhaustive, details of the
visa subclasses that centred on skilled migration prior to 1 July 2012 are provided
below.
Skilled independent (migrant) visa (subclass 175 pre 1 July 2012)
In order to satisfy independent entry requirements under the General Skilled
Migration scheme (visa subclass 175), migrants were required to obtain 120
points (DIAC 2008a). These points were awarded based on age; education level;
compatibility with a skilled occupational category determined by the Department
of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) and published on their Skilled Occupation
List (SOL); and vocational English language proficiency. Additional points were
awarded if the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEEWR) listed the occupation on the Migration Occupations in Demand List
(MODL). Applicants were assessed under four categories specified by the
Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC): Offshore General Skilled;
Onshore General Skilled; Onshore Skilled New Zealand Citizen, and Sydney and
Selected Areas Skilled Shortage List (SSASSL) (DIAC 2008b, p. 1; DIAC 2008c,
p. 1; DIAC 2008d, pp. 1–4; DIAC 2007a, p. 1; DIAC 2007b, p.1; Teicher et al.
2002, pp. 218–19). The SOL was designed to accommodate the need for skilled
workers to fill positions within four major occupation groups (DIAC 2007a, p. 1;
DIAC 2007b, p. 1). These groups comprised managers and administrators,
professionals, associate professionals, and tradespersons and related workers.
Within each of these occupational categories, there were a range of occupations
listed to address skill shortage requirements. Table 2.1 provides a brief list of the
occupations included, the points allocated and the relevant assessing authority.
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Occupations recognised under former general skilled migration SOL
Occupation

Managers and
Administrators

Child Care Co-ordinator

60

TRA

Director of Nursing

60

ANMC

Education Managers (nec)

50

VETASSESS

Finance Manager

60

CPAA/ICAA/NIA

General Manager

60

AIM

Production Manager
(Mining)

50

VETASSESS

Accountant*

60

CPAA/ICAA/NIA

Agricultural Adviser

50

VETASSESS

Dentist*

60

ADC

Engineer — Civil Engineer*

60

Engineers Australia

Teacher — Primary School

60

TA

Veterinarian

60

AVBC

Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Worker

40

VETASSES

Chef — Head Chef*

60

TRA

Electrical Engineering
Associate

40

Engineers Australia

Futures Trader

40

VETASSESS

Mine Deputy

40

VETASSESS

Youth Worker

40

VETASSESS

Automotive Electrician*

60

TRA

Blacksmith

60

TRA

Cabinetmaker*

60

TRA

Dressmaker

60

TRA

General Electrician*

60

TRA

Pastry Cook*

60

TRA

Vehicle Body Maker*

60

TRA

Professionals

Associate
Professionals

Tradespersons and
Related Workers

Points

Assessing Authority$

Occupation Group

$ see list of abbreviations for complete details of the assessing authority
nec — not elsewhere classified
* example of occupations also on the MODL
Source: DIAC (2007a, pp. 3–14)

Skilled — sponsored (migrant) visa (subclass 176 pre 1 July 2012)
This visa subclass is open to those migrants who do not gain entry under the
Skilled Independent visa (subclass 175), but are able to arrange sponsorship

Chapter Two — From past to present

23

(DIAC 2008d, p. 1). The applicant or their spouse must be sponsored by an
eligible relative residing in Australia or be nominated by a participating State or
Territory government agency (DIAC 2008e, p. 1). Sponsors of migrant applicants
must also meet required obligations, providing accommodation and/or financial
support, childcare, and must assist the migrant to find employment (DIAC 2008f,
p. 1). If the applicant is nominated by a State or Territory Government, then the
applicant must agree to remain in the State or Territory for a minimum of two
years (DIAC 2008g, p. 1).
Employer nomination scheme visa (subclass 121/856 pre 1 July 2012)
For entry based on employer nomination (visa subclass 121/856), an employer
must demonstrate that there is a shortage within the labour market and that a
position cannot be filled locally. The occupation must appear on the Employer
Nomination Scheme Occupation List (ENSOL). In addition, the employer must
demonstrate adequate labour training records. The position must be full-time, and
the employee must receive standard wages and working conditions (DIAC 2007b,
p. 1; Teicher et al. 2002, p. 219). To be eligible, a nominated migrant must have
the necessary skills and qualifications required for the position, and the person
must demonstrate their eligibility for the visa as required by DIAC.
Secondary applicants (subclass range 100–118 pre 1 July 2012)
In the skills migration scheme categories, secondary applicants can be included
with the primary application. Such applicants include a spouse or independent
partner, dependants, and a dependant relative of the applicant or the applicant’s
spouse. Evidence of the history of the relationship pertaining to each secondary
applicant must be provided (DIAC 2008h, p. 1).
Labour agreements (subclass 120/855) and business (long-stay) —
subclass 457 pre 1 July 2012
Employers and industry associations use labour agreements, or ‘457 visas’, to
recruit overseas skilled workers to fill gaps in the labour market, including
situations where a large number of workers are required for short-term projects.
Occupations do not need to appear on the SOL or ENSOL for this visa to be
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granted. However, employers must be able to show sufficient evidence that a
labour shortage exists. A points test is not required. This visa is available for work
in Australia for up to four years. Secondary applicants may also be included
(partners and their children), and are also eligible to work or undertake study
(DIAC 2008i, pp. 1–2).
Current immigration policy
Modification to the skilled migration program
In 2010, the Australian Government sought to modify the Skilled Migration
Program. The incumbent Labor government announced that the Migration
Occupation in Demand List (MODL) was to be revoked (DIAC 2010a, p. 1) and
that visa applications were to be suspended. This action was driven mainly by the
GFC that commenced in 2008 (Markus et al. 2009, p. 151). The government
reduced the Skilled Occupation List (SOL) from approximately 400 occupations
to 181 (DIAC 2010a, p. 1). Occupations removed included hairdressers and
cooks, while occupations within the engineering, health, teaching, childcare and
some technical and trades services remained (Birrell 2009, p. 85; DIAC 2010b).
The revised SOL came into effect in July 2010 and emphasised three key criteria
‘first, [where] skills needed to take a long time to learn; second, [where] there is
evidence of high skills matching (i.e. the skills acquired were deployed as
intended); and third, the costs of the skills being in short supply are high to the
economy or to the respective local communities’ (OECD 2011, p. 260).
Since July 2011, two separate schedules of the Skilled Occupation List have been
in effect. The first: Skilled Occupation List (SOL) Schedule 1 is specific to those
applying through the Independent Skilled Visa subclass 175, and includes over
190 occupations (DIAC 2011a). Those who apply and receive nomination by
either a State or Territory government can meet an occupation from the Skilled
Occupation List (SOL) Schedule 1 and 2. The second schedule comprises of over
500 recognised occupations, including those listed in Schedule 1 (DIAC 2011b).
Table 2.2 provides some examples of the occupations listed within Schedule 1
and 2.
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Table 2.2

Occupations listed on SOL Schedule One and Two

Occupation

Schedule Assessing Authority$

Child Care Centre Manager

1

TRA

Nursing Clinical Director

1

ANMC

Education Managers (nec)

2

VETASSESS

Finance Manager

2

CPAA/ICAA/NIA

Corporate General Manager

2

AIM

Production Manager (Mining)

2

VETASSESS

Accountant (General)

1

CPAA/ICAA/NIA

Agricultural Consultant or Adviser

1

VETASSESS

Dentist

1

ADC

Civil Engineer

1

Engineers Australia

Teacher — Primary School

2

TA

Veterinarian

1

AVBC

Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Health Worker

2

VETASSES

Chef — Head Chef

2

TRA

Electrical Engineer

1

Engineers Australia

Futures Trader

2

VETASSESS

Mine Deputy

2

VETASSESS

Youth Worker

2

VETASSESS

Automotive Electrician

1

TRA

Blacksmith

2

TRA

Cabinetmaker

2

TRA

Dressmaker

2

TRA

General Electrician

1

TRA

Pastry Cook

2

TRA

Vehicle Body Builder

2

TRA

$ see list of abbreviations for complete details of the assessing authority
nec — not elsewhere classified
Source: DIAC (2011a, 2011b)

In addition, there were changes to the points test system that took effect from 1
July 2011. This affected a total of six visa subclasses, including three offshore
visa subclasses: Skilled Independent (Migrant) — 175; Skilled Sponsored
(Migrant) — 176, and Skilled Regional Sponsored (Provisional) — 475. The
remaining three affected were onshore visa subclasses including: Skilled
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Independent (Residence) — 885; Skilled Sponsored (Residence) — 886, and
Regional Sponsored (Provisional) — 487. The maximum number of points
required was revised to 65. However, points are weighted by age, English
language ability, qualification and employment experience, with additional points
allocated for anyone who had previously worked in Australia. Table 2.3 provides
an overview.
Policy again changed in 2012. The former Skilled Independent (Migrant) — 175
and Skilled Independent (Residence) — 885 subclasses were replaced by Skilled
Independent Subclass 189. The Skilled Sponsored (Migrant) — 176 and Skilled
Sponsored (Residence) — 886 were replaced by Skilled Nominated Subclass 190.
The Skilled Regional Sponsored (Provisional) — 475 and the onshore visa
subclasses of Regional Sponsored (Provisional) — 487 were replaced with Skilled
Regional subclass 489. As indicated earlier, intending migrants lodge an
‘expression of interest’ through the SkillSelect online system managed by DIAC
(now named the Department of Immigration and Border Protection [DIBP], due to
the recent change in government). Migrants’ details are collected and their skills
are ‘ranked’ against a points test. Most of the former requirements remain
unchanged, including language competency, age requirements, and having a skill
listed on the SOL. Secondary applicants including spouses, de facto partners and
dependent children are also included on the one visa application (see DIAC
2012a, 2012b).
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Table 2.3

Revised points test at at 1 July 2011

Factor

Description

Points

Age

18–24

25

25–32

30

33–39

25

40–44

15

45–49

0

Competent English — IELTS* 6

0

Proficient English — IELTS 7

10

Superior English — IELTS 8

20

One year Australian (of past two years)

5

Three years Australian (of past five
years)

10

Five years Australian (of past seven
years)

15

Three years overseas (of past five years)

5

Five years overseas (of past seven years)

10

Eight years overseas (of past 10 years)

15

Offshore recognised apprenticeship
AQFIII/IV completed in Australia
Diploma completed in Australia

10

Bachelor degree (including a Bachelor
degree with Honours or Masters)

15

PhD

20

Minimum two years full-time
(Australian study requirement)

5

Designated language

5

Partner skills

5

Professional year

5

Sponsorship by state or territory
government

5

Sponsorship by family or state or
territory government to regional
Australia

10

English Language

Australian work experience in
nominated occupation or a closely
related occupation

Overseas work experience in
nominated occupation or a closely
related occupation

Qualifications
(Australian or recognized overseas)

Recognition of Australian Study

* International English Language Testing System
Source: DIAC (2011c)

28

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

The overview provided above, demonstrates how immigration policy has changed
in focus from humanitarian and family-reunion based migration, towards a more
recent focus on skills-based migration. The points system enables immigrants to
be appropriately selected based on a range of qualifying characteristics.
Qualifications, language, skill, experience and other important credentials are
assessed with a view to filling jobs that are identified as in demand in the
Australian economy. It was envisaged that such a change would have a positive
effect on migrant unemployment rates.
Summary
White settlers, particularly those of Anglo and Irish background, were the
preferred type of migrant in the nineteenth century. While there were small
numbers of European settlers, history shows that race was a key factor in
determining acceptance, settlement and employment outcomes. The introduction
of the White Australia Policy in 1901 continued to sanction racist sentiments for
the next 70 years, affording passage to those considered ‘racially acceptable’ in
Australia. Employment outcomes were determined by racial background for new
NESB migrants, and they were expected to assimilate quickly, and accept the
nation’s language, culture and values.
The introduction of multicultural policy and the abandonment of the White
Australia Policy in the early 1970s was an attempt to narrow differences between
white Australians and migrants. The government sought to acknowledge and
promote wider acceptance of migrant cultures, language and traditions. NESB
migrants were also increasing in numbers, but unemployment figures for this
group were high. Competition and global economic pressures were also of
concern, resulting in the review of immigration policy in the mid-1990s. A shift in
policy focus occurred towards attracting skilled migrants to fill labour shortfalls.
While this satisfied economic imperatives and sought to remedy problems with
employment outcomes of more recent migrants with highly skilled and
experienced profiles, challenges still remain for independent NESB skilled
migrants. Therefore, this research sets out to explore whether skilled migrants are
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achieving their desired employment outcomes, and if not, what are the
experiences and outcomes for this group.

Employment of skilled migrants in Australia
The above discussion of immigration history has shed light on the context of
immigration, the barriers some migrants face in accessing employment, and the
discriminatory behaviour experienced when attempting to find jobs. One of the
key drivers of Australia’s economic prosperity has been immigration, with the
result that Australia now has a very diverse population with migrants currently
arriving from almost 200 countries (IOM 2013, p. 1; Markus et al. 2009, p. 152;
Thapa 2004, p. 1). While the earlier focus of immigration was economic and
population growth, as has been indicated, the labour shortages of the mid-1990s
saw the Australian Government focus on skilled migrant arrivals (Productivity
Commission 2007, p. 1; Wright 2012, p. 116). While there have been recent
changes to policy with respect to intake numbers and skill requirements, there is
still a strong focus on skilled migration intakes. This section will now discuss the
challenges and barriers to employment that many migrant workers experience
today.
In Australia, migrants have historically worked across the entire labour market but
at the same time their labour has been segmented along ethnic and gender lines
(Alcorso 2003, p. 18; Birrell & Rapson 2005, p. 17; Campbell, Fincher & Webber
1991; Collins, J 1991, pp. 78–9, 2000, pp. 24–9). For example, migrants from
ESB countries generally find employment in skilled manufacturing sectors, whitecollar and professional positions, similar to Australian-born workers. In stark
contrast, the majority of NESB migrants (excluding those of Northern European
descent), especially Middle-Eastern, Indo-Chinese and Southern European are
more likely to be found working in the semi-skilled and unskilled sectors of the
labour market, undertaking jobs in low-skilled manufacturing positions, wholesale
and retail trade, and health and community services (Campbell et al. 1991;
FECCA 2009, p. 4; Foster et al. 1991, pp. 51–2). See Table 2.4:
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Employment of foreign-born by sector in Australia — 2000–2001

Sector
Agriculture & fishing
Mining, manufacturing & energy
Construction
Wholesale & retail trade

Average of Total Foreign Born%
2.1
17.9
7.8
16.5

Hotels & restaurants

6.0

Education

6.2

Health & community services

10.0

Households

3.2

Administration

3.3

Other services

26.9

Note: The numbers in bold indicate the sectors where foreigners are overrepresented (that is, the share of
foreign employment in that sector is higher than the share of foreign employment in total employment).
Source: OECD (2003, p. 63 as cited in Pioch 2004, p. 56)

As emphasised earlier in this chapter, the fostering of immigration based primarily
on individuals’ skill levels has been the focal point of Australia’s immigration
policy since 1996. Some commentators argue that the change in policy has proved
beneficial for Australia economically as it has led to decreases in migrant
unemployment (see Hawthorne 2005, pp. 688–90). However, researchers such as
Cobb-Clark (2000), Cobb-Clark et al. (2001), and Ho and Alcorso (2004) have
questioned whether migrants are achieving better labour market outcomes, given
their skill and education levels. Cobb-Clark (2000, p. 29), for example, examined
whether migrants who entered Australia via a skills visa were more likely to
remain competitive and achieve more successful outcomes in the labour market
than migrants in other visa categories (humanitarian and family reunion). Her
findings suggest that regardless of visa category, migrants (skilled or otherwise)
were equally likely to be unemployed six months after arrival unless they
migrated under the Business Skills/Employer Nomination Scheme programs.
However, men who had arrived on humanitarian or family migration visas had the
same participation rate as those who had migrated under the skills category. In
more recent times, there appears to be better employment outcomes for the skilled
groups — see Table 2.5.
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Table 2.5

Labour force status by visa type — 2010
Employed, Employed, Employed,
worked
worked
away from
full-time
part-time
work

Unemp’d, Unemp’d, Not in
looking
looking
the
for F/T
for P/T
labour
work
work
force Total

%

%

%

%

%

%

%

Independent

52.8

17.4

3.1

3.2

2.7

20.0

100.0

Australian
sponsored

48.0

18.3

3.3

4.6

2.1

22.9

100.0

Employer
sponsored

56.1

16.6

3.7

1.7

1.7

18.9

100.0

Other skilled

30.6

19.1

3.8

1.7

2.9

40.6

100.0

50.0

17.7

3.3

3.1

2.5

22.5

100.0

Partner

38.1

16.8

3.9

4.1

2.5

32.8

100.0

Parent

8.4

6.7

1.5

1.5

1.2

78.2

100.0

Other

26.1

16.2

4.2

3.8

2.8

44.2

100.0

35.5

16.1

3.8

3.9

2.4

36.3

100.0

Special
Humanitarian
Program

11.8

8.6

3.3

5.7

3.6

63.2

100.0

Refugee

15.4

10.6

2.0

4.3

4.2

61.3

100.0

Other

28.7

13.2

4.2

7.6

2.6

39.3

100.0

16.6

10.3

3.0

5.6

3.6

57.4

100.0

41.3

16.4

3.5

3.7

2.5

31.1

100.0

Skilled

Total
Family

Total
Humanitarian

Total
Total migrants

Source: ABS (2010 [Table 1])

However, participation rates for women across all visa categories remain lower
than the native-born (see Table 2.11, p. 52) (ABS 2010; Cobb-Clark 2000, p. 22).
This suggests that while policy has changed focus from family-based migration to
a skilled points system, women still experience inferior employment outcomes to
the native-born. Ho and Alcorso (2004, pp. 238–40) likewise raise concerns over
whether current immigration policy has improved labour outcomes for the migrant
workforce. They find that the barriers and disadvantages that migrant workers

32

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

face are not acknowledged, leading to ongoing poor employment outcomes for
both women and men migrant workers (Bertone 2009; Ho & Alcorso 2004; Misko
2012; Watson 2000, p. 79). Thus, while migrants may be employed, they may not
be employed in occupations that fully utilise their human capital.
Immigrants are well educated. Both ESB and NESB immigrants are more likely to
hold tertiary level qualifications than Australian-born workers. As would be
expected, given changes to immigration policy in the 1990s, the skill levels of
more recent migrants are much higher than those of native-born workers or
migrants arriving prior to 1997 (Castles et al. 1998, p. 57). However, skilled
migrants still face significant barriers to employment in their chosen profession in
Australia. The well-known obstacles include language fluency, local work
experience, and skill and qualification recognition (Alcorso & Ho 2006; Bauder
2005; Bertone 2000 pp. 57–8, 2009, p. 90; Birrell & Rapson 2005; Chiswick et al.
2003, 2005; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007; FECCA 2009, p. 4; Misko 2012, p. 8).
In addition, lack of familiarity with the Australian economy and labour market
(Bertone 2000, p. 57; Chiswick et al. 2003) can mean that migrants lack
knowledge to sell their skills effectively leading to the phenomenon known as
‘downward occupational mobility’ where initial employment outcomes are at a
lower level to the previous job held prior to migration (Chiswick et al. 2003,
p. 49; Ho 2004 p. 130; Ho & Alcorso 2004, p. 243). Local employers, too, may
not be aware of the migrant talent available within the workforce, and migrants
may find themselves facing discrimination in gaining employment (Castles et al.
1998, pp. 53–8). Hence, despite their human capital, migrant employment
outcomes are worse than those of Australian-born workers.
During the 1990s a clear pattern of employment outcomes based on country of
origin was discernible. The Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia
(LSIA) conducted in the early 1990s, brought to light important findings
concerning the labour market outcomes of various migrant groups, showing
disparities between the wages of the Australian-born and migrants from
Anglophone countries compared to those originating from the Asia-Pacific region
(Collins, J 2000, p. 28; Hawthorne 2005, p. 667). These findings confirmed the
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relative human capital advantage and ‘white-Anglo privilege’ that migrants from
mainly ESB countries enjoy (Forrest & Dunn 2006). Furthermore, migrants from
the United States of America (USA), the United Kingdom (UK), South Africa and
New Zealand out ranked Australian-born residents in senior management roles.
Interestingly, the research also observed that migrants from Commonwealth Asian
countries (e.g. India, Hong Kong and Malaysia) have a relative advantage due to
their fluency in English and because their qualifications are more readily
recognised than those from other ‘non-Commonwealth Asian-born groups’
(Hawthorne 2005, p. 668). An official fact sheet on employment outcomes
considers it important that ‘skilled migrants are successful in the labour market,
enjoying a high rate of labour force participation, a low rate of unemployment and
a high propensity for skilled employment’ (DIAC 2012c, p. 1). In 2010,
employment participation rates of primary applicants from Independent and
Business Employer Nominated and Regional Sponsored schemes were well over
95 per cent in the six-month period, and again in the 18-month period after arrival
(DIAC 2012c, p. 2). While these figures look excellent for skilled migrants, they
do not disaggregate figures by outcomes for English and Non-English speaking
migrants, the type of job attained, and the job comparison to pre-entry level of
job, skills and qualification.
Australian research has been conducted on the ‘entry advantage’ effect due to the
whiteness of skin (Colic-Peisker 2005). This phenomenon was identified in the
research of Pittaway and Barolmei (2002, as cited in Colic-Peisker 2005) who
found that Australia and Western countries generally perceive the experience of
white migrants to be different from others (for example Africans, MiddleEasterners etc). Research carried out by the Federal Race Discrimination
Commissioner (1997, p. 11, as cited in Colic-Peisker 2005), stated that
approximately 35 per cent of NESB refugees arrive in Australia with educational
and skill levels that are higher than the jobs that they undertake and the
remuneration they receive (Bertone 2009, pp. 90–1; Colic-Peisker 2005, p. 620).
In other words, these migrants are over-represented among the over-qualified and
underpaid (Colic-Peisker 2005, p. 620). Specifically, Colic-Peisker (2005, p. 616)
sought to determine whether this ‘entry advantage’ would be advantageous for a
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particular category of ‘white migrant’, that is, Bosnians. She found that being
white was an advantage in migrants’ own ‘self-perception’ and that this played an
integral role in their settlement in Australia (Colic-Peisker 2005, p. 621). While
their white identity enabled better access to social services, however, ColicPeisker found that Bosnians experienced difficulties accessing employment. They
typically have a high unemployment rate of approximately 31 per cent (see Jupp
2002, p. 156). Of those who do find work, 2001 Census data show that Bosnians
tend to occupy positions at the lower end of the labour market compared to their
Australian counterparts (Colic-Peisker 2005, p. 629). A report prepared by DIMA
in 2004 stated that ‘60 per cent of the employed Bosnian-born held semi-skilled
and unskilled jobs in spite of their educational level which was better than that of
the total population’ (Colic-Peisker 2005, p. 629). Hence, ‘whiteness’ in itself is
not an unalloyed advantage for all migrants.
Furthermore, the public policy spotlight is frequently shone on the success of
primary applicants, who are more likely to be male (Cobb-Clark & Connolly
2001, p. 797). There is less focus on migrant women and their experience of
getting a job. The recent Continuous Survey of Australia’s Migrants (CSAM)
shows that 64 per cent surveyed under the skill stream were male and more than
90 per cent listed English as their first language or had a high proficiency in
English (DIAC 2012d, p. 2). Migrant males were also found to perform better in
terms of earnings, with full-time wage earnings up to $12,000 more than females
(DIAC 2012d, p. 5).
In addition, DIAC (2012c, pp. 2–4) reports that a migrant’s ability to enter the
labour market quickly hinges on four main factors: skill; English language
proficiency; age, and period of residence in Australia. While skill level provides
for

better

employment

outcomes

than

non-skilled

migrants,

and

the

unemployment rate is less for those aged 25–44, it could ‘take around four to five
years before migrant unemployment outcomes compare with those of the general
population’ (DIAC 2012c, p. 4). Upon examination of employment outcomes (see
Table 2.6) of NESB skilled migrants, their unemployment rate was six per cent,
compared to two per cent for those from ESB, and while 81 per cent were

35

Chapter Two — From past to present

employed full-time, only 69 per cent were employed in a skilled job (DIAC
2012d, p. 6). Hence the more deeply the statistics are analysed, the more complex
the picture becomes, with disadvantage emerging for at least some migrants.
Table 2.6

Continuous Survey of Australia’s Migrants — employment outcomes for
skilled migrants

Migrant
Category

Participation
Rate (%)

Unemployment
Rate (%)

Full-Time
Employed (%
of employed)

Employed in a
skilled job (%
of employed)

GSM Offshore
Permanent

97

8

85

89

GSM Onshore
Permanent

99

6

90

88

Female

96

6

81

75

Male

95

5

85

74

ESB

98

2

92

91

NESB

94

6

81

69

Onshore

97

4

83

71

Offshore

88

9

86

88

Gender

Origin

Client
Location

Source: DIAC (2012d, p. 6)

The GFC has made many migrants more vulnerable, as they are likely to be more
prone to job losses (FECCA 2009, p. 7; IOM 2010b, p. 5). With the changes to
migration policy discussed earlier in this chapter, Australia has experienced a
decrease in the number of permanent migrant residents arriving during 2009–
2010. However, 207 000 migrants still entered the country, making this the
second largest annual intake, and double the figures recorded in 1999–2000. Up to
two-thirds of these migrants arrived with families under one of the visa categories
of the skill migration scheme (OECD 2011, p. 260). However, figures from the
CSAM suggested that over 90 per cent of independent skilled migrants were
employed in a skilled job at this time (DIAC 2012d, p. 5). Table 2.7 shows, by
profession, the percentage of migrants who experienced a change in occupation
after arrival (ABS 2011, p. 30). Between 50 and 87 per cent of migrants
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experienced a change in occupation except for professionals and technicians and
trade worker groups who experienced 28 and 33 per cent changes respectively.
Table 2.7

Migrant experience change in occupation group — by profession
Left a job when came to live in Australia
Same
major
occupation
group

Changed
major
occupation
group

Total

Changed
major
occupation
group

'000

'000

'000

%

140.7

139.9

285.5

49.0

Managers

17.5

21.5

40.8

52.7

Professionals

65.7

26.6

94.7

28.1

Technicians and trades
workers

33.8

16.7

50.5

33.1

4.6

16.1

20.8

77.4

10.3

18.1

28.4

63.7

Sales workers

3.8

13.4

17.8

75.6

Machinery operators
and drivers

1.9

12.3

14.2

86.8

Labourers

3.1

15.1

18.2

82.9

Main applicant for initial
visa
Labour force status
Employed as at November
2010

Community and
personal service
workers
Clerical and
administrative workers

Unemployed

15.3

Not in the labour force

63.3

Source: ABS (2011, p. 30)

Table 2.8 shows the change in occupational group by visa type, with over 47 per
cent of skilled independent migrants experiencing a change to another career,
second only to the experiences of Humanitarian visa holders (ABS 2011, p. 30).
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Table 2.8

Migrant experience change in occupation group — by visa type
Left a job when came to live in Australia
Same
major
occupation
group

Changed
major
occupation
group

Total

Changed
major
occupation
group

'000

'000

'000

%

85.0

91.5

232.5

39.3

54.0

44.6

110.8

40.2

Independent

24.0

27.4

57.9

47.3

Other/n.f.d.

30.1

17.2

52.9

32.5

28.3

40.5

107.5

37.7

Humanitarian

5.2

10.6

49.0

Other/n.f.d.

1.2

3.6

33.8

Type of visa on arrival to live
in Australia
Permanent visa
Skilled

Family

n.f.d. — not further defined
Source: ABS (2011, p. 30)

Today, immigration remains important, but policy is guided by the need for
skilled migrants with

good

English language, transferable skills and

qualifications. Commentators continue to argue however that skilled migrants
experience difficulties in finding work, despite government bodies reporting the
employment outlook is improving. While it may well be improving for people
arriving via sponsored visa categories, and for those originating from English
speaking backgrounds, this is not necessarily the case for NESB skilled
independent migrants. Problems with language and skill recognition have a
greater impact upon this group, forcing these people into jobs that do not match
their skills and qualifications. They experience lower-level employment and lower
wages as a result. Also missing from this picture are the impacts on NESB skilled
women migrants. The literature has illustrated that focus has largely been on the
experiences of the primary migrant, who is more likely to be male. Thus, the
migrant female experience in seeking employment has not received the same
attention, and this research will seek to redress this imbalance.
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The Australian employment relations environment
The operation of the labour market and understanding legislative and policy
frameworks is important when considering the employment outcomes for skilled
migrants. The impact of globalisation, and associated changes to the formal
systems of awards to a more flexible system of industrial relations, have altered
standard working conditions, resulting in different employment outcomes for
different groups within the labour market. Unknown to the migrants themselves,
the employment relations system has a direct impact upon both their job search
and their employment experiences. The employment relations framework
oversees minimum standards and conditions with regard to working arrangements
between employer and employee. In addition, there are legislative provisions that
ensure workers can undertake employment free of discrimination and harassment,
and be treated as equal to their peers. Where problems arise, recourse can be
sought through the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), or other
federal and state commissions.
This section will begin by briefly discussing the most recent changes within the
employment relations environment and reviewing the impact of deregulation of
the industrial relations system since the early 1980s. The effects of this change on
the workforce are summarised, including the specific effects felt by migrant and
women workers. Second, anti-discrimination legislative provisions that apply in
the workplace are discussed. These include the Sex Discrimination Act (1984) the
Racial Discrimination Act (1975), Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO)
programs and the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC). In addition,
issues of discrimination continue to be reported despite these legislative
provisions and these will be illustrated with examples. Finally, this section will
discuss the business case for EEO programs in organisations, together with the
shift towards managing diversity (MD) strategies. Such programs and strategies
place importance on acknowledging and embracing the skills of a diverse
workforce. The section will conclude with a brief discussion concerning MD
strategies by highlighting questions about their effectiveness in organisations.
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Industrial relations: Deregulation and the impact on migrant workers
The Australian industrial relations framework was established to provide ‘a
centralised employment regulatory regime, based on industry and occupational
awards’ (Burgess & Strachan 1999, p. 121). However, more recently, this
formalised system has changed, and the once strong foundation of regulatory
practices providing security in employment for most workers has been eroded
(Burgess & Strachan 1999, p. 121; Campbell & Brosnan 1999; Rafferty & Yu
2010, p. 10). Major changes to the system began to occur during the period 1983–
1986 when the ALP federal government began to favour deregulation and
decentralisation (Forbes-Mewett, Griffin & McKenzie 2005, p. 1), which in some
cases actually involved reregulation. In short, the award system was restructured
and simplified, to enable more flexible working conditions and to enable business
to become more competitive on a global scale (Bertone 2009, p. 94; Collins, J
2000; Foster et al. 1991, pp. 94–5). A further move away from the arbitral model
of industrial relations towards a level of bargaining occurred within the
workplace, and became known as Enterprise Bargaining (Forbes-Mewett et al.
2005, p. 1), formally introduced under Industrial Relations Amendment Act 1992
(Alcorso & Harrison 1993, p. 3). Concomitantly, the last two decades have
witnessed a decline in standardised working conditions for full-time permanent
workers, and have seen an increase in the number of employees within the ‘nonstandard workforce (part-time permanent, full-time casual, part-time casual, and
non-employees such as employers, the self-employed, unpaid workers within
family businesses)’ (Bertone 2009, p. 88, 94; Burgess & Strachan 1999, p. 124;
Campbell et al. 2009, p. 64; Rafferty & Yu 2010, p. 44; van Wanrooy,
Oxenbridge, Buchanan & Jakubauskas 2007). These changes have increased the
number of employees working under conditions that offer little protection, often
with reduced wages (Burgess & Strachan 1999, p. 125; Campbell et al. 2009).
This has directly impacted vulnerable workers (those who occupy low-paid and
low-skill level positions), particularly youths and older workers (Burgess &
Strachan 1999, pp. 125–26; van Wanrooy et al. 2007, p. 20), the migrant
workforce (Bertone 2000, p. 50, 2009, p. 94; Collins, J 2000, p. 13; FECCA 2009,
p. 5; Watson 2000, p. 79) and women. The changes have intensified the dominant
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male-breadwinner model of employment (Campbell et al. 2009). In addition, the
decline in manufacturing and construction has seen more migrant workers
employed outside of the regulated employment relations system (Collins, J 2000,
p. 13; FECCA 2009, p. 5; Foster et al. 1991, p. 95). It has also been observed that
migrant women are increasingly undertaking jobs in the part-time and casual job
market (Alcorso 1991, p. 21). While the Australian unemployment rate in 2009
was 5.6 per cent (native-born women 5.0% and native-born men 5.6%), the
unemployment rate of migrant men and women was greater, with 6.9 per cent
unemployment rate for foreign born women, and 6.5 per cent for foreign-born
men (OECD 2011, p. 261).
Discrimination in the workplace
Employment relations changes affect vulnerable workers, as the shift in power to
employers places employees, particularly women, in a weaker position, and thus
are more likely to suffer discrimination and harassment in the workplace (Peetz
2007, p. 73). Further, NESB migrants with low levels of English language ability
are less likely to be included in workplace retraining opportunities, and are more
vulnerable to job losses due to the economic conditions of the external work
environment (FECCA 2009, pp. 4–7). Discrimination in employment can harm all
workers (Foster et al. 1991, p. 1). Problems include loss of self-esteem, reduced
job satisfaction, and loss of earnings. In addition, discrimination can impact upon
the economy at a national level including such issues as the skills of migrant
workers not being fully recognised (Foster et al. 1991, p. 1), leading to a loss in
human capital utility (FECCA 2009, p. 8). While migrants, whether they are
citizens or permanent residents, are subject to a range of protective legislation
because they are, in the ‘eyes of the law, “Australians”’ (Foster et al. 1991, p. 26),
AHRC reports show that discrimination still occurs.
Equity at work
A range of legislative provisions apply to the workplace, and this section
discusses specifically anti-discrimination (Sex Discrimination Act 1984; Racial
Discrimination Act 1975), and Equal Employment Opportunity programs (EEO)
(Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012, formerly Equal Opportunity for Women in
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the Workplace Act 1999) (See Table 2.9 for an overview of the current antidiscrimination laws and regulatory bodies). These provisions are in addition to
State Government anti-discrimination laws, and federal and state public service
legislation ‘that covers government departments and public authorities’ (Stone
2002,

p. 687).

Anti-discrimination

legislation

pertains

to

most

employees/prospective employees within the private and public sectors (Smith, B
2006, p. 712).
Table 2.9

Australian anti-discrimination laws

Anti-Discrimination Laws:
SDA/AHRC

•
•

•
•
•
Racial Discrimination Act
1975

•
•
•

AHRC

•
•
•
•

Prohibits discrimination
Enforcement/sanction: Remedial — victim only,
compensation remedies, confidential conciliation of
claim as dispute; no enforcement agency or sanctions;
no capacity for responsive regulation to prompt
commitment and compliance programs
No evaluation or disclosure requirements
No judicial evaluation of policies — except sexual
harassment
No mechanism for AHRC evaluation
Prohibits discrimination based on race, colour,
descent, national or ethnic origin
Is applicable in areas relating to employment,
housing, access to public services and places, job
advertisements and trade union membership
Complaints based on racial discrimination and/or
racial vilification are lodged via AHRC
Provides education/publications regarding employer
compliance
Conducts inquiries
Provides case summaries publications, press releases,
seminars
Conciliation of disputes — some education/leverage

Source: HREOC (2011); B Smith (2006, pp. 731–32)

The Sex Discrimination Act 1984 (SDA) prohibits discrimination based on sex,
marital status or pregnancy and outlaws sexual harassment. The SDA also
provides the ability for individuals to seek compensation for any breach (AHRC
2012a; HREOC 2011, p. 3; B Smith 2006, p. 693, 712) through AHRC. The aim
of the Racial Discrimination Act (RDA) is to ensure that all people are treated as
equals regardless of their race, ‘colour, descent, national or ethnic origin and
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immigrant status’ (AHRC 2012a; HREOC 2011, p. 3). There are also provisions
for complaints to be heard under the Australian Human Rights Commission Act
1986 (AHRCA) based on discrimination received in relation to employment and
occupation (per ILO convention 111), on the grounds of age; religion; political
opinion; sexual preference; social origin; trade union activity and criminal history
(AHRC 2012b; HREOC 2007a, p. 1). The Public Services Act 1999 requires
public sector organisations to take particular proactive steps regarding employee
anti-discrimination (see Public Services Act 1999, s. 10[1][c]). Private sector
organisations are however simply governed by human rights legislation.
The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC)
Formally known as the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
(HREOC), the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) provides
procedures for dealing with complaints based on sex and racial discrimination
grounds (AHRC 2012a; Foster et al. 1991, p. 98). It has the power to investigate
and provide mediation for such claims through their Complaint Handling Service
(CHS) (AHRC 2012a, 2012c; HREOC 2007b, p. 49; Smith, B 2006, p. 712), and
can refer cases to the court system where complaints cannot be resolved by the
AHRC (AHRC 2012a; Smith, B 2006, p. 712). However, while these mechanisms
are in place, they have limitations (Smith, B 2006, pp. 714–20). The first
limitation is that the AHRC does not have the power to enforce legislation or
penalise organisations in relation to non-compliance; the court system can only
impose compensation payouts but is unable to impose penalties. Secondly, it is
left up to the victim — usually members of groups who already experience some
form of disadvantage — to make a formal complaint (Smith, B 2006, pp. 714–15).
A total of 2266 complaints were finalised by the CHS in 2010-2011, 47 per cent
of which were conciliated (AHRC 2011, p. 105). Almost 20 per cent were lodged
under the Racial Discrimination Act, with 35 per cent of these relating to
employment (AHRC 2011, p. 106, 108). The largest proportion were lodged on
race related grounds (54%), followed by racial hatred (15%) and ethnic origin
(12%) (AHRC 2011, p. 108). The Anti Discrimination Commission in
Queensland (ADCQ) from 2008–2009 to 2009–2010 experienced an increase in
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the number of race related complaints of 11 per cent (ADCQ 2010, p. 19). Figures
reported in 2010–2011 remain static in terms of the number of complaints on the
grounds of race; however, race discrimination on the grounds of employment
increased from 34 to a total of 49 complaints (ADCQ 2011, p. 21; ADCQ 2010,
p. 22). Figures reported in 2012 and 2013 show, respectively, 41 and 42
complaints on the grounds of race in employment (ADCQ 2013, p. 26; ADCQ
2012, p. 29). Whether the rise under the Queensland legislation represents an
increase in incidents or an increased willingness for individuals to report incidents
is unclear, but it does tell us that the legislation does not eliminate discrimination
on the grounds of race and ethnic origin from the workplace, and does not
eliminate incidents of racial hatred.
Managing diversity in organisations
While protections against race and sex discrimination are largely reactive, more
proactive approaches can be implemented at organisational levels. Under the
requirements of the former Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act
1999, which continues under its recent replacement the Workplace Gender
Equality Act 2012 (WGEA), organisations in the private sector with more than
100 employees (including part-time, temporary, casual and contracted staff) are
required to report on gender equity indicators (GEI) on a yearly basis (WGEA
2013, p. 2) (see Table 2.10). The purpose of the WGEA is to ensure that all forms
of discrimination in the workplace are acted upon and eliminated. In addition,
EEO requires that employees be treated with dignity and respect, ‘have equal
access to jobs, opportunities and careers based on their knowledge, skills and
abilities’, and be selected for jobs based on merit (EOWA 2008a, p. 1). It also
requires that diversity is valued within the workplace (EOWA 2008a, p. 1). The
WGEA requires organisations to develop a profile of their workplace, to identify
barriers that surround equity issues specific to women, to determine priority
issues, and to evaluate how specific issues are addressed by organisations (EOWA
2006, as cited in Strachan, Burgess & Henderson 2007, p. 529; French, Strachan
& Burgess 2010, p. 48).
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The business case for EEO programs suggests that such incentives can attract
good employees, decrease absenteeism and turnover rates, improve organisational
performance and competitiveness, and sharpen management practices (EOWA
2008b, p. 1; French et al. 2010, p. 48; Strachan et al. 2007, p. 530). Failure to
carry out such a program and/or provide reports to the Agency will result in the
employer being named in a report by the Federal Minister for the Status of
Women, and also prevent organisations obtaining tender contracts, grants and
other government assistance (WGEA 2013, pp. 1–4). Under the past EEO regime,
non-compliance penalties were not necessarily enforced, suggesting that little
importance was placed on EEO programs by some organisations (Strachan et al.
2007, pp. 529–30). In addition, some organisations’ reports simply complied with,
but did not go beyond, statutory minima (French et al. 2010, pp. 51–2; Strachan et
al. 2007, p. 534). However, the change in policy has meant that organisations
must comply (after the transition period) with the new guidelines of the WGEA
(WGEA 2013).
Table 2.10 Australian equal opportunity laws
Workplace Gender
Equality Act (2012)
(formerly known as: Equal
Opportunity for Women in
the Workplace Act 1999
(EOW Act))

•
•
•

WGEA (formerly EOWA)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Reports must be provided on an annual basis against a
key set of Gender Equality Indicators (GEI), and
signed by organisations’ CEO
Proactive strategies for organisations with more than
100 employees, and are required to report if numbers
fall to between 80–100 employees
Sanction of company: named by Minister for the
Status of Women if report not supplied
Provides information/education: business case for
diversity publications; equality diversity statistics
Training, networking
Badging: Employer of Choice for Women
certification and Work and Family Awards
(government and private)
No evaluation of reports
No standard reporting form — data not comparable
No requirement to report on improvement/change

Source: Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999 s (19)(1)(2); WGEA (2013, pp. 1–4); B
Smith (2006, pp. 731–32)
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This recent shift in government policy from EEO and affirmative action (AA)
policies, to the notion of ‘managing diversity’ ‘valuing diversity’ and ‘productive
diversity’, is important for the workplace (Bertone & Leahy 2001, p. 11).
Managing Diversity (MD), a strategy initially developed in the USA, allows
organisations to deliver an approach more tailored to the needs of individual
employees (Strachan et al. 2007, p. 532). MD can be utilised as a mechanism for
harnessing difference. The overall essence of MD is to enable organisations to
foster productive environments where employees feel valued and where their
skills and talents are fully recognised, while at the same time utilising these to
achieve organisational goals (Kandola & Fullerton 1994, p. 8, as cited in Strachan
et al. 2007, p. 532; Kramar 1998, p. 133). It is argued that MD strategies allow
organisations to compete for and retain talent within the global marketplace
(Strachan, Burgess & Sullivan 2004, p. 199). Firms have recognised that a
‘diverse workforce not only brings positive benefits, but may actually be
fundamental to corporate success’ (Joplin & Daus 1997, p. 32).
Managing Diversity gives employers a framework to deal consciously with
societal difference, including differences in gender, age, social class, ethnicity,
religion, culture, disability, language, sexual orientation, marital status, family
responsibilities, educational attainment, spatial location and work styles (Bertone
& Leahy 2001, p. 11; De Cieri & Olekalns 2001, p. 22; Kirton & Greene 2005,
p. 124; Patrickson 2001, p. 2; Strachan, French & Burgess 2010, p. xvi). Kirton
and Greene (2005, p. 124) argue that MD is the organisational capability to
harness differences that will lead towards the creation of a productive
environment where each person is valued, and their talents are fully utilised in
meeting organisational objectives and goals. This is a shift away from the liberal
or traditional approach around the idea of ‘sameness’ where people were not
recognised for their individual differences, but rather expected to integrate or
assimilate into the workplace and follow its desired norms, thus denying or
diluting difference. These norms typically rested on the assumption that the ideal
worker was a ‘white, non-disabled heterosexual man, aged 25–40 years’ (Kirton
& Greene 2005, pp. 121–22).
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One of the challenges of MD is that it is variously defined. The literature
describes MD as ‘an evolutionary step from equality’, ‘a sophistication of the
equality approach’, ‘a repackaging of equality’, ‘a sanitised, politically
unthreatening and market-oriented notion’, and a policy that allows employers ‘to
avoid actively fighting discrimination’ (Kirton & Greene 2005, p. 123; Strachan et
al. 2007, pp. 532–33). As there is no single definition organisations are free to
shape MD policy as they see fit, particularly in an environment like Australia,
where legislation has been silent on this issue. So, despite its lofty ideals, MD is a
contested area, with some commentators arguing that MD programs reduce
migrants, for example, to mere commodities beneficial to business (Taksa &
Groutsis 2010, p. 78).
Leaving aside those concerns for the moment, a related concept, ‘Productive
Diversity’, is found in the literature. Australian researchers define the terms
‘Managing Diversity’ and ‘Productive Diversity’ as follows:
•

Managing Diversity — this view deals more directly with difference,
whereby non-legislative programs are developed within the workplace
to target specific groups including women; people living with a
disability; older workers; ‘homosexual and transsexual people and
others who differ from the dominant group of white Anglo-Celtic
males’ (French et al. 2010, p. 52; and Cox, 1993, Overell, 1996,
Woods & Sciarini, 1995, as cited in Bertone & Leahy 2001, pp. 11–2).

•

Productive Diversity — supports the business case of managing
diversity and is designed to make the issues pertaining to race and
ethnicity more attractive to the employer. This view is seen as
‘productive’ in that it encourages employers to take advantage, for
instance, of a migrant’s native language skills, abilities and cultural
networks that may prove lucrative to the business (Bertone, Esposto &
Turner 1998, p. 6; Bertone & Leahy 2001, pp. 11–2; French et al.
2010, p. 52).

Bertone and Leahy (2001, p. 12) argue that Australian organisations are more
likely to accept the ‘managing diversity’ approach than the ‘productive diversity’
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notion, as the terminology associated with the former is more encompassing of
those represented within multiple groups and with complex identities. The authors
argue that this approach ‘accommodates intersections of race, ethnicity, gender,
class, ability and location… and helps ensure that identity does not assume a
uniformity of interests and issues’ (Bertone & Leahy 2001, p. 12).
As indicated, the benefits of — or ‘business case’ for –incorporating MD
strategies include providing organisations with a competitive edge within the
marketplace. Many HRM and management textbooks espouse the benefits of
these approaches, and suggest that employees who are treated equitably in the
workplace are more likely to remain committed employees (see De Cieri, Kramar,
Noe, Hollenbeck, Gerhart & Wright 2005, pp. 290–95; Stone 2002, pp. 684–87).
Whether organisations are embracing difference and harnessing human capital
regardless of race, ethnicity, gender or age is unclear. Given the nature of
Australia’s diverse population and its focus on skilled immigration policy,
Burgess, French and Strachan (2010, p. 34) argue that employers should design
MD programs to specifically address the barriers that migrants face. Further,
employers need to consider the advantages of employing skilled migrants with
their diverse experiences. Not only does this increase competitive advantage, but
also sends a clear social message that the human capital of skilled migrants is
recognised and valued.
Summary
Changes occurring in the employment relations environment over the past 30
years have had an impact on the employment outcomes experienced by many
workers, including skilled migrants. The deregulation of the labour market has
made workers more vulnerable with respect to working conditions and
employment security. Migrants are also more likely to experience discrimination
in their place of work, as reported by the AHRC and the ADCQ. It is clear that
discrimination persists, despite the legislative framework. While MD policies are
attempting to address these problems at the workplace level in terms of gender
equity, it is too early to see if the WGEA will be sufficiently robust. Furthermore,
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while gender issues are addressed by this legislation, it does not address other
vulnerable groups, including migrants.
The importance of community-based organisations and programs
The above discussion underlines some of the challenges skilled migrants face
when searching for employment in their new country. The impact of a deregulated
employment relations system can force these workers into less secure forms of
work. Further, discrimination on racial grounds is a reality felt more acutely
during times of economic downturn (FECCA 2009, p. 7). Newly arrived skilled
migrants face the challenge of understanding the norms of the labour market, and
find it difficult to secure employment that matches their credentials. However, a
review of settlement services in Australia argues that while there are programs
offered by government, industry and the community sectors, the majority of
migrants are not eligible to access these services (Spinks 2009, p. 5), as programs
are generally targeted towards humanitarian migrants. Furthermore, Centrelink
assistance is not available for skilled migrants during the first two years of
settlement (Bertone 2009, p. 92; Birrell 2009, p. 76; FECCA 2009, p. 6; Mahuteau
& Junankar 2008, p. 115; Spinks 2009, p. 5), and there are few other services
available to them (Webb et al. 2013, p. 42). It could be argued that their
qualifications and language proficiency mean they require less help. As
previously discussed, however, the literature suggests that while skilled ESB
migrants attain close to equivalent employment post-migration, the outcomes for
NESB skilled migrants are not so positive. Many have to subsist on their savings
and cover unexpected education expenses (FECCA 2009, p. 6) while trying to
find work.
The community-based sector plays an active role in assisting migrants —
including, at times, skilled migrants — to find employment. Some services do not
openly advertise assistance to skilled migrants but, at the same time, they do not
turn them away. Skilled NESB migrants generally have to seek out these types of
services themselves. Some learn of them via an Internet search (Ackland & Gray
2005), or through social networks. Typically, community services with a migrant
focus provide pre-employment training and assistance such as the preparation of
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job applications and interview skills. Some organisations go further by providing
specialised programs of between one week and several months that include a mix
of job preparation training, and work placement experience (see the Multicultural
Development Website http://www.mdainc.org.au/?q=employment-0). While these
programs are useful, funding is limited and places are competitive. Organisations
actively lobby government to provide further support for these programs and
encourage government and industry to be involved (ECCQ 2013, p. 12). While
there is no guarantee employment will continue after a work placement is
completed, peak migrant bodies such as the Ethnic Communities Council of
Queensland (ECCQ) are actively trying to reduce the impact of racial and
discriminatory attitudes in hiring migrants by means of education programs
provided for employers (ECCQ 2013, p. 12). Further, FECCA have also called for
employment programs to be targeted towards newly arrived skilled migrants of all
visa types (FECCA 2009, p. 11). While the community sector continues to
advocate and support the need for increasing programs and services to migrant
groups, further scholarly attention is also required. As indicated in the research of
Groutsis (1999, p. 156), the need for the provision of post-settlement services is
paramount to assisting this group, and in particular migrant women into the
workforce.

Developments in international migration
Australia is not the only country faced with significant issues regarding migrant
workers. People are moving more now than at any other time in history.
International migration has increased from approximately 75 million people
spread over 30 different countries in 1960, to around 191 million people spread
across 64 countries in 2005 (McGovern 2007, p. 217; Markus et al. 2009, p. xvi).
Today, around 232 million people are living away from their country of origin.
This totals just over three per cent of the global population (UNDESA 2013, p. 1).
However,

the

labour

markets

of

Organisation

for

Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries continue to result in social
inequality, marginalisation and social exclusion for migrant workers. Pioch (2004)
argues that occupational segregation is evident between national and migrant
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workers in European labour markets, and migrants are over-represented within the
vulnerable and low paid sectors. Such examples can be found in the hospitality
sector, as well as in occupations such as mining, manufacturing, energy, and
construction. Commentators argue that migrant workers are more likely to be
excluded from occupations such as agriculture and fishing, education, health and
community services, wholesale and retail trade, and public administration
(Hopkins 2012; Pioch 2004, pp. 56–7). Pioch (2004, p. 54) found that migrant
women have higher unemployment levels than migrant men. This is so even
though global employment trends have shown a decline in the participation of
full-time working males and increases in paid work for women (Phizacklea &
Wolkowitz 1995, p. 2). This is due to the change from an industrial based to a
post-industrialist society, the growth of service-based industries and the decline of
the manufacturing sector in industrialised countries affecting male workers
(Wichterich 2000, p. 36). These changes have had a direct impact on workers
from more vulnerable backgrounds, including, in western countries, non-white
migrants.
This discussion highlights the shift in employment between women and men, and
how women have increased their numbers in the workforce on a global scale.
Historically, women have been important to the labour market, undertaking jobs
in more labour-intensive occupations. Women have been instrumental in the
production of textiles, food, toys, electronics, pharmaceuticals, as well as in
chemical, rubber and metal manufacturing (Wichterich 2000, pp. 1–2). Growth in
certain economies, notably within South-east Asia, has been built on women’s
labour. However, many women workers endure unacceptable working conditions
including low pay, no access to social security, and intensive and dangerous
working conditions. In addition, the notion of the male breadwinner is still strong
in

these economies.

Concomitantly,

women’s

incomes

are considered

‘supplementary’, ’justifying’ lower wages for women (Wichterich 2000, p. 2). For
example, Raijman and Semyonov’s (1997) research illustrated how migrant
women in Israel are limited by the labour market opportunities available to them.
Segregated by occupation, women face DOM, and fight for work within the
lower-end feminised sectors of the labour market. Access to higher-level jobs in
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feminised occupations such as teaching are off limits to this group. These women
also endure a lack of access to social support networks and thus are more likely to
revert to a traditional role within the home (Raijman & Semyonov 1997;
Remennick 2005). This makes the occupational cost to migrant women far greater
than for migrant men. The authors also found that ethnicity and race can
significantly impact a migrant woman’s access to work, particularly those of
Asian or African descent, compared to women who migrate from the Americas or
Europe.
In Anglophone countries, as in much of the western world, migrants fill particular
niches in the labour market. In England, for instance, migrants — most of them
women — make up around 18 per cent of all paid care workers (IOM 2010a,
p. 10). This is another example of the segregation of women into more feminised
and lower paid occupations. Many migrant women in these roles are qualified and
highly skilled medical or health care professionals. But they can only find
positions as carers in nursing homes, undertaking tasks such as cooking, dressing
and helping with hygiene needs. While their medical skills are acknowledged,
they suffer occupational downgrading by their employers and agencies (IOM
2010a, p. 10), enduring poor working conditions and pay, and lacking
promotional opportunities. The result is that employers hire competent and skilled
migrant workers, but unfairly use their skills while paying them at minimum rates.

Migrants, skill and gender
Male migrants too, often accept work in lower-skilled jobs unrelated to their
profession (Raghuram 2008, p. 45). However, women face more difficulties in
finding appropriate work. This suggests that gender plays a large role in
determining workforce access and employment outcomes (Collins, J 2000, p. 35).
One aspect of the gendering of the migrant labour experience is that women (in all
visa categories) have lower participation rates than migrant men, see Table 2.11
(Cobb-Clark 2000, p. 22; Webb et al. 2013, p. 7). Reasons for this include the
problematic division of labour within households weighted towards traditional
notions of the male breadwinner, and gendered family roles configured to fit the
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context of industrialised societies (Beauregard et al. 2009, p. 47; Campbell et al.
2009, p. 61; Pocock 2003, pp. 43–5).
Table 2.11 Labour force status by visa type and sex

Visa type
Skilled
Employed, worked full-time
Employed, worked part-time
Employed, away from work
Unemployed, looking for full-time work
Unemployed, looking for part-time work
Not in the labour force
Total
Family
Employed, worked full-time
Employed, worked part-time
Employed, away from work
Unemployed, looking for full-time work
Unemployed, looking for part-time work
Not in the labour force
Total
Humanitarian
Employed, worked full-time
Employed, worked part-time
Employed, away from work
Unemployed, looking for full-time work
Unemployed, looking for part-time work
Not in the labour force
Total
Total migrants
Employed, worked full-time
Employed, worked part-time
Employed, away from work
Unemployed, looking for full-time work
Unemployed, looking for part-time work
Not in the labour force
Total

Males

Females

Persons

%

%

%

63.5
13.4
3.2
3.4
1.3
14.4
100.0

34.8
22.5
3.4
2.9
3.8
31.7
100.0

50.0
17.7
3.3
3.1
2.5
22.5
100.0

53.8
13.1
4.7
4.9
1.6
20.4
100.0

24.4
18.0
3.3
3.3
2.9
46.0
100.0

35.5
16.1
3.8
3.9
2.4
36.3
100.0

24.8
11.9
3.4
7.7
3.4
45.1
100.0

6.5
8.2
2.6
3.1
3.8
72.8
100.0

16.6
10.3
3.0
5.6
3.6
57.4
100.0

56.5
13.1
3.7
4.3
1.6
19.4
100.0

27.8
19.3
3.3
3.1
3.4
41.5
100.0

41.3
16.4
3.5
3.7
2.5
31.1
100.0

Source: ABS (2010 [Table 2])

Women face more barriers than men, including lack of spousal support, lack of
access to appropriate childcare and other support systems. Women migrants also
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feel the loss of established networks of family and friends (Boyle, Feng & Gayle
2009, pp. 417–18; Cooke, FL 2007, p. 48; Purkayastha 2005; Sang, Al-Dajani &
Özbilgin 2013, p. 164; Webb et al. 2013, p. 7).
Of course, men may also experience these psychosocial effects. However, these
problems are intensified for migrant women and can exacerbate over time,
particularly if their roles shift towards a domestic focus when suitable
employment is lacking (Alcorso & Ho 2006 p. 127; Ho 2006, p. 501; Ho &
Alcorso 2004, pp. 243–44; Pereira 2012, p. 644; Webb et al. 2013, p. 7).
Furthermore, gender discrimination still persists in the Australian workplace
despite several decades of anti-discrimination legislation. This particularly affects
women in male-dominated occupations, such as engineering, certain scientific
professions and senior management (Roberts & Ayre 2002; Watson 2009). Hence
migrant women may face obstacles that are in some cases different to those of
men as well as additional barriers due to spousal, societal and cultural
expectations of a woman’s role (Cooke, FL 2007; McKinnish 2008, p. 830). Lack
of practical support in areas like childcare, and discrimination on account of both
gender and race also present difficulties.
The gendered responsibilities of settling a family, as well as the double burden of
being both woman and migrant, affect skilled women migrants (Alcorso & Ho
2006, pp. 125–26; Boucher 2006, p. 389; Kofman & Raghuram 2006, pp. 286–89;
Meares 2010; p. 475; Pereira 2012, p. 653; Ressia 2010, p. 68). While migrant
women do play a significant role in settling their families, those who seek
employment do so to provide further economic security (Alcorso 1991, p. 20;
Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007, p. 69; Ressia 2010, p. 68). Thus, many migrant
women face dual imperatives: the impetus to partake in the public sphere to
improve their own and their family’s economic security (Alcorso 1991, p. 20;
Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007, p. 69; Ressia 2010, p. 68), while managing family
responsibilities in the home. As a result, many skilled migrant women become
‘less mobile’ and susceptible to ‘career damage’. Or even worse, they may decide
(without much choice) to remain in the home, providing the primary care and
domestic labour for the family (Alcorso 1991, p. 23; Alcorso & Ho 2006, p. 127;
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Meares 2010, pp. 473–75; Pereira 2012, p. 653). Hence women migrants may be
at the fulcrum of economic, social and cultural pressures to a greater extent than
their male counterparts.
For all these reasons, it is important to research the experiences of skilled women
within the migrating family unit, a topic which to date has received limited
attention in the Australian context given the focus on the ‘migrant as male’
(Boucher 2006, p. 383; Cobb-Clark et al. 2001, pp. 1–2). Female migrants have
often been rendered ‘invisible’ in historical accounts of the migration process
(Boucher 2006; Hawthorne 2001; Kanaiaupuni 2000; Kofman & Raghuram 2006;
Lutz 2010, pp. 1647–48; Mushaben 2009, pp. 1250–51; Purkayastha 2005,
p. 182), as male migrants were traditionally viewed as the ‘primary worker’
(Alcorso 1991, p. 19; Cobb-Clark et al. 2001, p. 13; Ganguly-Scrase & Julian
1998, p. 636; Hawthorne 2001; Kofman & Raghuram 2006; Mushaben 2009,
p. 1251). Societal expectations were that migrant women were managers of
domestic and child-care responsibilities, and where employment was needed to
improve the family’s economic circumstances, jobs in low-skilled and low-paid
sectors of the workforce were the most appropriate (Alcorso 1991 p. 20; Collins, J
1991, pp. 78–9; Meares 2010; Montague & Stephens 1985, p. 7). Historically, as
has been argued earlier in this chapter, migrant female employees were considered
‘cheap, flexible and dispensable’ by employers and policy-makers, particularly in
the manufacturing sector. Employers felt justified in the payment of lower wages,
as women were not viewed as true ‘breadwinners’ (Alcorso 1991, p. 20; Anthias
2012b, p. 106; Browne & Misra 2003, p. 504).
However, women have continued to increase their education and skill levels.
Many have gained employment in high-level professional positions and in nontraditional or male dominated occupations such as civil engineering and
information technology. The global trend in female migration is increasing, and
the number of primary female applicants now equals or exceeds males (Donato,
Gabaccia, Holdaway, Manalansan & Pessar 2006, p. 4; IOM 2010c, p. 1; Lutz
2010, p. 1648; Syed & Murray 2009, p. 416). It is estimated that 105 million
women now represent close to half the world’s migrants (IOM 2010c, p. 1).
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Because national policies emphasise skilled migration, many more women are
entering as independent skilled migrants with high-level skills, qualifications and
experience (Syed & Murray 2009, p. 416). There are also many highly qualified
migrant women arriving as spouses of male applicants (Donato et al. 2006, p. 4;
Kofman & Raghuram 2006). However, as little attention has been paid to women
migrants and their jobseeking experiences (Groutsis 2003, p. 73; Kofman &
Raghuram 2006, p. 291) migrant women’s experiences are largely hidden.

Conclusion
This chapter has presented the historical context of migration and discussed the
challenges skilled migrants currently face, despite a change in emphasis in skilled
migration policy. While the expectation was for skilled migrants to experience
improved employment outcomes, it is clear that those who originate from NESB
countries are not necessarily enjoying the benefits of the policy change. The
literature surveyed demonstrates continuing problems relating to language levels,
and skill and qualification recognition. The chapter also argued that changes in the
employment relations environment have improved flexibility for business, but at
the same time have reduced the opportunity for migrants and vulnerable workers
to secure good employment. Unemployment rates continue to be higher for NESB
migrants compared to the native-born and migrants from Anglophone countries.
Anti-discrimination laws, while in place, also do not adequately remedy
discrimination occurring in both the labour market and workplace. Furthermore,
proactive organisational policies in EEO and MD are not widespread nor strong
enough to prevent discrimination in the workplace (as highlighted in the reports of
the AHRC and ADCQ).
The chapter has suggested that independent NESB skilled migrants face many
challenges when seeking employment. Despite changes to immigration policy,
they are very likely to experience DOM and less than favourable working
conditions. There is also limited provision of and access to community-based
employment services. While the literature has focused on the employment
outcomes of migrants, skilled migrant women face additional challenges.
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However, to date, women’s employment experiences have been much less
researched than men’s. Therefore, it is important for studies to focus on women’s
expectations, experiences and outcomes.

CHAPTER THREE
FROM FEMINIST STANDPOINT TO THE
MULTIPLICATION OF DIFFERENCE: THEORISING
INTERSECTIONALITY

Introduction
Chapter Two provided background information about migrants and work in
Australia, including Australian immigration history and contemporary policy
processes. The purpose of this chapter is to outline the theoretical foundation for
the approach taken to address the research questions. To do this, the researcher
sets out the philosophical and theoretical perspectives underpinning the project.
First, the chapter explains, in the context of the research questions, why the
Interpretive Social Science (ISS) approach has been selected. Second, the chapter
explains how feminist philosophy has influenced the approach taken. Third, a
review of intersectionality theory is provided. Intersectionality is a relatively
recent

development

within

feminist

theorising,

which

has

deepened

understandings of difference including, but not limited to gender. Intersectionality
theory allows us to examine how gender, race, ethnicity, class and other identities,
including the migrant identity, are influenced by societal power differentials,
creating complex multiple disadvantages for people of difference. The chapter’s
fourth and final section integrates several bodies of literature relevant to the
research questions that will be used within the broader framework of
intersectionality theory; specifically, literatures on the migrant experience, work
and family, and dual career couples.

Interpretive social science and feminist epistemology
As discussed above, this thesis is situated within the Interpretive Social Science
(ISS) paradigm. ISS has been chosen as it provides opportunities to gain insight
into the complex experiences of skilled migrants as revealed by their own
narratives. The origins of ISS can be found in the work of Wilhelm Dilthey and

57

58

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

Max Weber, who argued that the study of people and their social actions are
vitally important (Neuman 2011, p. 101). Dilthey highlighted ‘two fundamentally
different types of science’: Naturwissenschaft (the natural sciences) rooted in
Erklärung or abstract explanation, and Geitsteswissenschaft (the spiritual or
human sciences) rooted in Verstehen, requiring the researcher to have empathy for
and understanding of people’s everyday lived experiences (Adler & Clark 2008;
Babbie 2010, p. 357; Creswell 1998, p. 15; Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006, p. 134;
Neuman 2011, p. 101; Patton 2002, p. 52; Ryan 2011; Schwandt 1994,
pp. 119–21; Weber, M 1969, p. 29). Max Weber, a foundational figure in
sociology who has influenced generations of thinkers, embraced Verstehen,
arguing that scholars must be able to interpret the circumstances, reasons and
motives that shape people’s feelings, and guide their decision-making and actions
(Babbie 2010, p. 357; Neuman 2011 p. 101; Patton 2002, p. 52). ISS allows for
the illumination of ‘values and meanings [that] are infused everywhere, in
everything’ providing the researcher with a sensitivity that helps to ‘get inside
[and see] how others [view their own] world’ (Neuman 2011, p. 107).
An interpretive rather than a positivist paradigm has been chosen as the research
is not concerned with testing hypotheses about cause and effect (Bryman 2004,
p. 11; Grant & Giddings 2002, p. 15; Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006, pp. 13–4), as it
seeks to find the meaning of people’s experiences (Mason 2010; Ryan, 2011,
p. 2). While positivist knowledge-making has merit for many research projects
that present an explanation for human behaviour, it does not enable us to grasp a
deeper understanding of behaviour (Bryman 2004, p. 13). Another significant
advantage of the ISS paradigm for this project is that it allows for reflection and
acknowledgement of the researcher’s feelings while carrying out the research, in
contrast to a positivist approach, where the feelings and insights of the researcher
are considered irrelevant (Maynard 1994, p. 11; Neuman 2011, pp. 106–7).
Reflecting upon how information is gathered and presented authentically enables
the researcher to illuminate and ‘appreciate the wide diversity’ (Neuman 2011,
pp. 106–7) of participants’ experiences in their day-to-day lives.
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In sum, the ISS approach is appropriate for research that seeks to explore in a
holistic way the complex lived experiences of people. The jobseeking experiences
of skilled migrants, with all the challenges they face, and in the context of limited
in-depth research on their experiences, is an example of research where the ISS
approach is ideal. Besides being aligned with the research questions, the ISS
approach also aligns with the researcher’s personal philosophical standpoint that
people need to be listened to and understood in order to address social problems.

Feminist epistemology
Within the broader frame of ISS, the research is situated within a feminist
epistemology. Epistemology is defined as ‘the branch of philosophy which deals
with the origin, nature, methods, and limits of human knowledge’ (Macquarie
Dictionary, 2013). Put simply, it is the theory of knowledge or the ‘science of
knowing’ (Babbie 2010, p. 4) derived through a rigorous investigation and
questioning of truth (Collins, PH 2005). For this thesis, the ISS framework
presents the structure for knowledge building — the appropriate ‘paradigm’ for
this project given the nature of the research questions.
Feminist epistemology originated from the recognition that male knowledge and
experience is privileged in the discourse of mainstream social (and other) science.
Feminist epistemology therefore questions the ways in which traditional
knowledge has been generated. Feminist epistemology arose from the feminist
movement, a political movement that championed a move away from the malecentric view of knowledge production (Alcoff & Potter 1993, p. 2; Anderson
2011, p. 6; Gildemeister 2004, p. 123; Harding 1989, p. 190). Contemporary
feminism consists of multiple branches. They include liberal, Marxist, radical,
socialist and existentialist feminism, each grounded in a different view of how
female oppression is created. Marxist feminism, for example, argues that female
disadvantage occurs as a result of the nature of capitalist systems (Bürkner 2012,
p. 185; Chafetz 1997, pp. 104–5; Charles 1996, p. 3; Crotty 1998, p. 164; Jones
2003, pp. 92–3; Tuana & Tong 1995, p. 67; Walby 1990). Feminist epistemology,
whatever its underpinning framework, advances understanding of the social
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dimensions of knowing, enabling new ideas, knowledge and theory to be
generated in order to understand the challenges and experiences of those in nondominant groups (Alcoff & Potter 1993, p. 1; Grasswick 2006, p. 1; Maynard
1994, p. 11). Feminist researchers argue that knowledge generation has been onesided for too long. Central to their critique is the notion that over time, society and
societal views have been shaped and authorised predominantly by white, middleclass, heterosexual men with social, economic and political power (Alcoff &
Potter 1993, pp. 1–2; Campbell 2004, p. 12; Narayan 2004, p. 213). Thus feminist
researchers argue that ‘mainstream theories about human knowledge, [are] onedimensional and deeply flawed, because of the exclusion or misrepresentation of
women’ (Narayan 2004, p. 213), ‘trac[ing] these failures to flawed conceptions of
knowledge, knowers, objectivity and scientific method’ (Anderson 2011, p. 1). In
reaction to such long-standing male-centric epistemologies, feminist epistemology
can be used to examine how women are represented in social life and in research
accounts — in short, it is a different way of knowing. Hence, feminist
epistemology forms an umbrella for critical research studies that challenge malecentric ways of knowing (Campbell 2004, p. 9; Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006, p. 25;
Narayan 2004, p. 213; Tuana & Tong 1995, p. 1).
Feminist approaches also recognise that gender is ‘not an enclosed category’, but
is a characteristic ‘interwoven with other socio-political and historical locations
[such] as class, race and ethnicity’ (Code 1993, p. 20). Feminist standpoint theory
(FST) is an epistemology that has emerged to enable feminist researchers to
analyse gender constructs within broader sociological perspectives, in contrast to
the male-centric approaches described above (Grasswick 2006, p. 9; Smith, DE
1988, p. 1). FST emerged controversially in the 1970s and has been constantly
debated over its forty-year history (Harding 2004, p. 1; Wylie 2004, pp. 339–40).
It draws on concerns about how, and by whom, knowledge and power are
produced. Its aim is to provide an alternative knowledge and understanding of
how female oppression is embedded within wider societal and social relations that
historically have been dominated by the ruling classes (Bowell 2013; Smith, DE
1988, pp. 1–10). FST provides a lens to examine how societal and structural
divides create problems for the production of knowledge by and about women
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(Harding 1993, p. 54; Harstock 2004, p. 35; Jaggar 2004, p. 55; Lorber 2010a,
p. 173; Smith, DE 2010, p. 177). Feminist scholar Sandra Harding (1993, pp. 54–
5) has argued that a person can be constrained from producing knowledge because
of their social position. Thus knowledge produced by women and other people
and groups has been excluded and/or devalued. This has been an important move
forward in feminist theorising as inequalities resulting from the construct of
gender may be examined and highlighted within social and political contexts.
Harding (2004, p. 2) argues that standpoint theory is a ‘standard form of science’.
FST, in her view, ‘is a kind of an organic epistemology, methodology and
philosophy of science and social theory that can arise whenever oppressed peoples
gain public voice’ (Harding, 2004, p. 3). As highlighted earlier, FST serves as a
way of recognising that women have distinct views of the world, and enables
them to offer opinions, ideas, perspectives and feelings that may be very different
from those of men (Jaggar 2004, p. 59; Lorber 2010a, p. 181). In addition, FST is
acknowledged as an important means of developing methodology and theory for
research about women and marginalised groups (Harding 2004, p. 1; Hekman
2004, p. 233). Feminist standpoint theorists have recognised the historical void in
knowledge produced from the standpoint of women and other groups in society,
thus advocating knowledge production by those outside the dominant group.
However, FST has not been without criticism. Black feminist scholars argue that
feminist theorising from a Western perspective leads to an incomplete
understanding of the standpoint of people of colour (Best 2003; Collins, PH 2004,
p. 105). It is argued that only ‘black sociologists can understand the social lives of
blacks’ (Merton 1972, p. 13) meaning that only those ‘inside’ a group can hold
‘insider’ knowledge. The issue of ‘outsider status’ is a focus of Black feminist
writers including bell hooks, Kimberlé Crenshaw and Patricia Hill Collins
(Collins, PH 2004, p. 103). They argue that it may even be impossible for all
Black women to share the same standpoint, because of the diversity of people
within this group in terms of class structures, regional locations, ages, and sexual
orientations (Collins, PH 2004, p. 105). While scholars consider it important for
standpoint feminists to recognise and approach their inquiry from the insider
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viewpoint (Merton 1972), Wylie argues that those who occupy certain insider
standpoints may not necessarily ‘know better because of their social position or
political location’ (Wylie 2004, p. 341). Patricia Hill Collins (2004, p. 122)
suggests that having an outsider status can offer alternative viewpoints and
become ‘a powerful balance between the strengths of their sociological training
and the offerings of their personal and cultural experiences’.
The underlying point here is that we should recognise that, as Babbie (2010,
p. 40) suggests, ‘there is no [one] single female experience’. Society is made up of
people from varied backgrounds based on race, age, wealth and so on.
Importantly, feminist epistemologies have opened up channels for exploring the
multiple constructions of gender, race and class, and the issues that surround
them. This therefore is critical for undertaking a research project that focuses on
NESB skilled migrants.
Despite the theoretical controversies, a wide range of feminist scholars concerned
with employment and disadvantage have explored how various social
constructions and characteristics intersect to create or multiply disadvantage for
people located in marginalised positions (Acker 1990, p. 139, 2006, pp. 446–47;
Alcorso & Ho 2006, pp. 125–26; Browne & Misra 2003, pp. 487–93; Duffy 2005,
p. 67; Essers, Benschop & Doorewaard 2010, p. 323; Holgate et al. 2006, p. 318,
322; Ludvig 2006; Renzulli, Grant & Kathuria 2006, p. 495; Steinbugler, Press &
Dias 2006, p. 816; Verloo 2006, p. 218). There has thus been a growing interest in
the issues of gender, race, ethnicity and class, and how they intersect. Importantly
for the subject of this thesis, recognising the intersection of gender, ethnicity, and
class will enable informed understandings of the complexities that migrants
experience when accessing employment in the unfamiliar Australian labour
market (Browne & Misra 2003, p. 488; Duffy 2005, p. 79).
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The development of intersectionality theory: A recognition
of multiple differences
Intersectionality theory has made one of the most important contributions to
feminist theorising over the past 30 years. Developed by Black feminists and
feminists of colour, intersectionality theory challenges the dominant ‘women,
white and middle-class’ feminist scholarship, arguing that it does not adequately
explain other women’s experiences of discrimination and difference. Early forms
of theorising undertaken by groups such as the Combahee River Collective in the
United States (Anthias 2012a, 2012b; Lutz, Vivar & Supik 2011; Lykke 2010;
Mann 2013; Phoenix 2011; West & Fenstermaker 1995, pp. 9–10) has since been
extended by Black women scholars including Kimberlé Crenshaw, Patricia Hill
Collins, and bell hooks. These women’s pioneering work has highlighted the
differences between the experiences of Black women and white women. They
argue that Black women face issues other than gender differences and that they
require theoretical models that explain their experiences of gender and race
(hooks 2001, p. 24). Theorising around the multiple attributes that a person may
have has since become an important way for examining issues of discrimination
and unequal treatment. Race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age and disability are all
identity constructs that intersect to produce multiple forms of disadvantage.
The term ‘intersectionality’ was first coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), who
has since been described as the ‘Mother’ of intersectionality theory (Anthias
2012b, p. 5; Lykke 2010, p. 50; Yuval-Davis 2007, p. 564). The theory developed
from Crenshaw’s analysis of the U.S. legal system and the anti-racism movement,
where she identified that in cases of discrimination in employment, gender and
race issues were being treated as separate factors (Lutz et al. 2011, p. 13;
MacKinnon 2013, p. 1021; see also Crenshaw 1989 for details of the cases she
examines). Crenshaw criticised this approach as ‘one-dimensional’ as it provided
only limited explanations (Lutz et al. 2011, p. 13) for how and why discrimination
occurred. She argued that gender and race should not be treated separately when
determining the source of the discrimination. Other types of employment issues,
and physical and abusive violence, subsequently became areas of particular
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concern for Black scholars (Knapp 2005, p. 255; Walby, Armstrong & Strid
2012). Crenshaw then extended her argument to include a range of social
categories such as gender, race, ethnicity and class, which she says, are used in
ways that can either create privilege or disadvantage. Crenshaw described
constructs as intersecting with each other to produce inequalities and disadvantage
for people who do not fit the dominant norm (Acker 2006, pp. 444–45, 2012a,
p. 209; Adib & Guerrier 2003; p. 416; Browne & Misra 2003, p. 489; Lykke
2010; Prins 2006, p. 279; Renzulli et al. 2006, p. 492; Verloo 2006, pp. 218–19).
Today, intersectionality theory has developed and extended feminist theorising
across many fields (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall 2013, p. 792). Figure 3.1
summarises the development of this theory from within the feminist domain,
illustrating how it has broadened to incorporate impacts and outcomes that are
related to wider societal contexts. Given the focus of this research on migrants and
gender differences, intersectionality is an appropriate theoretical lens.
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1970s–1980s: Early Scholarship
Anthias; bell hooks; Combahee River
Collective; Collins; Davis; Glenn; Lewis;
DE Smith; Yuval-Davis

Power in
Society
Late 1980s:

Intersectionality Theory Conceived
Crenshaw; Collins began fundamental
shift in feminist theorising; standpoint as
a basis

Historical
Geographic

1990s–2000s

Debates extend to Social, Political
and Historical Contexts

Political
Economic
Ideologies

Move from ‘additive’ to ‘multiplicative’
notions inclusive of three major domains
of society

2000s–
Present

Continuing Debates
Methods & epistemology; categorical
approaches; complexity theory;
transnational policy; broader contexts
(institutions); social constructs and
divisions; influence widens across
disciplines

Identity
Gender/Family
Roles

Culture
Traditions
Current
Issues

Continuing Questions and Gaps
Application in the Australian context
limited to organisational studies and
policy; scarcity of theory and narrative at
the individual/family level

Figure 3.1 Intersectionality scholarship, debates and issues: 1970s to present
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Early debates in intersectionality scholarship
The important work of the Combahee River Collective, bell hooks, Kimberlé
Crenshaw and Patricia Hill Collins, developed and informed feminist theory,
recognising the need for a more inclusive view of difference (see PH Collins’
1990 book Black Feminist Thought). They drew on the strength of Black women
intellectuals and activists like Maria W. Stewart, Fannie Barrier Williams and
Sojourner Truth (see her ‘Ain’t I a Woman’ 1851 speech as cited in Brah &
Phoenix 2004, p. 77) (Collins, PH 1990; Deegan 2008). As a result, they
purposefully steered an alternate direction in theorising women’s disadvantage,
outside the essentialist white middle-class standpoint that had created power
differences in feminist theory making (Choo & Ferree 2010, p. 132; Collins, PH
1990, p. 7; Davis 2011, p. 46; Higginbotham 2012; Lutz et al. 2011, p. 3; McCall
2005, p. 1780; Mann 2013, p. 55; Reinharz 1992, p. 119; Walby 1990, p. 42).
Because of their challenge to existing thinking, feminists who were Black and
women of colour experienced difficulties in having their work recognised and
published during the 1970s and 1980s (Collins, PH 1990, p. 13; Higginbotham
2012, p. 24). However, a breakthrough was achieved with Crenshaw’s seminal
and widely-cited article which highlighted the problems of the ‘single-axis view’
of discrimination, and argued that multiple identities intersect and react with each
other to create difference (Choo & Ferree 2010, p. 132; Crenshaw 1989; YuvalDavis 2007, p. 564). In addition, Patricia Hill Collins’ groundbreaking article
Learning from the Outsider Within (1986) and her subsequent book Black
Feminist Thought (1990) helped pave the way for other scholars to expand the
terrain of Black feminist theory. Her work made a significant contribution to an
understanding of how a person’s standpoint was ingrained in their social location
(Baca Zinn 2012, pp. 28–9; Charles 1996, p. 25; Higginbotham 2012, p. 25;
Yuval-Davis 2006). Crenshaw’s and PH Collins’s work represented a shift in
feminist theorising, pinpointing examples of exclusion of Black feminist ideas. In
time, the Black feminist movement achieved recognition of differences other than
gender (Bose 2012; Collins, PH 1990, p. 8). The work of these women expanded
and opened up the issues of ‘racial inequality, social stratification and feminist
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thought’ for further research and theoretical development (Baca Zinn 2012, p. 30),
to be applied across many contexts.
Intersectionality theory set ‘a new agenda for women’s and gender studies’ (Davis
2011; Enns 2010; Lutz et al. 2011, pp. 2–3). Patricia Hill Collins provided further
visibility for the theory and developed important concepts that are used widely
today in the field of sociology such as: ‘“outsider within”; “matrix of
domination”; “interlocking oppressions”, and “controlling images”’ (Baca Zinn
2012, p. 30; Brown & Misra 2003, p. 489; Collins, PH 1990, p. 11; Lorber 2010b,
p. 198; Weber, L 2010, p. 113).
From additive to multiplicative: Intersectionality theory broadens its
reach
As the above discussion emphasises, the application and reach of intersectionality
theory has been extensively debated. Early notions of intersectionality theory
encompassed gender, race and class, which came to be known as ‘the big-three’ or
‘triple oppression/jeopardy’, terms used interchangeably to describe issues
specific to these three domains (Anthias 2012b; Fox & Jones 2013; Lewis 2009,
p. 205). However, theorists argued that focusing on these three constructs was not
enough to truly analyse oppression, arguing that other forces were at play
(Anthias 2002; Yuval-Davis 2007). This resulted in a shift from the ‘additive
notions of just race, gender and class’ (Lewis 2009, p. 205) as theorists claimed
the mode of analysis was problematic (Walby 2011, p. 27; Yuval-Davis 2006,
p. 197). The multiplicative approach was developed to understand how various
societal influences could intersect with various identity characteristics, with the
result of multiplying disadvantage (Andersen 2005; Werbner 2013, pp. 408–9). At
the same time, advances were made in the identification of characteristics of
difference. Yuval-Davis (2006, p. 202), for example, draws attention to the everincreasing list of identity constructs highlighting 14 ‘lines of difference’ as
discussed by Lutz (2002, as cited in Yuval-Davis 2006, p. 202). These ‘include:
gender; sexuality; race/skin colour; ethnicity; national/state; class; culture; ability;
age; sedentariness/origin; wealth; North-South; religion, and stage of social
development’. Lutz herself did not consider this an exhaustive list. It has been
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claimed that the use of the ‘etc.’ at the end of such lists represents an
‘embarrassed admission’ or ‘sign of exhaustion’ (Butler 1990, p. 143, as cited in
Lykke 2010, p. 83; Yuval-Davis 2006, p. 202) due to the difficulties scholars face
trying to conceive the many intertwining arrays of constructs. Weight, accent,
intonations and gestures have also been identified as characteristics of difference
(see Walkowitz 2002, and Young 1990 in McDowell 2008, p. 500). Thus, while it
is difficult to detail every single identity characteristic in one study (Anthias
2012a, p. 107; McDowell 2008, p. 494), the ‘etc.’, can be used to indicate the
fluidity and complexity of identity characteristics that emerge as theory develops
and grows.
Intersectionality theory has also broadened its reach in that, increasingly, the
‘socio-cultural position of underprivileged groups’ (Bürkner 2012, p. 182) is an
important focus of research within the field. This permits the examination of
characteristics of difference between people and groups within a wide range of
contexts, disciplines and locations. It also emphasises that truth is created within
natural settings. This is consistent with an ISS approach as theorists contend that
intersectionality fundamentally recognises that people of all backgrounds
experience difference from their own unique standpoint. Thus everyone’s life is
different due to the situated position of their lived reality, and there is never one
truth (Misra 2012, p. 8; Yuval-Davis 2012, p. 47). This is an important
methodological, as well as theoretical, point.
Intersectionality: Across disciplines, transnational and policy
contexts
Since its inception, intersectionality theory has been expanded and debated in
many disciplines. Academic scholarship in this area has been instrumental in
broadening intersectionality theory’s application, as well as enhancing knowledge
about people across many situations and settings, recognising that many
individuals and groups hold intersecting positions embedded in broader social
contexts (Segal & Chow, 2011, p. 3). For example, theorising has been
undertaken across a wide variety of locations and has influenced a wide array of
critical studies over the last decade (Cho et al. 2013, p. 792). Research sites
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include the fields of education (Bello 2011; Kynsilehto 2011); health care and
allied professions (Jones, Bifulco & Gabe 2009; Ryan 2008); sexuality and queer
studies (Bose 2012; Luft & Ward 2009; Moore 2012); minority migrant
employment (Dyer et al. 2010; Syed & Murray 2009; Syed & Pio 2010); gender,
race and class in organisations (Acker 2006, 2012b; Proudford & Nkomo 2006);
reproductive labour and the ‘global care chain’ (Amelina 2011; Kofman &
Raghuram 2006); migration studies (Bürkner 2012; Yuval-Davis 2007); incountry migration (Chow & Zou 2011); minorities within national (transnational)
contexts (Anthias 2012a, 2012c; Essers et al. 2010; Purkayastha 2012; Segal &
Chow 2011; Zaiceva 2010); citizenship (Yuval-Davis 2007); diversity, equal
opportunity and affirmative action in organisations (Özbilgin, Beauregard, Tatli &
Bell 2011; Steinbugler et al. 2006; Syed & Kramar 2010), and social inequality
(Amelina 2011; Collins, PH 2012; Winker & Degele 2011).
The term intersectionality has also entered the lexicon of policy debates at
national and transnational levels. However, to date, it has been limited in its
application across geographical contexts. More specifically, the theory continues
to be used in the USA in advocating equality for Black women and women of
colour, including Asian, Indigenous, Latina, Mexican and Hispanic women. In
both the USA and Europe, intersectionality has been used to acknowledge cultural
as well as gender distinctions (Bürkner 2012, p. 182). Since the early 1990s, the
movement of peoples across European (EU) countries has seen a shift in focus
from ‘gender inequality, towards policies that address multiple inequalities’
(Verloo 2006, p. 215); that is, to policies that recognise intersectionality. The
thoroughgoing adoption of intersectionality as a policy framework is still in an
embryonic stage, however (Knapp 2006; Lewis 2009; Lutz et al. 2011; Verloo
2006). Scholars argue that greater discussion and debate is needed concerning the
use of intersectionality concepts within transnational political contexts. While the
theory-building continues within the academy, scholars express the hope that
national policy will embrace intersectionality, and its importance in recognising
difference and preventing disadvantage.
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The complexity of identity, society and power
This chapter has highlighted that identity constructs alone do not determine
outcomes experienced by people. Structures within society and power are
influencing factors, further multiplying the effects of constructs such as gender,
race, ethnicity and class (Anthias 2012a, 2102b; Yuval-Davis 2007). Expansion of
the intersectionality analytical framework from the additive to the multiplicative
approach has therefore moved theorising towards incorporating social divisions
and other processes responsible in creating difference. Theory now views these
characteristics as being intermeshed with larger forces that stem from the personal
and social locations of individuals. These locations are developed within broader
historical, geographical, social, economic and political contexts, termed ‘social
relations’ (Anthias 2012a, p. 107, 2012b, p. 9). For example, struggles over
valued resources have, over time, resulted in the oppression of non-dominant
groups (Chow & Zou 2011, p. 97; Lewis 2009, p. 205; Weber, L 2010, p. 101).
This is due to the social construction of gender, race, ethnicity and class through
the exercise of power in society, arranging people into categories and divisions,
within hierarchies that correlate with the organisation of social life (Anthias
2012b, pp. 7–8; MacKinnon 2013, p. 1020). Identity characteristics thus intersect
with these external influences and deepen disadvantage, resulting in the
marginalisation of people and groups within the wider society.
The social construction of gender, race and class
Key identity constructs are gender, race and class, and given the focus on gender
in this thesis, it is necessary to explore in some detail the social construction of
gender. According to Hochschild (1973, as cited in West & Fenstermaker 1995,
pp. 14–5) gender is conceptualised into four specific categories:
•

sex differences

•

sex roles

•

the minority status of women, and

•

the caste or class status of women.
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Gender is a construct that is continually changing and adapting, and sex roles and
sex differences have become dynamic social constructs (Lorber & Farrell 1991,
pp. 1–2; West & Fenstermaker 1995, p. 16). In the view of feminist scholars,
gender becomes operationalised as a form of control, disadvantaging and
oppressing women in favour of men, ‘constructed through psychological, cultural,
and social means’ (West & Zimmerman 1987, p. 125, see also Donato et al. 2006;
West & Fenstermaker 1995, p. 16). The construct of gender is used to dominate
and subordinate. It works to perpetuate the division of labour within the family
and the economy, shaping opportunities around education, employment, family,
sexuality, reproduction, leadership, and culture and knowledge production
(Anthias 2012b, p. 7; Lorber & Farrell 1991, pp. 1–2, see also Connell 2005;
Weber, L 2010, pp. 103–4). Individuals become socialised and categorised in
various ways that are determined by their ‘distinctive histories, geographic origins
and cultures [within which they live and] shared with men of the same race and
class’, with the result that the biological construction of sex type alone does not
shape outcomes for either women or men (West & Fenstermaker 1995, pp. 17).
Women (and men) are moulded by social influences, thus creating advantage;
usually, for men (Kramer 2011, pp. 56–7; Lorber 2010a; West & Fenstermaker
1995, p. 16).
Gender therefore matters in social life. Anthias (1998, p. 524) argues that ‘gender
relations have material effects on human subjects as they are inserted into a
broader range of social relations’. Further, gender creates varying degrees of
inequality, experienced differently depending upon the society and cultural norms
in which a person is socially located, expressed by the concepts of ‘positionality
and placement’ (Anthias 1998, p. 523; see also West & Fenstermaker 1995,
p. 17). Women’s social expectations derive from the notion that females are child
bearers, and their roles in other locations like the workplace are constructed
around the ideal of the woman as mother and caregiver. This is further
complicated by the class position of women. Middle-class women are more likely
to be viewed as ‘good mothers’, while lower-class poorer mothers are labelled as
‘lazy or welfare queens’, and judgements when race and/or sexuality intersect can
be very harsh (Weber, L 2010, p. 103). Hence individuals become categorised, as
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Anthias (2012b, p. 7) explains, in ways that do not reflect the way they identify or
think about themselves.
As highlighted earlier in this chapter, where a person has multiple characteristics
(e.g. an NESB woman) they intersect not only to create difference, but to
compound disadvantage (Acker 2006, pp. 446–47; Alcorso & Ho 2006, pp. 125–
26; Browne & Misra 2003, pp. 487–93; Duffy 2005, p. 67; Holgate et al. 2006,
p. 318; Ludvig 2006; Renzulli et al. 2006, p. 495; Steinbugler et al. 2006, p. 816;
Verloo 2006, p. 218). A stark example can be found where women of colour
undertake the reproductive labour of white households. These women fulfil
housekeeping and care-giving duties for white women and their white male
partners for low pay, so that white women and men can continue their
professional careers (Anthias 2002, p. 278; Browne & Misra 2003, p. 491; Dyer et
al. 2010, p. 688; Duffy 2005, p. 67; Kofman & Raghuram 2006; Lan 2003). Race
can therefore create varying degrees of disadvantage for migrant women and
migrant men in the context of jobseeking and family settlement.
Alongside the social (and biological) constructions of gender and race, is the
social construction of class. As a category of difference, class derives from an
economic position (Weber, L 2010, p. 107). Marx, as an early scholar of class
structures, identified differences between the proletarian and bourgeois classes.
Class structures evolved in the twentieth century to incorporate the middle
classes, shifting the structure of power relations by decreasing power in both the
upper classes and the lower classes (Weber, L 2010, p. 97). Power relations
impact upon access to resources and are embedded in systems constructed around
race, as well as gender, leading to negative economic effects for those caught at
the intersection (Weber, L 2010, p. 97). Hence, ‘social class is a pattern of
hierarchical relationships that are deeply ingrained in the social order that shapes
the lives, options, and opportunities of individuals from birth’ (Weber, L 2010,
p. 97). Such patterns reinforce exclusion from the dominant group in relation to
accessing resources, education and employment.
While it would appear that the male would be less constrained than their female
counterparts, complex issues do arise for men who find themselves negotiating
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different social, cultural and class contexts. While the identity of males, more
generally, are stongly connected to the highly gendered economic breadwinner
norms (Anthias 2012a; Beauregard et al. 2009; Campbell et al. 2009; Catalá
Colom, Santamaria & Casajust 2012; Chesley 2011; Connell 1987; Donaldson &
Howson 2009; Hibbins 2005; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Miller 2011; Pocock
2003; Shihadeh 1991) the process of seeking employment plays out differently for
men from different racial and cultural backrounds. Often, these men struggle to
reach an equivalent identity status in Western societies. Racial/ethnic background
can affect men in terms of finding good employment outcomes, and is evident in
the limited literature examining issues around skilled migrant men seeking
employment in Anglophone countries (see Bertone 2009; Miller 2011). While
employment links closely to economic and identity status, outcomes between men
who find ‘work’ rather than finding a ‘career’, impact on class differences, thus
making a distinction between lower working class males and upper class career
professionals (Connell, 1987; Game & Pringle 1987, p. 22; Hofstede 1997, p.
223). In this sense, male identity and status is challenged and changed due to the
effect of racial/ethnic difference and the direct impact on changes in economic
circumstance. Therefore gendered and racial social constructions ingrained within
Western society play a significant role in outcomes for these men (Catalá et al.
2012; Connell 1997; Donaldson & Howson 2009; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Pease
2009). However, a dearth of research within the masculinity field calls for a need
to look deeper at the intersection of these issues as they play out for migrant men
specifically (Donaldson & Howson 2009).
Gender, race and class shape outcomes in terms of employment and economic
mobility. Migrants of both sexes can experience the class-based phenomena
known as ‘downward occupational mobility’ and ‘downward social mobility’,
which, for migrants, can occur when skills, qualifications, language and
knowledge are not adequately recognised in the labour market and are thus
undervalued (Chiswick et al. 2003; Ho 2006; Ho & Alcorso 2004; Hopkins 2012;
Raghuram 2008). The simultaneous operation of gender and race in the labour
market leaves skilled migrant women, in particular, facing economic disadvantage
and lower class status. Further, the impact of class and gender is intensified for
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migrant women due to the persistence of economic and traditional views around
the male breadwinner role (Foroutan 2009, p. 987) tied to masculine identity
(Connell 1995, p. 28). As has been canvassed in the previous chapter, many
migrant women find they experience limited choices regarding career and family
and, as a result, are more likely than migrant men to experience a downward shift
in social and employment outcomes (Marsiglio & Pleck 2005, pp. 256–57).
Furthermore, migrant women can face additional challenges due to spousal,
societal and cultural expectations of a woman’s role, and lack practical support in
areas like childcare. Discrimination on account of the intersections of gender,
ethnicity, race and childcare commitments also occur (Cooke, FL 2007;
McKinnish 2008, p. 830). This not only impacts migrant women, but has effects
on the overall positioning of the family within their new society. An intersectional
approach that is sensitive to gender, race and class allows us to explore migrant
identity and the impact of identity issues on life experiences such as jobseeking,
within the intersecting spheres of migrants’ working and private lives.
Power and disadvantage in society
Gender, race, ethnicity and class are historically and socially constructed forms of
oppression by means of which dominant groups exert their power (Mann 2013,
p. 60; Weber, L 2010, p. 109). However, the experiences of skilled migrants
cannot be analysed by considering gender, race, ethnicity and class alone. There is
also a need to understand the circulation of power within broader social systems
that produce, reinforce, challenge and shape outcomes for people at the margins
(Cho et al. 2013, p. 795; Collins, PH 2005; Weber, L 2010, p. 33). Lynn Weber
identifies ‘three broad domains’ where power relationships are created within
society. These domains are located in the ideological, political and economic
realms (Weber, L 2010, p. 34). Table 3.1 outlines Lynn Weber’s definitions of
how power is manifested, and how social oppression is created, within each of
these realms.
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The three major domains of power in society

Ideological

Represented through media, arts, religion and educational
institutions that produce ideas and knowledge about society and
its people, why society is organised the way it is, and what
people need to know in order to function in society. Control over
ideological institutions enables dominant groups to shape public
images and cultural beliefs about both dominant and subordinate
groups.

Political

Represented through the government, law, civil and criminal
justice, the police and military whose primary purpose is
political. They create and enforce the laws and government
structures that define citizens’ and non-citizens’ rights,
responsibilities and privileges. Through control over these
institutions, dominant groups exert direct control over the
behaviour of others.

Economic

Represented by the major industries such as finance, health,
manufacturing, housing, transport and communication, whose
primary emphasis is economic, producing and distributing
society’s valued goods and services. They have control over
material goods and resources such as wealth, jobs, wages and
benefits, health care, day care and education. This makes
dominant groups more competitive in the workplace and in
community life.

L Weber (2010, p. 34)

Weber argues that these three systems of power infuse all aspects of society, being
expressed in state laws and state agencies, trade unions, voluntary organisations
and in the family context (Weber, L 2010, p. 34). They have organisational, intersubjective, experiential and representational forms, all of which can affect the way
we theorise and understand the connections between different levels in society
(Anthias 1998, p. 512, 2001, p. 837, 2012b, pp. 10–11). The institutions of law,
medicine, religion and politics are prime examples of arenas where women and
men from non-dominant groups are disempowered. Women from disadvantaged
groups are more likely to be subjected to social control, including rape and
violence (Charles 1996; Lorber & Farrell 1991, p. 2; Walby 1990, p. 3). This
contrasts with men whose ideas dominate in the realms of education, scientific
research and knowledge. Men also receive recognition and praise as providers of
financial support to sports and the arts, while contributions from women are
unheralded (Lorber 2010a; Lorber & Farrell 1991, pp. 2–3). Further, historical
contexts play an important role in furthering understanding of the role of power in
society (Bruning, Bystydzienski & Eisenhart 2012, p. 4) so it is important to
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explore how power relations have developed and changed over time. Power and
hierarchies of inequality based on sex, race and class (West & Fenstermaker 1995,
p. 22) thus intermesh with broader social relations (Anthias 2012a, p. 107, 2012b,
p. 9) and are dynamic and historically contingent. West and Fenstermaker (1995,
p. 21), for example, argue that merely viewing gender difference as a matter of
biology or sex roles prevents us from understanding how gender operates within
broader social perspectives. Therefore, the operation of gender in combination
with broader societal ‘inequality regime(s) … [reveal that] diverse women and
men can be privileged or oppressed in many ways, (and) sometimes in
simultaneous ways’ (Segal & Chow 2011, p. 3; see also Chafetz 1997; Holvino
2010; West & Fenstermaker 1995). Intersectionality theory acknowledges the
need to tease out the intersecting factors of power that create disadvantage within
the intertwining complexity of social categories and divisions that creates them
(Anthias 2012a, 2012b). Therefore, with respect to this thesis, the aim is to use
these insights to explore the experiences of skilled migrants by analysing how the
various facets of their identity intersect with wider societal influences and power
regimes.
Power and privilege – a Bourdieuan approach
The recent work of Tatli and Özbilgin (2012) suggest that intersectional analysis
can be approached by utilising Bourdieu’s theory of capitals. This has important
implications in identifying the site/s for analysing how inequality and
disadvantage occur within the context of different forms of capital (i.e., social,
cultural, economic and symbolic). The approach stems from the authors concerns
about the use of an ‘etic approach’ to intersectional analysis where studies focus
on pre-established or pre-determined categories as the focus of analysis. Firstly
they argue that this creates issues of ‘selective bias’ where commonly known
categories of difference (e.g. gender, race, ethnicity) are more likely to be selected
for examination. Secondly, they argue that a single or multi-category approach is
not thorough enough, as it lacks contextuality in ‘temporal and geographic
specificity’ (Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, p. 180, 188). Thirdly, they find that analyses
are often devoid of exploration within historical, institutional and social contexts,
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thus providing what the authors describe as ‘static accounts of diversity’ (Tatli &
Özbilgin 2012, pp. 180-81).
To overcome concerns of essentialist tendencies, the authors propose an ‘emic
approach’ to intersectional analyis. This approach focuses on emergent rather than
the pre-determined categories with the aim of attending to the ‘temporal and
geographic contextual relations of power, privilege, inequality and disadvantage’
(Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, p. 181). In this context, the authors suggest that this
would better capture the ‘dynamism in the workplace diversity context’,
constrasting the etic approach which they deem as simplistic, and lacking in the
understanding of interactions between categories and broader contexts (Tatli &
Özbilgin 2012, pp. 185-88).
Tatli & Özbilgin (2012) suggest that the emic approach should be underpinned by
Bourdieu’s theory of capitals. This would enable intersectional analysis to
consider the various forms of capital (social, economic, cultural and symbolic)
and how individuals utlise capital to compete against others to improve ‘their
power and influence in a given field’, subsequently leading to improvements in
personal outcomes (2012, p. 190). It appears that such an approach can be used to
uncover ‘the interplay between agency and structure and the interdependencies
between different forms of capital in the field’ (Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, p. 190).
Importantly, however, they point out that individuals are constrained by ‘the
dominant logic of the field’, which means that they are, in addition, competing
against legitimized values, sanctioned by those in positions of privelege and
power. For example, cultural capital encompasses attributes such as skills,
education, qualifications and work experience. How these are valued and
legitimized within the organisational context is the result of long standing patterns
and social norms that have been developed within evaluative processes, by those
in privileged positions of power (Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, pp. 192). The authors
call for research to examine how the ‘ownership and distribution of different
forms of capital between different groups and individuals… create intersecting
inequalities and privilege’ (Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, pp. 192). They describe a fivestep process as detailed in table 3.2.
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Tatli and Özbilgin’s approach to operationalising intersectionality

Step 1

Discover the power configuration in the organisational field by
empirically determining what forms of symbolic capital
(operationalised as authority, status, rank in the organisation) are
held and how they are distributed between actors

Step 2

Identify the types of social capital (assessed, for example,
through relationships, networks, ties that include, but also go
beyond work-related relationships) and cultural capital
(measured through education, taste, linguistic abilities etc.) held
by the power holders (i.e. people with higher levels of symbolic
capital).

Step 3

Investigate the organisational processes that enable specific types
of social and cultural capital to become valued and recognized
resources for access to power. An important point to account for
here is that every individual owns social and cultural capital.
However, not all types of social and cultural capital will be
transferred to symbolic capital by gaining legitimacy. Therefore,
it is important to unpack the legitimization processes.

Step 4

Search for group-based attributes that endow individuals with the
legitimized and valued forms of social and cultural capital, in
order to identify the salient categories of diversity and different
configurations of intersections between these categories.

Step 5

Close the circle by situating the interplay between capital
accumulation and the diversity logic of the field through
mapping out the location of actors/groups across the
organizational field. In this final step, the organizational field
needs to be situated vis-à-vis the wider geographical and
temporal context. This could be done by identifying the
convergence and divergence between the diversity logic of the
organizational field and that of the sector, industry and society
within which the organization is located.

Tatli & Özbilgin (2012, p. 195)

The Tatli and Özbilgin (2012) framework focuses on the organisational context
and this is not the direction of this research, which focuses on the individual
perspective. However, a modified variation of the framework could be developed
to analyse the individual standpoint. In this instance, a capitals approach could be
applied in terms of understanding the level of capital skilled migrants arrive with,
and how this plays out in the context of their migrant status. Tatli and Özbilgin
(2012) acknowledge the importance of linking to broader understandings of social
relations at the individual level (Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, p. 194). In this light, the
thesis aims to examine the intersecting forces within the context of the Australian
labour market, in relation to the social structures and power at political, social and
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economic levels in the context of Floya Anthias’s work described earlier (see
Anthias 1998, 2001, 2012a, 2012b). Her framework provides for the
operationalisation of how individuals experience job seeking and the interplay of
gender and ethnicity characteristics that may lead to lower level employment. A
theory of capitals approach, however, could tease out the relationships between
power and privilege and understanding how capital is legitimized and valued at
the individual/organisational interface for migrant jobseekers.

Intersectionality, skilled migration and the family
As discussed in Chapter Two, substantial research has been undertaken on skilled
migrants’ employment issues. Research has focused on matters concerning access
to and equality in employment, occupational and social mobility, identity and
citizenship, and differences between the modes of migration and outcomes
between different groups of migrants (e.g. skilled independent migrants versus
refugees and asylum seekers). With respect to this thesis, however, there are two
main lacunae in this literature. First, given the historical and policy view of the
male as the primary migrant, the migration process has generally been portrayed
as ‘genderless’ (Boucher 2006, p. 383). Second, it is only recently that
intersectionality approaches have been adopted in migration studies (Bürkner
2012, p. 181). As a result of these gaps, there has been little focus on either
women or the family in migration studies (Alcorso & Ho 2006; Cobb-Clark et al.
2001; Dixon et al. 2009; Hawthorne 2001; Ho & Alcorso 2004; HondagneuSotelo 2000; Meares 2010). Studies specifically about women began to appear in
the 1980s (Bürkner 2012, p. 186). With women long viewed as the secondary or
‘tied’ migrant (Anthias 2012a; Boucher 2006; Cobb-Clark & Connolly 2001, p.
798; Cooke, FL 2007; Hawthorne 2001; Lutz 2010, p. 1648; Purkayastha 2005),
there is an increasing need for a focus on gender and family, and on intersectional
approaches that capture the impact of the full range of identity issues on the
migrant experience.
Recent literature does explore some of these complexities. Skilled migrants arrive
in a new country with very different political, social and economic values
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compared to their home country. McDowell (2008, pp. 496–97) argues that
migrants enter ‘a society and an economy within which rules and rituals produce
consent … [derived from] legislation and institutional practices, and more formal
behaviours’, which may be opaque to the newcomer. Migrants are thus
disadvantaged by their relative newness to the country, and suffer social and
cultural dislocation, particularly if they are of different ethnicity to the dominant
group(s) (Anthias 2012a, p. 102)
Literature on work and family is relevant to the migrant experience. While it was
once thought that the increasing number of women would create equality within
the public sphere (Adams & Sydie 2002, p. 208), the issues associated with this
divide have instead become more complex. Most women still carry a larger share
than their partners of unpaid domestic work within the home. Furthermore,
childcare remains a task that is disproportionately performed by women (Acker
2006, pp. 445–46, 2012b, p. 218; FaCS 2002, p. 23; Lorber 2010a; Pocock 2003,
pp. 25–6, 2005, p. 201; Walby 1990). The notion of the ‘ideal worker’ with its
associated ‘breadwinner’ function expresses the gendered roles within society, the
workplace, and the home. Many women often have to choose between the pursuit
of a career and devoting time to family needs (Cobb-Clark & Connolly 2001, p.
797; Parasuraman & Greenhaus 1997, p. 4). Religion and/or cultural structures
can also prevent women from seeking work (Donato et al. 2006, p. 5; Foroutan
2008, 2009; Ganguly-Scrase & Julian 1998; Syed, Burke & Pina Acar 2010,
p. 146), making it harder for them to seek and retain employment. These issues
continue to impede women’s employment opportunities, and so this research
considers these problems in the context of jobseeking outcomes for migrant
women.
A very important point in this context is that research focusing on work/family
conflict has focused on well educated, middle-class, skilled white females, and
research on women (and men) in the international migration context has generally
focused on their provision of domestic care responsibilities to host country
families (Bailey & Boyle 2004, p. 230; Grzywacz, Arcury, Marín, Carrillo &
Burke 2007, p. 1120; Hardill & MacDonald 1998, p. 21; Kofman & Raghuram
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2006). The same problems exist for migrant women but little attention has been
paid to understanding their work/family conflict (Cooke, FL 2007, p. 48; Meares
2010; Walby 1990, p. 14). There is some limited research on issues of ‘tied
migration’, ‘trailing spouses/wives’ and ‘dual-career couples’ which sheds some
light on migrant work/family issues (see Cobb-Clark & Connolly 2001; Cooke,
FL 2007; Cooke, TJ 2001; Hardill 2004; Kofman & Raghuram 2006; Meares
2010; Mushaben 2009; Smith CR 1993; Smith DP 2004; Zaiceva 2010). This
research explores wife/husband partnerships where both usually possess skills,
qualifications and employment experience. However, in the context of the
migration process, the female becomes disadvantaged due to the ‘trailing’ or ‘tied
spouse’ status, as men are considered to be the primary applicant. It has been
observed that the tied migrant suffers ‘economic inactivity’ post-migration, thus
experiencing issues with unemployment, lack of access to full-time work resulting
in DOM, all of which are unintended outcomes of the migration process
(Chiswick et al. 2005; Clark & Withers 2002, p. 925; Ho 2006; Pereira 2012,
p. 653; Smith DP 2004, p. 265). However, the research on tied migration has not
adequately explained what happens to women as a result of migration, and how
this can change employment outcomes and affect the family (Raghuram 2004),
not only from an economic viewpoint, but at social and cultural levels as well
(Smith DP 2004, p. 265). As canvassed in this and the previous chapter, the
female partner in a migrant couple may find that her participation in the labour
market is either ‘sacrificed’ (i.e. economic inactivity or unemployment) or
‘satisficed’ (i.e. part-time work or occupational downgrading).
It is pertinent to note here that while intersectionality is burgeoning within many
fields of research, there is a current lack of research in the family studies domain.
Baca Zinn finds this ‘surprising’ as family studies are ‘deeply shaped by
feminism’ and argues that PH Collins’s work has not yet been used in this context
(Baca Zinn 2012, p. 30). Baca Zinn highlights that Collins’s work refers to the
family unit and its practices as being responsible for social organisation and
providing the bedrock for disadvantage and privilege, particularly in relation to
how families contribute to and support the ‘operation of racial stratification’, and
how ‘cross-cutting inequalities shape and are shaped by families’ (Baca Zinn
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2012, p. 31). Hence this research will be sensitive to the nature of participants’
family units.
Migrating couples
The skilled migrating couple is a much less explored variant of the social
phenomenon of the dual-career couple (Raghuram 2004, p. 307; Smith, DP 2004,
p. 269). Some research explores the negotiation and decision-making processes of
couples, including whether both will pursue their careers at the same time, or
whether one person’s career will take precedence over the other (Cooke, FL 2007,
p. 48; Taylor 2007, p. 796). Interestingly, there is evidence to suggest that even
when the female migrant has been the primary applicant, the husband’s career still
seems to take precedence (Cooke, FL 2007, p. 57; Ressia 2010; Sang et al. 2013,
p. 166). However, further research is required in order to understand how these
issues play out for the skilled couple (Anthias 2012a, p. 106). Migrant couples
make decisions as to whether both partners seek employment or whether one
partner seeks entry into the workforce ahead of the other. Examination of what the
remaining partner does is also important. They may, presumably undertake
employment in a low-paid occupation just to get by and to provide for their family
(Iredale 2005), or they may revert to a homemaker/caregiver role. In this context,
culturally-specific gender norms may also play a major role in the decisionmaking process of migrant couples, particularly as women are more likely to put
family responsibilities ahead of their career (Cooke, FL 2007, p. 49; Iredale 2005,
p. 156; Liversage 2009, p. 135; McKinnish 2008, p. 830; Pereira 2012, p. 653;
Raghuram 2004). In this case, what are the reactions to a loss of career? What
strategies do women employ to re-establish their career, and what are their
‘satisfaction levels following family migration’ (Smith, DP 2004, p. 269)? What
are the work-family issues for migrating couples and families (Cobb-Clark et al.
2001, pp. 1–2)? This research will therefore pay attention to the complex intrafamily negotiations with respect to work and family.
In this context, it is worth noting that a number of theories have been used to
examine the decision-making process of couples regarding work/family issues.
Cooke, FL (2007, p. 50) highlights three main theories: human capital theory
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(Mincer 1978), Shihadeh’s (1991) gender role theory, and the resource theory of
conjugal power. These three theories attempt to explain the decisions made by
migrants and the reasoning behind them. Under human capital theory, migrants
seek to increase the family’s economic gain — usually for the male — and
women are likely to contribute less (Clark & Withers 2002, p. 924). It is
anticipated that any loss in terms of the female’s earning capacity will be offset by
an increase in the male’s earning capacity. Connell and Burgess (2009, p. 413)
argue that the decision to relocate is usually made on the basis that wages and job
prospects will improve, but lifestyle changes are important too, meaning that the
woman’s employment status may be considered less important as long as ‘the
family as a whole’ benefits from migration (Bailey & Boyle 2004, p. 230; Clark
& Withers 2002, p. 924; Kanaiaupuni 2000; Pereira 2012, p. 643; Shihadeh 1991,
pp. 441–42; Smith DP 2004, p. 264). The resource theory perspective examines
how power and influence is distributed within the family; husbands are more
likely to influence significant family decisions than wives (Cooke FL 2007,
pp. 50–1).

Similarly,

gender role theory argues

that

women

become

disempowered because they prioritise family ahead of their own career ambitions.
Theorising is currently dominated by human capital theory, particularly in the
USA, as much attention has focused on economic outcomes rather than exploring
the complexities of family decision-making.
In addition, many families may not even consider the possible disadvantages of
migration (Duncan & Perrucci 1977, as cited in Bailey & Boyle 2004, p. 231),
including failure of one or both partners to find employment. Hence, as Bailey
and Boyle (2004, p. 230) assert, there is a need ‘to examine the multiple
intersections between “migration” and “family” in specific contexts’.
The operation of gender and ethnicity in achieving employment
As previously outlined in this chapter, the division of labour is predominantly
based on gender lines. Feminists have argued that the traditional view in western
capitalist societies is that the ‘ideal worker’ is a white man, unencumbered by the
unpaid and emotional care work of the domestic/private sphere. The male may
therefore be perceived by organisations as more able than the woman to abide by
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organisational rules and regulations (Acker 1990, p. 149, 2005, p. 453, 2006,
p. 448, 2012b, p. 215) and display more of the qualities associated with
leadership. Thus, women are more likely (and continue) to hold subordinate or
lower level positions and receive less pay than men (Acker 2006, Acker 2012b,
p. 447; Holvino 2010, p. 252; Lorber 2010a; Walby 1990).
While feminist scholarship increasingly focuses on the operation of gender roles
within organisations (Benschop 2006, p. 274), the operation of gender and
ethnicity within organisations has still not been widely explored. Intersectionality,
with its emphasis on the multiplicative effects of identity, can be used to examine
gender roles in the workplace. Although this thesis does not focus on the
organisational context, it does focus on the pre-employment, job search
experiences of NESB skilled migrants, which involve interaction with
organisations.
Empirical research has found that, in Australia, both the broader operation of the
labour market, and the processes of employing organisations, hinder skilled
migrants from continuing their careers (Booth et al. 2010, p. 1). Recent research
examining the experiences of Muslim migrants illuminates the complexities of
finding and staying in employment (see Syed & Pio 2010, p. 116). Usefully for
this thesis, Syed and Murray (2009) identify three relational levels at play that
have either direct or indirect impact upon the employment chances of migrants.
These three levels — macro, meso and micro — represent national/societal level
factors, organisational factors and individual factors respectively. Table 3.3
summarises these levels, illustrating where issues may arise, drawing on examples
that relate to the migrant job search process.
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Macro, meso and micro levels

Relational Level

Description

Macro-Societal
Factors

Institutional
structures;
social
difference
codes and
processes

Broader Context: Legislative framework of antidiscrimination, EEO and diversity; socio-political
policies; labour market; economy; demography;
history; human capital; culture; social support
Individual: Race; ethnicity; culture; language;
religion; gender
Effects: Career path of skilled migrants

MesoOrganisational
Factors

Organisational
hierarchies
and
inequalities

Broader Context: Organisational approaches
towards diversity management and policy;
benchmarking and evaluation
Individual: Race; ethnicity; culture; language;
religion; gender
Effects: Lack of enforced policy perpetuates
systemic discrimination; passive acceptance/uptake
of policy by business; costly litigation discourages
reporting of discrimination

MicroIndividual
Factors

Identity and
subjective
experience

Broader Context: Individual agency, perspectives
and experiences; multiple identities; family
circumstances
Individual: Race; ethnicity; culture; language;
religion; gender; worker motivation; career choice;
family; extended family; lifestyle
Effects: Visible identity and barriers to
employment; economic costs; downward
occupational and social mobility; change career; job
quality; family strain; psychological impact;
providing basic living needs; remittances to home
country; homesickness

Source: Syed (2008) and Syed & Pio (2010)

At the macro level, Syed and Murray (2009) posit that difficulties stem from the
operation of organisations within the broader socio-political context, where
policies are developed at the national level within legal frameworks. Current
organisations may have managing diversity policies, but mostly they do not.
Where there is such a policy, there is no legal means of enforcing it, and its focus
is likely to be directed towards gender and issues of balancing work and family
(Syed & Pio 2010, p. 130), rather than race, ethnicity and religion.
Theorising at the organisational (meso) level illuminates connections at societal,
organisational and individual levels. With respect to migrants, it can be posited
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that lack of policy at the national level, and indirect and subtle forms of
discrimination at the organisational level, work together to exclude skilled
migrants from the labour market. Again, the problem is exacerbated for migrant
women due to the intersecting effects of gender, race, cultural traditions and the
responsibilities of family settlement and childrearing.

Conclusion
As a researcher, seeking to understand people and their lived experiences is
challenging. Situating this research on the sensitive topic of migrant employment
outcomes within ISS is important as ISS presents a way of understanding why
people do what they do from their own situated perspectives and lived realities
(Bryman 2004; Maynard 1994; Neuman 2011). As outlined in this chapter, there
are many complex issues at play for the skilled jobseeking NESB migrant. The
literature surveyed in this chapter allows their experiences to be explored taking
into account the intersection of identity characteristics, particularly ethnicity and
gender. The additional dimension of how migrant couples negotiate employmentseeking activities when settling family adds a further complexity to their unique
experience.
This enables the thesis to address the research questions, which seek a better
understanding of skilled migrant workers and their families at the micro level. The
research will contribute to the literature by providing understandings of the lived
experiences of skilled migrants, men and women, as they attempt to access
employment in Australia. The next chapter will focus on the research methods and
methodology used to develop these understandings.

CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This chapter presents the research methods used in this study to examine the
experiences of, and differences between, skilled migrant women and skilled
migrant male jobseekers in the Australian labour market. The research looked at
the challenges they faced when finding work, and addressed the following
research questions:
1.

What are the employment expectations, experiences and outcomes for
NESB skilled migrants?

2.

Do recently arrived women and men NESB skilled migrants differ in
their strategies in seeking and obtaining employment? What are the
reasons for any observed differences in jobseeking behaviour?

This chapter first discusses the research design, methodology and methods chosen
for this research project. Second, details of the research process and how
participants were recruited for the study are given. The third section discusses
ethical issues, followed by the fourth section which outlines the procedures used
for data collection and interviewing. This section also gives an overview of the
participants. Fifth, the methods of analysing and coding the interview data are
presented. The chosen method, narrative analysis (Riessman 2008), is presented
as a method for the re-telling of participants’ experiences, highlighting the
complexity of their journeys (Creswell 2013; McCall 2005, p. 1781) and ensuring
that the standpoint of each participant is represented authentically. The chapter
concludes with a summary of the methodology and methods chosen for
undertaking the research.
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Research design
While there is no set agreement on the specifics of a qualitative research design
(Creswell 2013, p. 49), the ‘standard’ steps are summarised in Figure 4.1.
Step 1: Consideration of issue/problem
Step 2: Examination of literature and discussions with key
informants in the field
Step 3: Development of research questions
Step 4: Consideration of methods for data collection and
theoretical framework to be used
Step 5: Access of data sources
Step 6: Ethical issues
Step 7: Accessing of the field for data collection: two phases
Step 8: Data analysis process and reflexivity
Step 9: Write up of the research findings
Figure 4.1 The research design
Adapted from Crotty (1998)

The research questions for this thesis were developed by examining research
literature regarding NESB migrants in order to gain an understanding of the
broader issues that affect them, and to identify gaps in knowledge that required
exploration. The review highlighted a need to gain a greater understanding of the
challenges independent skilled migrants faced when seeking work in the context
of changes to public policy with respect to skilled immigration. In addition, the
literature revealed a gap concerning the experiences of skilled migrant women,
and so this research was designed to include women and enable their stories to be
collected and analysed.
In order to investigate and answer the research questions posed, a qualitative
approach was chosen. Qualitative research is an important methodology for the
exploration of everyday life, providing space for the investigation of issues related
to identified research gaps (Holliday 2002). The research was designed to gain a
more in-depth understanding of the lived experiences of people, and to enable the
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interpretation of phenomena within natural settings (Creswell 1998, p. 15;
Golafshani 2003; Patton 2002, p. 39). The research design grounded the research
within an interpretive social science (ISS) context, using feminist standpoint
epistemology, drawing upon intersectionality theory — matters discussed in
Chapter Three. Semi-structured interviews and qualitative research methods,
including the use of a research diary and reflexivity in the research, were chosen
in order to place the researcher at the centre of the research. This enabled the
researcher to engage fully with participants and their collected stories through
reflecting on and providing a voice to their stories and experiences. The use of
interviews is considered to be one of the most important ways in which to learn to
understand people (Fontana & Frey 2000, 2003), and thus it is important in the
context of a feminist research framework (Bryman 2004, p. 336) which privileges
research participants’ voices. Once the methodology and the theoretical
frameworks had been chosen, purposive sampling was undertaken to seek out
participants who would suit the research questions and enable appropriate data to
be collected for analysis and interpretation (Patton 2002, p. 40). Once the
interviews were conducted, they were transcribed and then analysed using a
narrative analysis approach so that the stories were captured in their entire form.
This method enabled the sorting of information in the analysis into a series of
events, to provide an understanding of the steps undertaken by each participant
during settlement and their job search. Grounded theory techniques were used in
order to organise the data into codes and themes. These concepts are further
discussed below. The research diary was used as a place to record notes and
reflections throughout the duration of the study. Memo-writing was undertaken to
link the literature, and relevant theoretical and methodological concepts to the
data and the emerging themes.
Validity and reliability in the research
Validity and reliability are key issues in research. Reliability relates to the
replicability of research, and validity to whether it measures what it is intended to
measure. According to Creswell, reliability and validity stem from the
‘interconnection of worldviews, strategies of inquiry and research methods’
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(2009, p. 5). A positivistic approach considers cause and effect relationships and
the ability to replicate studies in order to reach the same result, placing much
emphasis on reliability. However, results cannot be as easily replicated in
qualitative research due to its naturalist and interpretive perspectives. This
research was centred on the discussion and interaction between the researcher and
the participants, in order to gain authentic views, which were described as
accurately as possible in the written account of the research. Validity, used
interchangeably with ‘credibility’ (see Glaser & Strauss 1967) in qualitative
research, is achieved through ensuring accuracy of the information captured and
reported by the researcher (Golafshani 2003). The researcher ensured that validity
was achieved by involving the participants in the production of the research by
reporting back to them regularly on how the research was progressing, and by
highlighting the themes that were developing from their interviews. Secondly, the
researcher reported back and clarified interview information during a second
interview. The second interview thus became a valuable way of ensuring that the
information captured in the first interview had been interpreted correctly, enabling
participants to provide further comments face-to-face with the researcher. At the
completion of their second interview, both sets of transcripts were sent to
participants and additional comments were sought, further adding to validity and
further involving participants in the research process.
The use of ‘thick description’ in relating participants’ stories also provided further
validation (Creswell 2009, p. 191). A participant’s voice became the means of
revealing personal experiences in the context of answering the research questions.
Reflection, including a research diary, was used to contemplate issues presented
by each individual. Spending time in the field (Strauss & Corbin 1990), achieved
by undertaking a second interview and communicating with participants
throughout the research process, added to the validity of the research.
The reliability of the research was achieved by employing a rigorous data
collection procedure, by the study’s design and by its ability to be replicated by
others (Creswell 2013, p. 53; Glaser & Strauss 1967; Yin 1994, p. 36, 2003,
p. 39). The data-coding procedure and thematic development can be accessed and
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replicated by other researchers if they wish. However, reliability is a difficult
concept to operationalise fully in qualitative research. Unlike quantitative
research, where causal relationships indicate the reliability of a study, qualitative
research is dependent upon the quality of the research in generating meaning and
understanding in natural settings (Golafshani 2003). Thus, the researcher took
care to methodically categorise information into themes, thoroughly interrogated
the data for relevant concepts and meanings that might initially have been missed,
and took a consciously reflexive approach in interpreting the data. The analysis
techniques, described later in the Chapter, were thorough in order to ensure this
process was as rigorous as possible.
The result is that the researcher has provided reliable and trustworthy information
about the experiences of skilled migrants based on the personal stories of her
participants. The providing of ‘truth’ through the consensus of their experiences
(Patton 2002, p. 98) therefore deepens understanding of the challenges faced by
this particular group of people.

The participants and data sources
In order to answer the research questions, the study needed participants who were
recently arrived, NESB skilled migrants. Migrants from ESB such as those from
the United Kingdom, South Africa, the United States and Canada were excluded
from the study. Research participants were required to meet the following criteria:
•

had arrived as an independent skilled migrant (subclass 175 visa)
within the last one to three years

•

had completed their visa application process prior to entry

•

met skill levels, qualifications and experience equivalent to those
listed on the Skilled Occupations List (SOL) as determined by DIAC
at the time of the initial interview.

Due to the difficulty of recruiting within such a narrow group of participants from
a limited geographic area, the research was extended to include secondary
applicants (partners of the above, who were more likely to be women than men)
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and to include migrants who had arrived as part of the skilled program but under
another visa category (for example, temporary business [long-stay] visa subclass
457). In addition, people who fitted the skill, qualifications and education criteria
and who had arrived on a humanitarian visa were also included, as were spouses
of former Australian expatriates who had returned to Australia with their families.
Overall, while participants had arrived via different visa categories, they each met
skill, qualifications and work experience criteria that were equivalent to
occupations on the SOL. During the first phase of the research project, 24
participants — 19 women and five men — were interviewed face-to-face. During
the second phase, 23 of those participants were re-interviewed, as one male
participant withdrew.
Finding the participants
As this research focused on the jobseeking experiences of migrants, the researcher
sought to recruit via migrant support and advisory organisations and networks in
the public and community sectors. A state government department assisted by
undertaking a direct mail-out to skilled migrant clients. Community sector
organisations likewise provided linkages to employment network groups,
disseminating information about the project. Two community-based organisations
and one local government organisation advertised the research through their
networks. The organisations allowed the researcher to give presentations and
distribute information about the research project to key personnel within the
organisation, and to clients.
State government department
The first source contacted was the Queensland Department of Education, Training
and the Arts (DETA). This department is responsible for assessing the
qualifications of skilled migrants through Skill Recognition Queensland. Initial
contact was made with the department early in October 2007, and again in
December 2008 when data collection was due to commence. The department
agreed to mail out information sheets about the research to skilled migrants who
were listed on its Skills Assessment Database. Unfortunately, it was not possible
to specifically identify 175 visa holders on the department’s system. However,
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from August 2008 to January 2009, the department extracted data about migrants
from the database using the following criteria:
1.

country of birth—all countries were considered except the
Anglophone countries of the UK, Ireland, New Zealand, the USA,
Canada and South Africa

2.

arrival date—persons who had arrived in Australia within the previous
three years (January 2006 to December 2009)

3.

resident description—persons who were to be Permanent Residents, as
this would include those who had arrived on subclass 175 visas.

This process provided 80 contacts, and the department mailed out letters on the
researcher’s behalf early in 2009 seeking expressions of interest. Sixteen
responses were received. Fourteen people were subsequently contacted and
interviewed.
Community-based organisations
Community-based agencies were contacted in order to find further participants.
ACCES Services Inc., located in Logan City, Queensland, was contacted first.
After discussing the research with the Director of Economic Participation early in
2009, the research project was presented to the Employment Manager and her
team. As a result, four people contacted the researcher about the study, two of
whom were recruited as participants. A few months later, the Multicultural
Development Association (MDA) in South Brisbane was contacted. Again, a
presentation about the research project was given to 14 participants who were
completing a work placement program. Two people contacted the researcher
directly and agreed to participate in the study. In addition, the researcher
contacted and gave presentations to the Multicultural Employment Network
Forum (MENF), auspiced by the State Government Department of Employment,
Economic Development and Innovation (DEEDI), and the Caboolture and
Redcliffe Multicultural Network (CARM), overseen by the Moreton Bay
Regional Council.
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Local government
An additional four people were recruited through the Brisbane City Council
(BCC). BCC offers a work experience program for overseas-trained professionals,
providing participants with an in-house training program as well as work
experience in positions that match their experience and skills. Three people were
recruited via an information sheet circulated to the cohort that commenced the
program in November 2008. A presentation was then given to a second cohort
early in 2009, one of whom was recruited. Also of note is that one of the
participants recruited via DETA was additionally participating in the 2008 work
experience program at the time of their interview; so, in total, five of the research
participants were participating in the council’s program at the time of the first
interview.
Other sources
One participant found out about the research project through word of mouth. As a
result, the participant was sent an information sheet about the research and was
recruited. An additional local government source and three community-based
organisations were contacted and asked for help in obtaining participants for the
research. Although the organisations were clearly interested in the research and
two of them were very helpful, these organisations yielded no further participants.
It took eight months to recruit the 24 people for the first round of interviews.
While it would have been desirable to have more participants, the researcher made
the decision to stop recruiting due to the time constraints governing a PhD
research project. Consideration was also given to the time required for each
participant to be re-interviewed in the following year. There are no hard and fast
rules about sample sizes, and these can vary depending on the methods used
(Patton 2002, p. 244). For narrative research this can range from a single case to
over 300, while 20 to 30 participants can achieve saturation in a grounded theory
approach (Creswell 2013, p. 157; Mason 2010). While the research uses both
narrative analysis and aspects of grounded theory to analyse the data, the
researcher wanted to extract dominant themes from the narratives to identify the
specific issues and complexities experienced by this group (McCall 2005,
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p. 1781). The 24 participants thus provided sufficient information for analysis
within the context of this thesis. It had also become apparent that themes had
become saturated and dense (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Strauss & Corbin 1990)
towards completion of the first phase interviews.

Ethical issues
Ethical approval was sought from the university’s Ethics Committee
(MGT/04/08/HREC) shortly after receiving confirmation of PhD candidature
(Appendix A). One amendment was made to the ethics protocol prior to
commencing interviews. This related to assisting participants with transport costs
to attend an interview, an issue raised by one of the community-based migrant
organisations. The Ethics Committee approved giving participants a $20 gift card
(per interview) to cover travel costs (see Appendix B).
As interviews were conducted with a potentially sensitive group of participants,
the researcher ensured that participants had done so freely and without coercion.
Full information about the research project was provided to each participant prior
to their interview. As indicated above, many of the participants were recruited
through a third party. Half the participant group gave their permission for the
researcher to contact them directly via an additional consent form developed by
DETA. The remaining participants contacted the researcher directly by sending an
email indicating their interest in the research after attending one of the
presentations, or in response to emails sent by the organisations that had
advertised the research project on the researcher’s behalf.
In the majority of cases, participants preferred to be interviewed in their homes. In
Phase 1, in which 24 interviews were conducted, 14 participants were interviewed
in their own homes. Other participants were interviewed in coffee shops, the
researcher’s office at the university, a migrant centre, and participants’ place of
work. In both phases, interviews were between 30 minutes, and an hour and a
half. With the interviewee’s permission, each interview was tape-recorded. Each
participant was advised at the beginning of each interview that their information
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would be anonymous and pseudonyms would be used so that their personal details
would remain confidential.
The researcher was aware that there could be sensitive issues that some
participants might find difficult to address, or that it might be necessary to
conclude an interview quickly for privacy reasons. This happened on two
occasions. During one interview, it was noted that the interviewee appeared
distressed and so the interview was discontinued. The interview was brought to a
close unobtrusively, so that the participant would not feel uncomfortable. A
second interview was shortened when a third person entered the room. It was felt
that continuing the interview could compromise the participant if they continued
to talk about the challenges they were facing in their personal relationship. Again,
without making the participant feel uncomfortable, the researcher finished the
interview at a suitable point. In two other interviews, the husbands of the
participants became involved in the discussion. Their input was valuable and so
they were asked for permission to include their comments in the research and they
each signed the required consent forms.

The interview process
Participant recruitment and interviews for Phase 1 of the research took place over
an eight-month period between February and October 2009. Interviews for
Phase 2 took place between March and November 2010. In Phase 1, each
participant was contacted by phone, the purpose of the interview and research was
explained, and an interview time was made. Phone calls were followed up
immediately by sending an email confirming the interview details with an
attached copy of an information sheet (Appendix C) about the research project, a
participant consent form (Appendix D), and an information form to collect a
summary of participants’ biographical information (Appendix E). A follow-up
phone call on the morning of the interview or the evening before confirmed that
the participant was still happy to meet. The interview format was semi-structured,
with questions being based on themes developed from the literature review.
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The participating group were very diverse, originating from 16 countries and
including a diverse range of skilled occupations such as engineers, teachers and
accountants. All had a high level of educational qualifications and experience
prior to arriving in Australia. Participants were at different stages in their
employment search, mainly due to length of time since arrival. At the first
interview, nine participants were unemployed, five were in a job placement
program, and eight were employed in various jobs which might be termed
‘stopgap’ positions that did not use, or fully use, their skills, qualifications and
experience. At the second interview employment outcomes had improved
marginally in terms of gaining employment, but again those jobs were not
necessarily commensurate with participants’ skills and qualifications. Table 4.1
provides an overview of each participant’s details at the first time they were
interviewed. The table includes their arrival and visa details, qualifications and
experience prior to migration, and the status of the job search at each interview.
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The participants
M/F

Children

Ana

Country of
origin
Spain

F

No

Arrival
details
457/1year

Qualifications

Andrei

Russia

M

Yes: 2

136/1 year

Ayanna

Ethiopia

F

Yes: 1

Spouse/2
years

Christopher Slovenia

M

Yes: 2

175/2 years
4 months

B Architecture/
Planning

Cristina

Brazil

F

No

Spouse/3
years

Debbie

China

F

Yes: 1

136/1 year

Fareeza

Iraq

F

Yes: 2

Hum/6
months

B Arts (Mkt)
GDip Ind
Admin
G Cert
BusAdmin
B
Econ/Account
B Civil Eng

George

Albania

M

No

139/2 years

Hayat

Iraq

F

Yes: 2

201/1 year

B Soc Work
B Mgmt
B Social &
Regional
Planning
Dip Marketing
Dip Appln
Software

Dip Enriching
Eng of Solid
Metal = B level
B Civil Eng

Experience

Job at
Interview 1
Yes: Support
Worker, CBO

Date:
Int. 1
12 Oct
2009

No

14 Apr
2009

Security guard

20 May
2010

Office admin
commercial
TV: 6
months
Urban and
regional
planning: 10
years
Marketing:
13 years

Yes: Placement
with BCC

24 May BCC:
2009
Administrative
assistant

30 May
2010

Yes: Placement
with BCC

5 May
2009

BCC: Facilities
planning officer

11 May
2010

Yes:
Marketing/Sales

20 Aug
2009

Manager/marketing
position, IT
company

13 Nov
2010

Accounting:
9 years
Civil
engineer: 15
years
Mining
engineer: 10
years
Civil
engineer: 5
years

Yes: Placement
with BCC
No

13 Apr
2009
23 Feb
2009

BCC: Payroll
officer
No: restarted
TAFE courses

27 April
2010
1 Mar
2010

Yes: Form
worker

23 Feb
2009

Same job

3 Mar
2010

No—
Employment
Pathways

17 Apr
2009

Child care assistant

1 May
2010

Social
worker: 4
years
Accounting:
6 years

Job at Interview 2
Same job

Date:
Int. 2
21 Oct
2010
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Name#

Country of
origin

M/F

Children

Arrival
details

Jasmin

India

F

Yes: 2*

136/9
months

Julieta

Colombia

F

No

Spouse/2
years 4
months

Jun

China

F

No

Khalid

Iraq

M

Yes: 2

Kim

Vietnam

F

No

Miranda

Philippines

F

Nairi

Indonesia

Nareem

India

Qualifications

Experience

Job
at Interview
1
Yes: Food
Services,
Brisbane
Hospital

Date:
Int. 1

5 Aug
2009

BSc Industrial
Microbiology
M Ecology &
Env
B Education
B Law
Current: Master
Empl Relations

Primary school
teacher: 6 months

Lawyer: 2 years

No

Student
Visa/2
years 9
months
Hum/6
months
100/3 years

B Educ (equiv)

Primary school
teacher: 12 years

No

B Agriculture

No

B Education
M Education

Landscape
architect: 2 years
Teacher trainer: 20
years

No

With
parents/
4 years

B Arts (Comm)

Casual work

F

Yes: 3

100/1 year

M

No

175/1 year
4 months

Cert 2/Diploma
2: Accounting
Engineering
Mechanic II

Accountant: 7
years
Marine mechanic
15 years

Yes:
Placement
with BCC
Yes: Project
Worker, CBO

No
Yes: Brisbane
Ferries

9 Apr
2009

Job at
Interview 2
No

No at time of
interview, but
now is employed
as officer within
a union
30 June Started own
2009
business
23 Feb
2009
29 Apr
2009

No

3 Sep
2009

Remained in one
project position,
other finished.
Employed in
another p/t
admin job
No: still
studying
Did not
participate

28 Feb
2009
28 Feb
2009

BCC: Assistant
librarian

Date:
Int. 2
27 April
2010

9 Aug
2010

14 Jul
2010
1 Mar
2010
29 June
2010
7 Sep
2010

9 Mar
2010
CNC
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Name#

Country of
origin

M/F

Children

Nimala

Sri Lanka

F

Yes: 3

Rani

India

F

Yes: 1

Sarah

South
Africa**

F

Yes: 2

Sofia

Russia

F

Yes: 1

100/2 years
9 months

Sunita

Bangladesh

F

Yes: 1

100/2 years

#
*
**
BCC
CBO
CNC
Part.
RH

Arrival
details
Spouse/2
years 8
months
Spouse/1
year 4
months
137/5 years

Pseudonym
Expecting second child at time of Phase 1 interview
Indian ethnicity
Brisbane City Council
Community-based organisation
Contacted, not continuing
Partial
Returned home: telephone interview 18 May 2011

Qualifications

Experience

Job
at Interview
1
No

Date:
Int. 1

Job at
Interview 2

Date:
Int. 2

6 July
2009

Returned home

RH

7 Aug
2009

Housekeeping
now permanent

20 Aug
2010

B Law

Paralegal: 1 year

B PrimaryEd

Primary Teacher: 8 Yes: cleaner
years
(casual)

Dip Jnr Primary
Dip Higher Ed
B Arts (Psych
& History)
Dip Economics
= B level

Primary teacher:
31 years

Yes:
relief/supply
teacher

27 May Relief prep
2009
teacher, different
school

10 Jul
2010

Economist: 15
years

Yes:
Placement
with BCC

7 May
2009

4 June
2010

B BusAdmin
MBA

Accounting/admin: No
4 years

16 Apr
2009

BCC:
Administration
assistant
(payroll)
No

4 May
2010
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On completion of each participant’s first interview, they were asked if they would
like to participate in a follow-up interview in 12 months’ time. All agreed to do
so. At the commencement of Phase 2, one male participant declined to be
interviewed without giving a reason, as he was entitled to do. He was thanked in
writing for the contribution he had made to the research and was advised that he
would receive a copy of the final research outcomes. Another participant, a
woman, had returned to her home country by Phase 2. However, electronic
contact was re-established and she answered the questions via email. A follow-up
telephone call took place, which enabled the researcher to probe further and to
clarify certain points.
There was one further withdrawal by a participant. After completing both phases,
the participant decided to withdraw when they were sent copies of their interview
transcripts for review, explaining that they felt their participation could jeopardise
their current employment. Their wishes were honoured and all of their
information, including their taped interviews and transcripts, were deleted. In
addition, it was decided that another participant’s story did not meet the criteria
for the study as they had arrived in Australia as a child and had completed
secondary and tertiary education in this country. The researcher did not therefore
include this participant in the analysis. This reduced the total number of
participants to 22.
Biographical data
Participants were given a two-page information form mentioned earlier, designed
to record systematic biographical data. Completed at the time of interview, the
form requested: name; year of birth; contact details; country of birth; ethnicity;
year of first arrival in Australia; visa type; age upon arrival; any previous arrivals
in Australia; educational qualifications and professional employment experience
in home country; employment in Australia, and any qualifications undertaken in
Australia. The form provided a means of getting to know the basic details of each
participant and helped the researcher build rapport by having basic data about
their experiences. The researcher commenced the interview by talking about the
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research, and a little about herself. Filling in the information form and the preinterview discussion was designed to put participants at ease before they answered
questions in the formal part of the interview.
Interview themes—participants’ initial interview (Phase 1)
The themes explored in the research were chosen to reflect a range of issues that
emerged from the literature about the migrant employment experience. See
Appendix F for the list of the questions that were developed in relation to each of
the interview themes.
The questions asked in Phase 1 interviews centred on the participants’ migration,
settlement and employment-seeking experiences in Australia. The themes
explored included:
1.

reasons for migrating to Australia

2.

employment expectations

3.

difficulties and barriers faced so far (this included a focus on
balancing work with family needs)

4.

spouse or partner’s experience of jobseeking

5.

assistance required in finding employment, and

6.

social and employment networks which may have played a role in
helping to find work.

Follow-up interview themes (Phase 2)
The themes explored in Phase 2 included those covered in Phase 1, with an
emphasis on how participants had progressed over the preceding 12-month period.
At the beginning of the second interview, responses to previous interview
questions were discussed to clarify points and to learn more about participants’
life experiences since Phase 1, particularly whether participants had found work
commensurate with their skills, experience and qualifications and, if not, the
impact on them. Decisions related to children and their care received particular
attention in Phase 2. Participants were asked to evaluate their migration decision,
with questions focused on whether they were still happy that they had migrated to
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Australia, or whether they were considering relocating or moving home. See
Appendix G for the list of questions related to each of the themes of the Phase 2
interview.
Due to the longitudinal nature of the research, with a second interview conducted
at a one-year interval after the first, participants were contacted regularly via
email between interviews in order to keep them engaged with the research
process. Participants were provided with updates about the project, and how their
involvement in the study had contributed to the research to date. Following the
completion of Phase 2, participants were emailed in January 2011, but this time a
more informal/personal approach was taken. The email was to ‘touch base’ and to
ask how each participant’s job search was proceeding since the second interview.
Many, though not all, replied, sharing stories about their children, or asking for
advice about further education. From time to time, the researcher forwarded
interesting emails from migrant networks regarding issues such as free workshops
for jobseekers, and assistance with helping in the January 2011 flood relief efforts
in Brisbane. This was another means of keeping in contact with participants.
These general information emails received some responses with updates from
participants about their current circumstances. Records were kept of all email
correspondence.
An electronic copy of their transcribed interviews in both phases was sent to each
participant at the completion of Phase 2. This enabled feedback to be sought to
ensure that the participants’ stories had been represented accurately and truthfully.
It was also an opportunity for each participant to provide further updates. Two
participants asked for a follow-up meeting after reading their transcripts, but this
was to meet the researcher on a social basis, rather than regarding the interview
data. Five participants invited the researcher for coffee or lunch after completing
the follow-up with the research transcripts, and the research outcomes to date
were discussed, as well as their lives and experiences. A sixth participant kept in
regular contact through a migrant network of which the researcher was also a
member.
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In addition to the interviews, a diary of the progress of the research and reflections
were kept. This helped to develop a more detailed understanding of each
participant and their experiences. Notes were made, ideas suggested, and issues
arising during various aspects of the research project were recorded. Email
communications were collected and filed as another potential source of data to be
accessed for analysis. Stories were collected from the media, information sourced
from various migrant organisations, and notes of discussions with key people
within these organisations kept. This information provided a diverse range of
sources that contributed to understanding the context of the research, and allowed
for the development of the most pertinent themes for answering the research
questions.

Data analysis
Grounded theory techniques assisted in the analysis and coding of participants’
stories in order to identify the themes that emerged from the interview data and
thus answer the research questions. The tenets of grounded theory highlight the
role of the researcher within the research (Charmaz 2000), and their relationship
with participants, and ensures that the research is reported accurately (Birks &
Mills 2010). This method of analysis was chosen because it allows for the
identification of the prominent issues/themes that affect people undergoing
significant life events, such as newly arrived migrants seeking work. The method
sensitised the researcher to issues that compounded the participants’ difficulties.
The analysis drew on a model devised by Charmaz (2000, pp. 509–10) with some
adjustments made during the analysis process. Charmaz’s model consists of the
following steps:
1.

the simultaneous collection and analysis of data

2.

a two-step data-coding process

3.

comparative methods

4.

memo writing aimed at the construction of conceptual analyses

5.

sampling to refine the researcher’s emerging ideas, and

6.

integration of the theoretical framework.
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The model also emphasises taking a reflexive approach throughout the research
process. The relationships (both formal and informal) developed between the
participants and the researcher described above were critical to the research, as
Charmaz has highlighted. The transcripts were analysed in conjunction with the
researcher’s diary notes (see Figure 4.2). The steps undertaken to analyse the
material were as follows:
1.

a reflexive analysis post-Phase 1 interview

2.

open coding of Phase 1 interview transcript

3.

a re-analysis of Phase 1 interview data (memo)

4.

a reflexive analysis prior to Phase 2 interview

5.

a reflexive analysis post-Phase 2 interview

6.

open coding of Phase 2 interview transcript

7.

integration and joint analysis of Phase 1 and 2 interviews

8.

input from participants based on transcript data from both interview
phases

9.

the development of participant stories and themes, and theoretical
sampling undertaken in conjunction with notes developed during the
analysis process, and

10.

communication

of

the

research

progress

with

participants,

organisations assisting in the research process, and wider academic
audiences.
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Phase 1

Phase 2
4. Pre-interview
analysis

Interview
1

1. Reflexive
analysis

5. Reflexive
analysis

(post-interview)

(post-interview)

Researcher’s diary

Interview
1

Interview
2

3. Re-analysis
(memo)

2. Coding
(NVivo)

6. Coding
(NVivo)

9. Participant
cases

10. Discussion
with audience

Literature and theoretical framework

Communication
Figure 4.2

Research process: Participant interview and analysis

7. Joint analysis

8. Participant
feedback
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Each transcript was analysed with the assistance of NVivo 9 software. The
analysis began with open coding of each transcribed interview. Themes were
identified from the literature review and, in addition, new themes that emerged
from participants’ own stories (Böhm 2004, p. 271) were developed. The stories
were read line by line and blocks of text were coded based on relevant issues. Free
nodes were used to identify specific issues within the interview data. For example:
Migration reason; Job expectations; Barriers to finding employment; Balancing
work and family, Childcare and social networks.
The researcher undertook axial-coding processes during the middle and later
stages of the analysis (Böhm 2004, p. 272). During the initial stage of analysis,
tree nodes were created to group free nodes into specific themes. For example,
one theme constructed focused on Barriers to finding employment. This theme
incorporated concepts such as childcare, English language, and broader economic
factors (e.g. the GFC). Another tree node titled: How to find employment grouped
concepts around employment agencies, job applications, employment contacts,
and DOM.
Selective coding and theory development were undertaken by integrating all the
collected information, including the coded interview data, diary notes and memos
from the analysed stories (Böhm 2004, p. 273). Individual files were created for
each participant, consisting of all documentation and information on that person.
Phase 1 information comprised the participant’s information form, interview
transcript, reflections from the research diary, and memo notes written and
collected about the interview. Phase 2 information consisted of pre-interview
summary notes, the second interview transcript, and reflexive notes written postinterview. The documentation from both phases was collated for each participant
in a ‘case’-style format to enable cross-referencing of key information and
developing a coherent ‘story’ for each person. The development of ‘cases’ in this
context is a key part of the narrative method and a useful technique for analysing
data (Riessman 2008, p. 74). This methodology is reflected in the presentation of
the data in Chapters Five and Six, with the former relating participants’
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experiences while the latter highlights the main themes that emerged from the
analysis.
Themes were developed during Phase 1 using the approach described above. One
example will exemplify how that occurred with respect to one set of related
themes. During analysis of the Phase 1 data, a theme developed relating to how
participants managed the search for work with family and care commitments. This
extended into issues around how migrant couples negotiated decisions concerning
childcare, work and or/study, highlighting how migrants, particularly women,
experienced a change in the circumstances of their professional working lives as
they juggled settlement and care needs around the family. For some women the
loss of social and family support networks in their home country was very
significant, and interfered with jobseeking and further study. But the interviews
showed that some women still received support from family post-arrival, with
extended family members coming to Australia to provide childcare for younger
children. This was empirically and theoretically significant as the settlement of
family and care dimensions of the migrant experience had not been widely
discussed in either the migrant or work/family literatures. The identification of,
and reflection upon these issues provided insights about the differences between
women in varying circumstances, as well as the differences between women and
men — themes which will be taken up further in Chapter Six. This example
illustrates how the validity of the research was enhanced by using the processes
described by Charmaz and others.
Narrative analysis
Narrative analysis has gained in popularity as a research method over the last few
decades. This method was used to focus on the individual stories of participants
given in their own words (Webster & Mertova 2007, p. 1). It is self-evident that
no one other that the participant can fully understand the social reality of the
world in which they live (Burns 1994, p. 279) and how they construct and ‘make
sense’ of their experiences. A narrative approach preserves the integrity of the
personal biography (Riessman 2002, p. 218, as cited in Chambliss & Schutt 2006,
p. 213) and enables their stories to be captured in all their complexity (Cederberg
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2013; McCall 2005, p. 1781; Webster & Mertova 2007, p. 1). A narrative
approach constructs stories as a series of events taking place over time. This was
important as semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to move freely
between different topics and issues. Narrative methods provided opportunity for
the researcher to look at the stories in their entirety and to be retold
chronologically. This is reflected in the writing of their stories in Chapters Five
and Six.
Narrative methods are useful because, as Webster and Mertova (2007, p. 2) argue,
stories can alter and change over time, based on situations that continue to shape
participants’ total experience. For this reason, a longitudinal approach was
undertaken in this study in that participants were interviewed twice. Narrative
methods require some sensitivity to non-verbal issues. For example, DeVault
(1990, p. 101, 110) argues that it is important to analyse interview data to ensure
that the ‘importance of talk and its organised complexity’ is captured and listened
to ‘beyond words’. So, in addition to transcribing the interview data verbatim,
verbal and visual cues including pauses, laughter, and emphasis were indicated.
These cues, defined as ‘the inelegant features of ... respondents’ talk’ (DeVault
1990, pp. 106–9), provided additional information about the emotions of the
participants. Including non-verbal elements allowed accounts of people’s realities
to come to life (DeVault 1990, p. 99). These were important elements in
expressing the whole story, opposed to highly edited and ‘corrected’ text, which
can lose much of the personality of the participant. Overall, using a narrative
approach and semi-structured interviewing techniques allowed for a more open
approach to interviewing, in which each participant could freely share their lived
experiences through the telling of their own stories, as advocated by Bryman
(2004). He argues that this method both enables an understanding of what had
happened to the participants, and allowed participants to ‘make sense of what
[had] happened to them’ (Bryman 2004, p. 412).
Researcher’s diary and reflexivity
The research diary was important in documenting reactions to the interviews, and
was a key element in the reflexive approach adopted. The diary captured the
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researcher’s thoughts and feelings at the completion of each interview, as well as
recording ideas at other times during the research. In addition, diary entries made
before and after each interview in Phase 2 were important in capturing the
researcher’s feelings and expectations prior to each interview, and to compare
them to post-interview feelings and thoughts. The diary notes were used to
analyse each participant’s journey between the first and second interviews.
Reflexivity allowed the researcher to review her role in the interview process,
particularly with respect to how to handle distressing information and distressed
or emotional interviewees. By being conscious of the need to be reflexive, the
researcher focused on representing the views of the participants as authentically as
possible (Holgate et al. 2006, p. 314, 322) while at the same time responding to
her own issues, feelings and experiences (Holgate et al. 2006, p. 322). For
example, notes written prior to commencing Phase 1 interviews described the
apprehension felt about entering the field, particularly how she would be received
by participants as someone (an ‘outsider’) wanting to know details of their
personal lives, and if they would trust her sufficiently to share their personal
information. However, reflecting on these notes post-interview, the researcher
understood that while participants were concerned about their own situation, they
were also concerned about others in similar situations. She understood that there
was little likelihood of interviewees being highly hostile, as participants wanted to
contribute to change by helping to improve outcomes for migrants experiencing
similar circumstances. In addition, the researcher shared her own migrant story,
and on reflection, this helped to develop rapport and trust, and thus tapped into a
deeper level of participants’ experiences than might otherwise have been the case.
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Conclusion
The literature review revealed that there had been little qualitative research
undertaken on the experiences and outcomes of NESB skilled migrant women and
men jobseekers in Australia. In addition, research on migrants emphasised the
experiences of the male migrant, and lacked a ‘female voice’. The experiences of
women and families have often been neglected, with research assuming wives and
families are passive participants (for example, ‘trailing spouses’) in the migration
process. Consideration of these issues led to the development of the research
questions, the choice of methodology and the methods used to answer them. The
methods described have enabled the telling of rich informative stories from
migrants’ viewpoints, with the intention that this may shed light on what it means
to be an NESB skilled migrant searching for work in Australia. The thesis will
now share participants’ stories and experiences in Chapters Five and Six. These
chapters will provide for valuable insight into their lives, highlighting the
challenges they faced in their search for work.

CHAPTER FIVE
MIGRANT EXPERIENCES OF SETTLEMENT AND
JOBSEEKING

Introduction
This chapter presents the narrative accounts of the 22 migrant participants who
shared stories about their experiences of seeking employment. The chapter reveals
the journeys undertaken by each skilled migrant, providing insight into their
settlement and job search experiences at two specific points in time. As the data
was analysed, two distinct groups of migrant jobseekers emerged. The first group
became the early entrant migrant jobseeker group and were characterised by their
recent arrival status and the lesser amount of time spent searching for work. This
group is presented in Part I of this chapter. The second experienced seeker group
is presented in Part II. This group had been in Australia for longer than 12 months
and had spent more time seeking employment, and had developed additional
strategies to secure work in their occupations.
The separation of these groups enabled an understanding of the differences
between early jobseeking and experienced jobseeking behaviour. Participants
developed more refined jobseeking strategies as they experienced the challenges
of finding work over time. These experiences were managed within the context of
settlement and family, which provided additional complexity. The stories have
emerged from the perspectives of the participants. This, importantly, is in keeping
with the narrative research methodology, which allows for the participants’ own
stories, as told by them, to emerge in all their complexity. The thick description of
their experiences enables expression of each participant’s voice, providing
detailed understanding of their journey as they made sense of their experiences.
The participant stories are then developed into the main themes that emerged from
the interview data, which are canvassed in Chapter Six.
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Part I: The experiences of early entrant migrant jobseekers
The early entrant group (see Table 5.1) were migrants who had arrived in
Australia within the previous 12 months. The members of this group had high
expectations of finding work in their field in a short time frame. The reality,
however, was somewhat different, as each story revealed. As their stories
unfolded, they showed the challenges the early entrant group faced.
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Table 5.1

Early entrant group — labour market status Phase 1 and 2

Name#

Country of
Origin

M/F Age~

Time

Married/
Children

Qualifications

Ana

Spain

F

30

1 year

Yes/No
children

B Soc Work

Social worker: 4
years

Labour
Market
Status
Early
Entrant

Andrei

Russia

M

36

1 year

Yes/2
children

Accounting: 6
years

Early
Entrant

Debbie

China

F

30

1 year

Yes/ 1
child

B Mgmt
B Social &
Regional
Planning
B Econ/Account

Accounting: 9
years

Fareeza^ Iraq

F

41

B Civil Eng

Hayat

Iraq

F

28

6
Yes/2
months children
1 year Yes/2
children

Jasmin

India

F

27

9
Yes/2
months children

Khalid^

Iraq

M

38

Nairi

Indonesia

F

30

Sunita

Bangladesh

F

30

6
Yes/2
months children
1 year Yes/3
children
2
Yes/1 child
years*

BSc Industrial
Microbiology
M Ecology &
Env
B Ed
B Agriculture

B Civil Eng

Cert 2/Diploma
2: Accounting
B BusAdmin
MBA

Experience

Phase 1
Interview

Phase 2
Interview

P/T
Employment
in field
No job

No Change

Early
Entrant

Work
placement

Civil engineer: 15
years
Civil engineer: 5
years

Early
Entrant

Studying

F/T (Contract)
Employment
not in field
No Change

Primary teacher: 6
months

Early
Entrant

Casual
employment
not in field
Studying

Landscaping: 2
years
Accountant: 7 years

Early
Entrant
Early
Entrant
Early
Entrant

Studying

No Change

Studying

No Change

Studying

Change: Had
another child

Accounting/admin:
4 yrs

# Pseudonym
~ Age at time of arrival
^ Married couple

* Defined as an early entrant as she had started seeking work nine months prior to her first interview

Studying

F/T
Employment
not in field

P/T (Casual)
Employment
not in field
Change — Not
working
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The journeys of early entrant participants
Detailed below are the journeys and lived experiences of each of the early entrant
participants in their search for employment.
Ana
Ana came to Australia with her husband 12 months before the interview. They
were from Spain and were granted a temporary business (long-stay) visa (457), as
Ana’s husband had taken up a position at a university research centre after
completing his PhD. Her background was in social work and she had completed a
bachelor’s degree in this field. She was studying an anthropology degree (in
Spain) by correspondence. Ana wanted to find work but she did not feel confident
enough because of her English language skills, so she developed a strategy
whereby she could improve her skills. She volunteered for a community-based
organisation stating that, ‘I didn’t start looking for a job at the beginning because I
had to improve my English. My English was quite basic so, I started …
volunteering’.
Two months after Ana started volunteering, the organisation offered her a job. It
was a part-time casual job, not related to her background, a ‘Kind of archiving
job’. She said that ‘They were needing somebody to do that, and they knew that I
was without income and not working and they offered me to do that’. She worked
in this position for around five months. She had also undertaken short courses to
help improve her English skills. She said she was actually a ‘guinea pig’ for an
English language-teaching course being developed for Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). Ana said:
I did two courses of those, because they were very cheap, and we didn’t have
too much money and it was good … I did two of them, and I was going to
make a third one but then I start working, and … I couldn’t.

Undertaking volunteer work was part of Ana’s strategy for finding permanent
work related to her profession. She said:
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When I came, my expectations were to look as a social worker … but I
thought that I would be longer time to do that. When I came, my English
was quite good to work like, for example for in [a leading supermarket
retailer] or a coffee shop or things like that, and I see that there are a lot of
international students or foreigners with an English like mine was at that
time … and that was my initial idea. … but then, at the end I didn’t look for
anything because I just said I am going to try to volunteer, because that’s
kind of yeah, getting into my … field.

Ana blamed her difficulties partly on the fact that she was getting ‘too old’. She
was also concerned about money, and felt she was struggling with many things:
I was not ready … [for] the frustration of applying for jobs and not being
able to get that job even if I knew that I could do it, just because my English
was not very good.

Ana thought it would take her 12 months to find a job in her field. She was
concerned because she found differences in the job application process compared
to her home country: ‘The fact of writing a CV or letter, it’s completely different,
how you make it here and how it is in my country’. Ana said that it made her feel
uncomfortable:
Here I think it’s more competitive in some ways [to get a job] but also it’s in
my opinion, it’s more fair in some ways cause it’s kind of, I mean, you have
to sell yourself, that’s what it’s an interview for, but in Spain it is not like
that because we feel some kind of shame of saying I know how to do this, I
know to do that and selling yourself you have to be kind of [forward]. Here
… you have to sell yourself but not lying or exaggerating anything at all, so
you really have to make sure that the selection criteria are adjusted or if there
are something that you don’t know, you will be able to reach those skills …

Ana made a serious attempt to look for work when she became more confident
with her language skills. She sought help from colleagues with job applications
and applied for five jobs. Ana was surprised by the results:
I was quite worried with my English because it’s not the same if you work in
[a leading supermarket retailer] … but my job, my main instrument working
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is language and how I communicate with people so I was really concerned
about that. So I thought that in any other country, maybe it would have been
one year, a realistic time, but here, it took me less … I applied for like five
offers I think, and they called me for four interviews!

Ana had been unsuccessful with the first three interviews. However, by the time
she reached the fourth interview she said that it ‘Was the last one and I got the
job, so, real easy … yeah I was so happy … it’s part-time because they had a …
cut [in] funding in 2007’.
At the second interview Ana was still employed in this position. She had
continued to learn English with a private tutor as well as work towards her
bachelor’s degree in anthropology. She travelled back to Spain once a year to
undertake her exams, and to see her family. She missed them, and while she and
her husband were happy, they were looking forward to returning to Spain at the
completion of her husband’s contract at the end of the year.
Andrei
Andrei arrived in Australia in 2008 from Russia, with his wife and two sons.
Andrei’s wife Yulia, the primary applicant, had applied for skilled migration
based on her qualifications in hairdressing. Andrei has a bachelor’s degree in
management and qualifications in social and regional planning. As an
international student in 2003, he had undertaken a Master of Accounting at a
Queensland university, and on his return to Russia he and Yulia decided to
migrate to Brisbane for a better life. Andrei did not feel that he would find
employment easily, even with his eight years experience in accounting and
management. He said that his knowledge of English was not up to the level
required and was concerned that he and his wife needed to improve their English
language skills. With this in mind, Andrei felt that it would take time to find a job:
‘We need enough time, I suppose, to, it may be one year, to achieve English
suitable to find some job’. He was also concerned about his experience and
education and sought recognition of his qualifications and experience. Andrei sent
his documentation for skills assessment, and said through this he was able to
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understand what was needed in order for him to continue in the accounting field
and get a job in Australia. He said:
[This] is new in this situation, now I understand that I need some basics of
Australian system. I go in to work as an accountant of, cost accountant,
something like this … About Australian taxation and accounting system, are
very new now. That’s why I am going to do … simple steps. I think that …
my English level and my education level after studying TAFE will be equal,
and it will help … me to find my first professional job, and after that, I hope
… to develop my knowledges and my experience … it is my simple strategy.

Andrei explained that through this process, he was provided with a step-by-step
process and information about his future career development. Skills Recognition
(part of the Department of Education) advised him that he would need to
undertake further subjects at university level to reach equivalency. However,
Andrei was still concerned about his ‘poor’ level of English, and he wanted to
investigate ways he could improve his confidence, while at the same time
undertake more study in his field. Andrei’s strategy began with undertaking
English language and a course in basic accounting and finance at TAFE.
While Andrei was considering his pathway to employment, he was also concerned
about Yulia. She had been trying to find work as a hairdresser and he could not
understand why she was finding it so difficult:
We met some problem connected with this qualification too, because to have
opportunity working with this qualification, she must study as minimum one
year at TAFE again. It’s strange? … she tried to find a job, but … it doesn’t
work. … her qualification was not recognised. Now … she must study again
… It looks strange. When we, in Russia and want to move here, we suppose
that it will be just some exam here, some practical exam or something like
this, but no …?

Yulia was keen to find work, but they were unsure as to where she could start.
Andrei remarked that ‘She can work … but nowhere to begin’. She had applied
regularly for hairdressing jobs at apprenticeship level. Andrei said:

120

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

[There are] many positions simply to work like hairdresser, but you need
Australian qualification, Russian qualification does not meet Australian
employer. This is a problem … [and] this was the main reason to give us
visa.

They realised that the only way she could work was by undertaking further study
in hairdressing.
Overall, Andrei was very confused about their experiences. He found the ‘system’
to be ‘unclear’. As English language competency was his major concern, he was
undertaking 20 hours per week of English language instruction funded by the
government. However, to add to his confusion, he was advised that while he was
undertaking the language course, he would not receive assistance from either
Centrelink or employment agencies to find work. Andrei said that he was
basically on his own and would only be able to take an evening or weekend job
because of his commitment to the language course. Upon completion of the
course he could get further assistance: ‘When I will end my English course, I’ll be
… in the system like a jobseeker’, but he felt that he was being treated differently
to other migrants due to his visa status. Andrei said that migrant refugees studying
at TAFE had better access to employment help than he did. He said:
I know in TAFE, like many students like refugees, they study for example
two days per week, and on other days they work. I could prefer the same.
Study English and work, but … they have preferences. I guess they have
some government payment … But what difference?

Andrei felt that migrant refugees ‘had more rights’, meaning better access to
assistance. He wanted to know ‘why I cannot participate in this process because I
would like to find job with government’. He said that he wanted to join a job
network so that he could find an employer willing to take him on, even with his
poor English skills. He was frustrated and said: ‘I cannot join this program and
progress. I can just work with private agencies, but they are mostly not interested
[in helping]’. At the second interview, Andrei had commenced a job in a security
firm as a guard, and had been working for almost 12 months. He said: ‘This …
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job [is] not actually what I supposed to do, but it gives money, and money to pay
bills, rent … all the necessary stuff, so it’s ok, not too hard’.
Andrei commented that he had been working with English speakers in his security
job, and they were helpful in correcting his language mistakes. Andrei was
optimistic. Even though he was not employed in his profession, he took advantage
of the job to improve his English. He worked Thursday and Friday evenings, and
Saturdays, and juggled this around his study. He was undertaking a course in
MYOB, and had received his CPA Australia recognition. He was making progress
and hoped he would find an accounting job at the completion of his course. While
he was concerned about the impact of the GFC on the finance sector, he thought
that employment prospects would improve again, and said that he was going to
use the Internet, as well as friends, to try and find a job.
During the previous 12 months between interviews, Andrei’s wife Yulia had
decided not to pursue hairdressing, and decided to enrol in a Diploma of
Accounting at TAFE. He said: ‘We also hope that … it will help her and our
family to change our lifestyle’. Andrei also said that his eldest son was studying
and working too, and was due to finish a Diploma of Justice at the end of the year.
He was then planning to apply for entry into the police force. Andrei also spoke
proudly of his youngest son’s ability to speak English ‘perfectly’. He said that he
now corrected Andrei and Yulia’s mistakes, and joked that he had become very
‘bossy’! Andrei was determined that he would find a job ‘With a little bit more
income’ so that the family could buy their own home.
Debbie
Debbie migrated to Brisbane from China with her husband and young daughter
nearly 12 months before the first interview. Debbie had a bachelor degree
qualification in finance and economics, and nine years experience as an
accountant. She visited friends in Brisbane prior to migrating, to assure herself
that she was making the right decision. She said that she ‘Liked the environment’,
and that ‘People were friendly’. It took two years for her migration application to
be processed, and during this time she completed and passed assessment for the
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National Institute of Accounting (NIA), and an English language equivalency test
through the International English Language Testing System (IELTS).
Upon arrival in Brisbane, Debbie had positive expectations about finding
employment. She thought it would take her a few months but no more than a year.
She did not realise how difficult it would turn out to be. Debbie said that her
language skills were the main problem:
So, when I come here the first time, I almost could not speak, because I think
because I, it’s very different. When I listened to the tape, when I listened to
the radio or the TV, ah, I can understand, [but] when I speak to … people, I
could not understand people, because of the speed and … [because of their]
accent.

Debbie was surprised that she was having such difficulty with language, given
that she had passed IELTS before being granted a visa. Within two weeks of her
arrival, she applied to undertake English language training at TAFE. She believed
that her lack of local work experience prevented her from finding a job quickly, as
she unsuccessfully applied for approximately 30 jobs in the accounting field via
the online job site ‘Seek.com’. Most of the time she received feedback very
quickly by email that said ‘Unfortunately … I am unsuccessful’. Debbie was very
disappointed and said:
Maybe because of my qualification, my diploma, because I got my … degree
in China [was a problem]. … I was depressed. Yes, I was disappointed. So I
thought … I couldn’t waste time, so I went to TAFE to study English as well
as to try for a job.

Debbie said that she had applied for her qualifications to be assessed via DETA.
They confirmed that they met Australian equivalency. She also applied for
membership as a Chartered Practicing Accountant (CPA) but was advised that she
needed to complete a bridging course in order to gain membership. She had no
prior knowledge of this organisation and of its significance before she left China,
and had only found out about it through an Internet search.
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Debbie discovered a program that gave her a considerable boost. While
undertaking her English language course at TAFE, Debbie found out about the
MDA, which helps migrants find work. One of their consultants told her about a
migrant work experience program offered through a local council. Debbie had
started the program almost six months prior to the interview and said ‘I was very
excited because I know, I knew I would have local work experience … it is very
helpful’. She said that the program provided assistance with writing a résumé,
answering selection criteria, and practical interview experience. During the 20week program, she undertook work experience within one of the council’s
corporate divisions, working with the finance and systems processing team. She
enjoyed the job, and at the time of the first interview she had applied for a
position within the organisation and had just been interviewed for the job.
Debbie said that she had been successful in gaining a payroll officer position, but
there was a sense of uncertainty, as she explained:
I … applied for the same position but … one for permanent, one for
temporary, but … I got the … temporary one so that’s for one and a half
year[s] so my contract … will expire in December this year and I’m
planning to apply for another job, still in same department, maybe [for] a
little bit longer will be for three years … So, I’m happy … even if I didn’t
get the permanent one ... It’s all right.

Debbie had applied for both permanent and temporary positions at the council.
She was happy that she got a job even though it was temporary, and hoped to later
be successful in gaining a three-year contract. While it was not an accounting job,
she did feel that it related to her field, as she was working with the payroll system.
Debbie said that her job was easier than the accounting job she held in China, but
she said that she would like to get back into her profession again. She said of her
current job:
It’s all right … it’s a job [that] suits me at this stage I think I will maybe go
further, I will go further. Yeah I will go to my [field] … because accounting
is my profession, yeah.
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Debbie said that she also enjoyed the working conditions and the workplace
culture of the organisation. She said that it had a ‘relaxed atmosphere’, but she
also found that the job was helping her to gain more confidence with her English
language skills. Debbie said that while she was happy with what she and her
husband had both achieved, with some caveats:
I’m happy at the moment yes. [But] um, it’s … not [what we had hoped]
because we have [a] very good career in China yeah, and my husband,
because our, our job are not stable [here] … but in China we had … it good,
very good job, very stable environment, yeah, but here, still things change
any time maybe because of our personality, we don’t like, we don’t like
changes very much very often. But everything’s going well.

She said that she had been luckier than her husband David in finding a pathway
into employment. Debbie explained that even though she was the primary visa
applicant, her husband had arrived with a high level of education and experience.
David had a master’s level qualification and had worked with a large computer
systems company (Oracle) in China. She appeared to be concerned about his
ability to gain work:
I am lucky than him, because I participate in this project, I get work
experience, local work experience … He has … a higher qualification than
me, he got a master’s degree in China … he’s a expert in … finance systems
… He worked for Oracle … But I think of the one reason, because of his
poor English, his English is not good … He is [now] studying accounting [at
TAFE]. Umm, actually, he is not necessary for him to study accounting
because he has master degree, but … we thought it was helpful to him to
improve his professional English in the accounting field, and he, he’s finding
a second job, … he is working for [a leading supermarket retailer] as a
cashier … He work[s], 10, 20 hours a week, and does his study as well. Very
busy.

Debbie also talked about her family life. She explained how they both managed
work, study, and care for their eight year old daughter. Debbie’s daughter had
settled into a local school. She said that she was able to manage at the moment
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with the help of her mother-in-law: ‘At the moment, we don’t have any trouble
because my mother-in-law is here … She comes for umm, taking care of my
daughter. She will go back to China in August … because of the visa’. Debbie felt
lucky to have her support.
At the time of the first interview, Debbie and her family were living in a small flat
in an inner city suburb. During the following 12 months, she completed the work
placement program, and continued to work at the council. Debbie and her family
had moved to the suburbs, and this meant a change of school for her daughter.
Debbie was happy that her daughter now had a nice garden to play in, and that
they were ‘living amongst the trees’. At the second interview, Debbie was just
short of her second year anniversary since arriving in Australia. David had
finished his TAFE course, and was still working casual hours at the supermarket.
He had just secured a three-month contract with an IT firm, undertaking the same
role as he had in China. It has been a tough time for her and her family. With the
help of her mother-in-law, she and David were able to work harder at finding a
job. While their situation had improved over the 12-month period, they were still
looking to gain permanent, full-time work in their respective fields.
Fareeza and Khalid
Fareeza and Khalid arrived in Australia six months prior to their first interview.
They are a married couple with two young children under school age. Fareeza is a
civil engineer with 15 years’ experience, and Khalid’s profession is in
landscaping. At the time of the interview, they were both studying at TAFE.
Khalid felt that it would take around six months to find work; Fareeza said that
she expected it would take her two years to find employment. They were both
trying hard to find work but had a number of problems with securing jobs. Khalid
felt that their skills and experiences were not enough:
They need long experience, evidence and skills, full language … as well as
overseas assessment qualified. Now we find some barriers … some
difficulties to get long experience. How we can … [get] this experience?
[and] even if we got it, this experience, the companies … or some jobs they
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say that the work as an engineer in Iraqi is different … if you want to work
here as an engineer in Australia, then you need … experience here.

Fareeza and Khalid’s main concern was gaining local experience, but they did not
know ‘how to start’. They needed some guidance or some sort of opportunity that
would provide them with a ‘foot in the door’, but they did not know who to ask
for help. They were both frustrated with how complex and different the job
application process was in Australia compared to their home country. However,
they had decided to concentrate on their study and felt that by working hard, their
TAFE college experience undertaking English language and computing courses
would pay off, and they would be in a better position to find work. Fareeza was
concerned about employer attitudes towards women who had young children, and
both had concerns about the care of their children and juggling this around work.
At the second interview, both Fareeza and Khalid were still jobless and both
continued to study. Fareeza had re-enrolled at TAFE after dropping out half way
through her previous year. She seemed to be having difficulty with adjusting to
the changes in her new life. She said that she was frustrated with her slow
progress at TAFE, and with her inability to undertake a work experience course at
Red Hill TAFE due to her childcare responsibilities. Red Hill was some distance
away from her home, meaning transport was difficult, as well as being available at
school pick-up times. She referred to this as ‘my problem’. Khalid had decided to
undertake a master’s level program in horticulture at a local university, feeling
that this would give him both ‘confidence and courage’ in the hope of finding a
‘suitable [job] opportunity’.
Both had been busy with writing job applications, each submitting over 120
resumes during the past 12 months, including 20 in the month prior to the
interview. Fareeza said that the process of applying for a job continued to be
‘strange and confusing’, and while she still lacked confidence with English, she
still felt that her qualifications, skills and experience that she had gained in Iraq
would stand her in good stead. She talked passionately about how willing and
eager she was to work.
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Fareeza and Khalid were also concerned that recent global economic turmoil
would impact their chances of finding work. They had heard through community
networks that people had been losing jobs due to the GFC. Khalid indicated that
while competing for a job would be difficult, it would be even harder for him as
he had ‘tough competition with Australian[s]’. He talked again about the need for
assistance from government for new migrants and to help ‘to break the ice’ in
terms of getting into the labour market. Fareeza also commented that they ‘would
prefer the government to help [them get a job] rather than get Centrelink
payments’. She said that it was ‘ok for the government to give us free English —
but [we] need work experience’. At the end of the interview, both Fareeza and
Khalid were looking forward to the prospect of finding work as a result of their
study, and, in addition, Fareeza had decided to buy herself a laptop computer to
learn AutoCad technical software, as it was cheaper than attending a course.
Hayat
Hayat, her husband Zameer, and their two young children had been in Australia
for almost 12 months at the time of the first interview. They were refugees from
Iraq. Hayat is a civil engineer and had spent five years in her profession after
completing her tertiary qualifications. Zameer is a qualified high school teacher.
They both had been looking for work and were feeling quite desperate and
unhappy about their situation. Hayat was bitterly disappointed not to have found a
job and said that she would prefer to be back in her home country because she
missed her family dearly. She said she had expected to find a good job fairly
quickly after her arrival in Australia. She had been told that based on her
qualification she would ‘find a wonderful job’ and she did not foresee any
difficulties. But the reality for her was quite different from her initial expectations.
She had tried searching for a job via the Internet. She explained that many
organisations required at least five years of work experience; however, she also
remarked that ‘Sometimes [they] ask me about citizenship, Australian
citizenship’. She explained that it would take her possibly four years to obtain
citizenship and felt that this was an obstacle for finding a job. She also said that
she did not feel that her English language skills were good enough.
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Hayat had contacted two community-based migrant organisations to seek help,
and was advised that they could not help her to get a job as her qualifications were
too specialised. She said that the organisations:
Didn’t find any job, and they didn’t answer any questions. It’s not special for
our qualifications; it’s for all the people, it’s not for engineering. I want to
ask somebody about my qualification.

While her qualifications were assessed as equivalent to an Australian bachelor’s
degree, she was not confident in continuing her career in Australia. She felt that
the industry was different in some ways. She thought that further study would
improve her chances of employment:
But you know, I need many courses to know the civil engineering in
Australia. Because [it’s] different you know? There is a different
environment, different type of building. We didn’t build this type of
building. … but maybe if I find a course for special engineering, or maybe to
improve my English language, in engineering maybe I can find a job?

Hayat had decided to study English at a local TAFE college, and during this time
one of the teachers had tried to help her, suggesting she contact ‘Employment
Pathways’. The organisation was very helpful in providing further English
language training, but they were having difficulties trying to find a work
placement for her. When asked whether this would give her ‘local experience’, it
became apparent that it was about more than just that. The program was about
becoming familiar with the Australian workplace culture as she explained: ‘It is
not [just about] local experience; it is just for me to know how the people work in
Australia’.
Hayat talked about her husband and his experiences of finding work. He was
experiencing just as many difficulties, even though he had gained registration
with the Queensland Teachers’ Registration Board, and had better English
language skills:
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His language is better than me! Yeah. It is very good in English. I think …
[it’s] because he had no experience in Australia. He worked in a teacher for
three years [in Iraq] and he has a Blue Card here in Australia.

Hayat said that he had completed ‘many courses’ at TAFE already, including
courses in childcare and security. Currently he was undertaking a Certificate III in
English. She said that the courses overall had not helped him to get a job as, like
herself, he was still without work.
At the second interview Hayat recounted that Employment Pathways had been
unable to arrange a work placement and this was a great disappointment for her.
Like Fareeza, she had been provided with information about a TAFE program at
Red Hill specifically aimed at providing overseas trained civil engineers with
training and work placement opportunities, however she encountered problems
which hindered access to the program. As the TAFE college was far away, she
had problems collecting her children from school and childcare, as she relied on
public transport. She could not afford the $250 enrolment fee, and was advised
that the college could not guarantee a work placement at the end of her training.
Time management around the children was a big problem for her. While she could
get assistance with two paid days of childcare while undertaking the (full-time)
program, she did not have the money for the other three days of care.
Hayat then decided to undertake a five-month course through the organisation
Australian Child Care Career Options (ACCCO). The course provided training in
childcare with a 140-hour placement at the end. After completing this program,
she finally ‘got work’ in a local childcare centre. Prior to this she had applied for
up to 70 positions, and only received one call back, from which she never heard
anything further. The job she eventually found was casual, involving being ‘on
call’ if a staff member was ill. She worked on average one day per week, but
sometimes it would be a little as one day per fortnight. She did not like the work
environment. The parents had made her feel uncomfortable at times, as did the
staff. She said:
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Yeah, I, I worked on call, just on call. Other casual work, but, it, I didn’t like
it, yeah, [they were] not friendly, and the parents have a concern for me
because I’m Muslim and I wear a scarf all the time.

Hayat said that the headdress she wore was a problem. It was difficult for her to
talk about, and she was visibly upset. She said that she coped by saying: ‘I just put
a smile on my face’, but she almost wanted to cry. Hayat then left that job, and
found a position in a childcare centre in a more culturally diverse Brisbane
suburb. Again, the job was casual, and her main role was to relieve staff taking
lunch breaks. Her hours were more regular, working between 12 and 4 pm, four
days per week. She was happier with this arrangement, and hoped that there
would be a possibility for a permanent position later on, if a staff member left.
Hayat’s husband had also applied for many jobs. He had been unsuccessful even
in finding volunteer work as a teacher’s aide. He was now studying his master’s
degree in English education at a regional university in the hope that this would
lead to him finding permanent work. He travelled three days per week to attend
classes, involving over three hours of travel on each occasion. While Zameer was
away, Hayat took care of the children, and this was one of the main reasons she
had found it difficult to attend the TAFE course.
Hayat was still very unhappy at being unable to gain employment in her field. In
her first interview she said: ‘I lose my parents, my family’. Her feelings at the
second interview had not changed, she said ‘Here in Australia, I am alone’. She
also lamented losing her career:
I’m not happy (Zameer: not happy). I lost my job and I, I’m from civil
engineering to childcare, no, I’m not happy, no. It’s a very difficult life, it’s
not easy … I lost all my skills. I’m not sure what happened around me? I
can’t work on computers because I stay at home … [and] I didn’t know what
happened, what’s the new thing [technology]?

Hayat said how vital it was to gain a job in her field, as this would keep her in
touch with the changes in technology in relation to computer software. She was
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desperate to restart her career and would have even volunteered to work for
nothing, as she describes:
I couldn’t find a work placement, no one accept me as volunteer as well …
yes, no one because at that time they have … economic problem [GFC] and
they sacked many of their employees so they couldn’t accept me, even as a
volunteer because they won’t have someone who can help me and teach me.

At this stage, Hayat had relinquished any hope of ever working in her profession,
saying the only hope would be a course that would provide a suitable job
placement:
I think the Australian Government or any federal government can offer us
any courses or work placement this will be ok. Maybe that can change our
life here … because our life if very difficult and I’m still young.

While such an opportunity would be good for her, based on her current
responsibility of caring for her children it seems clear she requires additional
support to achieve her goal of gaining employment.
Jasmin
Jasmin arrived from India on a skilled visa with her husband and a young child.
At the first interview she and her family had been in Brisbane for nine months.
Jasmin has a bachelor’s degree in industrial microbiology, a bachelor of education
and a master of ecology and environment. Her husband is a skilled carpenter. She
chose to come to Australia as relatives in England and Canada said that it was too
difficult to find a job in those countries. Jasmin’s preferred occupation was as a
primary school teacher. She had been unable to register with the state professional
body, a prerequisite for obtaining work, and said she needed to pass an English
language test. The cost of undertaking this additional training became a problem
for the family. Jasmin needed to work to support the family and pay for her
courses. She first looked for cleaning work, and with the help of a migrant
employment agency, she found a job in catering services within a city hospital.
She was optimistic about the job and said the experience would provide her with
knowledge about Australian workplace culture:
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I think the job in … [the] hospital … has nothing to do with my
qualifications. I go for the job, the person that was interviewing me, he said
to me ‘That you were having high qualifications and why have you come
here to the job?’ Because for survival in this country, you need money. So
that’s why I am here. … I want to learn about the environment, the
workplace and to know something … it is not that you get only the money.
Because along with money, you can learn many things. You can make
friends, they can give you some knowledge.

Jasmin’s husband had found work as a meat packer but the situation was less than
ideal as Jasmin explains:
It is very difficult that we first undergo all that training … first I have to do
training if I want to get a job, then he [husband] may undergo the training,
because we won’t go at the same time … because we need money to survive
here.

Due to financial constraints the couple decided that Jasmin would pursue her
career ahead of her husband. Jasmin was concerned that if she did not pursue her
career now she would lose her skills, making it more difficult to find work later.
While her qualifications were impressive, she had no work experience in
environmental sciences, and only six months experience in primary teaching.
Jasmin explained the reasons for her lack of experience: ‘After completing my
bachelor degree I got married … and after marriage I had my child, and after that
I migrated here to Australia’.
Jasmin had considered the possibility of finding employment in one or the other
profession, but she chose to follow a teaching career rather than a career in
environmental science:
Because it is very easy. You can say it is easy because the time, the time of
the schools in 9 to 3 … because you don’t have to do any night shift other
than, you have not to work on the holidays like that, so I preferred to go for
that.
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Jasmin explained that teaching would help her balance her work and childcare
commitments. She stated that both she and her husband had to juggle the care of
her young son around shiftwork hours. They both also had strategies in place for
progressing towards their career goals, and were hopeful that their situation would
improve over the next 12 months.
At the second interview, Jasmin had successfully completed requirements to gain
professional registration as a teacher. She had also registered with TRACER (a
human resource unit that provides supply teachers, operated within the
Department of Education, Training and Employment [DETE, 2013]) to find work
as a primary school teacher. Her husband was still in the same job at the meat
factory. Since the first meeting however, her journey had become more difficult.
Jasmin explained:
From the last time many changes have taken place … I have my daughter. ...
[my son and daughter’s] grandparents came here … for six months and in
December, they go back. They took both the babies to India.

Jasmin explained that she had given birth to a daughter, and six months later fell
ill. She was trying hard to manage the family and her illness. Her children were
taken back to India so she could continue in her casual catering job. However
during this time her illness became worse. After returning from a short trip to
India to see her children she said:
Unfortunately I leave my job [due to illness]. So I’m under medication and I
stay whole day at my home … it hurts a lot. Doctor told me not to do the
heavy pulling and pushing so that’s why I can’t go back for my job. So then
my manager, he got upset with me, that because I told him that after [my
trip] I’ll come back. I came back from India to work, but I got sick [again]
… so he said ‘You were only having your leave for only one month?’ So he
said ‘You have to leave’.

Owing to the number of absences through illness and her trip to India, her
supervisor became unhappy. On her return from India, Jasmin’s employer said
there was no work available, but she later found this to be untrue. She discovered
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through her employment adviser that the organisation had specified that they were
looking for Filipino workers. Jasmin accepted that her former employer no longer
wanted her, even though the organisation had always been happy with her work.
Jasmin felt she had been excluded from the job on the grounds of race, in favour
of Filipino migrants.
Jasmin talked about registering for supply teaching work. Again, she reiterated
that she could manage the care of her children around work hours of nine to three
o’clock. Jasmin also said she had another plan if teaching did not work out:
I am looking for some other courses like aged care so that, [if supply
teaching does not turn out how I expect] I am thinking that I should go for
some course also … So I am thinking that I should go for a course so that I
can get regular work.

Jasmin appeared quite lost; she was in incredible pain but still seemed hopeful
that she would be called up for work.
Even with the ups and downs she experienced over the 12 months, she was still
happy to be in Australia. She said that in India you could get a job with the
government that pays 5000 rupees per month. This only covered basics. She said
that in Australia you get paid better. ‘You have to work hard, but you get paid so
much better. The facilities here are much better too’. Even if it takes a couple of
years to get a job, she said she was still better off: ‘You are still in a better place,
with better facilities, and when you get a job, you make up for what you have lost,
and gain so much more’. Jasmin was optimistic, and hoped that eventually things
would work out for her and her family.
Nairi
Nairi had arrived from Bali with her Australian husband and two children 12
months before her first interview. Nairi had experience working as an accountant
for several years after completing a diploma level course in Indonesia. She
thought she would find a job fairly quickly after arriving. Her first priority,
however, was to make sure the family settled down, had a place to live and that
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her children found a suitable school. At the time of the interview, Nairi was living
with her in-laws, and her husband had just found a permanent job in his field.
Nairi had not been so fortunate with her job search. She advised that she had
started applying for accounting jobs soon after the family had settled, but was not
having any luck. She said that some firms did not acknowledge her application,
while those that did respond sent her ‘sorry letters’. She felt that the reason for
this was because employers did not trust the authenticity of her qualifications.
Nairi stopped looking for work in her field, and found a job as a cleaner working
at a local retirement home. She had the job for three weeks before her husband
told her to stop working, as he was not happy with the type of work she was
doing. She stopped work, but was unhappy staying at home all day. Her husband
then suggested she return to study, and have her qualifications assessed for
equivalency. Unfortunately, her qualifications did not meet Australian
requirements. She said, ‘It’s really disappoint[ing] … I’m sad, and you know,
you’re just wasting your time, two year[s] just for nothing. You spent months, to
waste money, time, you know?’
Nairi decided to undertake an 18-month accounting diploma at TAFE with the
hope of finding work once she completed the course. At the second interview she
was still progressing with her course, and was less than six months away from
completion. However, there had been a change in circumstances for the family.
They had moved house and her stepdaughter was now living with the family.
Nairi’s husband had lost his job and had been unable to find another one for some
months. She was worried that, because of her husband’s age, he would not find a
job easily. It was a stressful time for her, and she said that she was ‘worried sick’.
Her own hopes for finding work were also diminished. She said that she was
concerned about finding work once she completed her diploma, feeling that her
English language skills and lack of local experience would be the main factors
preventing her from getting a job. Nairi even said ‘[I am] not fussy for a job [I]
will take anything’. She said that she just wanted to get local work experience.
She was also concerned about her age and said that she would find it difficult to
compete with younger people.
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Nairi was finding her situation hard. She was worried about finances. She said it
made her feel ‘angry and tired’. She was continuing her study but found it
difficult to attend an evening résumé writing class held at TAFE due to difficulties
around public transport and family commitments. She said that she could apply
for membership of the National Institute of Accountants (NIA) for $35 per month.
This would provide additional training, but she could not even afford to pay for
this.
Nairi’s story at the first interview was so hopeful in contrast to the experiences
she had over the following 12 months. Her hope now was for her husband to find
work again, but the interview showed she was very uncertain about finding work
in her own profession.
Sunita
Sunita arrived from Bangladesh with her young son. She had given up her job to
join her husband who was studying a postgraduate degree in Australia. Sunita had
both a bachelor degree in business administration and a master of business
administration, both of which had been assessed as equivalent to Australian
qualifications. She had four years’ experience in accounting and bank
reconciliation in a telecommunications company in Bangladesh. Her extended
family had provided care for her child while she was working. Concerned about
her son being without his father, Sunita explained that this was the reason for her
decision to migrate. She thought that she would find a job quite easily based on
her experience. She knew of two colleagues in the IT profession who had found
jobs without difficulty in Sydney. She had a good reference from her employer
and felt this would stand her in good stead. However, she became concerned
about finding a job and paying for the cost of childcare:
When I came here, my son was only 14 months and … my husband was [a]
student, I have not that much mental strength or financial strength to put him
in the childcare, because the childcare is very much expensive.

Initially, Sunita decided to take care of her son. She said that she and her husband
had decided to look for a job together, once he had completed his study. They
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then both applied for jobs. She was disappointed that she had not received any
feedback from the job applications she had submitted over the past three months.
She had applied for approximately 30 jobs, mostly in administration and some in
accounting. She soon discovered through ‘Seek.com’ searches, that to gain a job
in accounting she needed experience in Quickbooks as a minimum, and ideally in
accounting programs MYOB and SAP. This caught her by surprise as she felt that
qualification equivalency was all she needed to find employment.
Sunita felt that her lack of success in finding a job was due to her level of English.
She said:
I actually don’t think about the extra training. I feel that my vocabulary is
not very much well. … most of the response[s] … they are telling me that I
am not very good in communication and my CV was not appropriate.

This confused Sunita, because when she had applied for permanent residency she
had undertaken an IELTS test:
I have given my IELTS test for the permanent residency application … My
score was 6, and I was granted 6.5 in listening … So how can I think that my
English is not good?

Understandably, Sunita was upset and confused about her English skills. On one
hand she had met level six IELTS requirements, but employers who had provided
feedback advised that her written communication was inadequate.
Sunita then decided to undertake a certificate course in accounting at TAFE, and
at the same time found a casual job working as an online shopping assistant for a
leading supermarket retailer. She said that she encountered many difficulties in
her first job:
The supervisors, they always … [discriminate between] the older people,
and the Asian, and the Indian. I am not Indian but … I think skin colour of
me little bit Indian, because almost all the tropical countries that people are
looking the same so what they are doing they differentiated older people,
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Indian people and Asian people. I, I have realised that they hate Indian
people.

Sunita explained why she felt this way:
Because every country, every people have the good and bad things. It’s not
the true thing that every, all people is good. Every Indian people is good,
every Malaysian people is good; everywhere there are good people and bad
people ... You can’t judge, seeing bad people to see that overall see that
every Indian is bad. I’m Bangladeshian and I can’t say that every
Bangladeshi people is good. I can’t tell that every Bangladeshi people are
bad… So, I think, I realise that they are … [discriminating] and they judge
the bad way for every people so I feel very upset again over there. I, I was
not quite easy to do work over there.

When asked how this was occurring in the workplace Sunita explained:
It was the supervisor level … yeah, they always think about that the Indian
people are not perfectly doing good job. They are doing racism, … [for
example] you will see that there is an Australian guy doing nothing. He is
gossiping with his co-workers, his colleagues. They [the supervisors]
haven’t tell them anything. But … if they see that some Asian or Indian
looking people they are talking with their colleagues, even they are talking
with their working teams, they notice them. So I, I have heard the racism
very much over there. And I have heard of that in this selection criteria, or in
the job section, there is also racism.

Then, when Sunita informed her supervisor that she could not work her shift due
to the need for attending a class the next day, she said:
She [Sunita’s supervisor] was very harsh with me because she thinks, think
that I would just tell her at the last moment because I am quit, I am quitting.
She thinks that I am just telling her at the last time. But I said, ‘Look
[supervisor’s name]’ I haven’t informed … [you] before that I have a class
tomorrow, I [was] just informed that today through SMS from my Admin
Officer. That’s why I just tell you today otherwise I will inform you earlier’.
But she doesn’t understand. She doesn’t want to understand.
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Sunita’s priority was for her study, because she wanted to get back into her
profession. Even after this incident she continued to work for the organisation.
She said she worked hard and her supervisor was generally happy with her
performance, but at times felt that she was being talked about, in a bad light, by
her supervisor.
I was very upset [about the timetable incident] because I was done very hard,
and she was very happy with me, of my work. Sometimes she would talk …
[about me] … with other people (behind her back) … Other than this, I was
very happy with her. I was very happy with the [supermarket name], but, I
actually, I was unable to do work with my studies.

Sunita spoke of other incidents that had occurred while she was working for the
organisation, how she was unfairly treated compared to other staff. She was not
given time to learn about the Australian products on the shelves, and often took a
little longer to search the shelves. She said, ‘I was trying heart and soul to do
good, and it would take a little bit longer time rather than the Australian people’.
She then said that they increased her workload and felt that this was a direct ploy
to push her out. She was too ashamed to tell her husband what was happening to
her.
Juggling her job and study became too much for her, so Sunita decided to resign.
By this time she had lost her self-confidence and did not have the courage to ask
her supervisor for a reference even though this would have provided written
evidence of Australian experience. She said that she did not think her supervisor
was a very nice person to get a reference from and, she was simply too
traumatised to ask. She was also unwilling to follow up any entitlement of
superannuation. She left the job and decided to concentrate fully on her study. She
felt ‘fully content’ at that point in time, and was hoping that TAFE would assist
her in finding a job. However, she was thinking about having another child so she
was still feeling unsure as to what she would do, as she explains:
It’s time for another kid also … I [would] love to have two kids, one boy and
one daughter, but … I can’t understand what I have to do? I have to finish
my study, I have to get a job. I want a little one! … It’s all the pressure [that]
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comes to [us as women]. Husbands, they are very much relaxed about their
job. They haven’t much tension about that, ‘cause if they are, in their, what,
if we go for after 35 or 40, we haven’t that much of, courage? [It is a]
difficult strain [on] everything to take another baby.

At the second interview, Sunita had moved house, as she and her husband Prasad
had bought a small modern home in the outer suburbs of Brisbane. Sunita was still
working towards her Certificate III in accounting. Her husband had been working
for a fast food chain as a manager for the past two years, and was continually
applying for jobs in the IT field with no luck. Sunita shared her feelings about her
husband’s experience. She said it was difficult for him because at this point in
time, to find an entry-level job in the IT field would see him take a backward step
in salary. She said in a lowered tone:
To maintain all these things and … I have always to support his emotional
things, and he sometimes feels that it upset[s] me ... [He says], ‘Look if I
start now from the entry position, I have to sell this house.

Sunita explained that she was not worried about the house, she was more
concerned about Prasad working in a job he loved, she said:
I have no passion about house. I am thinking about self-satisfaction. If …
you need to sell this house, ok go ahead. We will rent house and will change
… [their son’s] school, no problem.

Sunita knew it would take at least four to five years to achieve the lifestyle they
had now if her husband accepted an entry-level IT job. Sunita also wanted to find
a job. She had sought help at TAFE to learn how to put together a résumé, but
could not find any specific help in finding a job. She realised that she too would
need to find an entry-level position, but she had the added worry of managing a
job around the care of her son:
I have actually two issues. One is, I have to get into … any salary entrance,
anything, I have, it don’t matter at this stage, I have to enter. And another
thing is here, I have no one to drop [off] and pick [up my son] so I have to
do work within this time limit so this two thing actually mainly, worry me.
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You can’t imagine it. It’s too expensive to put kids in a better environment
after [school] care and before [school] care.

Sunita was concerned that privately run before and after-school care services were
expensive and not very good. She was unaware of school-run before and after
hours programs in her area. She said that if she was able to find any job, it would
take the pressure off her husband. She said ‘I think that [it] will make him easy to
decide what actually he wants to do’. She went on to say that ‘I feel sometimes
that he doesn’t tell me anything, but I feel that everything is related with the
money matters because … of the rise in house [interest rates] and it’s very hard to
manage. It’s … very hard to maintain the family with only one job’. It was clear
that Sunita was missing her job and the lifestyle that she had in Bangladesh. She
said that she had:
A very nice job in [Bangladesh], actually, it was great. The office
environment was very great, the salary was very … great, and I come here
only for … betterment and actually, I want to live with family life … me and
my son was there [in Bangladesh], it was not a family life. That’s why we’re
down here and that’s it.

Sunita was still considering having another child, and her son was ‘eager’ to have
a brother or sister. She felt that she could not talk to her husband about it as he
was so busy, and she felt very lonely.
Summary of the early entrant group
The stories of the experiences of the early entrant group present a picture of what
it is like to be a new immigrant and to face the challenge of finding employment
in their new environment. Importantly, it should be acknowledged that migrants
arrive with spouses and families, so settlement and care responsibilities play a role
in hindering the job search experiences of this group. While the early entrant
group raised many issues about seeking employment, the three major problems
remain: lack of local work experience, language, and qualification equivalency
(see Table 5.2) (Alcorso & Ho 2006; Birrell 2009; Birrell & Rapson 2005;
Broadbent et al. 2010; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007; Dyer et al. 2010; Ho 2006).
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The group was active in trying to counter this problem, as most participants
decided to undertake some form of study. In some cases this was to gain
professional registration, as in Jasmin’s case where she required additional study
to register as a teacher. Others saw it as a means to increase human and cultural
capital in their professions (Fang, Novicevic & Zikic 2009), like Nairi who
wanted to continue in her profession, but also to meet people through study. For
some, giving up altogether on their occupation and opting for study in another
field was an alternative, as for Hayat and Jasmin.
Table 5.2

Main concerns and issues of early entrant group participants

Concern/issue

Total

Need to undertake additional study

8

Employers require local experience

8

Financial concerns — cost of living; further study; childcare;
GFC

7

Language equivalency

7

Concern about partner’s jobseeking experience

6

Education/qualification equivalency

6

Understanding the job search process and gaining interviews

6

Childcare and/or study impacts finding employment

5

Found job in lower level occupation

5

Frustration/stress/upset/confusion/illness

4

The group also raised financial concerns as a problem. Participants spoke about
covering basic living costs, paying for further study, as well as competition for
jobs due to the GFC.
Another concern the group voiced was the knowledge required to navigate the
labour market, particularly understanding the job search process in writing
selection criteria and gaining interviews (Bertone 2000; Chiswick et al. 2003,
2005). This lack of understanding put all of these jobseekers at a disadvantage
from the very beginning of their job search. Most in the group did not have
extensive social and family networks to provide support, and had little or no
knowledge about support services that could have assisted them after arrival
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(FECCA 2009; Ho 2006; Spinks 2009). The early entrant group also had major
issues around balancing work with additional study. Furthermore, juggling
childcare and work was mentioned by most of the female participants and was
seen as a major challenge, not only for gaining employment in their field, but for
gaining any job.
The stories show that finding equivalent employment to their previous job is a
major challenge. For those who did find employment, jobs were in lower level
occupations such as catering and security (Bertone 2009; Birrell 2009; Hopkins
2012; Raghuram 2008). While some were optimistic that a lower level job would
assist with improving language skills and/or developing understanding of local
workplace culture, some were also frustrated, confused and upset about their
experiences. Thus there were negative outcomes, including withdrawal from study
as experienced by Fareeza, and illness in Jasmin’s case. For Debbie, the
opportunities presented by a work placement program offered a beacon of hope,
and she was fortunate to find information about this early in her job search.
However, while her own situation was improving, she like others was concerned
about her spouse’s job search experience as well. This highlights the fact that the
migration journey is not an individual one, but affects spouses and families as
well.
As each of their stories unfolded, the uncertainties of finding work within the
context of managing families was cause for additional anxiety. Migrants began to
think of other strategies to gain entry into the labour market as they spent more
time searching for equivalent work. Part II of this chapter will focus on the
journeys undertaken by the experienced seeker group and provide insights into the
strategies developed by skilled migrants who have been seeking work for a longer
period of time.
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Part II: The experienced seeker migrants in the labour
market
This section focuses on the experienced seeker participants and their search for
employment. This group differs from the early entrant group because the
experienced seeker group have been living in Australia for a longer period and
have had more time searching for employment. Participants talked about their
strategies for finding employment, providing accounts of their jobseeking tactics.
In their search, some considered non-direct routes such as volunteering, or found
employment in a different occupational field. Due to the length of time seeking
work, some participants considered strategies that differed from their original
plans. Their stories further illuminate the outcomes and the impacts on both their
professional and family lives. Table 5.3 provides an overview of the experienced
seeker group, their qualifications and experience, together with their employment
status at each interview phase.
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Table 5.3

Experienced seeker — labour market status Phase 1 and 2

Name#

Country
of Origin

Married/Children Qualifications

Experience

Labour
Market
Status

Phase I
Interview

Phase II
Interview

Ayanna

Ethiopia

F

21

2 years

Yes/1 child

Dip Marketing
Dip Appln
Software

Established

Work
placement

F/T
(contract)
Employment
not in field

44

2 years 4
months

Yes/2 children

B Architecture/
Planning

Established

Work
placement

F

32

3 years

Yes/no children

B Art (Mkt)
GDip Ind Admin
G Cert BusAdmin

Office
admin
Commercial
TV, 6
months
Urban and
regional
planning, 10
years
Marketing,
13 years

Christopher Slovenia

M

Established

F/T
(contract)
employment
not in field

F/T
(contract)
Employment
not in field
F/T
(contract)
employment
in field

Cristina

Brazil

George

Albania

M

34

2 years

Yes/No children

Diploma:
Enriching Eng of
Solid Metal

Mining
engineer, 10
years

Established

F/T
employment
not in field

Julieta

Columbia

F

26

Yes/no children

B Law

Studying

China

F

35

Yes/No children

B Educ (equiv)

Established

Work
placement

Started own
business

Kim

Vietnam

F

45

3 years

Yes/No children

B Education
M Education

Lawyer, 2
years
Primary
teacher, 12
years
Teacher
trainer, 20
years

Established

Jun

2 years 4
months
2 years 9
months

F/T
Employment
not in field
Studying
No Change

Established

Work
placement

F/T
(contract)
Employment
not in field

M/F Age~

Time
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Name#

Country
of Origin

Miranda*

Philippines

F

20

Nareem

India

M

Nimala

Sri Lanka

Rani

Phase I
Interview

Phase II
Interview

F/T
(equivalent)
employment
not in field
F/T
employment
not in field

No change

Work
placement
Casual
employment
not in field

Returned
home
F/T
(permanent)
employment
not in field
Studying
F/T
(contract)
Employment
in field
F/T
(contract)
Employment
not in field

Experience

4 years

No/No children

B Art (Comm)

Nil, casual
work only

38

1 year 4
months

Yes/No children

Engineering
Mechanic II

Established

F

30

Yes/3 children

B Law

India

F

35

2 years 8
months
1 year 4
months

Yes/1 child

B PrimaryEd

Petty
officer,
navy, 15
years
Paralegal, 1
year
Primary
teacher, 8
years

Sarah

South
Africa

F

47

5 years

Yes/2 children

Primary
teacher, 31
years

Established

Casual work
in field

Sofia

Russia

F

42

2 years 9
months

Yes/1 child

Dip Jnr Primary
Dip Higher Ed
B Arts (Psych &
History)
Dip Economics =
B Level

Economist,
15 years

Established

Work
placement

Pseudonym
Age at time of arrival
Migrated with parents

Time

Labour
Market
Status
Established

Married/Children Qualifications

#
~
*

M/F Age~

Established
Established
(check)

Unknown
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Ayanna
Ayanna is from Ethiopia. Joining her husband in Australia, she had been here for
two years at the time of her first interview. Ayanna’s husband, Yonas, arrived as a
refugee. She had stayed in Ethiopia to complete qualifications in marketing and
application software that would give her a greater chance of finding employment
after migration. Like many of the participants, Ayanna’s experiences differed
from what she had imagined. She was upset about her initial encounter with the
job market. She said she was having no luck and lacked money for basic needs.
She was responsible for sending money home to family in Ethiopia, as this was a
cultural expectation for Ethiopian people who work overseas. She explained:
I have to have diploma and degree and just to get a better life … I thought
that I would get the opportunity to study and to work and to look after the
rest of my family, but things are completely changed … the only hard part
that I find … like where I come from … you can live with one dollar for
maybe a month … here they said, I have to work, but there is not any
opportunity to work. If I’m not working, I’m not getting any money [and]
I’m not going to pay for the rent, I’m not going to survive my life, and the
rest of my family who’s expecting a lot from me. … that’s the only
complicated time that I had, that I’m not getting the money from Centrelink
while I was in under spouse visa.

Ayanna said that Yonas hurt his back while working in a factory job and was
without work for a while, until he found interpreting work. She said this was the
hardest time of all. She felt like going home, but there was a great deal of
expectation for her to succeed, and she said her family would not understand if
she did return.
Ayanna tried unsuccessfully to get help. She contacted agencies and organisations
that assist with finding employment but said:
Some agencies, some organisation they can’t refer even, they can’t go
through your document and have a look what you have and everything. They
just look at you, and you are from non-English speak[ing] background or
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whatever from Africa and English is second language, then we say no, not
for her. 100% sure.

Ayanna was completely deflated. As English was her second language, she
wanted an opportunity to improve it:
It’s not because a matter of there is no opportunity to give me for the work
you know? To work. It’s because English is second language for us and the
thing is, how we will improve our language if we’re not getting an
opportunity to work.

Ayanna wanted to study English, but money was also a problem. Her only hope of
improving her language was to find work:
The only way if we want to learn English, either we have to get the
opportunity to work and to communicate with other people, if not to study. If
we say, ‘Yes, we better study’, we don’t have any thing in our income and
we don’t know what would be happening in the future. We [are] kind of
stuck in the middle.

She was concerned that if she paid money to attend a course, the outcome of
finding a job would remain the same. Ayanna said: ‘That’s what I mean like, the
motivation, the future. Ok, we learn English, what’s the motivation? What’s the
future? We just learn English for nothing’.
While searching the Internet for work, Ayanna came across a work placement
program offered by a local council. She was completing the program at the time
of the first interview. She was excited as she was provided with workplace
experience. As the placement was full-time, the care of her young child was split
between her husband and a childcare centre.
At the second interview, 12 months later, Ayanna was still with the council in an
administration assistant role, but was nearing the end of her contract. She enjoyed
her job and the people she worked with, and felt they were very supportive of her.
Ayanna believed there were also opportunities in other departments within the
council. She had also won a council scholarship to undertake a business
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management course at TAFE, covering tuition costs and books. She said she
hoped to enrol in a marketing degree at university, but wanted to concentrate on
gaining secure employment.
Yonas continued with the translating work, continuing his commerce degree on a
part-time basis, and was managing childcare too. Ayanna seemed much happier
than in the first interview, and her outlook was more positive. She had confidence
and determination to get on with things, and was sending money home to help her
family. She hoped her sister would come to Australia and join her, and she had
recently helped Yonas’ cousin obtain a job at the council. Her positive experience
appeared to give her new hope. She wanted to find a permanent job to feel more
secure financially, and looked forward to planning for her own marketing
business in the future.
Christopher
Christopher arrived from Slovenia with his wife and children in 2007. He and his
family had travelled to Australia in 2006, before deciding to settle here
permanently. At the time, Christopher was working with the United Nations in the
Brussels office, and had 10 years’ experience in urban and regional planning. He
has a bachelor’s degree and partial completion of a master’s in law and
government. He said his wife was keen to move to a warmer country but he knew
that finding comparable employment would be difficult for them both:
We are quite aware of … making a substantial break in career, because my
previous employer did not have any operation in Australia … [and] the
nearest [UN office] … is Fiji … I was required to stay on Australian grounds
so, so we started from scratch once again.

Christopher applied for many jobs in Brisbane and said that although he knew it
would be hard to get a job, he ‘Didn’t expect it to be so tough’. One of the main
problems was understanding how the jobseeking process worked, as it differed
from his experience in Europe. He then decided to use an employment agency.
This was not a good experience for him:
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I relied on this, like, employment agency, … it was a big mistake of mine.
Maybe I was unlucky or whatever [but] they didn’t really do the job as
expected.

He went on to explain that while there had previously been a need for planners,
the job market had apparently suddenly worsened. He talked to various agencies,
which were unhelpful, as he explained:
There … was such a lack of planners, and now, no one is asking for jobs, but
like years ago, you could just walk in! But, no employment agency, nothing!
… I actually, ask[ed] one [agency], should I just walk in somewhere and
ask? And they said, ‘Yeah, maybe?’ ... This was quite a problem. Some
[agencies] were fair and they said, ‘Ok, with your CV … you don’t really fit
into a sort of like classic pigeon holes … and we are dealing with this and
this type of employment’, and whatever. But the others … it was like signing
forms and putting me on like this list and that list, and that was it. Nothing
happened.

Christopher was very disappointed and worried about the impact on family
savings. He had lost a lot of time using agencies. He then discovered a program
offered through an agency called Bridgeworks. He joined their Host Employment
and Training (HEAT) program and was really impressed with how much they had
helped him:
They opened my eyes in many ways … like how does everything work here
and how could I be understood when I was job interviewed for the first time
… So I was a bit surprised … nobody was asking me for any substantial
knowledge, [at the job interview, it] was just more like you know why would
you like to work here? … and I said [to Bridgeworks], would anybody check
that I am planner? The one that was interviewing me was also not from my
profession and … I was quite shocked. Well, at Bridgeworks they, they
explained all these things and so on, so it is quite all right.

It was through a chance meeting that Christopher landed his first job. His wife had
made friends with a lady from Sri Lanka, and her husband had worked in Slovenia
for a number of years. Her husband worked for a glazing company and they were
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hiring staff. Christopher said: ‘It was just a coincidence he needed somebody’. He
was happy to have the job at the glazing company, which provided the
opportunity to ‘regain my power again’, and time to explore the labour market
further. So he continued to apply for work in his profession. He remarked that a
lot of the jobs on offer in the public service were temporary and he had not
realised that these jobs could lead him towards longer term employment:
I wasn’t aware first job is always temporary, and these kind of things you
know? In Slovenia and some other European countries, then if the job is
temporary, it’s temporary you can count on leaving and that’s it! … and I
was avoiding applying for those jobs which I really had a chance!

Christopher was clearly confused about how the labour market operated in
Australia. He continued to apply for jobs but started to feel ‘emotionally
exhausted’:
I have written like 30, 40 complex job applications and been to at least
around 20 job interviews and so on, and, it’s just that you can’t do this every
day. It’s just too much.

He still faced challenges. Christopher was concerned that age and lack of local
experience was ‘a bit of a problem’. At job interviews he said: ‘It was always hard
for me to convince potential employers … [that] there is not so much difference as
they think between Europe and Australia in this respect’.
He then left the glazing job and took a chance on a three-month work placement
program with a local council. He agreed that it was a risk, but the placement
offered an opportunity to work in an area that matched his experience.
Twelve months later, Christopher was still working at the council in a temporary
position. He said this had given him the opportunity to look for more permanent
work within the council. He had an opportunity to ‘act’ in various project roles
while staff had taken leave. While he was happy to gain this experience, he still
wanted a full-time permanent job. Christopher’s marriage had broken down in the
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intervening period, and he was finding separation from his wife and two teenage
children difficult.
Cristina
Cristina is from Brazil and her experience included working as a marketing
professional for over 13 years. She had completed bachelor and postgraduate level
qualifications in marketing and business administration. She was doing well in her
career in Brazil. She owned her own unit and car, but was looking for
‘international experience’. She chose Australia over the United Kingdom, as she
was fond of sport and sunny blue skies. Her initial plan was to stay in Australia
for one year as a student. She was studying English and found a job working at a
restaurant. She said that her English was really bad, and this opportunity gave her
a chance to improve her skills. Cristina was due to return to Brazil but before
leaving met her future husband.
She had returned home, and then made a decision that would change her life:
[Paul and I] talked and then he said, ‘Look, I want you to come back’, and I
said, ‘Well … it’s a big gamble’. We were together for just two and a half
months and I said, ‘Oh my God, what am I gonna do now?’ Well, end of the
story my whole life I invested in my professional career which is something
very important for me, and then I decided for the first time in my life [to]
invest in my personal life.

After making the decision to return to Australia, Cristina applied for a 457 visa,
and worked hard to find a sponsor who would employ her. She said that she found
a sponsor for an administrative position in a small family-run company. Twelve
months after arriving, Cristina and Paul married, but Cristina explained that by
this time she had become frustrated with her role at the company and decided to
look for work in her own field. This was a risk, as if she had stayed a further six
months with the company she would have been able to apply for permanent
residency. She then found a job with another company, which was willing to
sponsor her. The job required experience in developing marketing collateral.
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While she had never done this before, the manager insisted that she would be
good for the job:
They called me and offered me a permanent position, but the manager was a
new manager and he hired me. … I explained to him all my skills and then he
said one of the main things they wanted to do was … collateral. And I told
him, ‘Look, I’ve never developed collateral in my life … I don’t have the
ability … you will have to be patient too, for me to learn’ … When I arrived
there, the only thing they wanted me to do was collateral. I had the worst two
months of my life.

Her position subsequently became untenable, through no fault of her own:
I had a lot of trouble with this gentleman … he started to tell me that my
English was not good enough [and] that I shouldn’t be in that position …
[that] I was not delivering the job he was asking … I said, ‘Look, you hired
me for the wrong position’. … In the end we made an agreement and we
finished the contract.

Cristina also discovered that the company had not registered her sponsorship with
the Immigration Department. When she advised Immigration that she had
resigned from her job, she was informed that her visa had been cancelled. At this
point she was not only without a job, but had to pay $2000 to reapply for the visa
and she was prohibited from working for two months. Cristina was distressed and
angry. During the two months she was unable to work, she went to Brazil to look
after her father who was recovering from major surgery. When she returned, she
began to look for work immediately and then explained how hard it was:
I started looking for a new job and it was again a nightmare … the
economical crises … pushed the market in a very bad situation. When I was
writing my application letters and my cover letters, I even didn’t get a reply
from any company. I think I got one interview, from probably 30 positions.

She tried to find work through employment agencies:
I went to two agencies and one … HR consultant gave me advice. She said
‘You have such a great résumé, but the market now is really tight, and if I
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were you, I would apply for something like a personal assistant’. So I
decided to follow her advice. I didn’t receive one call for an interview,
obviously because I never worked as a personal assistant … So that’s the
kind of thing that happens when you are a migrant. … you don’t have a lot
of knowledge about the market and you don’t have a good network … and
then you end up believing in people that … are not really qualified.

Cristina said she thought she was an annoyance to the HR company, and felt that
they would prefer to help an Australian find a job.
Cristina then learned about Bridgeworks. She called them, and at that time an
opportunity had come up to replace someone who had left the course. She had an
interview and remarked ‘it was a miracle’ when she was offered the opportunity
to undertake a three month placement. She described her feeling of relief: ‘I can
tell you, it was a miracle. It was a miracle, because I was completely like
depressed. … I was feeling like rubbish’. As her job placement was finishing, the
organisation offered her a job: ‘I’m very happy and I like working there. They
offered me a normal salary. I think it is? … which is good, so yeah I’m very
happy’. The organisation had offered her a three and a half month contract and
she was hopeful this could be extended, saying: ‘I can tell you I am really afraid
to have to go back to the market, because it is a nightmare’.
Much had happened in the 12 months since Cristina’s initial interview. She had
just returned from a trip to Brazil with her husband. Her work contract had been
extended several times and was due to expire again. The organisation could not
guarantee another contract due to the nature of funding arrangements, so she had
to apply for other jobs. Cristina had heard about a job opening through word of
mouth, and decided to apply. It was a customer care/liaison position within the IT
area of a government department. She was called for an interview, and was
successful in gaining the position. She was utilising many skills from her training
and background in marketing, and she was very happy. The job paid well and had
good working conditions. The only drawback was that it was a contract position.
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Nine months after commencing her new role, she was offered the opportunity to
act in a vacant managerial position while the department was recruiting for the
role. Cristina applied for it, went through the interview process and was
successful in gaining the position. The main function of her role was customer
relationships, liaising with project managers and conducting workshops, forums
and think tanks directly related to her marketing experience.
If Cristina had stayed in Brazil she would have been employed at a ‘regional
director level’ by this time. However, she said that while she had to ‘start again’
she was doing well in her current job:
I actually had a very good chat with my boss … we had [a] performance
appraisal development session where you had to fill out your expectations,
and where you want to go in your career. I asked him what he thinks I need
to become a director and then he told me, he thinks in one year’s time I can
be a director in this organisation … and he actually gave me all the coaching
[for] what should I do.

While Cristina was doing well, Paul was experiencing a downturn in his
employment due to the GFC. He had returned to study and was undertaking an
MBA in the hope that this would lead to other opportunities. This meant that
Cristina was now the main breadwinner, a complete reversal of roles from just
over 12 months earlier. She said they were thinking of starting a family and said
that, although Paul was without a job:
I have to fall pregnant, I can’t wait any more … but if it doesn’t happen, he
has to have a job because you know we have to pay our bills. So it’s a little
bit of a concern at the moment, but I am sure we will be fine.

Cristina was happy with her job with the government, and was also thankful for
the experience that Bridgeworks had offered her. She had been granted permanent
residency in the previous two weeks, and everything appeared to have come
together after a few challenging years of negotiating the labour market. She
agreed that things had worked out well and said: ‘Yes, finally. I just need to be a
Mum, that’s all and I will have … everything in its right place!’
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George
George is a mining engineer with over 10 years’ experience in his home country
of Albania. Arriving with his wife Maria, a high school teacher, he had been in
Brisbane for two years. George is a qualified enriching engineer of solid metal.
They had previously lived in Canada, but migrated to Australia to be closer to
family. George had a brother, Nick, who had been living in Brisbane for almost
six years. Nick had encouraged George to come to Australia, saying he would find
a better job. George considered this and said ‘Your front door is so big’, and
thought ‘why not’? However, George was frustrated that he and his wife could not
find work in their fields. He thought that with the mining boom, he would find a
job very quickly. He had applied for jobs through the Internet, but had not
received any responses from employers. During this time, George worked at other
jobs that he and his brother found together. His first job was as a sign writer, and
then he found a job working with a large road construction firm. He explained that
he felt ‘lucky’ as he did at least have a job: ‘I found another job for now. Not
forever, but for now. … I am doing formwork for a company’. His professional
qualifications helped him to get his current job, but he said the type of work he
was doing was ‘different’.
George believed the reason he could not find a job was because he was not a
native English speaker. He also said that he was competing with sponsored
working visa holders (e.g. 457 visa), which made it more difficult. While George
had satisfied visa requirements and had registered with the Engineers Association,
he could not understand what else he could do:
[Is there] something else I need to be? I don’t know? All the things to be
registered in the Engineers Association and things like that but it’s very very
difficult for me … Other thing is to go in university. To do some more study
in Australia maybe, so that I can meet people.

George was frustrated and said:
I reckon I have to do [further study] because [I] need to get the job in
Australia. In my country I don’t need it, because I have 10 years experience
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in mining. Ten years! From ’95 until 2005, in mining, and I got a job. But
anyway I need the [qualification]. Australia [is] different really … I know
other patents, and other safety and things like that is different. Our standards,
but any way, to get the job.

George thought there were several issues hampering his success in finding work.
Applying for jobs and not receiving feedback from employers left him wondering
what it was that made him unacceptable for an interview:
[I have heard] nothing, nothing at all. … No one can tell you what you have
experience or not. [My job application may go] straight in the bin! Or, I …
apply a lot from my computer, and they [perhaps] delete it.

George then said disappointedly:
Oh no, it’s all right; maybe they have a lot of applications? It’s the way it
goes, rather than to send back and to say everyone you did, I think it is a lot
of jobs for them?

He commented that in his home country he would have contacts to help him find a
job, but that he lacked such networks in Australia.
While George felt ‘lucky’ that his current job provided good working conditions
and entitlements to superannuation, his passion was in mining. He said he was
willing to fly anywhere in Australia to take on a position, but began to question
why he was still here without work in his field. He often thought about returning
to Albania, but had to stay ‘strong’. He was aware that the impact of the GFC
could be another reason for his situation.
Maria was also experiencing difficulties finding work. Maria is a qualified high
school teacher and her qualifications were assessed as equivalent to an Australian
bachelor degree. George said that Maria was disappointed at not finding any
employment. She had tried to find voluntary work: ‘She applied for voluntary job,
and [she did not] get it … I have no idea [why she did not get it] … No, I can’t
say. It is up to the people’. George commented that Maria’s main hurdle was
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English, so she decided to undertake a language class to improve her skills and
confidence.
Twelve months later, George and Maria had moved to the Gold Coast to be closer
to George’s work. He was still working at the road construction company, and had
continued to apply for jobs. He remained frustrated, explaining that he had tried to
find jobs through recruitment agencies but had no luck:
[I have applied for] plenty [of jobs] … I’ve continued searching, Australian
mining companies, … and through the recruit companies, but no, no. [I
applied] on-line. … they have the careers and I apply … but nothing, with
the recruitment [agencies], nothing. … they just accept the résumé … but I
[only told them about] my mining experience, not just what I did in Australia
… [one] lady sent me email and say ‘Tell me what you did in Australia for
this year’. I have no choice, I tell the truth and she just banged me an email
and said ‘Oh sorry, but our clients need more Australian experience’. … I
tried to do those best as I can because this job I learn in, to say in the
Australian regulation and all those thing but—nah.

George was unsure how much experience he needed to get a job. He said maybe
‘six or seven’ years, and wondered how he was going to achieve this. He was
trying to find ways to explain how the skills he had gained in his current job were
useful, but he was still unsuccessful. George talked again about returning to
Albania. However, before doing so, he decided to try one last strategy of enrolling
in a postgraduate course at university: ‘Risk Management in Mining’. He was
hopeful that an Australian qualification could be the key. He said that the
employment rate for graduates was 85 per cent, and employment outcomes would
lead to a top-level job. With this in mind, he said he would be happy to gain a
‘bottom level’ job: ‘I don’t have any problem. I can start from the bottom’.
Maria had been successful in finding a job over the Christmas period at a large
retail store on the Gold Coast. She had been accepted as a volunteer teacher aide
at a local school. George said that Maria was considering working in childcare,
and would undertake further study in education so she could teach again.
However, cost was an issue due to upfront fees. George said that they would have
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to wait until they became Australian citizens in order to afford Maria’s study
costs. However, all this depended on George’s success with further study and
finding a job on completion. Failing this, George was adamant that they both
would return to Albania.
Julieta
Julieta migrated from Colombia to join her future husband whom she had met
while he was on a return visit from Australia. It was not easy for her to leave
behind her career and family, but after a lengthy time apart from her fiancé she
decided to take the chance on life in a new country. Julieta is a lawyer. On arrival
in Australia, however, she found she was unable to continue in her profession.
She was upset when she found that her qualifications were not considered
equivalent but acknowledged that she ‘had to be realistic’. Julieta explained: ‘Law
here is absolutely different to law in Colombia, so it’s why I knew from the
beginning I needed to [be] studying something’. She knew she needed to improve
her language skills and undertook courses in English for about nine months. She
balanced her studies with a cleaning job.
After completing her language studies, Julieta started looking for full-time work,
saying she had applied for ‘thousands of jobs’. Through a contact of her
husband’s, she found a job as a filing clerk in the Supreme Court. During this time
she applied for a support officer role within government, and was successful. The
position was a contract for one year, and during this time her job changed. She
was placed in a human resource officer position with the promise that her contract
would be extended beyond the initial 12 months. She was badly disappointed
when this did not occur:
They asked me to leave. Well, I had a contract for one year and basically it
was not extended. … the idea was that my contract would be extended and I
would be working for, as a human resource consultant … They promised
me. Three weeks before the contract is up they say, ‘No, sorry … we have a
budget problem’, which is not true ... I know why the reason. The reason is
that I am very energetic, [and] there was a problem with two people, two
men … when I arrived there as a support officer, someone was doing that
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position, and he moved to HR … he was a friend of someone very powerful
in the office so the powerful person knew that his friend’s position was in
risk, he started saying things about me … And I think they thought that I was
stupid and because they used to talk behind me … and, oh, I heard them …

Julieta was asked if she had reported this problem and said: ‘Yes, yes, I [reported
it]’, and then when asked what had happened she replied: ‘Nothing! Nothing,
because the powerful person I, I am talking about … had the higher position [than
my supervisor]’. Julieta explained that her supervisor said that she was doing a
good job. But her supervisor appeared powerless and Julieta’s contract was not
renewed: ‘It was so hard. I cried out loud, I was so depressed’.
After losing her job, Julieta decided to concentrate on her master’s degree in
employment relations, which was allied to her legal qualifications. She had looked
into upgrading her law qualifications degree but would have been required to start
all over again. Deciding that she did not want to do another five years of study,
Julieta was hopeful that her current course would lead her into a suitable
professional career:
I knew that from the beginning … I had to decide between my sentimental
life or my professional life, and I choose. I was very happy working as a
lawyer but I prefer to have a job. I didn’t need to think. … My expectations
… in the short term … [is] I’m not receiving any salary, [I’m] studying parttime and doing the work-experience, that [will help me with] … finding a
job by the end of the year at the beginning of the next one. … something
related to employment relations.

At the time of the second interview Julieta was still studying and due to finish her
course at the end of the year. She had started to apply for graduate positions with
the private sector and in government. One large corporation contacted her in
relation to a HR role. She had two interviews, but was told she would not be
needed for a third interview. Julieta was disappointed and felt that lack of
experience had set her back. She had lost count of the positions she had applied
for. She had also shared an experience she had applying for a general HR role:
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They were offering a very generic position … [in] human resources but they
never explained what they were looking for and the first question [when] he
… called me for the interview is ‘How old are you? Are you married?’ …
when I went to the interview … he asked me again, ‘How old are you? You
married? For how long have you been married? Are you planning to have
kids?’ And I say, well, I was silly because I answered to him, when I say,
‘No, it’s not part of our plans, I am here’, and [he said] ‘How can you
guarantee me you’re not having kids, you know, in one year?’ So it, I didn’t
have a call, but I didn’t want to work in that place.

Julieta ‘hated’ the experience, and said ‘I am desperate [for a job], but not that
desperate’.
Julieta had also taken on a volunteer role with a trade union. When asked if she
was still happy, she started to cry. The change in Julieta from her first interview,
where she seemed so happy-go-lucky and optimistic, was unbelievable. She said
she felt so lost:
Julieta starts to cry. I won’t come back to Colombia but professionally no
because I don’t have a job. It [is] just that after that long, you feel there is
nothing, things won’t change maybe they will? … I hope so, and … the only
reason is I miss working. I need to work in something that I enjoy … [and]
that was intellectually stimulating, because I am pretty sure that if I go to a
coffee shop to ask for a job, I can get a job. That is not what I want to do.

Julieta was so upset, she thought about returning to Colombia, and her husband
was afraid that she might actually go:
[He is] so worried because it’s clear, that if I go to Colombia, he’s not going
with me so, that would be the end. So he was so worried, and that’s was why
he has been very supportive which has been great but, of course, I need my
own satisfaction, and this time my life here in Australia is him. I need to
have another, an additional motivation to be here.

Shortly after the interview, Julieta emailed and advised that she was successful in
gaining a full-time job with the union in which she was volunteering. She was
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very happy, and there was a sense that her life was turning around, this time for
the better.
Jun
Jun first arrived in Australia in September 2002 to undertake a teacher-training
course arranged by her employer in China (the City Education Bureau). Jun was a
senior primary school teacher with 12 years’ experience, including seven years in
a senior role as an academic dean. Jun decided to return in 2006 as an overseas
student and undertake a TESOL program at university. Jun loved to teach English,
and felt that the qualification would open up opportunities, not just in Australia,
but overseas as well. She spent a lot of time trying to achieve the required IELTS
score of 7.0, but she was only able to achieve 6.5.
At the time of her first interview Jun had been in Australia for almost three years,
and had met her future husband while she was studying. After she married Garry,
she wanted to pursue a degree in education, but cost was a big problem. Jun said
her plan to study had ‘gone wrong’, so she changed her career direction and
applied for a position as an office administrator. She said this job would be easier
compared to the stress of teaching. As she had recently married, she wanted a job
that was less work intensive:
[I want a] job that is easier than being a teacher, then you don’t have to do a
lot of prep work and after work, you just go home and your spare time [is]
with your family. I really enjoy it. I am totally sick of being very busy …
when I was in China, very stressed every day so I think, I just decided to
change to office administration.

Jun applied for work late in 2008 and was successful in gaining a casual financial
assistant position with a small local firm over the Christmas period. After
finishing the job, Jun continued to search for work. She applied for various
positions including a job as student adviser at a local college. She attended an
interview, and judging from verbal feedback, Jun thought she had a good chance
of securing the position. But the employer advised that more candidates were to
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be interviewed, and she then heard nothing. Jun was disappointed with the
outcome:
I didn’t understand why people couldn’t be bothered to give your
interviewee a call or email saying you’re not on the top of the list. … I didn’t
mind I didn’t get accepted [for] the job, but as long as you can give me an
answer. But they didn’t and I think, ‘Ok, that’s your loss’.

She was confused about the mixed messages she was getting regarding the need
for skilled people in the job market. She thought she was ‘Entering the market at
wrong time’, especially because of the recent GFC. She was very uncertain about
her future.
At this time, Jun discovered a work placement program, advertised in a local
Chinese newspaper, offered through a local community-based organisation. She
applied and was accepted. She commenced the program in early 2009 for a period
of just over six weeks. The placement included training in résumé writing,
answering selection criteria, and interview skills. Jun was provided with on-thejob work experience with a small community-based firm. During this time she
applied for a further 20 jobs, and was shortlisted in an administration role at a
university. The community organisation had supported Jun with help and advice
during the process, but she was unsuccessful. Jun thought that the main reasons
for her difficulties finding work were language, lack of local experience, and age.
She also said she needed a job because she wanted to contribute equally towards
household costs:
But being in a marriage, only he himself (her husband) to pay all the bills it’s
not easy so … I think it should be a kind of self-respect to get to help as
much as you can, and then I would like to be an independent woman.

Jun also indicated that getting an office job would help her to save money so she
could return to her studies. She was hopeful that by the end of her placement she
would be in a better position to find a job.
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Twelve months later, Jun had completed her work placement, and then applied for
approximately 30 positions over a two-month period, mainly in office
administration. She again received assistance from a community-based
organisation, but did not get a single call for an interview: ‘I did applied for lots of
jobs but we just heard nothing’. Jun put her lack of success down to ‘Bad timing
and too much competition’. Again, she thought that English as her second
language was a setback. Jun began to feel depressed saying she wanted to
completely give up:
Then what should I say? … I just lost my mind … but actually the most
important thing was for me is, I just didn’t really feel like working for any
other people anymore ... I used to be a teacher, and I didn’t want to go back
to school to be the teacher … Just no more, I don’t want to work for any
other people … [I] apply for heaps of jobs and hear, hearing nothing from
them, and it’s so frustrating you know and I think I could only be a teacher
or an office administration, and I think both of them were not what I really
… wanted you know? So I think no, I just don’t want this so I stopped.

Jun had seen advertisements at Centrelink about starting a business through the
government funded New Enterprise Incentive Scheme (NEIS) program. She
inquired about this, and then applied to join the program:
I just heard something about the NEIS program to run a business, with the
help of the government and I think, ‘Oh, that’s great!’ … [I] saw the little ad
at Centrelink one day and … I found my business mentor, and I quickly rang
him, I think, ‘Could I have an appointment as soon as possible?’ And he
said, ‘Yes’. We just had a great chat about my basic idea of my business.

Jun said that she was ready to start her own business, and was happy to work for
herself, saying:
I don’t have to apply for jobs, I don’t have to worry about my English, you
know? But that is what I really want to do, so I stopped looking for a job.

She was excited about this new opportunity, as it was her chance to start again.
This improved her self-esteem:

Chapter Five — Migrant experiences of settlement and jobseeking

165

You know, I used to have a very good life in China but I give up everything
and I came to Australia … [I was] an overseas student for a while then I met
my husband and we got married. But we were still one income … [and] that
is not enough for me at, for both of us.

The NEIS program started in September 2010, providing Jun with training,
mentoring, and help to develop a business plan. Once completed, she was ready to
start her own business, importing Chinese ornaments, tea sets and other items to
sell at a well-known Brisbane market. It was hard work, and she encountered a
few minor setbacks with suppliers and customs. She saw these as being part of her
‘big learning curve’. She was enjoying her work, and talked about setting up her
market stall. It was very slow going at first, ‘But last weekend was really good!’
Jun still received support from her mentor, meeting with him monthly and
attending networking breakfasts every three months. She also attended supportive
seminars that assist small business owners. Jun was planning to expand her
business and try other markets. While this outcome was not her initial dream, Jun
possessed the spark and determination to make her new business venture a
success.
Kim
Kim migrated from Vietnam three years prior to her interview. She had visited
Australia before migrating permanently, and had investigated job opportunities.
She felt confident she could find a job as a teacher. She had 20 years’ experience
as a teacher trainer, and had bachelor and master level qualifications in education:
[My friend and I] were looking for something in the computer and it is very
easy because I think Australia need teacher, they need teach[er], and I think,
‘Oh, very easy to find a job!’ I never think about my language. I forget about
that. So I think, ‘I don’t have to worry!’ But when I come here … [it’s] not
easy at all.

Kim’s expectations of finding a job easily were not met and her confidence soon
diminished. She was concerned that her language skills played a significant part in
this outcome. She had applied for teacher aide positions but was unsuccessful,
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commenting that her lack of experience writing job application letters and
preparing a résumé had let her down. She then discovered a community
organisation that provided assistance for migrants seeking work. She received
help with writing job applications and was successful in gaining two interviews,
one at a local high school, and another as a teacher’s aide. However she was
unsuccessful and was advised that she lacked experience.
In the interview, Kim discussed her links with the local Vietnamese community,
and explained that she could get a job working in a takeaway shop, bakery or at a
local farm:
I think it is just easy if I work for my people, for Vietnamese. I go to the
farm, I go takeaway. I go to the bakery. It’s very easy and they need me, but
I can’t do that. I couldn’t do that because I think, I study for a long time … I
think I have the basic about education … [then] my husband said that, ‘In
Australia, you never find a job if you don’t have experience’. So I … think
about voluntary job.

Kim was upset that her training and experience would not lead her to a job in the
profession she loves. Her husband (who had lived in Australia for over 20 years)
indicated that lack of local experience was a barrier, so Kim decided that a
volunteer job would help. She found a position volunteering at a community
centre, teaching computer skills to older Australians. As Kim continued with this
work, she came to the realisation that she would not teach again. She felt her
English skills were not good enough, and she would be better suited to finding
work at a library:
I think with my language, I don’t think I can be a good teacher … so I focus
on library so … and look in for the voluntary in the library school. … and I
be[came] … a volunteer in Forest Lakes Primary School … after one year
my supervisor know about a job in TESOL library … [at] Southbank TAFE,
so, yes, and she gave the letter for me and told me how to contact with them.

Kim’s volunteer work led her to originally gaining a two-month casual contract
with the TESOL library, working on a part-time basis. The organisation had
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extended her contract a number of times, and she was still employed as a casual
two years later. She continued her volunteer work at the school, but then changed
to a community-based youth service, helping teenagers with computing skills. It
was here that she met a caseworker from the city council, and learned of a work
placement program for overseas trained professionals. She applied and then
secured a position in the three-month program, complete with a traineeship at a
local library where her hours were flexible enough to enable her to continue at the
TESOL library.
At the time of her second interview Kim was still working at the TESOL library.
She had also continued her employment at the council library after completing her
work placement, which subsequently became a permanent part-time role. Kim
was very happy with this outcome. She also had enrolled in a diploma course at
TAFE in library studies, and only had four units left to complete. Kim advised
that she and her husband were very happy. She said that her income now enabled
them to make much needed renovations to their home, which was in desperate
need of new roofing.
Miranda
Miranda migrated to Australia with her parents. Miranda and her family came to
Brisbane from the Philippines in 2005. Her parents are both professionals and had
come to find work in their fields. They had family already living in Brisbane and
this made their move easier. Miranda was in her early 20s, and had migrated as a
dependant four years before her first interview. She had completed a Bachelor of
Arts degree in communication, and was excited about finding work in Australia:
‘I was keen to jump straight in to a job’. She wanted to undertake a job search
program, and after one week she started a two-week program with Mission
Australia:
I wanted to get a job so I jumped straight into a job search program … they
help you with stuff so they tell you how to write your résumé, you know,
typical stuff. … In the afternoon, you are meant to be applying those things
that you learn and putting out résumés … and making phone calls … I really
didn’t find it useful, it wasn’t, it wasn’t tailored to my skills … and they
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didn’t refer me to an overseas qualification recognition, you know like
NOOS[R] National [Office of] Overs[eas Skill Recognition]. I found that out
through Google, you know!

Miranda’s father then told her about a cleaning job at a local shopping centre, and
she started working there to earn money while trying to find employment in her
field. In addition, she was working (and being underpaid) in an ice-cream shop for
$10 per hour:
I did the whole cleaning, sandwich making … for about a year, and then when
I had enough of it, I said, ‘Ok, while I was doing the cleaning and stuff I was
also looking for a job in communications. … I couldn’t even get to an
interview level’ … after a year of that I was like, ‘Ok, I’m over it, I just need to
find connections.

Miranda was frustrated at not finding her dream job. She then decided to take
action and network with people who knew about firms that were hiring: ‘I thought
that the best way to find these people was at a university, so I thought, “Ok, jump
into a, a postgrad degree”’. Miranda first thought about a diploma course.
However, she said that she was ‘a bit proud’ and decided to do a master’s degree
instead. She was not sure initially whether she had made the right decision with
going back to university, but then: ‘I found a job!’ Miranda had met someone in
her class who volunteered at a local arts centre. Miranda joined her friend as a
volunteer at the arts centre. While undertaking this role, her supervisor knew
someone in need of an administration assistant for a local community-based
organisation for a month, and recommended that Miranda apply. Miranda did, and
she was successful. She said ‘Three years later, I’m still there!’
While Miranda wanted to work in commercial marketing, many of the jobs were
located in Sydney and Melbourne, so she was disadvantaged in terms of her
geographic location. She said that she just wanted to ‘stick things out’, because
she wasn’t ready for another big change, moving again and being away from her
family. Miranda was really happy to find work in the community-based
organisation, and they had appointed her to two half-time positions, working on
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different projects. She was aware that these positions were funded for short-term
periods and was expecting at some point to have to look once more for work.
At the second interview, one of Miranda’s part-time positions had ended, but she
was still working in the other position until the end of the year. She had managed
to find another part-time job in the meantime, through a connection in her local
church group. She indicated that she still wanted to find a permanent full-time job
in marketing, but said that her experience with the community centre had changed
her perspective in terms of the type of work she wanted to do. She decided that
she wanted to continue working in the public sector, and wanted to find a job
related to her qualifications. Miranda had started to apply for jobs and had a
couple of interviews, which had not resulted in a job offer. She had also decided
in the previous year to move out of home, which was a big change for her.
However, for her to be able to stay in her new home, it was important for her to
find a permanent job quickly.
Nareem
Nareem and his wife arrived in Brisbane at the end of 2007. They had been in
Australia for 16 months at the time of his first interview. He is a skilled
independent migrant with many years’ experience as an engineering mechanic in
the Indian navy. He came to Australia in search of ‘a better future’, the chance to
‘develop’ himself, to become more ‘broadminded’ and learn from ‘another
culture’. Nareem arrived with his wife who is a qualified teacher. They are both
unable to get work in their field. He sought help through the Salvation Army with
applying for jobs. He said ‘I cried from my heart’ when he could not find a job.
He was willing to do anything, as he was concerned about the cost of living. He
explained the difficulties he faced finding work:
I have to apply through Trades Recognition Australia, and waited two
months to get my qualifications recognised … why can’t they do this [issue
him with a certificate] before I arrive?

Nareem said the waiting time prevented him from finding work quickly. While
applying for jobs, he enrolled in a security course. He also learned through
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employer feedback that he needed a Marine Engine Driver certificate, to secure
work in an area that would use his qualifications. He followed this advice, gaining
a job in the engineering department of a local council. He said how difficult it was
to get work that specifically matched what he did in India, working with gas
turbines. He said his wife also experienced difficulties finding work, and had
taken a job as a customer service officer at a local supermarket. Nareem laments:
‘You have to start at the beginning in this country’.
Nareem reiterated how difficult it was managing cost of living expenses. He and
his wife share a two-bedroom unit with another family in Brisbane’s inner city.
He explained the hard realities of daily life:
My full-time job is not sufficient; … I am driving a taxi so that I can afford
to pay the rent. … I work 38 hours in my full time job, then I do one day
driving a taxi. Sunday is the only day I have off.

Nareem and his wife’s combined wages were just enough to cover rent,
electricity, food, car repayments and insurance. In addition, he is the oldest son in
his family and is expected to meet cultural obligations by providing for his
parents. He was ashamed of his predicament. He said that he was unable to tell his
father about his difficulties and was too proud to discuss the financial problems he
and his wife were experiencing:
If I tell all these things, sometimes I, sometimes I think about what I pull my
hair out. I don’t think like that. But I’m telling you that because … I don’t
want to tell my parents that I am suffering here. Then what they will think? I
am the eldest son in like my family. … So I said, ‘I am very happy, so
whatever money you ask me, don’t hesitate’. … [I] send a thousand dollars
per month to them, 30 000 rupees Indian currency. They can lead a happy
life. … I talked to my parents everyday by web net, by web cam so, they see
me and they said, ‘Ok, yes’. So, that’s why I don’t want to project my
problem to my parents, what I suffer.

Nareem was concerned for others who were considering migrating to Australia,
saying that he did not want to see the next generation suffer. He was keen to see
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increased services and assistance from government to help people into jobs in
their professions more quickly.
Nimala
Nimala is from Sri Lanka. She arrived in Australia almost three years prior to the
interview, with her husband and two young children. She has a Bachelor of Law
and had previously worked in Malaysia as a paralegal. Her husband is also a
professional, with experience as an IT manager. Nimala said that he had found
work within two months of arrival and commented that while the job was in the
same field, ‘he had to start from the beginning’. She said that while he had taken a
few steps backward, they were hopeful that loyalty to the company would lead to
a higher position in the future.
Nimala herself had not yet found a job. She explained that, prior to arrival, she
thought she would not have a problem finding work:
When we looked into the [Occupations in] Demand List, my background, it
was on the list. So I was so happy because … once we came … I knew I’m
going to be ok. … It’s going to be easier for me.

Nimala had believed it might take her around three months to find a job. She
applied for 30 positions in her field: ‘[I applied] for everything! I tried the law
firms and then I didn’t hear from anybody [so] then I tried Coles and Woolworths
and everything, you know?’ She became really frustrated:
We wanted to buy a property, a house. … only my husband is going to earn
and it’s not going to be enough if we are going to buy a property, so it was
really frustrating for me, yeah … when I was coming from Sri Lanka I had
… big hopes. … I didn’t know that it was … going to be difficult for me.

Nimala also faced a set-back with gaining qualification equivalency with the
Legal Practitioners Admissions Board:
The other thing which was very disappointing for me was once I applied to
get my qualification assessed here, my LLB degree. They ask me to do 12
subjects more to reach my qualification … so actually I’ve tried, but it’s
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going to cost a lot of money. So now, I am hoping to get my student loan
next year … .

Nimala felt that the cost of achieving qualification recognition was her biggest
challenge. Not only did she have to consider further study and associated costs,
she had to manage this around children. She had fallen pregnant with her third
child three months after arriving: ‘I just can’t think of … you know? With
children … yeah it is a lot’. She said providing childcare affected her ability to
work:
It is difficult, with the kids because in Sri Lanka we always had somebody to
look after you know, family or, we could easily find a nanny who could
come in the morning and would go in the evening. … [So here] it’s very
difficult, childcare is very expensive.

Nimala’s parents came for a short while to help out, but she said that she had to
look for a job where she could ‘manage the day care, no expenses’:
[I have to] consider … to work part-time. I just can’t work-full time you
know with three kids … [but] I really have to work. We have bought this
house, so my husband really needs my help with employment … so it is not
easy.

Nimala found a work experience program with the MDA. She received training in
preparing job applications and interviews, and undertook work experience in an
administrative role. She hoped this would open up opportunities for her. The
researcher then tried contacting Nimala 12 months later to see how she had
progressed. After several months attempting to contact her through her mobile
phone, and by letter, contact was made through the social media website
‘Facebook’. Nimala replied a few months later and explained:
We came back to Sri Lanka. … Well, after my placement … I was called for
two interviews, but couldn't secure a place. My hubby too lost his work. We
had our parents too with us. Since we couldn't keep up with the pressure of
all that, [we] came back to Sri Lanka (written communication dated
22/11/2010).
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After returning to Sri Lanka, Nimala began studying for her solicitors’ exams and
her family helped with childcare. She gained an apprenticeship with a firm after
passing her exams, and anticipated that she would become a qualified solicitor
within six months. She said that her husband had returned to Australia and was
working in Melbourne. They were waiting to see how that worked out, before
deciding if the family would return to Australia. In a telephone conversation (on
18/05/2011), she recounted her frustration with her inability to find a job during
her time in Australia. She advised that her recent study meant she would only
need to undertake three or four more subjects to gain equivalency in Australia.
The question now remains: will Nimala and her family return and try again?
Rani
Rani arrived in Australia with her husband and young son. They had migrated
from India two years before the interview, hoping that her husband would find a
good job in his profession as an engineer. Rani arrived on a spouse visa, and had
planned to re-establish her career as a primary school teacher. At first, Rani talked
at length about her husband, Naveen, and his struggle to find work. He had
13 years’ experience and had applied for many jobs in his field. She said he
became frustrated and decided to undertake studies at TAFE and do a security
course. Within a month of completing the course he had found a job in a security
firm. Rani indicated that this was their first step towards financial security:
He hasn’t got the work in his own field at the moment. He has applied, lots
of applications every day, but now he gets frustrated, … really frustrated …
he did security course to pay off the bills … he got a job in security, so he is
working in security but for money not job satisfaction … so really it’s like,
he’s not doing anything in his field … sometimes he’s thinking, ‘Oh I’ll go
back [to India], why have come? I want to go back’. Then once he started
earning money, money is ok. We can, we are doing well, like we bought a
house within one year.

Rani explained that job satisfaction is important to her husband. Even though he is
applying for jobs in his field, he is knocked back due to lack of local experience:
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… he was called for only one interview and the rest of them said we have
kept your application, … [but] you don’t have Australian experience, that’s
the main thing … Only in one of the interviews they said, ‘Ok, all right your
qualifications is ok, but do you have any Australian experience?’ So he said,
‘I have just arrived, how can I get Australian experience? Only when you
give us chance, then only we get experience’.

Rani says disappointedly, ‘He’s … educated, his English is good’.
Rani then began to share her own job search experience. She had eight years’
experience as a science teacher, and expected that it would take up to a year to
find a job as a teacher. She explained that she had applied for a teaching position.
However, she was advised that her qualifications needed to meet accreditation
requirements. After investigating this, her Bachelor of Education degree was
assessed, however the Queensland College of Teachers required her to undertake
further courses to meet equivalency. At that point she decided to find a job in
hospitality and submitted her résumé to potential employers. Three months after
her arrival, Rani found a job as a cleaner for a large city hotel. She said that she
was very disappointed with this outcome, reflecting how her job status had
changed since migrating:
[I feel] a bit disappointed, … you know, sometimes I used to think that I was
doing much better back home, at least I was in my own field. You know job
satisfaction. Sometimes … money doesn’t matter, it’s the job satisfaction. I
used to feel, ah, my education, what I have learnt has been wasted. … but
now we’re getting settled now and I can’t continue in my field, [but
eventually] I’ll try to continue.

As it was difficult for her to gain a job as a teacher, Rani said that she wanted to
try working in childcare first. Her young son was enrolled at a local kindergarten
and she had spent some time volunteering at the centre. She thought it would help
her get used to teaching children in the Australian environment: ‘I go to my son’s
kindy and spend time, with how to deal with kids. … [I] spend one or two hours
there, and talk to teachers’. The staff were also interested in her teaching the
children Hindi.
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Rani’s need to settle the family and provide income to pay the mortgage was
instrumental in her change of job. Through her volunteer work at the kindergarten,
it seemed she had found some satisfaction while keeping in touch with her
teaching skills. She said:
When I go to my son’s kindy … I teach them, and I speak [to] them … his
teacher [said] ‘You tell them the same way we tell a story, you speak in the
same way’.

Rani explained that initially she could not understand accents and was concerned
about her English fluency. However, her volunteer work appeared to give her
renewed confidence.
Rani also talked about managing her casual job as a hotel cleaner around looking
after her son. She worked on a roster system, and sometimes did not know if she
was needed at work for the week until the evening before, or the actual morning
of her shift. She said she prepared for work, regardless of whether she got a call or
not. At times, she was only called in for three days a week, but still had to place
her son into childcare for five days per week, in case they required her for the
whole week. Her husband worked six days per week and they managed childcare
arrangements around their employment.
At the second interview, Rani and her husband were still in the same jobs,
however they had progressed further. Rani’s mother-in-law had arrived to help out
with childcare, enabling Rani to secure a permanent role in housekeeping at the
hotel. This came as a relief because it guaranteed a steady income. She
commented that she was being treated better at work, and had access to
entitlements such as sick leave and maternity leave. She was also able to spend
more time with her family:
So that’s a nice change as well not having that extra worry, and I guess when
you’re casual, you’re vulnerable to having your hours cut at any time, and
you don’t know if you’re needed on a day or not. You can’t … [plan]
anything as a casual, because if you want to plan anything [like] time I’m
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spending [at] my son’s … school this time, and you get a call in the
morning, and if you say no, next time … [they] will not give you a shift.

Rani said she had now started a distance education course in childcare. She had
arranged for her father to travel from India to stay for seven months and help out
after her mother-in-law returned home. This enabled Rani to persist with her job
and her studies. Rani said she planned to find work in childcare at the completion
of her course, and had decided to not focus on teaching for now. Her husband was
still applying for engineering jobs in Brisbane but recognised that many jobs were
located some distance away, and would not consider moving for work at this time.
Their son was now settled into his preparatory year at school and they were
planning another child. Rani’s mother-in-law would return to Brisbane to help
her. Rani indicated she wanted to be at home for the first 12 months with the new
baby. However, with finance and job security still a concern, she felt that this
would put further pressure on the family. While she did have the ability to access
unpaid maternity leave in her job, she was concerned that if she changed her
career to childcare, she would have the worry of securing a permanent job again.
Sarah
Sarah is a qualified teacher with 31 years’ experience. She is of South AfricanIndian background and arrived in Australia with her husband, a qualified
carpenter, and their two children. The family had already spent two years in the
United States. She had been unable to find work there as a teacher due to an
oversupply in the labour market, and the family migrated to Australia in May
2004, settling first in Adelaide. At the time she thought it would take a few
months to find a permanent job. She found work after a couple of months as a
relief teacher, working two days a week at a school some distance away. She said
to gain a contract as a teacher, she needed to complete 200 days of relief teaching.
After two years and eight months she had completed over 300 days, and became
frustrated with not gaining permanent work. She said she knew she was running
into problems and said ‘I must change’.
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Sarah and her family decided to move to Brisbane in March 2007. As it was a
larger city than Adelaide, she thought there would be more chance of finding
permanent work. In April 2007, she commenced a temporary contract with a local
school as a relief teacher. Her experience was not pleasant, and she was unhappy
with the way a staff member treated her. She did not return to the school after
completing her contract. Sarah was continuing to seek permanent work with the
knowledge that, in Queensland, schools were responsible for hiring staff: ‘You
have to get yourself out there and sell yourself’. She personally handed her
résumé to 45 schools. She came to understand that schools had a ‘preferred
teacher list’, and was trying desperately to get known within the school system.
She had registered with TRACER, but felt that being unknown within the school
system limited her access to relief teaching jobs. She eventually did find work at a
school for four terms. After three terms, she was automatically granted senior
teacher status. However, by December she had finished her contract and had no
guarantee of work the following year.
Sarah was facing several months without work, and was ‘so frustrated’ that she
applied for jobs at Woolworths and Coles: ‘I have a house to pay, kids’ needs and
cars to pay for’. Without the guarantee of continued work, Sarah started to explore
other options. She contacted a community organisation which friends had told her
about. She simply wanted a permanent job and the ability to earn money, so she
wanted to apply for administrative or reception roles. The organisation helped her
with applying to the Australian Public Service, Family and Children’s Services,
and Centrelink. She gained an interview with Centrelink, but only made the third
level of a five-step interview process. She tried to find out why she was
unsuccessful, but no one contacted her to advise her. She put it down to age,
saying ‘I did not know why, they may have wanted younger people’.
Sarah considered additional study. She had undertaken TAFE study while in
Adelaide, but was now considering a TESOL course. However, the cost was
prohibitive: ‘Who can afford to pay $3000 upfront?’ She received some advice
from a local migrant employment agency. She was advised:
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The best thing to do if you want to further your studies is do children’s
services. They always need people there on a daily basis. [The agency is]
getting calls or messages … looking for supervisors and directors in
childcare centres.

Sarah did not have qualifications in this area so she decided to enrol in a course:
‘So I thought maybe if I do it, there would be more opportunities there’.
Sarah was still pursuing teaching, but considered childcare as a fallback option.
However, Sarah eventually was offered work with a school and seemed really
happy:
Ever since I came to Australia, this is the first time I’ve been able to say that,
and I come home and I tell my husband I am so happy with the school. I
actually look forward to going, and doing anything they ask me to do. And
they’ve been so fair, the Deputy Principal has been so fair.

By the time of Sarah’s second interview, she was no longer working at the same
school. Again, at the end of the year the principal did not renew her contract
stating that he was constrained by staffing issues:
He didn’t find any problem with me as a teacher because I asked him, ‘I said
did I go wrong somewhere? I need to know’. So he says, ‘No, I didn’t find
anything wrong’ … he said to me that he’s had four relief teachers running
for three years in the school, and he promised two of them that he was going
to absorb them into the system in the new year ... Then he had about 11
student teachers from [a local university], and they have a pact with the
university, … they’ve got to absorb a percentage of that, … and he’s
absorbed four of them.

Sarah indicated that there was a culture within the school where some staff
appeared to influence the principal on staffing matters. She was upset by this and
felt singled out, even though she knew she had worked well with the children and
‘felt proud’ of what she had achieved with her class.
Sarah was back to searching for work once more, and had almost given up when
she was offered a contract to teach a preparatory class at a different school, while
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a teacher was on long service leave. She was happy at the school and she loved
the job, but still faced the uncertainty of whether she would be employed at the
end of the year. She had also lost her senior teacher status due to breaks in her
employment. Nevertheless, Sarah still loved to teach:
I have a passion for this job, believe me … When I go to bed, I am planning
in my head how I can better my standards each day … and, I pray every
night when I go to bed. I say ‘God, please let the people, my supervisors see
what I am doing is working, and if it is not, show me, tell me how to do it
better?’

She wanted to settle down and have a permanent job. While she did face some
issues with staff in the school, she was happy, and hoped that this experience
would lead to a secure job in the profession she loved.
Sofia
Sofia arrived in 2006 from Russia with her Australian husband and teenage son in
2006. She had been in Australia for just under three years at the time of the initial
interview. Sofia had seven years’ experience working in a finance and economics
department in local government, and eight years’ experience working within a
finance department of a city council in Siberia. Her diploma in economics was
assessed as equivalent to Australian qualifications.
Sofia said that she thought it would take some time for her to find work after
arrival. She first undertook an English language course, as she said her skills were
‘very poor’. She then enrolled in a Certificate III course in Business
Administration at TAFE to improve computer skills and strengthen her English.
Sofia did not think she could undertake a job at the same level as she had in
Russia. She felt more comfortable with finding a position that was a ‘small one’,
similar to ‘training or junior’ level positions, as she lacked confidence in taking
on bigger roles. She considered voluntary work, and while searching the Internet
she discovered a local council work placement program for overseas trained
professionals. She applied to join and was successful. She was very excited:
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[I] just search in computer. I didn’t know about [the program] … because
when I opened this website, yeah, it say probably community project. It is
like suitable for … [me]? I just click and open … and [as ] … I used to work
in Russia in the City Council … I understand … and this is easy work for me
… I was really hoping … to be participant of this program … because
actually we have six weeks [of] English [training to] improve English
language at the workplace level … and after this, 20 weeks work experience.
… It is really helpful and I feel confident, and I improve different skills …

Sofia said she ‘was just lucky’ to find this program. She had found employment
earlier while studying at TAFE, in early 2009, as a part-time service assistant at a
fast-food store, working three or four hour shifts, two to three times per week. She
held the job for six months, and at first enjoyed the experience. However, a
change in management led to her being dissatisfied with her job:
The staff, manager change[d]. … I had a manager before he came … and
this manager he teach me how to cook … so I cook and also I, I clean. It
depends on the situation. … but this is new manager he said for me that,
‘Manager must cook, and woman must clean’ … [it’s] discrimination but
that’s his problem, all right.

Sofia said that she was not getting the right pay rate for her work, and was
receiving pay equivalent to a child’s wage. While she was happy to have this
experience behind her, she said that the work placement had turned into a
temporary contract until the end of July:
I have a extension until July so it like a temporary job and, but now because
of crisis [GFC], not much positions to apply … But if I apply outside of the
City Council, probably I can’t find position.

Sofia enjoyed the familiarity of working within a council. She enjoyed the
workplace environment and culture, but was unsure what the future held at the
completion of her temporary appointment. The uncertainly of the recent GFC
made her feel insecure, and she was worried about the prospect of trying to find
employment outside of the council.
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Twelve months on from her initial interview, Sofia was still working with the
council. She applied for 10 internally advertised jobs. Because of her English
language level, she would not apply for higher-level positions, and focused on
lower level jobs:
I just searched some positions to apply and … I cannot apply for high
position because there’s not enough training. … to work in position in higher
level so I have to apply for a little bit lower position because it’s like, just
not simple, but easier to do.

Sofia managed to gain four interviews (for permanent positions) within the
council but was unsuccessful. She later applied for a six-month accounts payable
position and was successful, commencing the position at the end of her work
placement. The position was classified as a level three, and said she felt more
confident to start at this lower level: ‘I feel confident and some position in area at
level three ... [it] is not high position but it’s ok’. She said that she would
eventually like to progress further.
After a few months in the job Sofia was transferred to the payroll office. Her main
duties included checking and processing weekly pay, as well as sick leave and
annual leave claims for bus drivers. She said staff were expected to be mobile and
transfer into other jobs as required. This was evident because she had transferred
to another position to back-fill for a colleague for three months. She was happy to
have the opportunity, and saw this as adding to her skills.
Sofia had also seen payroll positions advertised in another department of the
council. Sofia applied for a three-year contract position and was hoping she would
have a good chance of securing a permanent job. She was concerned that she
would not get a permanent position, feeling that she could not compete against
others who had more experience than her. However, she said how happy she was
to have the experience on the program, and was hoping to continue working for
the council and eventually gain the secure employment she longed for.
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Summary of the experienced seeker group
The stories of the experienced seeker group provide another perspective on the
jobseeking journey, as this group had been searching for work for a longer period
of time than the early entrant group. They raised issues similar to that group.
Lack of local work experience, language, and qualification equivalency were still
major concerns (see Table 5.4).
Table 5.4

Main concerns and issues by the experienced seeker group

Concern Raised

Total

Uncertainty in job
Frustration/stress/upset/confusion/illness/afraid
Financial concerns

12
11
10

Understanding job search process/gaining interviews/foot in door
Additional study undertaken
Discovered job placement
Found job in a different profession

10
9
9
8
8
7
6
6
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
5

Language
Education equivalency/Qualification recognition
Discrimination (ethnicity and appearance)/bullying
Local experience concerns
Realisation of starting again/at the beginning
Strategy — volunteering
Focus on finding secure employment
Found job: different conditions f/t to p/t (or in similar field)
Job as a confidence builder
Migration did not meet expectation
Networks (social/personal) to find job
Unable to find job in profession

Again, additional study played a role in their job search strategy. In addition, new
concerns featured more prominently amongst this group, explained in part by their
longer period of residence in Australia and their lengthier experience of trying to
find a job. One of the main challenges participants faced is that while they had
found some form of employment, it was often not in their occupation of choice.
Further, jobs were often precarious, and the tenuous nature of employment in parttime, casual and short-term work placement arrangements created uncertainty for
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them. As a result, many reported feeling frustrated, upset, stressed and angry.
Financial concerns featured heavily and were of great concern for participants
such as Ayanna and Nareem who had cultural obligations to families back home.
As a result, this group voiced the need for secure employment more strongly than
the early entrant group. Experienced seekers, like the early entrant group,
reported problems navigating the job search process. They were applying for jobs
while still trying to understand what employers were looking for, and most felt
very confused.
Due to time factors, members of this group were more likely to have discovered
and had experience with work placement programs available through various
organisations, or had used volunteering as a way of making connections to find
work. A number of others, including Christopher, Cristina and George, realised
that they may have to ‘start at the bottom’ if they wanted to re-enter their
professions. This group’s stories reveal that they have continuing problems even
though they have had more time to settle in and engage with what can only be
described as the confusing aspects of jobseeking. While it was more likely that a
job would be found over time, the level of occupation or the conditions of the job
usually did not match former employment experience, consistent with the
literature (Almeida et al. 2012; Chiswick et al. 2003, 2005; Ho 2004; Ho &
Alcorso 2004). Thus it appeared that negative outcomes of jobseeking continued
for this group.

Participants’ job search journey and outcomes
The stories describe the journeys participants undertook in order to find
employment. The early entrant group, as recent arrivals, had less experience
negotiating the labour market and juggling settlement and family needs than the
experienced seeker group. Members of the early entrant group were actively
learning about the Australian labour market and starting to formulate ideas and
strategies for entry into their chosen profession. The experienced seeker group’s
stories detailed both their initial jobseeking experiences, their strategies for
finding work and their actual experiences of employment.
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At the completion of the first phase of interviews, only two participants had found
employment related to their profession (see Table 5.5). Ana, an early entrant
jobseeker, had found part-time work in her field of social work after volunteering
for a short period of time. Sarah from the experienced seeker group had found
employment as a teacher. However, this was on a casual basis.
Table 5.5

Migrant employment outcomes Phase 1: The labour market ladder

Employment Progress Ladder

Phase 1

8. F/T Employment in field

0

7. P/T Employment in field*

2

Meeting Equivalency in the Labour Market
6. F/T Employment not in field^

4

5. P/T Employment not in field*

1

4. Work placement

7

3. Volunteer

0

2. Study

6

1. No Job

1

* Including casual
^ Or equivalent

Of the remaining jobseekers, four had found employment on a full-time basis but
not in their field. Not one participant from the early entrant group had found a
full-time position. Cristina, George, Miranda and Nareem from the experienced
seeker group had found full-time employment, but the jobs were not directly
related to their professions. While George and Nareem’s employment was
permanent, Cristina was employed on a contract and Miranda was employed on
two part-time contracts although working for the same organisation. Nareem, in
addition to his full-time job, drove a taxi one day per week to make ends meet.
Rani had found employment on a casual basis as a hotel cleaner. Seven of the
participants were undertaking work placement programs in two different
organisations. Debbie from the early entrant group was undertaking a program at
a local council, as were Ayanna, Christopher, Kim and Sofia from the experienced
seeker group. Jun and Nimala were attending a similar program in a second
community-based organisation. A further six participants had decided to pursue
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further study, including Fareeza, Hayat, Khalid, Nairi and Sunita from the early
entrant group and Julieta from the experienced seeker group. Andrei from the
early entrant group was the only participant without work and not undertaking
study.
Twelve months later, at the time of the second phase interview, employment
outcomes had improved slightly (see Table 5.6). Ana’s employment remained the
same, and Sarah’s employment had improved as she had secured a full-time
contract in her profession. Cristina had also secured a full-time contract in her
profession. Ten of the participants were now employed on a full-time basis, but
not in their field. Andrei and Debbie from the early entrant group, and Ayanna,
Christopher, Kim, Rani and Sofia from the experienced seeker group were
employed on a contract basis. Miranda had no change in her employment status,
George was still employed with the same organisation, and Jun had set up her
own business. Hayat from the early entrant group was employed on a part-time
basis in childcare. Fareeza, Julieta, Khalid and Nairi were still studying, and two
participants, Jasmin and Sunita, were without work. Nimala had returned home
due to problems she and her husband experienced with finding or remaining in
employment, and Nareem did not participate in the second interview.
While employment outcomes had improved for participants over the 12-month
period, there was no great improvement in finding employment in their desired
profession, with only Cristina finding employment in her field. No one had
achieved full-time secure employment; even Cristina’s position was on a contract
basis. Andrei was no longer out of work, but disappointingly, Jasmin had lost her
casual employment due to illness and perceived employer discrimination. Sunita
had later withdrawn from the labour market due to the birth of her second child.
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Migrant employment outcomes Phase 2: The labour market ladder

Employment Progress Ladder
8. F/T Employment in field
7. P/T Employment in field*
Meeting Equivalency in the Labour Market
6. F/T Employment not in field

Phase 2
2#
1
10^

5. P/T Employment not in field*

1

4. Work placement

0

3. Volunteer

0

2. Study

4

1. No Job
Returned Home

2
1

Did not participate

1

* Including casual
# 1 = Relief position
^ 1 = Own Business

Conclusion
Each participant had arrived in Australia under similar circumstances (with some
variation in visa type). Each possessed qualifications, skills and experiences in
their chosen profession. All spoke English, and most had passed an English
language test prior to migration, or at the time they applied for permanent
residency. Each participant arrived with the same desire to start a new life with
their family in Australia, and they shared similar expectations of finding
employment. The data reveal that while they all arrived with similar goals, their
individual job search journeys were unique.
They had similar goals, but came to share common challenges as well. The
decision to migrate and find a job might have seemed simple enough at first.
However, as the journey of each person unfolded, it was obvious that their lived
experiences did not meet their initial expectations. As a result, participants began
to develop a variety of strategies for accessing the labour market. Their stories
highlight the impact of their experiences upon their professional and family lives,
and how they responded. The issues and challenges facing the jobseekers are
further explored in the next chapter as prominent themes in the jobseeking
experiences of NESB skilled migrant workers are discussed.

CHAPTER SIX
STARTING FROM THE BEGINNING:
EXPECTATIONS AND OUTCOMES FOR NESB
SKILLED MIGRANTS AND THEIR FAMILIES

Introduction
Migration has become one of the most ‘defining global issues’ of this century
(ILO 2008, p. 1; IOM 2003, p. 1). The United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs (UNDESA 2013, p. 1) has estimated that over ‘three per cent of
the world’s population’ live outside of their country of birth. This chapter focuses
on the participants’ experiences of their migration journey and their reasons for
migrating to Australia. While individual participants had many reasons for
migrating, the promise of good employment outcomes was clearly a central factor.
The participants’ stories in Chapter Five reveal their expected goals around
finding work at the time of settlement. Their experiences are now drawn out as
themes, and addressed in more detail.
Nine themes are discussed. They cover a range of experiences around settlement,
jobseeking, managing family, and gendered aspects of their experiences. The first
theme explores the reasons why each participant chose to migrate to Australia and
the expectations around jobseeking prior to arrival. Participants openly discussed
the main attractants when making their decision to migrate: the promise of good
job opportunities, lifestyle and, in some cases, the friends and family already
residing in Australia. The second theme explores their experiences through the
early settlement period and their experiences of jobseeking. This theme is
developed further as it draws out the strategies that migrants used when their
search for equivalent employment had not met their original expectations. Third,
family and social networks are discussed, and the role these may have had in
assisting the migrants to find employment. The fourth theme draws out the
common job search issues the participants highlighted in their interviews. The
fifth theme moves on from participants’ employment expectations and
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experiences, to focusing on what they did when the job search failed. Migrants
considered new strategies for finding work, often considering further study,
volunteering and work placement programs. The sixth theme focuses on the
experiences of migrants who had families and tried to balance the challenge of
jobseeking with taking care of their family. Material in this theme illustrates that
migrant families found it particularly difficult to balance the need for further
education to obtain their employment goals with the need to find work at any
level to provide financial security during early settlement. The seventh theme
centres on issues of decision-making and gender with respect to finding work and
maintaining the home. The final theme shows how the participants’ decision to
migrate has impacted them in terms of achieving their career goals and finding a
better way of life. The chapter concludes with an overview of the themes in order
to lead into the analysis in Chapter Seven.

Choosing to migrate to Australia: Prior expectations
‘Jobs are better in Australia’: The promise of finding good
employment
At the time of the first phase interviews in 2009, participants, all with professional
qualifications and employment experience in their home country, were in an
occupation listed on the Department of Immigration and Citizenship’s MODL or
SOL. Most had migrated with a spouse and/or children. An overview of each
participant’s familial status, qualification(s) and occupational experience is
provided in Table 6.1. It is worth noting that, regardless of the kind of visa they
held, each participant had sufficient qualifications and English language fluency
as required by immigration policy.
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Table 6.1

Overview of participants

Participant

Family

Ana (F)
Andrei (M)

Husband
Wife, 2
children

Ayanna (F)
Christopher
(M)
Cristina (F)
Debbie (F)
Fareeza (F)
George (M)
Hayat (F)
Jasmin (F)

Julieta (F)
Jun (F)
Khalid (M)
Kim (F)
Miranda (F)
Nairi (F)
Nareem (M)
Nimala (F)
Rani (F)
Sarah (F)
Sofia (F)
Sunita (F)

Qualification

B Soc Work
B Management
B Soc & Regional
Planning
Husband, 1 Dip Marketing
child
Dip Appln S’ware
Wife, 2
children
Husband

B Architecture/
Planning
BA Marketing
GDip Admin
G Cert BusAdmin
Husband, 1 B Econ/Account
child
Husband, 2 B Civil Eng
children
Wife
B Engineering
Husband, 2 B Civil Eng
children
Husband, 1 BSc Industrial
child
Microbiology
M Ecology & Env
B Education
Husband B Law
Husband B Education
Wife, 2
Children
Husband

B Agriculture
M Education

—
BA Comm
Husband, 3 Dip Accounting
children
Wife
Engineering Mechanic
II
Husband, 3 B Law
children
Husband, 1 B PrimaryEd
child
Husband, 2 Dip Jnr Primary
children Dip Higher Ed
BA
Husband, 1 Dip Economics
child
Husband, 1 B BusAdmin
child
MBA

Source: DIAC (2007a, 2008c)

Occupation and
Experience
Social worker — 4 years
Accounting — 6 years

MODL or
SOL
SOL
MODL

Office administration —
commercial TV — 6
months
Urban and regional
planning — 10 years
Marketing — 13 years

SOL

Accounting — 9 years

MODL

MODL
SOL

Civil engineer — 15 years MODL
Mining engineer — 10
MODL
years
Civil engineer — 5 years MODL
Primary school teacher — SOL
6 months
Lawyer — 2 years
SOL
Primary school teacher & SOL
academic dean — 12 years
Landscape architect — 2 MODL
years
Teacher trainer — 20
SOL
years
Marketing — nil
SOL
Accountant — 7 years
MODL
Marine mechanic — 15
years
Paralegal — 1 year

MODL
SOL

Primary school teacher — SOL
8 years
Primary school teacher — SOL
31 years
Economist — 15 years

SOL

Accounting — 4 years

MODL

190

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

Good employment opportunities and lifestyle
A further theme was that participants were, not surprisingly, seeking a better life
for themselves and their families and were excited by the possibilities that awaited
them. The prospect of employment in their occupation is important, as Ayanna
explained:
Yes, I could say that … [Australia is] the best country in the world. There is
a peace, there is job opportunity and life is better than compared to where I
come from.

Fareeza felt that even with her 15 years experience in civil engineering, gaining
employment in her new home would provide an exciting opportunity for her to
further her experience in the profession she loves: ‘I came to Australia exactly for
[the] develop[ment of] my skills in my profession’. George, a mining engineer
who had previously migrated to Canada said that he made the decision to come to
Australia because ‘Jobs are better in Australia’. Skilled migrants are enticed by
the opportunities that await them. They are excited by better employment
prospects, a peaceful lifestyle and the possibility of furthering themselves in a
career they have worked hard for and want to continue.
Migrating for lifestyle was an important factor when making the decision to
migrate. Nimala indicated her reason for migrating was for a better lifestyle for
her and her family, in addition to better job opportunities. The two were linked, as
a good lifestyle could not be achieved without the prospect of employment, as
Andrei explained:
[The] main reason … looking for better life … for me, my wife, our children
… Australia looks very interesting … [good] weather, and nature, and ocean
… [and] if we find … some job we’ll be all right.

According to Jasmin, her family’s lifestyle was better in Australia than in her
home country:
It is better to stay here if you want to earn money and have a good life.
[There are] better facilities [here] because in India, it’s a huge population
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there, pollution is increasing … It’s hard work here but easy life, you have
money, you have every facility but [in India] there’s no money, … nothing.

Cristina, an experienced marketing professional from Brazil wanted to gain
international work experience in an Anglophone country. She chose Australia
over the United Kingdom for lifestyle reasons, and her interest in sports.
Christopher described how his wife had always wanted to move to Australia:
My wife’s desire is always to move to Australia … we came together, with
my wife, before we had a family … and we somehow knew that we were
going to move [here] … so we probably didn’t follow that classical pattern,
you know, building your house and so on … but my wife really hates cold
places, so Australia seemed to be like a dream country.

Living in a country free from the threat of war and social conflict, and the
opportunity of making a better life, was as important as good employment
opportunities for four of the participants and their families. Fareeza, Hayat and
Khalid who had all migrated from Iraq, indicated that the prospect of living in
peace and finding a job in their field was important for getting their lives back
together. The same issues were experienced by Ayanna, who joined her husband
in Australia after he became a refugee due to conflict in their home country.
Many participants were motivated to move by family or friends already living in
Australia. Some had heard through family that there were good employment
opportunities and a better lifestyle. Rani said that this was the main factor behind
her family’s decision to migrate the family:
My sister-in-law is here for since last 10 years, so she told my husband,
‘Why don’t you come to Australia?’ My husband was working as an
engineer back home. [My sister-in-law said] ‘Come and have a look at the
country, it’s a nice country … If you come you can get better job
opportunities’.

George had a brother living in Australia and felt his family connection would help
him find a job: ‘Yes, yes. It’s nice to be able to have family … I have some
people to meet, to go for job and yes, it’s good’. In contrast, while Jasmin had
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considered moving to England or Canada, family living in these countries advised
her that she would not find an ‘appropriate job’, and encouraged her to consider
Australia first. Debbie had friends already living in Australia who had told her
about the country. During her visa application process, Debbie’s visit to Australia
confirmed that she was making the right decision:
I love Australia because of my friends … I have two friends, they migrated
here so, they tell me about Australia. I think about Australia, Australia is
good, and I have, I met the selection criteria.

Debbie wanted to visit Brisbane before finalising her decision to migrate and said:
‘I like the environment, … I thought the people all friendly, and I felt peaceful.
Yes so, I think … I like Australia, so I decided to come here’.
The influence of spouse, family and friends in the migration decision
Many of the migrant women had arrived specifically for family reasons, following
their spouses to Australia. Nairi said that the main reason for her move was so that
her husband could find a good job, as well as providing a good education for their
children. Sunita migrated to join her husband who was already living in Australia.
He was undertaking further studies with the hope of finding employment to settle
permanently. She said that her migration decision was not motivated by
employment, and she was atypical in the context of the group of participants as
her main motivation for migrating was to ensure her young son could be with his
father:
Actually, that’s not the typical reason. I just move here to quit my job
because of my son … when he [turned] 12 month or 14 month, I feel that my
son is looking for his Dad … and I felt that I need family first … so I just
think … why not move to my husband and I stay with them?

However, Sunita wished to find a job to take the pressure off her husband’s role
as the sole breadwinner of the family.
Ayanna from Ethiopia and Kim from Vietnam both had husbands residing in
Australia at the time of their migration who had migrated previously as refugees.
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For Ayanna, her decision to migrate was not only influenced by her husband, but
also by employment opportunities and a better lifestyle: ‘The first thing is my
husband, is the opportunity he got to come to Australia and the second thing is,
it’s the best life in the world, it’s Australia!’
Ana migrated with her husband who had been offered a job in Australia soon after
completing his doctoral level studies. She said that he felt it was important to gain
international experience in his field. Sarah migrated with her husband who had
been sponsored as a skilled migrant. She was also concerned about the crime rate
in South Africa, which partly influenced her family’s decision to move. Julieta
met her future husband in Colombia while he was on a return visit home. She later
moved to Australia to marry him, and had expectations of finding work in her
legal profession. Both Cristina and Jun also met their future husbands when they
were overseas students living in Brisbane. Miranda arrived in Australia from the
Philippines with her parents and siblings when she was 21 years of age. Her
parents were qualified professionals moving to Australia to find good
employment opportunities and to be closer to relatives living in Brisbane.

Finding a job and settling down: Initial
experienced by skilled migrants

outcomes

As indicated in the previous section, the reasons for participants’ migration
decisions included both lifestyle and employment factors. Many migrated with the
hope of finding a job, so that they and their families would be secure as they
began to build their new lives. Some, like Ana and Sarah, migrated with an
employer-sponsored spouse who had a job waiting upon their arrival. However,
migration is not an unproblematic process of moving country and immediately
finding a great job, as the experiences of this group show. Migrants have to settle
themselves and their families into a normal routine of daily life. They need
accommodation and transport facilities, schooling for children, to learn about
everyday things such as the location of a local supermarket and where to find a
family doctor. Many of the participants discussed their goals around settlement
and their initial expectations of finding employment.
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Finding a job: Initial expectations
In the Phase 1 interview, participants were asked how long they thought it would
take to find employment once they arrived in Australia. There were a range of
responses given, from immediately or very soon, to up to two years. The majority
of the applicants believed that they would find employment within one to six
months of arrival, and that they would find a position similar to the job they had
in their home country. When asked, ‘Prior to arriving in Australia, how long did
you think it would take to find employment?’, six of the participants replied,
‘immediately’. Hayat, a civil engineer with five years’ experience, expected to
find work quickly as she believed there were many opportunities for her in
Australia:
Before we came to Australia, they told us that we can find wonderful job …
You can find a wonderful job because you have qualification … So, we left
our job in Iraq and came to Australia … and it being a modern country, [you
would think] that you wouldn’t have many difficulties.

Kim, a qualified teacher with 25 years’ experience, thought she would not have
any trouble finding a job. On a visit to Australia prior to migrating she met a
former student of hers, and through an Internet search saw that there was a high
demand for teachers. Similarly, Christopher had searched the Internet prior to
arrival, which gave him hope of finding a job very quickly. When asked about
how long it would take him to find work he said:
Oh, I suppose two or three weeks! You see, the impressions that Australia
gives to skilled migrants is completely different. If you check the Internet
site and so on, so skilled people, you are invited to come to Australia.

Eight of the female migrants thought it would take between one to six months to
find employment in their field. Sunita, an accountant/administrator from
Bangladesh, said she had thought it would take her about three months to find
work, once her husband had finished his studies, and she had found childcare for
her young child. Jasmin, a qualified teacher from India, said she had thought it
would take her six months based on the need for her to qualify for teacher
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registration, but was worried that it would take longer. Debbie, an accountant
from China, said she thought it would take her six months, but realised her
English language skills were a barrier.
Some of the participants thought from the beginning that it would take longer than
six months to find employment. Fareeza initially stated that she expected it would
take her six months to get a job, but then said that, in reality, it could take her up
to two years to find work in her profession as a civil engineer. She said issues
with language and self-confidence were her main challenges, and so she decided
to undertake further English language study at a TAFE College. Likewise, Sofia, a
qualified accountant from Russia felt she needed to undertake an English
language course before she could find a job. When asked how long she thought it
would take to find work she replied:
Not straight away … because I came with poor English … I started to go to
TAFE for improve my English, and after … study … for accountant in
English language, so after that I decided I just go and study for Certificate III
Business Admin …

Jun, a qualified teacher from China who first arrived as an overseas student, said
she expected she would find work after completing her postgraduate degree.
Cristina thought she would find a job in her profession once she had completed
six months of English language study. Ana came to Australia after her husband
had been offered a job at a local research institute. She believed she had not found
a job in her profession immediately due to language difficulties, but said her
English was good enough to work in a coffee shop or supermarket. Ana then
decided not to look for work, but instead became a volunteer, as she did not want
to deal with the frustration of trying to find a job.
It’s ‘more than just the job’: Experiences of settlement, lifestyle and
downshifting
With the anticipation of finding a job came the reality of settlement. While finding
a job is an important factor in settlement, there are many other issues that
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surround the process of settling. As Miranda explained: ‘It’s very much linked to
the whole thing … finding a space in this community … more than just the job’.
Cost of living was the most frequently discussed issue in both phases of the
interviews. Ayanna, like other participants, was concerned about providing basic
needs and that without a job she could not survive. Covering basic costs of living
was a problem also mentioned by Rani. She didn’t want to be a ‘burden’ on her
sister-in-law, with whom she and her family were living when they first migrated
to Brisbane. It was important that she be able to contribute toward paying for
basic grocery items and milk. Jasmin worried about the bills she and her husband
had to meet for electricity and rent and said: ‘The primary needs are the housing,
heating and living’.
Many of the participants explained how difficult it was to meet cost of living
needs. Nairi said she needed to find a job because: ‘We worry about our future.
For food, money … and kids’ uniforms … and also we don’t have [a] car at the
moment’. Fareeza and Khalid discussed additional expenses like car registration,
school fees and childcare payments. While they received government assistance
with rent and food, it did not stretch to other expenses. Fareeza remarked that
power bills were continually rising. Sunita shared the same concerns. She told the
researcher about her husband’s desire to start his own business and they needed to
save money to achieve this:
It’s a very hard to save with one income. If you have a house and the interest
is going up. … Today’s another [interest rate] rise so it’s a very tough time.

Sarah said she did not know how her family were going to cope without her
getting work:
You know I am so frustrated; I applied for jobs at Woolworths … to
departmental stores just to do anything. I sat at home from December last
year to February this year, to March and I didn’t get any work … I have a
house to pay for, kids needs, how am I going to cope? We have cars to pay
for as well.

Chapter Six — Starting from the beginning

197

Andrei, George and Nareem had concerns about paying bills and having money to
live. They had all found jobs in lower-paid, non-professional occupations to help
provide for their families. Nareem’s case was also providing financial support to
his parents in India. Christopher said he was spending a lot of money on
jobseeking, particularly to employment agencies that were trying to help him find
a job, without success. He was frustrated:
We had a bit of savings aside for the start … however I didn’t expect it to be
so tough. … the way that jobseeking works in Europe and here in Australia
is quite different and I relied on [an] … employment agency … it was a big
mistake of mine. … So I spent a lot of time, well actually I lost a lot of time
… and I was getting more and more worried because living is not cheap and
I’d rather spend my savings on … like buying a house to live in.

There were positive aspects about daily life in Australia. Even though the cost of
living worried participants, Rani said: ‘I think there’s a quality [of life], a lot of
opportunities here. You can continue studying, you can do anything you know,
and there are a lot of opportunities for my son, I, mainly for my son’. Christopher
explained that while he experienced: ‘Much more downshifting … for a bit longer
time than I thought … [the] lifestyle in Australia is pretty much making up for, for
this waiting’. He then said pointedly: ‘[However there still is the] everyday
struggle or really high level[s] of stress so … it all comes in a package’.

How family, social and job networks impact settlement,
jobseeking and wellbeing
A useful way for migrants to learn about the country they want to migrate to is
from the first hand knowledge of a relative or friend living in that country. For
some participants, having connections in Australia helped them to learn more
about the lifestyle and importantly, about potential employment opportunities.
Interestingly, networks worked in different ways for each of the participants.
Some were fortunate to have access to multiple networks, while others did not
have access to any network or individual. The data show there were four networks
likely to be used: family, social, job and community networks.

198

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

Family networks assisted migrants before arrival with general information about
lifestyle and job opportunities, and with hands-on help after migration. Miranda’s
relatives, for example, helped to introduce her and her family to Brisbane. She
emphasised how important this was for their settlement:
We stayed with them (her aunt and uncle) we lived in their house, they
carted us around, they drove us around everywhere. … Their support was
really critical we, my aunty was the one who bought appliances for the house
while we were there because we couldn’t do that. … [and] going to
Centrelink, [and advice about] what [forms] you need to fill out.

In contrast, Nairi was reluctant to ask for help from her husband’s parents,
particularly when money was tight and both she and Allan were without work.
This was due to a sense of pride. She wanted to be independent and provide for
her family, as she explained:
We don’t want to bother our parents … actually I’m really hid[ing] this
situation but we can’t do anything … it’s very hard, … just hoping we get
right job and right money.

Many female participants discussed support from family. While three women had
no familial support, five received help from immediate family who travelled to
Australia specifically to look after grandchildren. For Jasmin, who had just given
birth to her second child, a visit from her parents helped her maintain employment
in a casual job. Rani’s experience was similar. Needing help to look after her
child, she was able to exchange her casual cleaning job for a permanent
housekeeping position because her mother-in-law visited for 12 months to take up
the care-giving role. With her mother-in-law planning to return home, Rani said:
‘My Dad is [then] planning to come’. When her father’s visit was at an end, her
mother-in-law would return. Debbie’s mother-in-law also visited for 12-month
periods to help with the care of Debbie’s young daughter. This helped Debbie to
undertake a work placement program. The same occurred for Nimala, as her
parents looked after her three children while she took up a work placement.
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For some participants, social networks revolved around friendships, either with
people they knew residing in Australia prior to migration, or with people they met
post-arrival. Jasmin and Hayat had friends living in Brisbane, but explained many
of them were busy working or studying, and they did not feel they could call on
them for help with finding employment. As Hayat remarked: ‘They are busy, they
all got full-time jobs, they have families, just we keep contact with phone and
SMS’. Debbie said friends who had previously arrived as skilled migrants helped
her with applying for jobs:
[My friends] helped me, they taught me how to find useful information …
how to write a CV, how to write … selection criteria … how to answer
questions with interview. They helped me, they helped me a lot.

Kim was invited by members of the Vietnamese community to work in a bakery
business and at a local farm. Fareeza and Khalid became friendly with their
neighbours, while Sunita made friends with a mother from her son’s school and
they got together to chat about day-to-day things. Some social contacts helped
with providing information about job placements and training. A friend told
Cristina about Bridgeworks (an employment and training organisation), and Kim
found information about the MDA through her volunteer work. Miranda found a
part-time job through people she met at a church group, and Julieta was able to
use a close friend of her husband’s as a referee for a job application.
While some participants were given information about employment by friends,
they usually did not gain access to job networks until some time after their arrival.
Participants without knowledge of the labour market and how to get help with
jobseeking, developed their own strategies such as searching the Internet. In this
way Ayanna found a work placement program offered through a local council.
Sarah also accessed career search websites such as Seek and CareerOne to find a
job. Seven participants found out about work placement programs through friends
and attempted to get help through migrant based community job networks such as
ACCES Services in Woodridge, Bridgeworks in Spring Hill and the MDA in
South Brisbane. Cristina, Jun and Nimala undertook programs through these
networks, while Ayanna, Christopher, Kim and Sofia found placements through a
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local council. The community-based job networks also provided help for those
who did not attend work placements, and helped with résumé writing. Miranda
attended a course offered by Mission Australia, and Debbie said a friend of her
husband’s told them about the MDA:
My husband’s classmate … told us, [about] the, MDA … [and they] helped
us … give us many useful information. … She talked to us about how to
write CV and … also introduced … some interview course or … writing
selection criter[ia], writing cover letter writing course.

Some participants chose to volunteer, and this opened up employment
opportunities for them. Miranda explained how volunteering at an art gallery led
to a role in a community-based organisation:
My supervisor … she’s very good friends with the co-ordinator of
[community-based organisation] … [who needed] an admin person for a
month … [My supervisor] said, ‘Well, I’ve got this volunteer here and she’s
very qualified, and she’s looking for a job’. I just got this phone call and
said, ‘Can you come down for an interview, and bring your résumé?’… My
interview became the orientation … and that was only meant to be a month’s
worth of work, three years later I’m still there!

Ana said she wanted to do volunteer work to help improve her English before
applying for a job. Kim similarly wanted to improve her English but also work in
a field where she could utilise her skills. Thus she taught computer skills at a local
retirement centre, which led to work at a local youth service. During this time she
was advised to apply for a local council work placement program, which resulted
in her completing the program and being offered a permanent part-time position in
a local library.
Some participants linked in to community networks based on ethnic or national
origin. Hayat kept in touch with a group of Iraqi people who arrived at the same
time as her, all of whom were struggling to find employment and thus could not
be of much practical support for each other. Nimala had connected with the Sri
Lankan community on moving from Melbourne to Brisbane, but only accessed
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help with childcare when her third child was born. Kim was offered work from
people in her Vietnamese community; however, she wanted to continue teaching
and chose to do volunteer work to get experience. Thus networks of various kinds
are important as the people migrants know, or come to know, can provide new
knowledge about the country, information about seeking work and, most
importantly, emotional and practical support.

Common job search issues for NESB skilled migrants
Language and qualifications
The stories reveal the many challenges faced by participants, and also what helped
them. Participants shared most of the common problems or ‘barriers’ outlined in
the literature, including language fluency, recognition of qualifications, and lack
of local work experience (see Table 6.2).
Table 6.2

Common job search issues for skilled migrants

Issue
Lack of Australian experience
Language

Recognition of qualification
Understanding the job application process
How or where to start or get help?
No feedback for job applications
Competition for a job
Length of time to get a job
Economic conditions (e.g. GFC)
Skills held are too specialised
Age

Participant
Christopher, Debbie, Fareeza, George,
Hayat, Julieta, Jun, Khalid, Rani
Ana, Andrei, Ayanna, Christopher,
Cristina Debbie, Fareeza, George,
Hayat, Jasmin, Julieta, Jun, Khalid,
Kim, Rani, Sofia, Sunita
Debbie, Jasmin, Nairi, Nareem, Nimala,
Rani
Ana, Andrei, Christopher, Fareeza,
George, Khalid, Kim
Andrei, Fareeza, Hayat, George, Jasmin,
Khalid, Miranda, Rani, Sunita
Fareeza, George, Khalid, Nairi, Nimala,
Rani, Sunita
George, Khalid, Jun, Nairi, Sofia
Andrei, Christopher, Debbie, Hayat,
Nimala
Andrei, Cristina, George, Hayat, Jun,
Sofia
Christopher, Hayat, Nareem
Christopher, Jun, Nairi, Sarah

Language fluency was a major theme in the interview data. ‘Full language’ (as
close to fluent English as possible) as Khalid commented, appeared to be the only
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level of language acceptable. Debbie stated that lack of language fluency was
slowing her access to employment. While she had passed IELTS, she did not feel
confident and decided to study English again shortly after her arrival. This
highlights an issue between language equivalency testing and labour market
requirements. Most participants experienced this problem, with Sunita
commenting that employers advised that her ‘communication was not very good’.
Participants also reported issues concerning recognition of qualifications. While
Debbie’s qualifications were assessed as equivalent, others had problems with
gaining

professional

registration

or

accreditation.

Although

Debbie’s

qualifications were equivalent, she needed to undertake additional study to
register with CPA Australia. Jasmin, Nimala and Rani were required to undertake
further studies to qualify for registration with the Queensland College of
Teachers, and Nareem said that the time it took for his qualifications to be
assessed cost him two months when he could have been working in his desired
profession.
Local experience
A major problem for migrants was lack of Australian or local experience. Khalid
asked, ‘How we can get this experience?’ From the interview data, gaining local
experience appeared to be key to gaining successful employment in participants’
professions. Hayat reported that, in her case, five years’ experience was required.
George said six or seven years in his field were needed, commenting, ‘Who has
that?’ Christopher also found that lack of local experience was indeed a ‘Bit of a
problem’. Debbie, Julieta and Jun also raised this issue. Debbie said that she had
applied for up to 30 jobs in her profession and was disappointed that she had not
been called once for an interview. She was certain that her lack of local work
experience was the reason for this outcome. The same problem was also observed
for participants’ partners; with Rani, for instance, reporting that lack of local
experience was behind her husband’s struggle to find work as an engineer.
Local experience was thus a problem for all participants. The irony here is that
these migrants were qualified and skilled, and were accepted as candidates for
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filling labour market shortfalls, but were unable to find a job due to lack of ‘local’
experience. This became a ‘catch 22’ situation, leading many to question how
they could acquire the ‘local’ experience desired by employers. This confused
participants, as they knew that they had all necessary attributes for employment.
Some suggested that the issue was more their lack of familiarity with ‘local
workplace culture’ rather than lack of employment experience. Jasmin, for
instance, argued how important it was to gain experience of Australian workplace
culture, regardless of the type of job. Exposure to the culture of the Australian
workplace would seemingly provide insights and information that could make it
easier for participants to find work in their chosen professions. Participants
realised, however, that accessing this type of experience was not easy, and
considered alternative ways to gain exposure. Getting a job in a different, lower
paid occupation was one method, and volunteering was another. Further study
also played a role in providing migrants with connections to people with
knowledge about employment pathways and information that could assist them.
The problem of ‘lack of local experience’ caused participants much stress and
worry, and increasingly reduced their confidence the longer they were without
work. This then gave them a sense of uncertainty about their professional futures.
The job application process and searching for work
Another of the participants’ difficulties is their lack of knowledge about how to
apply for employment. For a number of participants the job application process
differed from what they had experienced in their home countries. As a result, they
were not fully aware of how to prepare a résumé, answer selection criteria, or how
to perform well at a job interview. Many participants reported they needed help in
looking for work, and knowledge about where to seek help. Fareeza and Khalid
believed they would have benefitted from talking to someone who could have
helped them gain access to a job or show them where to start. Miranda and Sunita
commented that while they did seek assistance, it was not enough to help them
find work. Hayat said she was having great difficulty finding help, due to her
specialised skills.
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Another major problem was the lack of feedback from employers. Participants
spoke about applying for many jobs, with no feedback from employers. They
were distressed as they did not know what they were doing wrong. George
suggested that his job applications might have been ‘put in the bin’ or ‘trashed’ by
the company. Accessing recruitment companies for help with finding work was a
problem for Christopher, Cristina and George. They felt that these companies did
not fully understand their skills and could not match them to appropriate jobs.
Some thought that competition in the job market reduced their chances. George
was particularly concerned about competing for jobs with 457 (temporary
working) visa holders. The recent GFC also had participants wondering if this was
a cause behind their inability to get a job, while Christopher and Nareem
commented that perhaps their skills were too specialised. Nareem stated there was
not a single job in the Australian job market that matched his specific skills. Age
was also mentioned as a possible problem by Christopher, Jun and Sarah. George
mused with a sense of hopelessness how he could gain the experience employers
demanded.
Overall, both early entrant and experienced seeker groups experienced issues of
language fluency, and qualification and skill recognition. They lacked knowledge
about services and information that could help them find suitable employment.
Some raised the need for more government intervention. In addition,
understanding the job application process and the ability to access help with this
process was yet another challenge in the search for work.
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When the job search fails
Developing new strategies for finding work
The stories reveal that the job search proved to be much harder than participants
initially expected. As a result, they took jobs at the lower end of the labour market
to meet living expenses. Some appeared to be in a ‘career holding pattern’ until
they could find a job in their field. Christopher’s job in the glazing firm enabled
him to earn money while looking for a job in his profession. Jasmin viewed her
job at the local hospital as an opportunity to get to know people and to learn about
Australian workplace culture. George and Nareem struggled to find work in their
professions, with George joining his brother working in a job on the roads.
Nareem settled for a job that was similar to his previous occupation.
While some found work, others decided to try other ways that could lead them
towards finding work in their profession. Undertaking further study was a choice
many made during the initial stages of their employment search. Some, like Ana
and Kim, used volunteering as a strategy to gain labour market experience. Those
in the experienced seeker group who had been looking for work longer than 12
months had usually found organisations that offered work placement programs
and assistance with job application preparation and learning interview skills.
Some female participants considered a move into semi-skilled areas of the labour
market, such as childcare, as either a permanent alternative career or as a shortterm means of gaining entry into the labour market. This also meant they had to
undertake further study. The difficulties in their journeys included lack of
experience, problems around language fluency and qualification recognition,
understanding how to apply for jobs, and where to seek help. Participants were
proactive in finding ways that could help them improve their prospects. The main
strategies used by both groups were undertaking additional study, volunteering,
and undertaking work placement programs.

206

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

Undertaking further study
Khalid decided to enrol in a university masters program directly related to his
field, and Fareeza returned to her original study program at TAFE after a
substantial break. Nairi and Sunita were studying accounting at TAFE in the hope
they would secure a job on completion of their studies. After a period of time
working in his formwork job, and while still looking for work in his mining
profession, George decided to complete further studies at university. He hoped
this would help him obtain a job in mining, which appeared to be his last hope as
he was seriously considering returning home. Courses in security at TAFE
seemed to be a popular choice for male participants, with Andrei and Nareem
undertaking a course, as well as the husbands of Hayat and Rani. Both Andrei and
Rani’s husbands found jobs in this field. Nareem had to complete an additional
certificate course before he could find a job in his field.
There was also a need for further study where professional registration was
required. Nimala, who was planning to pursue a career in law, was required to
study an additional 12 subjects to meet qualification equivalency, but the cost
prevented her from doing so. Julieta’s law qualification was not recognised, and
she decided to enrol in a master’s degree in a related field after being advised she
would have to start her law degree again. Julieta said she could not afford the cost
or the time it would take her to complete a second law degree.
Volunteering and work placements
Some participants, particularly those who had been searching for work longer than
a year, obtained volunteer work to further their experience. For most, the
experience gave them a foothold in the labour market, which led to employment.
Through volunteering, Kim made connections with other people in her work
environment, and her supervisor advised and supported her application when she
applied for part-time work in the TESOL library. Kim likewise obtained
information about a work placement program through a caseworker. It became
apparent that the likelihood of participants discovering work placement programs
increased with the length of time they had been searching for work. Some found
placements through community-based organisations like the MDA and ACCES
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Services. Ayanna and Sofia found information about council work placement
programs by searching the web. The council programs led to Ayanna,
Christopher, Debbie, Kim and Sofia continuing in temporary local government
appointments. The programs offered by the MDA were valuable for Jun and
Nimala. While they did not continue with employment once the placement had
finished, they continued to receive assistance to apply jobs from the MDA.
Bridgeworks, another migrant based community organisation, helped Christopher
navigate the subtleties of the labour market, and assisted Cristina to find a work
placement when she was at her lowest ebb.
Volunteering became an important strategy for a number of participants. Ana
wanted to do volunteer work to improve her English before applying for a job.
Kim was similar in that she wanted to improve her English, but wanted work in a
field where she could utilise her skills. She taught computer skills at a local
retirement centre, which led to a job with a suburban youth service. During this
time she was recommended to apply for a local council work placement program,
and on completion of the program she was offered a permanent part-time position
working in a local library.
Volunteering was important for participants in a number of ways. If there was
limited professional work available, or it appeared closed to them for various
reasons, volunteering was often the only way they could gain valuable local
experience. As discussed earlier, this was a critical factor in finding a job as it
provided exposure to the Australian workplace. Volunteering provided much
needed connections, and opened up networking opportunities that otherwise might
have remained invisible. Further, volunteering played a role in developing
participants’ language skills, which then increased their self-confidence with
seeking paid employment. Work placement programs, for those who discovered
them, provided hope of better employment outcomes, enabling the participants to
develop more knowledge and confidence for tackling the nuances of the
Australian labour market.
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Getting their first job
Many participants discussed their first job in Australia. Sofia first took a job
working in a fast food restaurant, and subsequently worked for a council at a
lower level than the job she held in Russia. However, she said that she was happy
to start somewhere as the experience enabled her to build confidence. Jasmin also
remarked that gaining knowledge of workplace culture was important, and that
this would open up opportunities to meet people. Similarly Andrei, Christopher
and George were undertaking a job in another occupation until they were able to
find more suitable work.
The men appeared more likely than the women to keep seeking work in their
profession, and none stated that they would consider a change of career. However,
female participants were more willing to consider a permanent career change.
Caring occupations were often considered an alternative. Rani had commenced
studies in childcare, and Hayat had completed studies and found casual
employment in this field. Jasmin had considered a career in aged care.
While many of the participants undertook further study, it was clear that their
reasons for doing so differed. While some were required to undertake study to
gain accreditation or professional registration, others were using it as a strategy to
pursue re-entry into their profession by gaining local credentials, even though
their knowledge, skills and experience were high. A further reason was for career
change. Migrant women were more likely to change their career from their current
occupational level to a lower occupational category. By definition, this strategy
meant that they would experience occupational downgrading.

Balancing work, study and managing a family
Many participants had arrived with their family. In addition to the search for
work, many had to manage the care of children and study. These additional
dimensions created challenges and hampered them during the job search process.
Managing a family and caring for young children was particularly difficult for
some. Other examples include cost of living issues, settlement and finding
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childcare (see Table 6.3). For Ayanna and Nareem, they had additional cultural
responsibilities to family members. It is important therefore to consider how
migrant women and men together manage these issues on top of their search for
employment.
Table 6.3

Issues surrounding work, study and family

Issue

Participant

Settlement (schools, housing, visa issues)

Andrei, Christopher, Cristina, Debbie,
Nairi, Nimala, Rani, Sunita

Cost of living (food, bills, further study)

Ana, Andrei, Ayanna, Christopher,
Cristina, Jasmin, Julieta, Jun, Kim,
Nairi, Nareem, Nimala, Rani, Sarah

Childcare

Debbie, Fareeza, Hayat, Jasmin, Rani,
Sunita

Cultural obligations

Ayanna, Hayat, Nareem

Travel and public transport

Fareeza, Hayat, Nairi, Sunita

Better lifestyle

Andrei, Christopher, Cristina, Jasmin

Illness

Ayanna, Jasmin

Settlement and cost of living
Settling the family is important, particularly for those who have children, and this
took priority over finding a job, especially for female participants. Locating a
place to live and a good school was the number one priority for Nairi. She placed
this above her own need to find work. Debbie had visited Australia prior to
migrating to ensure that she was making the right decision for her family. She had
the responsibility of a young daughter and needed to locate a school for her.
Debbie also wanted to buy a home and it was a priority that her daughter had a
garden to play in. This would not have been possible if both Debbie and John had
not found casual work, and if Debbie had not subsequently found her work
placement. Similarly, Andrei, Christopher, Nimala, Rani and Sunita wanted to
own their own homes in Brisbane, although this depended on having sufficient
income.
Participants had similar reasons that required them to find work. Nairi described
basic living needs and costs had become a struggle due to her husband’s
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unemployment. She indicated that, on completion of her studies, she was prepared
to take any job, just to get by. Jasmin placed her family needs before considering
expenditure on further study to meet professional registration requirements. Jun
was concerned about contributing an equal share towards household expenses, as
her husband was the only one who was working. Thus the cost of living and
settlement issues impacted on decisions regarding urgency and the type of
employment first sought.
Childcare
Childcare was another big issue for participants, and generally the female
participants discussed this topic in more detail and at much greater length than the
men. Some women received public assistance. Fareeza and Hayat, while they
were studying at TAFE, received government-funded support with childcare.
Fareeza made it clear the management of children around employment was her
problem, not her husband’s. Hayat also experienced difficulties with childcare.
She said her husband was studying some distance away from home, and the
amount of funded childcare she received was not enough to permit her to
undertake a work placement that may have improved her employment outcomes.
In some instances, as recounted previously, a family member travelled from
overseas to help with childcare for lengthy periods. Debbie’s mother helped care
for her young daughter. Rani received help from a rotating roster of her motherin-law and father-in-law, and Nimala’s parents lived with the family while she
undertook her work placement. In Jasmin’s case, her children went back to India,
to be cared for by her parents while Jasmin worked in her casual job. She arranged
this so she could continue in her employment, but unfortunately, illness meant she
lost her job.
From their stories, it is important to both migrant women and men to secure work
to guarantee smooth settlement and financial security for their families. However,
to ensure this, some made use of extended family help where this was available.
This was often the easiest way for women to manage childcare around
employment, at the same time ensuring their children had the security of being
cared for by a family member.
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Are there differences in the experiences of women and
men migrant jobseekers?
Seventeen participants were women, and five were men. While this may not give
a great deal of data from a male perspective, many of the women participants
discussed their husband’s experiences as well as their own. This added further
understanding of the experiences of couples and families. The five male
participants similarly talked about their wives’ experiences. Participants and their
spouses commenced jobseeking at similar times, although a few of the women,
particularly Nairi and Sunita, made it clear that settlement was their first priority
because of their children. There were differences between couples and families,
however. Five women had arrived or had remained in Australia as a result of
marriage, so their partners were not experiencing the same employment issues as
the newly arrived migrant men in this study. Ana’s husband was also an
exception, as he had already secured a job with a large research organisation prior
to arrival. Jennifer’s husband, too, had gained sponsorship for employment in his
field prior to migration. But participating couples who were seeking employment
together, shared similar issues when trying to find a job. There were relatively few
differences except where family settlement was of concern. Childcare issues
appeared to be more problematic for Fareeza, Hayat, Jasmin, Nimala and Sunita,
with the main reason given being the cost of care.
Being treated as different
Even in employment, some participants highlighted issues of discrimination they
had experienced in the workplace. Sofia said she was poorly treated by her boss,
citing the instance of being relegated to cleaning duties in her job at a fast food
outlet. Payment of appropriate wages also became an issue for her, as well as for
Miranda. Jasmin encountered race issues (in the catering job she had previously
held at the hospital) as it became apparent that Filipino workers were preferred.
Hayat talked about how she was treated by parents and staff at a local childcare
centre, in her view because she wore a headdress. Both Cristina and Julieta
described instances of unfair treatment in the workplace. Cristina explained how
she lost her job, with her language skills criticised by her employer who evidently
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hired her for the wrong job. Julieta’s experience at a job interview was
unquestionably in breach of anti-discrimination laws, as highlighted in her story
in Chapter Five. Age was a factor cited by Christopher, Nairi and Sarah.
Christopher, in particular, said that he felt that age might work against him and his
wife in getting a job in their fields.

How did their jobseeking journey impact upon them?
What do their experiences mean for each of the participants? It is clear that their
initial expectations of a good job in a new country contrasted with their actual
experiences of searching for work. A refrain of almost all participants was that
they had to start ‘at the beginning’, and were prepared to take any job they could
find, regardless of what it was. Participants felt confused and worried about their
loss of career, security and stability. Andrei explained this in relation to his wife
not finding a job as a hairdresser, even though her occupation was on the MODL.
The disappointment and upset was evident among the group, to the point where
Nareem was ashamed to tell his parents of his situation. There was also a sense of
loneliness and worry in Hayat’s and Sunita’s accounts of their experiences, Nairi
was ‘angry and upset’ and Jasmin became ill, possibly relating to the stress she
was experiencing. Some participants became depressed and lost confidence in
finding a job in their field. George and Julieta were almost at the point of giving
up on their careers in Australia, with George considering a return to Albania.
Nimala and her husband returned to Sri Lanka because she was unable to find
work, unable to afford the cost of meeting professional registration requirements,
and her husband lost his job. The participants also felt the loss of family and
social support networks. Ayanna, Fareeza and Hayat discussed how upset they
were to leave behind family and the support they provided.
A better life?
The participants had mixed feelings about their dreams for a better life.
Particularly on arrival, their struggles to find work were disheartening, but most
participants appeared to be slowly building new lives for themselves. Their main
concerns were providing for the family and meeting the cost of living. Christopher
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thought that he could have achieved a better work/life balance, if he were not
spending so much time writing job applications. He said constantly applying for
work and writing complex job applications compromised time with his family.
Sunita wanted another child, but was unsure how she would cope. She was lonely
and her husband worked long hours in a job that was not in his field. As she could
not find work, Ayanna decided to have a child, stating she did not have anything
else to do. Julieta faced leaving her husband to return home because she could not
find a job. Cristina reported work and visa problems, before finding a job
equivalent to her skills and qualifications. However, participants expressed
hopeful ideas regarding the future. Both Jasmin and Rani, for example, talked
about their hopes for their children. They knew they themselves would find it
hard, but they were sure the move to Australia promised their own children a
much better lifestyle than they had experienced in their home countries.

Conclusion
The chapter has provided insights and knowledge about the participants and their
reasons for migrating to Australia. Finding a job commensurate with their skill
level, experience and qualifications is an important factor in settlement. Australian
migration policy indicates skilled migrants are needed to fill labour market
shortfalls, thus signalling a promise of comparable employment. While Chapter
Five focused on participants’ individual experiences, this chapter looked at the
common themes in the data. The outcomes for skilled migrants reveal that their
hopes of finding commensurate employment were not fulfilled, and thus there
appears a disconnection between the policy message and their experiences on
arrival. Their lives became shaped by the need to find any type of job in order to
meet cost of living expenses. Their lives became consumed with balancing a mix
of casual work, study, and managing a family.
Further, participants’ journeys show that they all suffered occupational
downgrading as a result of the challenges they faced. While, the promise of a
better lifestyle and opportunities for families was important, the expectation of
finding comparable professional employment was a major factor in their decision
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to migrate. The stories show how traditional notions of the private/public divide
come into play as men take on the primary breadwinner role and women juggle
settlement and childcare around work and study needs, an issue which, amongst
others, will be further analysed in the next chapter with the assistance of
intersectionality theory.

CHAPTER SEVEN
DISCUSSION — OPERATIONALISING
INTERSECTIONALITY THEORY: NESB SKILLED
MIGRANTS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE AUSTRALIAN
LABOUR MARKET

Introduction
This chapter presents an analysis that incorporates intersectionality theory and
applies it to the narratives explored in the Chapters Five and Six. This application
of theory generates understandings of the job search experience and makes
possible a detailed and compelling explanation for the challenges facing NESB
skilled migrant jobseekers, 50 per cent of whom experience difficulties in finding
commensurate work (ABS 2011). To achieve this, the chapter is presented in
seven sections. First, an overview of intersectionality theory is provided,
specifically presenting Floya Anthias’s theoretical model that focuses on social
divisions, categories and social relations (Anthias 2012b). Anthias’s model will
frame the analysis, which draws broadly from the intersectionality literature, as
well as relevant bodies of literature on gender, family and work, and on
downward occupational mobility (DOM). The second and third sections of the
chapter explore how ethnicity and ‘new migrant status’ complicate participants’
job search process. Fourth, the section considers how gender and work/family
brings further complexities to their job search. Section five will shed light on how
ethnicity, ‘new migrant status’, gender and family responsibility intersect often
leading to DOM. In the sixth section the chapter summarises the insights the
research offers and how it builds on the work of Anthias (1998, 2001, 2012a,
2012b) and others. Overall, the chapter explains how the findings and analysis
extend existing scholarship within the field by responding to other researchers’
calls to operationalise intersectionality (Holvino, Rodriguez & Farmer 2013, p.
29; Tatli & Özbilgin 2012, p. 181).
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Intersectionality theory as a framework
Intersectionality as a theory, method or focus of analysis has been considerably
modified and developed since it was first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw
(1989). Her work provided a theoretical starting point for scholars and
practitioners focusing on the disadvantage and inequality created when various
identity characteristics interact. Subsequently, intersectionality has expanded from
‘additive’ forms of analysis (Lewis 2009) to a more nuanced and mature outlook
that engages with broader societal behaviours and social relations (Anthias 2012a,
2012b; Tatli & Özbilgin 2012; Yuval-Davis 2007). The scholarship of Tatli and
Özbiligin (2012, pp. 180-88) also draw attention to dominant use of the ‘etic’
approach which lacks analysis at historical, institutional and social levels,
favouring an ‘emic’ approach to enable deeper understandings to be gained from
analysis within these broader contexts. These more developed approaches are
used to explain where and how disadvantage is created within many contexts, and
to illuminate the complexities of people’s lived experiences, especially vulnerable
individuals and groups. The enormous body of literature documented in Chapter
Three is a testament to the determination of researchers who have worked
enthusiastically towards critiquing, deepening and extending this complex theory,
and have provided diverse empirical studies that operationalise it. In particular,
the scholarship of Floya Anthias has been significant in its examination of
equality and disadvantage by exploring social divisions and categories and
analysing how they operate within various social relations contexts. Before
proceeding with an analysis of the data, Anthias’s work will be discussed.
Divisions, categories and social relations: A site for the analysis
Floya Anthias has researched topics relating to social divisions and social identity
for over 30 years. Her scholarship focuses on gaining a better understanding of the
ways gender, race and class interrelate with social boundaries and hierarchies in
producing inequality. Her empirical work includes research on migrant
disadvantage in jobseeking (UOC 2009, p. 1). Her early work (for example
Anthias 1998) emphasises how social divisions are used to classify or label people
in terms of their capacities and needs. She argues that this creates inequality and
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disadvantage in the treatment of people, particularly with respect to gender, race
and ethnicity (Anthias 1998, p. 506). Anthias further argues that within these
social divisions are social categories, which she terms ‘layers’, which can be
‘worn’ in various orders at different times, and relate to how a person identifies
themselves within a social order or hierarchy. Anthias uses her own identity
characteristics as an example of this. She describes herself as a ‘woman’, then ‘a
woman of Greek-Cypriot origin’, then ‘a woman of British-Cypriot origin’, or ‘a
woman sociologist of Greek-Cypriot origin who lives in Britain’ (Anthias 1998, p.
508). Her analysis shows how multiple layers of identity operate in addition to
race and ethnicity, and can coalesce with broader social and hierarchical contexts.
To explain how people and categories are positioned within hierarchical
structures, Anthias suggests that analysis needs to take place at various levels or
sites for investigation, namely organisational, representational, inter-subjective
and experiential (see Table 7.1). Anthias argues that these levels can be
operationalised to explore issues of ‘differentiation and positionality’ (Anthias
1998, p. 512, 2001, p. 837, 2012b, pp. 10–11). She refers to these as ‘social
arenas’ or ‘arenas of investigation’ (Anthias 2012b, pp. 10–11, p. 14) where
inequality and inferiorisation take place (Anthias 1998, 2001, p. 837). These
levels also encompass both social relations and the processes that occur within
them, and include the social divisions and categories whereby people are
positioned based upon identity characteristics (Anthias 1998, p. 515, 2012b).
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Societal arenas — levels of investigation

Organisational
(structural position)

Focuses on the organisation of population categories within
institutional frameworks, educational systems, political and legal
systems, the state apparatus and the system of policing and
surveillance.

Representational
(discourses)

Focuses on images and texts, and the document and information
flows around social divisions in different institutional frameworks.

Inter-subjective
(practices)

Focuses on practices in relation to others, including non-person
actors such as the police, the social security system and so on. It
also denotes patterns of practices of identity and otherness (such as
practices of bonding, friendship and distancing).

Experiential
(narratives)

Focuses on narratives relating to meaning making and sociality
(including the affective, the emotional and the body). This includes
narratives of identification, distinction and othering.

Source: Anthias (1998, p. 512, 2001, p. 837, 2012b, pp. 10–11)

Social divisions focus on the economic and social status of individuals, and are
considered ‘central’ within the context of social relations. Anthias defines social
divisions as involving the ‘classification of a population … which serves to
produce socially meaningful and systematic … practices and outcomes of
inequality’ (Anthias 2001, p. 837). Divisions can be viewed within class
structures, as well as with respect to gender and race (Anthias 2001, p. 836). This
ties to Tatli and Özbilign’s (2012, p. 188) emic approach of emergent categories,
which acknowledges the importance of developing understandings from the
specific context of investigation. In this research Anthais’s (2001) approach can
be used to explain individuals’ and groups’ social location(s) and outcomes and to
emphasise that positions and locations are fluid and dynamic including, for
example, those based on economic differences. As the economic circumstances of
an individual or group improve over time, their social or class location and status
can change, repositioning people within the hierarchy of focus. Such changes
impact upon and reshape identity (Anthias 1998, p. 521). While class divisions are
linked with more traditional sociological analyses, Anthias (2001, p. 838) argues
that gender and ethnicity are ‘boundaries’ where inclusion and exclusion also
occur, and create differences in outcomes. However, while an individual’s class
status can change, ethnic and gender differences remain constant and thus
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individuals’ ‘capacity’ is built around ‘a range of criteria or markers’ or what have
been more recently termed as ‘categories’ (Anthias 2012b). These categories or
‘sites of disadvantage’ can include cultural origin, language, skill, qualifications
and experience (Anthias 2001, p. 847) but also differences in gender role and
family structures.
Anthias (2012a, 2012b, 2012c) has recently developed her framework further in
order to explain more comprehensively the social locations of individuals and
groups. She argues that social divisions interrelate in terms of the production of
social relations, and that as these interactions play out they affect people’s lives in
significant ways (Anthias 2012b, p. 4). Crucially for the analysis in this chapter,
Anthias holds that intersectionality is the frame that allows scholars to understand
how hierarchical formations develop from intersections between social divisions
and categories (Anthias 2012b).
Anthias also recognises that historicity plays a part in the analysis. Hirsch and
Stewart (2005, p. 262) define historicity as a concept that draws on connections
between the past, present and future. The authors describe the concept of the
‘human situation in flow’ where ‘past and future assume present form in relation
to events, political needs, [and are] available from cultural forms and emotional
dispositions’. Within this context, Anthias argues that social divisions can appear
differently as a result of these processes producing distinct outcomes (Anthias
2012b, p. 12). Figure 7.1 presents Anthias’s (1998, 2001, 2012b) theoretical
framework, which I have illustrated graphically for the purposes of describing the
constructs and how they are operationalised (Anthias 2012b, p.11) in the context
of my participant group, NESB skilled migrant jobseekers.
Anthias’s theoretical work resonates with this study. Her theoretical concepts are
used to frame the following exploration of the experiences of the participants in
this study. The concepts of social divisions, categories and their relationships to
wider social systems and processes provide the analytical framework to explore
how ethnicity, ‘new migrant status’, gender and family status intersect within a
specific social relations context. The Australian labour market provides the
broader context for the way in which social divisions and emergent categories
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produce disadvantage for the research participants, and their subsequent social
location in lower level occupations.
Social
Divisions/
Categories
Ethnicity
Gender
Women
Men
Class
Working
Middle

Social Relations/
Social Systems
Context
Social
structures/power
relations
Intersect
e.g. political,
with
economic,
social
Social arenas
Organisational
Representational
Inter-subjective
Experiential

Social
Location
Delivering a range of
positions and outcomes
Places people within
Leads hierarchies
Based on historical processes
to
and outcomes
Outcome — positioned or
socially located in society
according to intersecting
social divisions, categories
and systems, and can be
shaped over space, location
and time

Figure 7.1 Model of social divisions, social relations and social location
Source: Anthias (1998, 2001, 2012b)

The complexities of the job search: explaining challenges through an
intersectional lens
The purpose of the study presented in this thesis is to examine the jobseeking
experiences of NESB skilled migrants in order to gain a more nuanced
understanding of what these individuals encounter as they re-establish their
careers in Australia. To achieve this, the research focuses on the narratives of
22 migrant participants to explain what they experienced and the reason for this.
Based on the research questions presented in Chapter One and placing the
research within an intersectionality framework, this research examines how
migrant characteristics (developed through social divisions and categories) shape
outcomes for this group within the local labour market.
In the research and analysis undertaken, three social divisions are identified and
analysed in terms of their impact upon a migrant’s jobseeking outcomes.
Anthias’s divisions of ethnicity and gender are the first two major sites of focus
for the analysis. Within the division of gender, two critical categories, those of
women and men, become a point of focus. The purpose of the analysis is to
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understand the differences in experiences that arise as a consequence of gender.
Further sub-categories were developed in order to analyse women’s experience of
family responsibilities, to show differences between women with and without
children. A new social division has been introduced as a result of this research,
that of ‘new migrant status’, which creates further complexity to add to the
divisions of ethnicity and gender described by Anthias. New migrant status refers
to migrants’ newness to, and lack of knowledge about, labour market processes.
These three divisions — ethnicity, gender and new migrant status — along with
their associated categories, shape outcomes for the participants in this study.

The social division of ethnicity
The first social division focused on in the analysis is ethnicity. The participant
group in this research consisted of women and men from 16 different countries
and cultures. Despite the breadth of ethnic and national differences within this
group, they do share a commonality — their experiences differ from those of
skilled migrants of white-Anglo origin (Colic-Peisker 2005; Forrest & Dunn
2006; Hawthorne 2005). This study therefore contrasts with much of the literature
discussed in Chapter Two, which focus on a single racial background or ethnicity
(for example Alcorso & Ho [2006] on professional Chinese women; Colic-Peisker
[2005] on Bosnian migrants, and Fozdar [2012] and Syed & Pio [2010] on
Muslim refugees and women). Though not denying the variability of the ethnic
backgrounds of the participant group, the study reflects the multicultural and
diverse nature of the Australian population and identifies commonalities in their
experiences.
The research findings confirm those in the wider literature, namely that NESB
skilled migrants face significant obstacles in jobseeking. The study revealed that
most participants experienced problems finding work due to their ethnic
background and origins. For example, speaking a different language, having a
qualification from a foreign country and having no local work experience were
key problems that significantly affected them. Many perceived English language
fluency to be the biggest barrier to their employment. Lack of work experience
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was also a significant challenge and frustration. Khalid, an Iraqi man, for
example, was unsure as to where he would gain local experience when, despite
significant effort, he could not secure a job. Christopher, a Slovenian man, also
spoke of his frustration, noting that it was hard for him to convince employers that
there were no differences between the particulars of a job he did overseas, and
similar work in Australia. The other major issue evident in the research was the
frequent difficulty with recognition of overseas qualifications. Most participants
found either that their qualifications were not fully recognised, or that they
required additional training. Hayat, an Iraqi woman, for example, reported
difficulty because her qualification was too specialised.
Most of the participants indicated that these issues were the cause of their
difficulties in finding commensurate work. Participants explained that their job
applications would often go unanswered. While the specific reasons for this are
unclear, and we do not know if long-standing Australian residents are treated
differently, past research has pointed to the difficulties of the job search for those
with non-Anglo names. Booth and colleagues (2010) submitted duplicate
résumés, under both Anglo and ethnic names, to potential employers. Their study
concluded that the response rate was markedly higher for the Anglophone
applications, thus confirming the effect of foreign names and the potential bias in
hiring migrants of ethnic origin (see also Fangen & Paasche 2012; Syed & Murray
2009; Wilson & Parker 2007).
In addition, this research confirms others’ findings that NESB skilled migrants’
experience problems with their transfer of skills, leading to employment outcomes
that are often very poor (Bauder 2005; Bertone 2009; Birrell 2009; Booth et al.
2010; Chiswick et al. 2003, 2005; Fang et al. 2009; Ho & Alcorso 2004;
Liversage 2009; Misko 2012). This contradicts community expectations — and
the expectations of migrants themselves — that Australia’s current immigration
policy, with its emphasis on addressing skill shortages in the labour market,
should result in positive employment outcomes for all skilled migrants (Almeida
& Bertone 2013; Castles et al. 1998; Cobb-Clark 2000; Hawthorne 2005; Teicher
et al. 2002). There is a great sense of wasted human capital in the stories that were
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recounted by the participants in this study. These stories expand upon, and gave a
more nuanced understanding of the broader statistical overviews of the
‘underemployment’ of skilled migrants. While not all skilled migrants may
struggle quite as much as these individuals, participants are broadly representative
of a large pool of underemployed (and unemployed) migrants. Data from ABS
(2011, p. 30) statistics show that over 28 per cent of skilled professional (e.g.
teachers, civil engineers and accountants) migrants experience a change in
occupation. This points to a partial failure of immigration policy, a subject I will
return to in the concluding chapter.
Not surprisingly, the research found evidence of disadvantage in terms of personal
appearance. One example was from Ayanna, an Ethiopian woman who sought
help with jobseeking from a government-based organisation. She commented that
she perceived her appearance as preventing her from obtaining the help she
needed. She described her experience, as noted in Chapter Five, as follows: ‘They
just look at you, and you are from non-English speak[ing] background or
whatever from Africa and English is second language, then we say no, not for her.
One hundred per cent sure’. Similarly, Cristina, a Brazilian woman, had an
unfavourable encounter with a recruitment company that left her feeling they
would have preferred to help an Australian. In addition, participants recalled
instances of discomfort in the workplace relating to ethnicity. Hayat, a Muslim
woman, said she was made to feel uncomfortable at her workplace, at a childcare
centre, because she wore a headscarf. Sunita, a Bangladeshi woman, also
perceived discrimination in the workplace because of her ethnicity and skin
colour. She said that employers mistook her as being of Indian background. She
said that being mistaken for an Indian stereotyped her, as her employer perceived
Indians as lazy and incompetent.
Some additional findings came to light in relation to visa status. For example,
there were several cases where visa status afforded groups like humanitarian
migrants access to benefits, but participants on other types of visas did not enjoy
such benefits. For instance, English language programs were provided to assist
humanitarian migrants, but public policy excluded skilled independent migrants
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(Bertone 2009; FECCA 2009; Mahuteau & Juanakar 2008; Webb et al. 2013).
Despite this, the jobseeking process, regardless of visa status, was difficult and
stressful for all participants.
This research clearly illustrates that there are still significant issues surrounding
the acceptance of NESB migrants into the labour force. The findings of this study
echo those in historical accounts of migrant settlement detailed in the work of
Jupp (1998) and Vasta (2005). The findings also resonate with official data on
discrimination, for example HREOC complaints (2011) and ADCQ data (see
ADCQ 2011, 2012, 2013). Thus the social division of ethnicity is an important
point of focus in understanding the outcomes of NESB skilled migrants within the
social arena of the labour market. The research now turns a focus toward ‘new
migrant status’, as an allied but separate social division.

The social division of ‘new migrant status’
This research has shown that it is not only ethnicity and gender that define a
migrant’s identity. New migrants’ recent arrival in itself adds additional
complexities. Therefore this research adds ‘new migrant status’ as a further social
division that is particularly pertinent for these participants. It is, like class, a social
division that is not static over time. This is why ‘new’ is included in the title, as it
clearly distinguishes new migrant arrivals from those who have been resident
longer and have come to understand the local culture. ‘New migrant status’ can be
used to explain why NESB skilled migrants experience particular challenges as a
result of migration (Forouton 2008). ‘New migrant status’ is a complex notion
but, in the context of job searching, involves migrants’ under-developed
knowledge of Australian social systems and norms, including the informal and
unspoken rules that govern job-hunting (Chiswick et al. 2003; Webb et al. 2013),
and the (limited) supports available to them when endeavouring to find work. This
contrasts with the Australian-born population who are inculcated into local social
systems by virtue of their birth and education, and those who arrived as migrants
years ago. This privileges them with knowledge of labour market customs and
practices that more recent skilled migrants do not have (Bertone 2000; Chiswick
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et al. 2003, 2005). Specifically for NESB skilled migrants, this research has
shown that most participants did not know, at least initially, how to apply for jobs,
write applications and produce résumés, a process that everyday Australians and
most Westerners would consider normal jobseeking practices. This hampers
migrants’ first attempts to find work, resulting in frustration with not getting
interviews. Ana, from Spain, remarked that writing a CV was a completely
different process from what she had been used to. She felt uncomfortable with
having to ‘sell yourself’ in a competitive job market. Christopher, from Slovenia,
said that he had problems understanding the way jobseeking actually worked here.
Fareeza and Khalid, from Iraq, found that preparing a job application was quite
complex, compared to their experience in their home country. George articulated
that the culture of applying for work was quite different from his experiences in
his home country. In Albania, cultural practices dictated that to obtain a job, he
would simply need to meet with the potential employer. George, like other
participants, realised that he had to learn about, and overcome, these different
cultural practices.
Another key factor that hampered migrants’ acquisition of local knowledge was
that most lacked social networks (Ho 2006). While some participants did have
friends or relatives already residing in Brisbane, these connections did not provide
assistance with finding employment (as they were potentially in the same
position, also finding it difficult to traverse the job-search process in Australia)
(Cederberg 2012, p. 69). Jasmin explained that her friends were too busy with
their own studies and employment to be of assistance. This, however, was in
contrast to Christopher’s experience. He was able to gain employment through a
friend of his wife, whose husband had previously lived in Slovenia. Similarly,
Cristina came to know about a job through a chance meeting at a barbeque. Some
like Miranda and George, saw the importance of forming new connections, and
viewed further study as a mechanism for this. Others found employment through a
contact made by a partner.
The findings illustrate that participants’ limited understanding of local systems
and lack of social networks contributed to their ‘new migrant status’. For instance,
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many participants were not aware of work placement programs that could equip
them with jobseeking skills, or took some time to discover these programs. New
migrant status also encompasses loss of community and family supports
(discussed later in the chapter), which also affects outcomes.
New migrant status adds a further layer to the complexities of race and ethnicity,
creating additional disadvantage in the labour market for skilled migrants. While
there is limited literature on these issues, the findings of Dyer and colleagues
(2010) and Ho (2006) suggest that limited knowledge of local systems and loss of
social networks create challenges for migrants. Further, as previously described
by the Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA) (2009)
and Spinks (2009), there is a lack of governmental support for independent skilled
migrants as opposed to humanitarian groups, which impacts assistance with
jobseeking. In response to this problem, the Ethnic Communities Council of
Queensland (ECCQ 2013) have been lobbying for support for all newly arrived
migrants, regardless of visa type.
The analysis above bears out Anthias’s contention that the operation of social
divisions intersects with the social relations of the labour market (Anthias 1998,
2001, 2012a). The social division of ethnicity has categories, including language,
skills, work experience, appearance and culture, that can impact individuals and
the way they experience the job-search process, and subsequent outcomes. We
gain additional insights from the social division of ‘new migrant status’. It is
therefore evident that skilled migrants are positioned as a result of the operation of
established social structures and processes. For example, Sunita’s identity as a
professionally skilled and educated woman of Bangladeshi origin changed during
the migration process and her experiences in the local labour market. As described
earlier, she became a migrant woman, an online shopping assistant, stereotyped as
‘a lazy Indian’ by her employer.
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The social division of gender
The third social division that is critical for participants in this study is gender.
Clearly, within this division are the categories of women and men and subcategories that relate to family responsibilities and caring for children. Consistent
with the research questions, this study examined participants’ stories through a
gendered lens to uncover whether women and men had different experiences.
Work and family influences were also incorporated into the analysis to examine
the gendered effects of decision-making around work and family care.
Importantly, the research included the perspective of the male skilled migrant,
drawing upon the masculinity literature to consider the impact of the migration
process in shaping the post-migration identity. The examination of these effects
together, provide further insights into the complexities of the skilled migrant jobsearch experience.
The social categories of women and men
It is clear every participant, female and male, was ready to work in their chosen
field. Both women and men were equally keen to re-establish their careers, and
were initially confident that the combination of their skill-sets and qualifications
would work well as they began their new lives and searched for meaningful
employment. Fareeza, a civil engineer from Iraq expressed her passion for
continuing in the career that she loved. Hayat, also a civil engineer from Iraq, was
excited about new opportunities that would broaden her experience. The men
were also very determined to find equivalent employment even though they were
aware it might take some time. Nareem was keen to ‘develop himself’ and learn
from ‘another culture’, while George, a mining engineer took various jobs for
economic security as well as to gain local experience. Importantly, the women did
not want to be considered economic dependants of their male partners. Jun, a
primary school teacher from China, was particularly focused on finding work so
that she would not have to rely on her husband for financial support. Cristina and
Julieta conveyed similar feelings. Nairi, an accountant from Indonesia, and Rani,
a primary school teacher, expressed their desire to not be dependent on extended
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family, and that having a job was critical not only for their own economic
independence, but for their families as well.
As has been canvassed elsewhere in this thesis, the migration process has often
focused on the male as the primary migrant, with the woman often characterised
as the trailing spouse (Cooke, FL 2007; Cooke, TJ 2001; Fang et al. 2009). The
research findings, however, clearly demonstrate a shift in this gendered perception
of skilled migration. In this research, Yulia, married to Andrei, was the primary
migrant applicant, as were Jasmin and Debbie who arrived on skilled independent
visas, and Cristina who first arrived on a 457 sponsored visa. In addition, it is
important to note that the partners of male primary migrants were also highly
skilled and determined to find good jobs. Jasmin, a primary applicant, articulated
that her employment search had priority over her husband’s. They made the
strategic decision that Jasmin would undertake a course to meet professional
registration requirements, while her husband continued to work at a meat
processing plant to ensure their economic security, and possibly undertake a
professional course when Jasmin had finished hers and gained work. However,
this type of decision-making was relatively rare. While both women and men
skilled migrants are equally motivated in achieving commensurate employment,
gender can operate in ways to produce very different outcomes to what they had
originally expected.
The social category of women
Notwithstanding the case of Jasmin and her partner, in most cases where both
partners were skilled professionals, it was clear that strategies for jobseeking
differed on the grounds of gender. Partners communicated with each other, often
extensively, about employment decisions. However, social norms around the
notion of the breadwinner began to dictate gendered jobseeking behaviour and
outcomes. This particularly occurred when employment seeking became difficult
for both parties, and decisions in terms of balancing the conflicting
responsibilities of work and family had to be considered (see also Morehead
2001; Pocock 2003, 2005). The research clearly demonstrates that, in most cases,
it is ultimately the woman who bears the major responsibilities of settlement and
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caring for the family, even when she is the primary applicant. Not surprisingly,
this negatively affects her search for work. For example, Nairi was
understandably concerned for her children’s wellbeing. She wanted to ensure that
they were settled in a good school before she attempted to seek work. Similarly
Sunita — who was trying to find work at the same time as her husband —
revealed that her plans to seek skilled work were thwarted when her husband
found work as a manager of a fast food restaurant, and she became responsible for
the care of her young child. Nimala and Rani were also constrained as their
husbands sought work out of economic necessity to provide a family income, and
contribute to the purchase of a home. It is clear that the women were much more
likely than men to take on the role of caregiver, and this was detrimental to them
re-establishing their careers. These findings are consistent with previous research
by Alcorso & Ho (2006), FL Cooke (2007), Liversage (2009), Meares (2010),
Mushaben (2009) and Pereira (2012).
While providing basic living costs was a concern for all participants, the problem
around seeking and securing work became even more critical when there were
young children to care for. To further compound the problem of the gendering of
care giving, many women were disadvantaged by their loss of family-based
networks that in their home countries would have provided support. This problem
was further exacerbated because participants believed that there were no, or very
few, childcare support mechanisms to help women re-establish their careers.
Hayat for example, was unable to attend a civil engineering course some distance
from her home as she had only limited access to government childcare support,
and her husband was unable to care for their children due to his own study
commitments. Hayat felt overwhelmed not only by the cost of additional
childcare, but also by her dependence on public transport to drop children at
childcare and then attend the course. Hayat’s experience illustrated the
complexities of the gendered dimensions of managing the work and family
domain. The current research confirms the ongoing problem faced by migrant
women, as highlighted by other scholars who have examined migration and care
giving (Boyle et al. 2009; Cooke, FL 2007; Purkayastha 2005) in this context.
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A further aspect of the gendering of the job search process was that women were
likely to take jobs (if they could get them) that were in fields outside their
profession, simply to provide additional financial support to their families rather
than to support their own ‘self-actualisation’ (Pedraza 1991, p. 313). For example,
Jasmin, Rani and Sunita reported that employment, regardless of the nature of the
work, was important for the economic stability of the family. Hayat, a civil
engineer, became a childcare worker, for example. Nimala, a paralegal, looked for
work at a local supermarket, while Rani, a primary school teacher, became a
housekeeper at a city hotel. It has been shown that compromises like these can
have implications for women’s mental health, stress levels and self-belief
(Bertone 2009; Boyle et al. 2009; Pedraza 1991, pp. 320–21; Remennick 2005;
see also Sekaran 1989 in Smith, CR 1993). While this research does not focus on
the psychological impacts of the migration process, it was clear from the accounts
these women gave, that they were deeply and negatively affected by such
experiences. Hayat reported a fear of losing her skills, and never finding work in
her profession again. Fareeza had completely given up all hope and at one point,
had abandoned her study completely.
As mentioned above, a number of women reported that they had found it difficult
to secure childcare. Unfortunately assistance around childcare was minimal at
best. The Australian situation contrasts with, for example, Scandinavian welfare
state regimes (den Dulk 2005; Webb et al. 2013) and other countries, where
childcare assistance is more widely available. It is clear then, from the findings,
that socially constructed societal factors can interact and become problematic for
skilled migrant women (Andersen 2005; Grasswick 2006; Smith, DP 2004), as
well as for men when it comes to making decisions around employment and
family care. This is further evidence that migration is a highly gendered process,
supporting the similar findings by Boucher (2006), Cobb-Clark et al. (2001),
Hawthorne (2001) and Kofman and Raghuram (2006).
The sub-categories of women with or without family responsibilities
The research’s findings show that women’s job-search experiences can produce
very different outcomes from men’s, based on the intersection of ethnicity, ‘new
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migrant status’ and gender in the context of work priorities and the need to
provide economic security for the family. Further, and all-importantly, the study
revealed that differences between the jobseeking experiences of different types of
women, depending on whether they had children or not. The ages of the children
also mattered, as younger children required more hands-on care and emotional
support (Foroutan 2008; Ziguras 2006) than older children. When extended family
support was not available, and financial constraints restricted access to paid
childcare, a woman’s ability to seek work was further impeded. This is a key
finding of the research, and this has demonstrated that women, especially those
with young children, are constrained around mothering and the intensity of home
making and care giving roles. Such predicaments become a source of significant
disadvantage for women, as highlighted in the work of Boucher (2006), FL Cooke
(2007), Raghuram (2004, 2008), Smith, DP (2004), Zaiceva (2010) and Ziguras
(2006).
However, while care giving continues to be a gendered phenomenon, the findings
have demonstrated that this can play out differently for women with differing
levels of care responsibilities. The research has identified that among the
participants, there were four distinct groups of women: women with young
children who had little support; women with young families who received
substantial family support; women with older children, and women without
children. Consistent with the literature (Ho 2006; Raijman & Semyonov 1997;
Sang et al. 2013; Syed & Murray 2009; Webb et al. 2013), women participants
with young children who had limited access to formal childcare, and lacked
support from family networks, had particularly fraught jobseeking experiences.
Often visa restrictions for visiting family members made it difficult to access
support; this particularly affected Hayat, whose family is located in Iraq.
Gendered norms meant that for women with young families, the male partner
focused on either work or study, and the women carried the major burden of care
giving. The outcome was that, in most cases, women prioritised family over their
own careers, mirroring the findings of many studies of women’s work and family
balance (Boyle et al. 2009; Cooke, FL 2007; Liversage 2009; Raghuram 2008;
Smith, DP 2004). This is in contrast to the experiences of local women who, take

232

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

a break for family reasons after establishing a career, and have extensive networks
to call upon, thus making it easier to re-enter the workforce. Most research
participants did not willingly enter into a period of enforced care giving. They
were also conscious that their résumés would show lengthy periods out of the
workforce, potentially further reducing their professional status and their
employability.
This study also revealed differences between women, especially in the case where
mothers had the advantage of help from extended family. This has not been as
widely explored in the literature, which tends to report on the effects of the loss of
social and family networks.
Unencumbered by mothering, women without children were the least constrained.
Similarly, women with older children were not as tied to hands-on care giving as
women with younger children. These women found seeking work less fraught,
and exhibited greater agility and flexibility in their search for potential
employment opportunities, and/or in seeking assistance from community-based
networks. However, while the intersection of gender and family appeared less
problematic for these women, there was still anxiety related to perceived
discrimination on gender and/or ethnic grounds. This was exemplified by Julieta’s
experience, where she was questioned about potential pregnancy at a job
interview, contravening federal law under the Sex Discrimination Act 1984
(AHRC 2012a; HREOC 2011). This made Julieta upset and angry, as the focus of
the interview turned from her skill attributes to her personal life and reproductive
capability.
The social category of men
The study also highlights the complexities of the migration process for men. Like
the women, the men arrived with human capital that should have enabled them to
find jobs easily in their profession. The men also faced challenges associated with
ethnicity and their new migrant status so for them, like the women, their job
search was complex, leaving them with limited employment options. While it was
important for men to find professional work, out of necessity they would accept
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any kind of employment, as Bertone (2009) also found in her study. Nareem, a
marine mechanic from India, drove a taxi to meet living expenses for both his
wife and himself, as his wife too was experiencing difficulties securing work as a
teacher. Andrei, an accountant, found shift work as a security officer. Hayat and
Rani’s husbands, as well as Khalid and Nareem studied security courses at TAFE.
These strategies seemed to offer some hope and were important steps towards
providing financial security for the family.
Pertinent in this connection is the analysis of scholars, including HondagneuSotelo (1992, p. 398) who argue that the migration process itself ‘reconstructs
patriarchy’. This is because choices around work become constrained (Miller
2011) due to migrants’ ethnicity, limited local work experience and
underdeveloped labour market knowledge. This study revealed that the male
participants were left feeling frustrated and disappointed by the operations of
these factors. As Rani explained, her husband Naveen’s change in occupation
from a production engineer to a security officer left him really defeated:
He got really frustrated, really frustrated [looking for work], and then he got
a job, [after] he did [a] security course … so he is working in security for
money… not job satisfaction.

Rani said that it was still important he kept trying to find work in his field, even
while working as a security guard.
The strain of this situation appears to affect men in three related ways. Firstly, the
men faced the loss of their occupation and status. Secondly, they felt responsible
for the financial provision to the family, but at the same time they suffered
insecure working conditions and lower pay than they would have had in a
professional job. Third, they were continually seeking to regain employment in
their chosen career. Adding to the complexity of the experience were cultural
factors, such as the expectations on Nareem as the eldest son in his family. He
said that ‘I cried from my heart’ over this frustration. Too ashamed to tell his
parents of his circumstances and not wanting to burden them with his own
suffering, he pretended that he was doing well.
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Unlike their female partners, male participants appeared less constrained by care
responsibilities, and had more freedom to seek work. While the project produced
little data on how jobseeking impacted fathering within the family, it was clear
that the men’s focus was linked to financial provision, even when employment
options were limited (Chesley 2011; Pedraza 1991). Hence men were strongly
committed to the socially ascribed, gendered role of ‘breadwinner’ (Chesley 2011;
Hibbins 2005; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Shihadeh 1991). As Miller (2011) has
found in another context, it became evident that the male role became aligned
with socially and historically constructed patriarchal and structural norms.
Consistent with the argument in the masculinity literature, these findings illustrate
that the breadwinner role is important in shaping the male identity, which is
deeply rooted in production relations and is part of the broader social construction
of Western patriarchy (Catalá et al. 2012, pp. 407–8; Connell 1997; Donaldson &
Howson 2009, p. 211, p. 215; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1992; Pease 2009). The adult
male role and identity is synonymous with responsibility as the economic provider
for the family (Miller 2011), as this research illustrates. For example, George saw
his job as a form worker providing secure employment and money, and thus
fulfilling his provider role but, as his passion was in his career as a mining
engineer, he was ‘disappointed’ with this outcome. At first, however, the loss of
employment, or change in occupation, was accepted, at least in the short term. For
example, Christopher saw his position in the glazing firm as part of a ‘holding
pattern’ in his job search process.
All importantly, therefore, the process of migration reshaped men’s occupational
outcomes and identity. The migrating male — whatever his skills and previous
work experience — has to consider taking on any form of work to provide for the
family in order to conform to the ‘breadwinner’ norm. Andrei, Christopher,
George, Khalid and Nareem all experienced these effects, as well as the male
partners of the migrant women participants. At its most extreme, this reshaping of
identity led some men to question their decision to migrate; for example, Naveen,
Rani’s husband, wondered why he had ever come to Australia, and George
considered a return to his home country.
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As there is little research about men’s experience of the migration process within
the theoretical frame of the masculinity literature (Donaldson & Howson 2009),
the stories presented in this thesis add to the empirical material on this topic. They
demonstrate the struggles men endured in trying to reach their career goal. While
migrant men are seemingly subordinated by ethnicity and other factors within the
public realm of employment, their role as providers of financial security for the
home and family are undiminished and thus highly gendered (Anthias 2012a;
Connell 2005; Pease 2009). In contrast, the gendered norms surrounding a
woman’s role meant they were more likely than men to change their career
trajectories due to the competing demands of family, study and (often low-paid)
work, which reflects the ways in which the migration process reshapes gender
roles and employment outcomes.
The social division of gender, its categories and sub-categories:
impacts and effects
Drawing on the analysis of the social division of gender and associated social
categories and sub-categories, the research findings indicated that women with
younger children were more likely to be out of work for lengthier periods of time.
This made them fear, like Man’s research subjects (Man 2004), that they would
never return to the profession they loved. Participants worried about the loss of
occupational skills, and lost confidence in jobseeking. Women who had access to
family support to assist with care needs appeared better equipped to manage the
juggle with work, care and study. However, they knew it would still take time to
re-establish employment in their occupation. In contrast, women without children
had more independence in fulfilling their career goals. Despite this, they still
faced challenges complicated by their ethnicity, new migrant status and gender.
Work was considered a major part of their identity both financially and
professionally. Women with older children, while still responsible for the home,
balanced these dual roles more easily as the levels of care required were less
intense. Thus, consistent with the findings of others (Boucher 2006; Mushaben
2009; Raghuram 2004), women with younger children appeared the most likely to
experience permanent career damage.
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It is clear from the negotiations that take place within couples that the male
participants sought employment due to straightforward economic necessity, but
that the woman’s jobseeking strategies were somewhat more complex and thus
more fraught. While both sexes applied an array of ‘career self-management’
strategies (Fang et al. 2009, p. 474), the men usually found work in more male
dominated sectors within the lower end of the labour market, and they have the
potential to build upwards from this. The women, however, are more likely to
take any form of work to aid with family finances, and/or contemplate a
permanent career change to more feminised, lower-paid and insecure occupations
(Bertone 2009). These decisions are clearly tied to family circumstances and have
ongoing damaging effects on women’s career trajectories (Chiswick et al. 2005;
Cooke, FL 2007; Iredale 2005; Liversage 2009; McKinnish 2008; Raghuram
2004; Walby 1990).
The analysis illustrates how social divisions and categories intersect with the
social relations (Anthias 1998, 2012a) of the labour market with respect to gender
and family differences. Changes in professional identity and status occur, as a
result of managing family around employment, with generally worse outcomes for
women than for men. Anthias’s (1998, 2012a) notions of social divisions,
categories and social relations can be applied, for example, to Hayat. Hayat is a
woman, originally from Iraq, a skilled and educated civil engineer, a mother, and
resident in Australia. Her difficulties with jobseeking and family management
have transformed Hayat’s identity to that of a woman, a mother of Iraqi origin,
and a ‘migrant’, whose dress marks her out as different, and who works as a
casual employee in a childcare centre. The research findings identified that many
women participants ended up in lower level, insecure jobs, not related to their
professional occupation. This led to changes in both their professional and
personal identities.
Drawing on Anthias’s framework, Table 7.2 provides an overview of the social
divisions, social categories and sub-categories that are the focus of this research.
These are important in the development of a model where specific social divisions
and categories become sites of investigation, so that migrants’ experiences can be
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analysed in the context of wider social systems. The first social division, ethnicity,
is associated with problematic issues around the recognition of skill levels,
qualifications, experience, English language fluency and appearance. The second
social division, ‘new migrant status’, allows us to identify and explore additional
complexities that arise for skilled migrants due to their lack of understanding and
knowledge of local jobseeking processes and local workplace cultures.
Furthermore, loss of community and family support networks — associated with
‘new migrant’ status — also hinder the job search. The third social division,
gender, not only helps us consider the differences between the experiences of
women and men, but identifies additional differences between women that arise
from differences in family responsibilities, thus identifying sub-categories of
women related to family status.
Table 7.2

Overview of social divisions, social categories and sub-categories

Social Divisions

Social Categories

Sub-categories

Women
Men

Women with young children no support
Women with young children and support
Women with older children
Women with no children

Ethnicity
New migrant status
Gender

Further examination of their employment outcomes is undertaken in the next
section of this chapter, in terms of the broader social context of the labour market.
The discussion provides a deeper understanding of what happened to the early
entrant and experienced seeker groups in terms of their experiences of DOM. The
analysis also takes into consideration participants’ efforts to overcome the
challenges they faced.
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Social location: Downward occupational mobility
The social divisions of ethnicity, new migrant status and gender within the
societal arena of the labour market can mean NESB skilled migrants change their
social location due to their experience of DOM. To tease out these issues further,
the discussion now turns to the actual experiences and outcomes of the
participants’ jobseeking journeys. The data offers further insights into their
employment search by tracking employment outcomes in relation to the early
entrant and the experienced seeker groups. While the early entrant group provides
examples of the difficulties associated with the social division of ‘new migrant
status’, the experienced seeker group’s experiences indicate that employment
outcomes for many do improve over time, albeit slowly. The following analysis
therefore provides insight into what happened to these migrants, and reveals that
their job search experiences are not straightforward as they anticipated.
As has been established, this group of NESB skilled migrants did not find the
employment that they had expected prior to migration. Many participants believed
they would achieve good employment outcomes as they had the skills and
attributes required to achieve entry into Australia under what seemed to them a
fairly rigorous set of standards. As their occupation had been listed on the
Migration Occupations in Demand List (MODL), or the Skilled Occupations in
Demand List (SOL), detailed in Table 6.1 in Chapter Six, they supposed that their
job search would be relatively easy. Participants also expected that by finding
good employment — in most cases relatively quickly — they would be able to
develop their professional careers. On arrival in Australia, therefore, most were
very optimistic about finding suitable work.
However, as the data have shown, every participant suffered DOM, defined as
employment at a lower occupational level to the job held prior to migration
(Chiswick et al. 2003, 2005; Ho 2004; Ho & Alcorso 2004; Wilson, Roscigno &
Huffman 2013 p. 975). The term DOM is also used in this thesis to cover those
participants who actively sought work in their field, but remained unemployed.
Table 7.3 presents data to show the employment outcomes of the research
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participants. In the Phase 1 interviews, all participants reported experiencing
DOM. For example, Jasmin experienced a change in occupation from a primary
school teacher to food services assistant, while Ana experienced a change in
employment status, as she was able to secure only a part-time job in her field.
Most of the early entrant group were unemployed at the time of the first
interview. Almost half of the experienced seekers, however, had found some form
of employment or a work placement program. This outcome may suggest that
time is a significant factor in finding suitable employment.
The details presented in Table 7.3 confirm that despite governmental reports (see
DIAC 2012c) suggesting positive outcomes for skilled migrants, the participants
found it hard to secure jobs in their occupation of choice. Of the early entrant
group, two-thirds were unemployed. Of the remaining participants, two were in
jobs not equal to the occupation held pre-migration, and one was undertaking a
work placement. Twelve months later (Phase 2), there was a slight improvement
in outcomes. Four of the participants were now employed; however, one
participant who was previously employed, Jasmin, had lost her job due to illness
and perceived discrimination. With respect to the experienced seekers — who had
spent longer than one year searching for work — the findings did show
differences in employment outcomes. In Phase 1, only one participant was
unemployed. Five had found work placements and seven were employed, but not
in jobs commensurate with their professional qualifications. The data revealed
that many of the participants were connecting with work placement programs,
often after Internet searches, or hearing about them from a friend or a communitybased organisation. Participants’ experiences of their job search demonstrate that
they still suffered DOM. However, twelve months later (at Phase 2) there was a
noticeable shift in employment outcomes for those who had been participating in
work placements.
The analysis confirms the significant problems that some NESB migrants
experience in finding professional work equivalent to their previous employment,
echoing the findings of much of the literature. The findings contradict reports by
DIAC (2012c, p. 1) that suggest skilled migrants in general experience low
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unemployment. This kind of report is incomplete as it does not distinguish
between ESB and NESB migrants, nor does it consider the issue of DOM, which
is masked by broad statistics. Further, the Continuous Survey of Australia’s
Migrants (CSAM) (2012d, p. 6) (see Table 2.6, Chapter Two) reports only on
primary applicants, who are usually male, and this presents problems in observing
outcomes for women and skilled migrant couples. Therefore this research
uncovers at a deeper level the issues that NESB skilled migrants face when
attempting to secure skilled employment in Australia. These findings support
Chiswick and colleagues (2003, 2005) who have argued that NESB skilled
migrants do not experience significantly better outcomes, and is contrary to the
normative expectations of skilled immigration policy (see also Bertone 2000;
Cobb-Clark et al. 2001; Hawthorne 2005; Ho & Alcorso 2004; Syed & Murray
2009; Turner 2010).
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Table 7.3
Name

Employment outcomes
Country of
Origin

M/F

Time since
arrival
at 1st
interview

Married/
Children

Yes/No
children
Yes/2
children
Yes/ 1
child
Yes/2
children
Yes/2
children
Yes/2
children
Yes/2
children
Yes/3
children
Yes/1
child

Social Worker

Yes/1
child
Yes/2
children
Yes/No
children

Early entrant
Ana
Spain

F

1 year

Andrei

Russia

M

1 year

Debbie

China

F

1 year

Fareeza

Iraq

F

6 months

Hayat

Iraq

F

1 year

Jasmin

India

F

9 months

Khalid

Iraq

M

6 months

Nairi

Indonesia

F

1 year

Sunita

Bangladesh

F

2 years*

Experienced seeker
Ayanna
Ethiopia

F

2 years

Christopher

Slovenia

M

Cristina

Brazil

F

2 years 4
months
3 years

Prior job — pre
migration

Job at first
interview

DOM
Y/N?

Time since
arrival at
2nd interview

Job at second interview

DOM
Y/N?

Yπ

2 years

P/T social worker

Yπ

Accountant

P/T social
worker
Unemployed

Y

2 years

F/T Security guard

Y

Accountant

Work placement

Y

2 years

Y

Civil engineer

Unemployed

Y

Civil engineer

Unemployed

Y

Casual childcare worker

Y

Primary school
teacher
Landscape architect

Casual food
service
Unemployed

Y

Unemployed

Y

Unemployed

Y

Accountant

Unemployed

Y

1 year 6
months
1 year 6
months
1 year 9
months
1 year 6
months
2 years

F/T Payroll officer
— temporary
Unemployed

Unemployed

Y

Accounting/Admin

Unemployed

Y

3 years

Unemployed

Y

Office admin
commercial TV
Urban and regional
planning
Marketing

Work placement

Y

3 years

Y

Work placement

Y

Community
services officer

Y

3 years 4
months
4 years

Administrative assistant
— temporary
Facilities planning officer
— temporary
F/T Manager/marketing

Y

Y

Y
Y
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Country of
Origin

M/F

Time since
arrival
at 1st
interview

Married/
Children

Yes/No
children
Yes/No
children
Yes/No
children
Yes/No
children
Yes/No
children

Mining engineer

Form worker

Lawyer

Yes/No
children
Yes/3
children
Yes/ 1
child
Yes/2
children
Yes/ 1
child

Marine mechanic

Experienced seeker cont…
George
Albania

M

2 years

Julieta

Colombia

F

Jun

China

F

Kim

Vietnam

F

2 years 4
months
2 years 9
months
3 years

Miranda

Philippines

F

4 years

Nareem

India

M

Nimala

Sri Lanka

F

Rani

India

F

Sarah

South
Africa
Russia

F

1 year 4
months
2 years 8
months
1 year 4
months
5 years

Sofia

F

2 years 9
months

Prior job — pre
migration

Time since
arrival at
2nd interview

Job at second interview

Y

3 years

Form worker

Y

Unemployed

Y

Unemployed/volunteer

Y

Primary school
teacher
Teacher trainer

Work placement

Y

Started own business

Y

Work placement

Y

3 years 4
months
3 years 9
months
4 years

P/T Assistant librarian

Y

Student

Community
services officer
(2 x p/t
positions)
Marine engineer
and taxi driver
Work placement

Y$

5 years

Y

Y^

Returned to Sri Lanka

Y

Housekeeper
— temporary
Supply teacher

Y

2 years 4
months
3 years 8
months
2 years 4
months
6 years

Community services
officer (p/t)
Administration officer
(p/t)
Unknown

F/T Housekeeper

Y
N#

Work placement

Y

Primary school teacher —
contract
Payroll officer
— temporary

Paralegal
Primary school
teacher
Primary school
teacher
Economist

π Part-time status has been deemed as equal to DOM
* Defined as an early entrant as she had started seeking nine months prior to her first interview
$ Job not in same field as professional qualification
^ Similar job title, however it is not equivalent in level and does not match specialist skills
# Took several years to reach career equivalency but still not in a permanent, ongoing position

Job at first
interview

DOM
Y/N?

Y

Y

2 years 9
months

DOM
Y/N?

?

Y
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This study provides evidence to support Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS
2011) figures (reported in Chapter Two, Table 2.8) that close to 50 per cent of
migrants who arrive on a skilled independent visa do not find employment
comparable to their pre-migration job (ABS 2011). This research further confirms
that migrants’ skills and qualifications are devalued by Australian employers, as
evidenced by their experiences and inferior labour market outcomes (see Almeida
et al. 2012; Anthias 2012b, p. 10; Connell & Burgess 2009, p. 415; Cooke, FL
2007; Dyer et al. 2010; Ho 2006). At an individual level migrants receive low
returns on their qualifications and other human capital (see Birrell 2009; Bertone
2009; Hopkins 2012; Raghuram 2008; Webb et al. 2013). There is no doubt that,
regardless of their skills and qualifications and the country’s espoused labour
market requirements, NESB skilled migrants have wholly unsatisfactory
experiences in the Australian labour market.
In addition to changes in occupation, migrants also experience a change in labour
force status. Most of the early entrant group were unemployed in Phase 1, with
little or no improvement over the following 12 months. For example, Ana found
only part-time work in her field, and there was no change over time. Debbie’s
experience with a work placement was helpful, but only led to full-time temporary
work in a job close to her original occupation. Hayat, a civil engineer, suffered the
most dramatic change in status as she had to undertake casual work in a childcare
centre. The experienced seekers’ outcomes did show improvement. Fewer
members of this group were unemployed at the Phase 1 interviews compared to
the first group. However, in Phase 1 participants were clearly disadvantaged in
terms of their employment status and job security. Jobs found were on a contract
basis such as the cases of Julieta and Miranda. Rani was a housekeeper in a
temporary position, while Sarah faced daily uncertainty as a supply teacher, and
was offered a contract for one year at a local school. While six members of the
group were in work placements, none had a guarantee of a job once their program
was completed. Significantly, the participants who were in full-time work were
male. The fact that these skilled migrants had not achieved equivalent
occupational outcomes confirms the ABS (2011) data reported in Table 2.7 (in
Chapter Two).
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At Phase 2, changes were observed for the experienced seeker group in terms of
job outcomes; however, employment status and job security were still
problematic. Cristina continued in her employment, but faced the prospect of a
loss of work as her contract neared completion. Sarah was offered a contract for
one year to teach at a local school. Participants who undertook work placements
had varied outcomes. Jun and Nimala’s programs were completed through a
community-based organisation, and they did not find work afterwards. The four
remaining participants completed placements with a local council and all gained
full-time, temporary contracts, except Kim, who took on a part-time temporary
role due to having a second part-time job. While these participants did gain
employment, it is notable that the temporary nature of their appointments still left
them facing an uncertain future. Finally, Rani’s position improved through being
offered a full-time contract, and there was no change in status for George and
Nareem. From the data, it can be concluded that while job access to employment
increases over time, the actual jobs secured are still not commensurate with premigration employment. What the findings also show is that employment status
remains uncertain due to the temporary nature of the work arrangements secured.
This sheds further light on the experiences of NESB migrant jobseekers, further
confirming poor employment outcomes for NESB migrant groups (Misko 2012)
are an ongoing problem. In sum, like other research (Bertone 2000; Cobb-Clark et
al. 2001; Hawthorne 2005; Ho 2004); Ho and Alcorso 2004), this study
challenges discourses about the success of Australian skilled immigration policy.
Acknowledging that there were a small number of male participants in the sample,
and so the findings cannot be generalised, men were more likely than women to
obtain full-time employment, although in different, lower skilled, occupations to
their chosen professions (Raghuram 2008). Notably, female participants were
more likely than men to be in part-time, temporary and casual employment. This
finding is comparable with ABS data (2010) (see Table 2.11, Chapter Two) that
show males have a higher success rate in obtaining full-time work compared to
women who were more likely to find part-time employment in lower-level
positions (Adib & Guerrier 2003; Cobb-Clark 2000; Holvino 2010). However, for
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women, gender also has an impact due to family and care-giving responsibilities
(Beauregard et al. 2009; Campbell et al. 2009; Cooke, FL 2007; Pereira 2012).
It needs to be noted that participants were highly active agents in seeking to get
their careers on track. They were very conscious of the impact on their
professional lives of not working in their jobs for an extended (or even quite a
short) period. As such, a career damaging effect (Alcorso & Ho 2006; Meares
2010; Pereira 2012) was occurring and, as outlined in the next subsection, they
were proactive in developing additional jobseeking strategies.
Counteracting downward occupation mobility: Jobseeking strategies
The stories the participants shared offered insights into their jobseeking strategies
(see Table 7.4). Many indicated that further study was a way to improve
employment outcomes in four ways. The first was to improve language skills. For
some, like Ana, Cristina, Fareeza and Khalid, English language courses were
viewed as essential as they perceived that inadequate language skills had
hampered their quest for employment. Second, participants recognised that study
could assist them in meeting professional registration requirements (e.g. as
experienced by most of the participants who were teachers). Third, some decided
that further study was needed in an Australian qualification, in a similar or related
field in order to improve contextual knowledge of local practices, and increase the
likelihood of finding work (as discussed by Andrei, George and Nairi in Chapter
Five). Fourth, study was used to change career (like Hayat and Rani who chose to
study childcare). Further education is a strategy widely-used by migrants seeking
employment (see Fang et al. 2009), however this analysis extends the existing
research by showing study is approached in different ways for different reasons.
Other strategies included volunteering, finding any job to bring in income and
gain local experience, Internet searches, recruitment companies, work placements
contacting community-based organisations and social networks. The findings
show that when they do not achieve good employment initially, skilled migrants
try a variety of ways to counteract this problem, but this takes time.

246

Table 7.4
Name

Skilled Migrant Women and Men Seeking Employment

Strategies of skilled migrant jobseekers
Sex

Time

Pre-migration
Job

Strategy 1

Strategy 2

Early entrant
Ana

F

1 year

Social worker

Volunteering

Andrei

M

1 year

Accountant

Debbie

F

1 year

Accountant

Fareeza

F

6 months

Civil engineer

Hayat

F

1 year

Civil engineer

Study —
language
Study —
language
Study —
language
Study —
language
Study —
language

Jasmin

F

9 months

Primary
school teacher

Khalid

M

6 months

Nairi
Sunita

F
F

1 year
2 years*

Experienced seeker
Ayanna
F

2 years

Strategy 3

Strategy 4

Strategy 5

Study in field

Internet
search

Social
networks

Study —
another field

Work
placement

Internet
search

Communitybased
organisation

Find any job

Study in field

Communitybased
organisation

Landscape
architect
Accountant
Accounting/
Admin

Study —
language
Study in field
Find any job

Study in field

Study in field

Internet
search

Office admin
commercial
TV
Urban and
regional
planning
Marketing

Study —
language

Internet
search

Work
placement

Study —
another field

Study —
language

Recruitment
companies

Find any job

Work
placement

Recruitment
companies
Recruitment
companies
Study —
language
Study in field

Work
placement
Internet
search
Find any job

Internet
search
Communitybased
organisation
Study in field

Volunteering

Christopher

M

2 years 4
months

Cristina

F

3 years

George

M

2 years

Julieta

F

Jun

F

2 years 4
months
2 years 9
months

Kim

F

3 years

Miranda

F

4 years

Nareem

M

1 year 4
months

Marine
mechanic

Nimala

F

Paralegal

Study in field

Rani

F

Sarah

F

2 years 8
months
1 year 4
months
5 years

Primary
school teacher
Primary
school teacher

Study —
another field
Temporary
work in field

Sofia

F

2 years 9
months

Economist

Find any job

Mining
engineer
Lawyer
Primary
school teacher
and academic
dean
Teacher
trainer
Unemployed
— student

Find any job
Work
placement
Study in field

Work
placement

Study in field

Internet
search

Study in field
Study —
another field
NEIS
program

Volunteering

Work
placement
Volunteering

Study —
another field
Find any job

Communitybased
organisation
Work
placement
Volunteering

Study —
another field

Study —
another field

Internet
search

Study in field

Internet
search

* Defined as an early entrant as she had started seeking nine months prior to her first interview

Communitybased
organisation
Work
placement

Social
networks
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The data together with the analysis above confirm the findings of Fang and
colleagues (2009, p. 474) who argue that migrants try to build upon their human
capital by developing ‘career self-management strategies’. The findings show the
variety of strategies that migrants undertake. However, failure of the strategies
could see migrants return home. This outcome happened in the case of Nimala
who returned to Sri Lanka, while George said that if further study did not work
out for him, he was considering returning to Albania. Such results confirm reports
by the ABS (2012, p. 3) that migrants are indeed likely to return home if they
suffer unsatisfactory employment outcomes.
Of course, while skilled migrants focus on career self-management strategies, they
still need to find work to exist. This work, while unsatisfactory from a career
perspective, may have some compensation. For instance, Andrei expressed the
importance of his first job as a means to provide financial resources to the family:
‘this is job [is] not actually what I supposed to do, but it gives money, and money
to pay bills, rent … all the necessary stuff’. Andrei also said that the job gave him
the opportunity to improve his English language skills. Similarly Jasmin was
concerned with making enough money for the family to survive. She also said her
job in catering was an opportunity to form networks by making friends and to
gain new knowledge about Australian workplaces. This was part of her overall
strategy, as she was also intent on providing the means to fund additional studies
to meet professional requirements.
Issues for women and men: Decision-making around employment
and family
The decline in occupational status affects both women and men, but in different
ways. The findings show that decision-making and jobseeking strategies begin to
be shaped by traditional gender norms as expressed in the ‘breadwinner role’ (see
Beauregard et al. 2009; Campbell et al. 2009; Pocock 2003). In most cases,
financial necessity and the responsibility around the care of children influenced
decisions. Sunita for example tried to find work and was unsuccessful. Her
husband was successful, however, so she decided to take a part-time job and study
while caring for her young child, as this seemed her only option. Nimala was in
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the same situation. She wanted to find work to help family finances, and a job in a
local supermarket was the only way she could manage employment and the needs
of her young family. A woman’s employment search is not as straightforward as
men’s, confirming what commentators have previously argued (Alcorso 1991;
Bertone 2000; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007; Ressia 2010). Migrant women are
more likely to deviate from their career of choice to care for children (for those
who have them) confirming the gender and work/family discourses that
emphasise the management of home and family care is disproportionately
managed by women (Acker 2006; Lorber 2010a; Pocock 2003, 2005; Walby
1990).
The women with young families experienced the greatest difficulties. Despite
these challenges, they do want to find work and increase the family’s financial
stability, but this is often at the expense of their own careers. In many cases, the
woman’s role is one of support for the family while her male partner seeks work.
Her own career is then disadvantaged as she experiences more casualised forms of
labour, in lower level occupations (Raijman & Semyonov 1997; Syed & Murray
2009) such as in cleaning, housekeeping and childcare. Nevertheless, these
women do try to turn these adverse outcomes into a positive experience. Many,
like Jasmin, argued that employment provided a social outlet for mixing with
people, as well as an opportunity to learn the nuances of Australian workplace
culture.
Lack of knowledge about support services resulting from their ‘new migrant
status’ also constrained women. Sunita reported that she was unaware of the
availability of after-school childcare. Financial costs were another challenge. The
cost of childcare prevented women from seeking employment, limiting them in
their choice of work. In Hayat’s example, this situation forced her into taking on
the care of her family while her husband pursued further study. This
disadvantaged her access to a government-funded specialised training program in
her occupation. The women in this study also suffered from difficulties around
qualification recognition (Casimiro, Hancock & Northcote 2007; Ressia 2010)
due to financial and family constraints that restricted their ability to access
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additional training and courses. This situation undoubtedly increases stress, and as
time progresses these women feel less certain about gaining a job in their field, as
Boyle et al. (2009), FL Cooke (2007), and Liversage (2009) found. Feelings of
loneliness and isolation also increase due to the loss of established social and
familial networks (Boyle et al. 2009; Cooke, FL 2007; Ho & Alcorso 2004;
Iredale 2005; Purkayastha 2005; Sang et al. 2013). It is evident that the difficulties
women experience contrast with the experiences of migrant men. While men
appear to move upward in occupational mobility (admittedly over a long period of
time), women, and particularly those with children, appear to slide further
downward.
The analysis has revealed how the social divisions and categories described earlier
in this chapter can interact in the context of wider social relations and processes.
This leads migrants to lower level employment within the labour market
hierarchy, and results in DOM.

An intersectionality model to explain the social location of
NESB skilled migrants
Intersectionality theory (Crenshaw 1989) can assist in investigating why NESB
skilled migrants experience adverse outcomes in the Australian labour market.
The framework consists of analysing the social divisions, categories and subcategories, and considering how broader social systems (Anthias 2012b, 2012c)
like the labour market intersect and shape migrants’ subsequent social location
and outcomes. The analysis focuses on the divisions of ethnicity, new migrant
status and gender, and within gender, the categories of women and men, and the
sub-categories of women based on family responsibilities. The examination of
these divisions, categories and sub-categories reveals that they intersect and create
complexities for NESB skilled migrants as they seek work. The research shows
that participants’ outcomes were not as they expected pre-migration. All the
individuals in the study experienced DOM in the labour market hierarchy — if
they obtained employment at all. In addition, differences in social location were
also apparent, particularly those based on gender.
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To the researcher’s knowledge, no studies have yet operationalised Anthias’s
work on the intersection of divisions, categories and sub-categories within the
social arena of the labour market with respect to NESB skilled migrants. This
study therefore responds to the call made by Holvino et al. (2013) and Tatli &
Özbilgin (2012) to operationalise intersectionality. This study provides a case
developed from data to explore the potential characteristics of advantage and
disadvantage that interact to produce a particular social location, in order to
understand employment outcomes of this vulnerable group. Furthermore, the
model, as argued in this chapter, introduces the useful category of ‘new migrant
status’. The social division of gender uses the categories of women and men, but
further divides these categories based on whether migrants have family
responsibilities and shows that women, depending on whether they have children
or not, can experience differences in employment outcomes.
This exploration provides insight into the positioning of skilled migrants in their
new society, revealing how their lives are shaped in ways that subordinate them
within the hierarchy of the labour market (Anthias 2012b, 2012c; McCall 2005;
MacKinnon 2013). Figure 7.2 shows how Anthias’s theoretical framework can be
applied to focus specifically on NESB skilled migrants. It is therefore suggested
that this model be used as a foundation for similar research, and be modified by
selecting relevant social divisions, categories and sub-categories that require
exploration within a particular social arena. This will enable researchers to
develop further insights into people’s outcomes and social locations.
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Figure 7.2 Overview of intersections for NESB skilled migrants
Note: Anthias’s (1998, 2001, 2012b) work is used as a basis for categories.
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Conclusion
This research provides much-needed empirical insight into the job search
experiences of NESB skilled migrants. The study answers the call for more
research about the migrant experience and, in particular, provides insights into the
experiences of NESB skilled migrant women (Boucher 2006; Hawthorne 2001;
Lutz 2010; Mushaben 2009; Purkaysatha 2005). In order to achieve this, a model
informed by the theoretical framework of intersectionality and the recent
contributions of Anthias (1998, 2001, 2012b) was developed. The study shows
that the combination of the social divisions of ethnicity, ‘new migrant status’ and
gender, and their associated categories and sub-categories, make it difficult for
these migrants to find work within the social arena of the labour market. While
the analysis identified that such social divisions and categories work in ways that
socially locate migrants within the hierarchical structure of the labour market,
differences in social location by gender were also produced. This was due to
decision-making processes undertaken within the family, and influenced by wider
social pressures and gendered constructions of women’s and men’s roles. The
study also found that differences in employment outcomes were evident within
the category of women, revealing sub-categories based on family responsibilities.
The findings and analysis make it clear that independent NESB skilled migrants
face many challenges. Their job search experiences are complex because of the
intersections occurring between identified social divisions, categories, subcategories and social relations, and lead this group to experience disadvantage and
DOM. Employment outcomes, for those who do find work, are highly gendersegregated and position migrants within certain occupations within the labour
market. For example, women’s outcomes include feminised occupations such as
childcare, while men are likely to find jobs in male-dominated sectors such as
security work. Further, the man is positioned as the main provider or breadwinner
in the relationship, ensuring the family’s financial security. This contrasts with the
experiences of women who are more likely to provide a secondary, supporting
income — if they are able to find work. It is also evident that due to these
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unexpected outcomes, migrants, particularly women, fear the permanent loss of
their professional identity.
The next chapter presents an overview of the contributions this study has made to
an understanding of the job search experience of NESB skilled migrants. The
implications of the research for public policy and organisational practice, and its
strengths and limitations are also considered. Recommendations for future
research will also be canvassed.

CHAPTER EIGHT
CONCLUSION — DIRECTIONS FOR INCREASING
EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR NESB
SKILLED MIGRANTS IN AUSTRALIA

Introduction
This research has explored the expectations, experiences and outcomes of recently
arrived NESB skilled migrants seeking employment in Australia. Through indepth qualitative interviews, this study has investigated the complexities of
participants’ job search experiences, addressing the dearth of knowledge about the
lived experiences and outcomes of this group. The study also analysed migrant
women’s experiences and how they differed from the male experience, thus filling
a gap in the migrant employment literature. Overall, a deeper understanding of the
job search experiences and outcomes of women and men skilled migrants has
been developed using the framework of intersectionality. This analysis answers
the following research questions:
1.

What are the employment expectations, experiences and
outcomes for NESB skilled migrants?

2.

Do recently arrived women and men NESB skilled migrants
differ in their strategies in seeking and obtaining employment?
What are the reasons for any observed differences in jobseeking
behaviour?

This final chapter provides a summary of the research findings in relation to the
questions posed. This is followed by a discussion of the practical implications,
and the theoretical and empirical contributions of the research. The chapter then
details the limitations of the research design. Next, the chapter provides
recommendations for future research, and will conclude with a summary of the
contributions made towards extending our understandings of the experiences of
NESB skilled migrant jobseekers in the Australian labour market.
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NESB skilled migrants’ expectations, experiences and
outcomes
Participants’ initial expectations were based on the assumption that they would
find employment in Australia commensurate with their qualifications and
experience, and perhaps even a better job, in order to improve their families’ lives.
These expectations are consistent with previous research that suggests that one of
the main motivations behind immigration is ‘economic betterment’ (Bailey &
Boyle 2004; Chiswick et al. 2005; Connell & Burgess 2009; Ghani 2008, p. 201;
Groutsis & Arnold 2012, pp. 334-35; Iredale 2001, p. 8; Smith, DP 2004; Webb et
al. 2013). Finding a job is therefore crucial for migrants, who have initiated a lifechanging process. Believing that they have the employment credentials Australia
needs, their initial confidence is high. However, their expectations are often
rudely shattered once they arrive. As a foreign, ‘new migrant’ jobseeker, the
reality of re-establishing their pre-migration career is, for most, significantly more
challenging than expected.
The thesis has drawn on the diverse literature about the migrant experience to
frame participants’ stories. While the migrant employment literature has described
the well-known problems faced by this group (e.g. recognition of language, skills
and qualifications), the intersectional approach used in the analysis has enabled
the researcher to develop a more complex understanding of participants’
experiences. Using Anthias’s (1998, 2001, 2012b) theoretical framework focusing
on social divisions, categories and sub-categories, the research has explored a
particular social arena; the Australian labour market. In so doing, it has examined
the impact of social divisions including ethnicity, ‘new migrant status’, gender
and family responsibility, the categories of women and men, and the subcategories identified in relation to women and motherhood. The simultaneous
analysis of these various identity factors has enabled the researcher to demonstrate
how migrants find a social location in Australia. For many of them, downward
occupational mobility (DOM) becomes the reality.
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Issues affecting access to employment for NESB skilled migrants
Migration has been important to Australia both economically and for population
growth, and today is increasingly tied to filling labour market gaps, especially at
the ‘skilled’ end of the spectrum (Castles 1987; Castles et al. 1992; Collins, J
1991; Markus et al. 2009; Teicher et al. 2002; Vasta 2005). However, the
experiences of the NESB skilled migrants in this study, consistent with statistics
(ABS 2011), reveal the difficulties of obtaining commensurate employment after
arrival. Historically, ingrained social attitudes and systems have long
disadvantaged migrants to Australia. While recent amendments to immigration
policy have attempted to address issues of unemployment and underemployment,
there are still problems in need of attention and resolution. Some policy
prescriptions are canvassed in the next section.
It is little wonder that migrants become confused about the jobseeking process in
Australia and despondent about their professional and economic future. It seems
not only do they have to learn jobseeking processes; many also need to adjust
their skills by undertaking additional study, as their pre-migration qualifications
are not sufficiently recognised by employers. Failing this, the alternative is to
consider a career change, which may also require further education. The skilled
migrant jobseeker is therefore constrained within the social divisions of ethnicity
and ‘new migrant status’, as described in the previous chapter, which hinders their
likelihood of gaining a suitable job. However, the complexities of their
experiences do not stop here. Gender and family responsibilities are also
instrumental in shaping jobseeking behaviour and outcomes.
One of the study’s principal aims has been to shed light on the experiences of
female migrants, to fill an identified gap in the literature (Cooke, FL 2007; Webb
et al. 2013). This research has demonstrated while women and men encounter
similar difficulties in securing employment, women face more complex
challenges due to the operations of gender norms associated with family
responsibilities. Skilled migrants prize financial security and providing for their
families, but have less economic and social support than local workers. Thus, it is
often the male who assumes the ‘breadwinner’ role and who seeks work rather
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than his partner, further polarising gender roles. For some men, this may lead to a
downgrade in occupation. Constraints around jobseeking, settlement and family
care also limit women’s outcomes. Women may take lower paid employment
because it is their only choice, but also because it offers flexibility around
childcare and further study. As the analysis has shown, women with younger
children who received no family or other support were the most restricted in their
job search, compared to women with young children receiving family support,
those with older children, and women without children. Men were, however, more
likely than women to continue seeking work in their pre-migration occupation,
with women facing greater complexity as gender and family responsibilities added
to issues of ethnicity and ‘new migrant status’. Both genders are, in many ways, at
the margins of the labour market, but a woman’s position is even more tenuous
than a man’s.

Practical implications of the research
Australia operates within globally competitive markets and immigration policy’s
primary focus has been, for some time, on countering skill shortfalls in the labour
market. It was envisaged that such policy would improve migrants’ employment
outcomes (Hawthorne 2005). The study has revealed that NESB skilled migrants
continue to find it difficult to obtain employment commensurate with their
qualifications. The findings reveal various issues that need addressing with
respect to government policy and employing organisations’ practices.
Policy and practices are needed to address migrants’ needs in seven key areas.
First, migrants have limited knowledge of and access to advice about jobseeking
prior to migration. Second, they lack information about how to connect with
organisations and employers who are seeking their skills. Third, secondary visa
applicants need the same level of support as primary applicants. A fourth point is
migrants lack knowledge about local job search processes, such as writing
application letters, addressing selection criteria and responding to interview
questions. Cultural differences in jobseeking were also hard to negotiate and
understand for some. The fifth point relates to the paucity of programs for newly
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settled migrants. While some assistance is available from community-based
organisations and TAFE programs, due to funding restrictions it is often limited to
refugee, asylum seeker and other groups. Moreover, there is no guarantee of
securing employment on completion. Some hope is provided by work placement
programs operated by local government which, while still highly competitive, are
more likely than other options to offer ongoing employment opportunities. A sixth
concern is employer perceptions and actions. Migrants express concerns about
lack of ‘local’ work experience, and the absence of communication and feedback
from employers. Rejected job applications cause migrants great concern and
uncertainty. The final problem relates to accreditation of qualifications. This
creates issues due to the cost and length of time it often takes to meet professional
requirements, and increases stress in finding work and settling the family.

Theoretical and empirical contributions of the research
The empirical contribution of this project is in the collection of rich, in-depth
information about the experiences of NESB skilled migrants and their families. It
has detailed how they cope with the complexities around settlement and
jobseeking post-migration, and highlighted the strategies they undertook and the
outcomes they experienced over a 12-month timeframe. Close analysis of their
stories has generated deeper insights, which contribute to the literature on migrant
employment. In particular, a new social division of ‘new migrant status’ has been
proposed to shed light on the additional difficulties this group faces.
Credible and reliable insights were gained through spending quality time in the
field (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Golafshani 2003; Strauss & Corbin 1990), as well
as seeking feedback on interview transcripts from the participants. The data were
carefully analysed to present the themes that emerged from the narratives, which
respected the individuals’ experiences (Creswell 1998, 2009; Golafshani 2003;
Patton 2002). The analysis has captured the experiences of skilled migrants from a
range of ethnic backgrounds and has provided insight into the common issues
they each encountered after arriving in Australia. This has added to the literature
in that extant qualitative research has generally focused on examining groups
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from a single ethnic background, often located within a specific occupation or
industry. This study has made a further contribution by focusing on migrant
women. All-importantly, this focus has addressed a gap in the migrant
employment literature identified by many scholars in the field. Additionally, the
research has highlighted gendered dimensions and processes that shape migrant
experience during settlement and jobseeking, providing particular insight into the
experiences of women. Overall, the study has gone beyond simply identifying and
exploring the ‘barriers’ faced by migrants, to develop a holistic understanding of
the individual journeys that they take in the context of a broader social system.
This research may help to advance studies that use intersectionality theory in
order to understand disadvantage. The preceding chapters have shown that
applying a model based on Anthias’s (1998, 2001, 2012b) framework is useful in
unpacking the disadvantage created by the interactions of social divisions,
categories and sub-categories. In particular, the model presented in Chapter Seven
has provided a lens to analyse NESB skilled migrants in the context of the
Australian labour market, but could also be used to frame the analysis of other
social divisions, categories and sub-categories requiring examination in a selected
social context. Thus the research has answered the call by Holvino and colleagues
(2013) and Tatli & Özbilgin (2012) to develop new methods to operationalise
intersectionality research in the field.

Limitations of the research
The research has a number of limitations. There were only 22 participants due, in
part, to the time constraints of the PhD and the longitudinal nature of the study,
but also due to the sensitivity of the topic. As detailed in Chapter Four, it was
difficult to find participants who would volunteer to be part of this research. It
took nine months to recruit those 22 participants. From this small sample size, one
cannot generalise the experiences and outcomes to all NESB skilled migrants.
Further, the study did not explore the experiences of skilled migrants who have
obtained good employment outcomes. Specific differences between individuals in
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terms of their ethnic or cultural background were not investigated, as this was
outside the scope of this research project.

Recommendations for future research
The analysis has opened up a number of topics warranting further investigation.
For instance, what can — and perhaps, in some cases, is being done — about the
‘lack of local experience’ that creates problems for recently-arrived migrants?
Why are employers hesitant to employ skilled migrants in professional jobs? To
what extent can, and do, private sector organisations take on roles in this area; for
instance, by offering work placement opportunities similar to those in the public
and community-based sectors? What constitutes ‘good practice’ in employing
skilled migrants, and what benefits are there for companies explicitly seeking to
do so? In addition, there is value in exploring the costs, benefits and overall
outcomes of programs run by local governments and community organisations,
limited in extent as they are. In providing their first labour market experience,
these programs provided a number of participants with a positive learning
experience and increased their employability. Theoretically informed case studies,
and interview and survey research, would elucidate these important issues.
A key issue for further inquiry is the matter of government policy as it applies to
skilled migrants. Scholarly inquiry should explore the strengths and limitations of
Australian public policy (national, state and local), in an international context,
with respect to exploring the operation of the skilled immigration programs postmigration, including the funding and delivery of community programs (Broadbent
et al. 2010), referred to above. With good use of appropriate theoretical
developments from studies of public policy and public administration, these are
likely to be fruitful avenues for further investigation.
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Conclusion
The Organisation of Economic Development (OECD) has emphasised the
importance of the effective management of migration, particularly the
responsibilities of policy makers (OECD 2011, p. 1) in a context where skilled
migrants represent an increasingly large component of migrations streams
globally (Iredale 2001, p. 8) and in Australia (Reisman 2009, p. 192). The
literature, including this thesis, confirms that skilled migrants continue to
encounter significant obstacles when they seek employment commensurate with
the qualifications and experience that enabled them to obtain residence in their
new country. It is therefore imperative that skilled migrants are better integrated
into national and local labour markets. In a practical sense, therefore, supports
provided for skilled migrants need to be improved to address the problems
identified in this thesis, as previously advocated by others (Cobb-Clark 2000;
Hawthorne 2005; Ho & Alcorso 2004). Post-migration advice and programs of
various kinds is key to skilled migrants’ future, and to achieving the espoused
aims of skilled immigration policy.
By adopting a feminist standpoint and using an intersectionality framework, this
study of migrant experiences has demonstrated that ethnicity, ‘new migrant
status’, gender and family responsibilities intersect to create multiple inequalities
during the process of settling and jobseeking in a new country. This approach has
extended the literature on migrant employment, and on work and family, by
providing data about how migrant families cope as a unit, and negotiate work and
care. This study has also explored the complexities of the process of DOM, which
pushes skilled migrants to the margins of the labour market. Further, through the
exploration of the experiences of women migrants, which have received less
attention than the experiences of migrant men, the complex challenges facing
migrant women have been documented. Finally, the analysis has shed light on the
ways in which social divisions, categories and wider social systems and processes
may intersect and affect jobseeking for NESB skilled migrants. Overall, this study
is a useful contribution to extending our knowledge of migrant employment in
Australia.
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You will be sent an overall summary of the findings from this research.
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Further information
This research is being conducted by Susan Ressia a Doctor of Philosophy student,
and is supervised by Professor Glenda Strachan and Dr Janis Bailey. If you would
like further information, please contact any of the following:
The Researcher: Sue Ressia, PhD Candidate, Department of Employment
Relations, Griffith Business School, Griffith University. Tel: (07) 3735 6560, Mob:
04399 51097 or email: s.ressia@griffith.edu.au
The Supervisors: Professor Glenda Strachan, Department of Employment
Relations, Griffith Business School, Griffith University. Tel: (07) 3735 5495 or
email: g.strachan@griffith.edu.au, or
Dr Janis Bailey, Department of Employment Relations, Griffith Business School,
Griffith University. Tel: (07) 555 27748 or email j.bailey@griffith.edu.au
The ethical conduct of this research
Should you have concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or you
have a complaint about the manner in which the research is conducted, please contact
the Manager, Research Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Griffith University,
Kessels Road, Nathan, Qld, 4111, Tel: (07) 3735 5585 or researchethics@griffith.edu.au.
Privacy Statement
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified personal
information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties
without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.
A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your
anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s
Privacy Plan at www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
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APPENDIX D
CONSENT FORM

CONSENT FORM
Who is conducting the research:
Researcher:
Susan Ressia
Griffith Business School
Contact Phone: 04399 51097 or (07) 3841 7175
Contact Email: s.ressia@griffith.edu.au
Supervisors:
Professor Glenda Strachan
Griffith Business School
Contact Phone: 07 3735 5495
Contact Email: g.strachan@griffith.edu.au

Associate Professor Janis Bailey
Griffith Business School
Contact Phone: 07 555 27748
Contact Email: j.bailey@griffith.edu.au

I have received an information sheet on the research project:
What’s the Difference? An Analysis of Skilled Migrant Women and Men’s
Experiences in Seeking Employment within Southeast Queensland*
This research is being conducted by Susan Ressia, Doctor of Philosophy student, Griffith
University.
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package in
particular that:
a. I understand that my involvement in this research will include an interview of
approximately 45 minutes duration, discussing my experiences in seeking
employment, and will be video- and/or tape-recorded;
b. I understand that the video- and/or tape recording will be erased upon completion
of the transcribed document, and the transcript may be used in future research;
c. I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;
d. I understand the risks involved;
e. I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in
this research;
f. I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and will in no way
impact on my relationship with government departments, agencies or employers;
g. I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research
team;
h. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;

*

The title of the project was subsequently changed
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i.

I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith
University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or researchethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the
project;
j. I agree to participate in the project; and
k. I understand that I will be contacted for a follow up interview in 12 months time.
Name (Please Print):
Contact Details:

Signature:

Date:
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APPENDIX E
SHORT SURVEY — BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION
What’s the Difference? An Analysis of Skilled Migrant Women and Men’s
Experiences in Seeking Employment within Southeast Queensland*
Short Survey — Biographical Information

About the Survey
This short survey is designed to record basic information about you and your
migration details before the commencement of an interview. You may wish to
complete this information prior to the interview, or you can complete at the time
of interview. The information you provide will give the researcher some general
details about your background, and may be discussed further within the main part
of the interview.

General Information
Name:

Date of Birth:

Country of Birth:

Year and Date Arrived in Australia (most recent):

Current Visa Type:

Age when Arrived in Australia (most recent):

Please turn over the page to answer the survey questions
*

The title of the project was subsequently changed
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Survey Questions
1. What employment experience did you have in your home country,
before you migrated to Australia?

2. What qualifications did you achieve in your home country, before you
migrated to Australia?

3. Is this your first time in Australia? If no, please supply details of prior
arrival/s, your age and visa type.

4. Have you undertaken any employment since you arrived in Australia
— please give details?

5. Have you undertaken any further qualifications or training since
arriving in Australia — please give details?

6. Did you arrive with a spouse or partner, as part of a family, or on
your own?
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APPENDIX F
QUESTIONS — MIGRANT PARTICIPANTS’ INITIAL
INTERVIEW (PHASE 1)
Migration to Australia
Why did you choose to migrate to Australia?

Employment Expectations
How long did you expect to find employment after arrival?
Do you expect the same or similar job to what you had in your home country?

Difficulties/Barriers Faced
Why do you think that you have not found similar employment in Australia?
What would be the reason/s for this?
Do you have other commitments outside of employment that may hinder this
process (i.e. family care arrangements)?

Employment Experience
Have you had any employment experience since arriving in Australia?
Was the job suitable? If not, then why?

Spouse/Partner Experience
Has your spouse or partner found work since arrival?
How does their experience compare to your experience?
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Help with gaining Employment:
What additional things have you needed to do to find work (e.g. required a further
qualification or trade certificate)?
What would assist you better in finding comparable work?
What has worked well for you? What has not?

Networks:
Has anyone or any organisation been able to assist you in finding work? In what
way?

Is there anything else you would like to add to our discussion today?

273

APPENDIX G
QUESTIONS — MIGRANT PARTICIPANTS’ FOLLOW
UP INTERVIEW (PHASE 2)
Employment Outcomes
Tell me about your experiences since we last met. Have you achieved the goals
that you set for yourself in finding comparable employment?
Have you found employment?
If yes, how long did it take? What was the main reason that assisted your in
finding employment (e.g. Further study/English courses etc)
If no, why? What have been the problems you have encountered?

Compatibility with Skill Level, Experience and Qualifications
Do you have a job that is comparable to your skill level, qualifications and
experience?
If no, then explain why?

Difficulties/Barriers Faced
Why do you think that you have not found a similar job?
What difficulties (if any) have you experienced in the job application process?
Do you have other commitments outside of employment that may have hindered
this process (i.e. family care arrangements)?
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Networks
Has your networks assisted you in anyway to find work? In what way has a friend
or family member helped you?

Help with gaining Employment
What would have assisted you better in finding comparable work?

Spouse/Partner & Family Experience (if have children)
Has your spouse or partner found work yet?
How does their experience compare to your experience?
How do you and your partner negotiate work arrangements around childcare
needs? Study needs? Etc?
How have these experiences affected your family since coming to Australia?

Migration to Australia
Are you still happy that you migrated to Australia?
Have you considered migrating elsewhere? If yes, where and why?
What would you say to friends or family that are thinking of migrating to
Australia? What would you tell them about your experience?

Is there anything else you would like to add to our discussion today?
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