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Employment incongruity and gender among Middle Eastern and 

North African skilled migrants in Australia 

 

We investigate ‘employment incongruity’ among skilled migrants from Middle 

East and North African (MENA) countries — that is, whether the jobs they 

achieve in Australia match the jobs they expect to be doing after they arrive or 

not — along with the factors that shape outcomes and the gendered dimensions 

of these outcomes.  We analyse data collected from qualitative interviews with 15 

female and eight male skilled MENA migrants, a median of seven years after 

arrival and apply an intersectionality lens and consider influences at the macro, 

meso and micro level that affect the power of female MENA migrants and shape 

their employment outcomes. We identify that what appears to shape employment 

incongruity are: organisational practices regarding recognition of overseas skills 

and qualifications and demands for ‘local experience’; norms supporting 

discriminatory behaviour; the difficulties skilled MENA migrants have with 

accessing networks; and intra-family cultural norms.  

Keywords: Middle East and North African (MENA); skilled migrants; 

employment incongruity; intersectionality; non-English speaking background 

(NESB); Australia  

Introduction  

In the past two decades, Australia has given priority to attracting skilled migrants to fill 

identified skill shortages (Cameron, Farivar & Dantas 2019). The current selection 

process requires skilled migrants to satisfy a points-based system based on skills, age, 

English language proficiency, level of qualification and occupation. The applicant must 

also have an occupation listed on the occupations in demand list (Department of Home 

Affairs 2019). However, while a focus on skilled migration may appear likely to 

improve labour market outcomes (LMO) for migrants, relative to a less targeted 

program, the expectation of good employment does not always match the reality, 
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particularly for skilled migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB) 

(Ressia, Strachan & Bailey 2017a, 2017b). Many NESB migrants still face problems 

finding comparable employment in the Australian labour market (Rajendran, Ng, Sears 

& Ayub 2020). Previous research highlighted that discriminatory practices occur within 

organisations where they do not recognise NESB migrants’ human capital (Cameron et 

al. 2019) and English language proficiency (Kostenko, Harris & Zhao 2012), and they 

often expect them to have had some form of local work experience (Rajendran, 

Farquharson & Hewege 2017). NESB migrants are not rewarded in the same way that 

English-speaking background (ESB) migrants and native-born Australians are rewarded 

in the labour market (Rajendran et al. 2020; Birrell & Healy 2008). The term ‘skill 

discounting’ is sometimes used to describe this phenomenon (Shinnaui & Narchal 

2010). 

While research has investigated how immigrants fare in the Australian labour 

market (To, Grafton & Regan 2017), little is known about the labour market 

experiences and outcomes of skilled migrants from NESB countries (Rajendran et al. 

2017). Even less attention has been paid to the LMO of highly skilled migrants from the 

Middle East and North African (MENA) countries (Rynderman & Flynn 2016). If the 

old pattern was that migrant women, often entering as dependents of the primary 

applicant, ended up in low-paid, low-status work (Alcorso 1991), the newer focus on 

skilled migration, in which women increasingly are principle applicants, should have 

led to quite different results.  

Despite growing literature on the gendered dimensions of migration, including 

those of highly skilled migrants (Ressia et al.2017a, 2017b; Webb 2015), there is scant 

research about the experiences of female skilled migrants from the Middle East and 

North Africa who migrate to Australia (Foroutan 2009). The aim of this research is to 



5 
 

fill a gap by exploring the lived experiences of MENA female and male skilled migrants 

in the Australian labour market. Importantly the research helps advance understanding 

of the impact of gender on employment outcomes of skilled migrants from this region. 

The research focuses on answering the following research question: To what extent do 

MENA skilled migrants experience ‘employment incongruity’ — that is, to what extent 

do the jobs they occupy fail to match the jobs they expected to be doing post arrival? —  

In addressing this, we consider two sub-questions: What are the factors affecting the 

economic participation of skilled migrants from this region in the Australian labour 

market?, and how do female and male skilled migrants differ in employment outcomes?  

We define ‘skilled migrants’ as individuals who met eligibility requirements for 

skilled migration in Australia under the skilled migration visa scheme or other visa 

subclasses that (could) lead a migrant to become eligible for a skilled migration visa 

(e.g. a student visa).  

We begin by discussing the literature on skilled migrants’ labour market 

outcomes in Australia, looking in particular at the experiences of female and male 

migrants including the limited research of those who arrived from the Middle East and 

North Africa. We then outline the relevance of intersectionality theory to our study, 

followed by discussion of the methodology. Our findings are then presented focusing on 

the issues of employment incongruity, how this occurs at meso and macro levels, and 

outcomes for women and men from this group. We then present a discussion and 

conclusion of the implications of these findings.   

 

Middle Eastern and North African skilled migrants in Australia  

The quality of skilled migrants’ employment outcomes is vital to Australia, because if 

they work in low-skilled or deskilled jobs, the skill shortage gap in the country remains 
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open (Killian & Manohar 2016) and the affected migrant’s human capital is 

underutilised. The shift in Australian immigration policy from family and humanitarian 

to skilled migrant intakes (Jupp 2004) has resulted in higher employment rates and 

earlier job finding for skilled migrants, but more so for ESB migrants (Hawthorne 

2016). Employment disadvantages for NESB skilled migrants are evident, and greater 

disadvantage appears to be experienced by female skilled migrants (Ressia et al. 2017a, 

2017b).  

The most recent study focused on the LMO of skilled MENA migrants as a 

specific sub-group of NESB migrants in Australia (Rynderman & Flynn 2016) found 

that the majority of migrants could not obtain employment in their area of expertise. 

However, their study was limited to a sample of MENA skilled migrants in Melbourne, 

and their findings cannot be generalised to the LMO of MENA skilled migrants in 

Australia. However, their findings supported those of earlier studies indicating that 

MENA migrants experienced worse employment and income conditions when 

compared to ESB migrants, native-born workers, and other NESB groups in Australia 

(Borooah & Mangan 2007). Hawthorne (2016) compared the LMO of migrant 

professionals in Australia and Canada. Her study revealed the highest unemployment 

rates for MENA degree-qualified migrants in both countries compared to other NESB 

groups. Booth, Leigh and Varganova (2012) sent fake CVs in response to 

advertisements for low-skilled job vacancies, using distinctively Chinese, Middle 

Eastern, Italian, Indigenous, and Anglo-Saxon names. Their findings showed a clear 

difference across ethnic groups in terms of achieving a call-back from employers, post 

submission of a job application. The worst outcomes were for Middle Eastern 

applicants, who had to submit 50 percent more applications than Anglo applicants in 

order to achieve a request for an interview. This suggests elements of discrimination 
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because of their ‘visible’ ethnicity and race characteristics including foreign names 

(Foroutan 2009; Torezani, Tilbury & Colic-Peisker 2006). Research reveals that MENA 

skilled migrants experience difficulties integrating into the labour market of many 

immigrant-receiving countries, including Germany, Switzerland, and the United States, 

where again their human capital is underutilised (Kogan 2011; Mattoo, Neagu, & Özden 

2008; Riaño & Baghdadi 2007). 

The latest data released by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) shows that 

nearly eight percent of skilled migrants who arrived in Australia between 2009 and 

2019 were from MENA regions (calculated from ABS 2020). Although MENA skilled 

migrants form a small portion of skilled migrants in Australia, they do belong to a larger 

group of skilled migrants who enter the country as a result of the government’s 

invitation to fill skill shortages (Rynderman & Flynn 2016). 

 

Women and men in the Australian labour market 

It is important to consider the gendered experiences and outcomes for MENA migrants, 

as job seeking outcomes may differ between female and male migrant workers.  

Despite the high female labour force participation, women continue to 

experience more difficulties in employment than men (Charlesworth & Macdonald 

2017). Some scholars use the expression ‘double disadvantage’ for female immigrants’ 

participation and employment status in the receiving country’s labour market (Rebhun 

2008). Employed female migrants are often relegated to ‘women’s work’ in jobs such 

like housekeeping in hotels (Dyer, McDowell & Batnitzky 2010), childcare (Ressia, 

Strachan & Bailey 2018), or work in lower skill jobs not matching their skill level and 

experiences pre-migration (Remennick 2005). Some migrant women may work in 
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industries that match their skills, but they are employed at a lower skill level than 

equivalently qualified men (Raghuram 2008).  

Female participation may be further compromised by their role in the family as a 

wife and/or mother. Ressia et al. (2017b) found that the presence of children plays a 

significant role in determining employment outcomes, regardless of their human capital 

characteristics. A study by Purkayastha (2005) focused on highly qualified skilled 

migrant women in the United States revealed that those who have families, experience 

cumulative disadvantages compared with single females, because they struggle to 

balance work and family. Similar research in Australia (Webb 2015) also found that 

NESB skilled migrant women dealt with a series of challenges balancing family 

commitments with finding employment. That led them to experience deskilling, 

downward occupational mobility, and unemployment (Ressia et al. 2017a), which 

indicates a gendering effect in employment outcomes. 

Furthermore, in the case of MENA migrants, the influence of cultural 

characteristics of the source country on gender roles, such as women having the 

traditional role as wife and mother in the household and men as breadwinner, may 

further influence the low level of LMO for this group (Foroutan 2015; Frank & Hou 

2016), and the inability of skilled female MENA migrants to obtain employment in their 

area of expertise (Rynderman & Flynn 2016).  

In Australia, previous research on the employment experiences of skilled 

migrants from MENA countries focused on males or refugees, and researchers have 

been previously unable to access female skilled migrants from this region to understand 

their experiences, due to the small number of women arriving from MENA countries 

(Fozdar 2012; Rynderman & Flynn 2016). This research is therefore important for 

filling the gap in knowledge about the experience of skilled MENA female migrants. 
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Framework 

Intersectionality theory is the analytical framework (Crenshaw 1989) that enables for an 

understanding of outcomes based on intersecting factors such as race, class, migration 

status, and gender. Recent research has shown that NESB women’s employment 

outcomes in Australia are shaped by multiple intersecting identity characteristics which 

create disadvantage (Ressia et al. 2017b), and these can offset advantages in human 

capital (Syed & Murray 2009), leading individuals to experience inferior employment 

outcomes and occupational downgrading (Ressia et al. 2017a). For example, NESB 

skilled migrants who arrive in Australia with high level qualifications and experience, 

have been found to find jobs that are lower than their skill level (Rajendran et al. 2020). 

However, if the migrant is female, gender and ethnicity intersect in ways that make it 

more difficult to find and achieve comparable work due to taking care of a family (O ́

Dwyer & Colic-Peisker 2016).  

Our study considers the intersecting impacts of migration status, ethnicity, and 

gender and how this affects the employment outcomes of MENA skilled migrants in 

Australia. We draw on Syed and Murray’s (2009) theoretical model of intersectionality, 

to enable us to draw out and explain the labour market experiences of this group. Syed 

and Murray made an important step forward, in incorporating the situation of NESB 

migrant women into theorising about women’s issues. They analysed issues from a 

series of levels: macro/national, meso/organisational and micro/individual. Despite the 

important steps this represented, there were some theoretical weaknesses, arising mainly 

from trying to fit each source of disadvantage into one of the chosen levels, rather than 

analysing the modes of oppression in their own right and then observing the different 

levels at which they worked. For example, ‘discrimination’ in the figure that depicted 

their model (Syed & Murray’s 2009, p.427)  was a meso-level explanatory factor, but in 
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the empirics, it also featured in the micro-level, and indeed it also appeared as a 

dependent variable in their illustrative figure. The family is treated as a micro-level 

factor in the Syed and Murray framework, but it seems to us that the family manifests as 

a meso-level structure, populated by (micro-level) individuals, where norms are 

reproduced and enforced to maintain the power of the dominant group (men).  

In contrast to Syed and Murray and some of the studies that have used their 

framework (e.g. Rajendran et al. 2020), we focus on power but adapt the Syed and 

Murray framework by showing how these aspects of power operate at different levels. 

We start with the proposition that, in the conventional economic model, a ‘skilled’ 

worker with high-level qualifications (human capital) would possess substantial labour 

market power and thereby be able to command significant wage premiums. Yet, as the 

literature suggests, NESB migrant women from MENA backgrounds may end up with 

low labour market power. This happens because dominant groups (those with power) 

find ways to reduce the power of skilled MENA women and this may happen at 

multiple levels. There may be macro-level factors — failure of national institutions to 

recognise overseas qualifications. In response to this problem, the Australian 

government has had a mechanism for formally recognising overseas qualifications but if 

they are formally recognised, employers may not recognise them by more informal 

demands outside the scope of regulation — principally, the demand for ‘local 

experience’. This leads to undervaluation of skills held by NESB migrant workers, just 

as the institutions and employer practices around the recognition of skills (or 

‘attributes’) used in female-dominated occupations have led to undervaluation of 

women’s work (Peetz & Murray 2017). 

Another way in which power manifests is in how employers build networks, and 

employees build networks (Granovetter 1973), in order to build up ‘social capital’ 
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(Denord, Hjellbrekke, Korsnes, Lebaron & Le Roux 2011) through which they obtain 

key knowledge about the labour market. But networks may operate to include the 

dominant group (white workers) and exclude ‘others’ (NESB migrants) (Junakar & 

Mahuteau 2005; Hawthorne 1997). Networking activity appears more beneficial for 

men than for women (Forret & Dougherty 2004), so networks may operate to especially 

disempower NESB migrant women. Bullying and harassment may be ways of 

disempowering women and NESB migrants. Discrimination may operate through 

formal, macro-level rules of the system (e.g. the White Australia policy or unequal pay 

rulings of the past) or, as regulation comes to respond to political pressure from 

disenfranchised groups, formal or informal practices operating at the meso level 

(employer practices of not hiring people with foreign surnames) or at the micro level 

(individuals refusing to serve or assist women or migrants) also disempower their 

targets. 

Power is not just experienced in the host (receiving country). Migrants are 

followed by the power relations from their home countries. Post arrival, their legacies 

are most evident in the home — that is, in the household — and especially if migrants’ 

partners share that history. As the household has a critical influence on how all women 

work, it shapes the way migrant women enter and interact with the labour market.  

The combined outcome of these forces is to reduce the power of migrants, 

women and especially migrant women, and means that they may be paid less than other 

workers with equal productivity. This phenomenon is one of the issues analysed in 

labour market segmentation theory (Leontaridi 1998) and the process we have described 

is illustrative of how it can be relevant to highly skilled workers who might otherwise 

not feature within that framework.    
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Our study does not interrogate how power is exercised. It looks at the 

consequences: how these power effects are experienced by MENA women. We suggest 

that, as a consequence of reduced power, MENA skilled migrants, and in particular 

females in this group, experience employment incongruity. An incongruity is ‘a 

discrepancy, a dissonance, between what is and what "ought" to be’ (Drucker 2014, p. 

57). We use the term ‘employment incongruity’ to refer to a situation where the jobs 

people expect to occupy prior to migration fail to match the jobs they actually find upon 

or post arrival in their destination country. The concept is related to, but distinct from, 

‘skill discounting’ as the latter refers to employer behaviour while ours relates to the 

expectations versus the outcomes for migrants themselves. 

 

Methodology 

Data were collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews conducted over a 

period of six months (Feb-Aug 2019) with a total of 23 highly skilled MENA migrants 

(15 female and eight male) from Egypt, Turkey and Iran. Ten arrived in Australia as 

part of the skilled migration program, while 10 arrived firstly on a student visa and then 

applied and achieved a skilled migration visa after completing their education. Two 

(one female and one male) arrived on a spouse visa and one female was a New Zealand 

citizen (see Table 1).  Access to participants was achieved through different pathways, 

including via the Ethnic Communities Council of Queensland (ECCQ), Australian 

Institute of Medical Scientists (AIMS), migration agencies, social media (LinkedIn, 

Facebook, 4EB Radio), and snowballing. Participants lived in several different cities, 

including Brisbane, Gold Coast, Melbourne, Sydney, Perth, Adelaide, and in the rural 

town of Orange. Interviews with participants in Brisbane and Gold Coast were face-to-

face and the remainder were conducted via Skype. Each interview was audio-recorded 
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and lasted between 45 minutes to one and a half hours in duration. The interviews were 

conducted by the first-named author, in Farsi with Iranian migrants and in English with 

non-Iranian migrants. All transcripts and analysis were in English. As the interviewer is 

a female Iranian skilled migrant, this enabled good insider understanding of the 

dominant and common Middle Eastern culture, including their lifestyle and norms. This 

also enabled a trustworthy interaction between the interviewer and participant which 

enabled for a clear and deep understanding of information obtained from interviewees 

(Unluer 2012).  

Participants were asked to complete a short demographic survey prior to their 

interview, collecting information such as their name, age, country of birth, marital 

status, qualifications, visa type, year of first arrival in Australia, job title in home 

country, employment status and job title (if employed) in Australia, and any 

qualification undertaken in Australia. This enabled a general discussion with 

participants prior to commencing the formal interview which helped to build rapport 

between the interviewees and researcher. This facilitated the sharing of stories, 

expectations, and experiences more openly (Wahyuni 2012). The formal interviews 

were semi-structured, stimulating discussion (Tracy 2019) about the issues that MENA 

skilled migrants encountered in finding employment. While some of these factors were 

endogenous, that was, related to their culture, or lifestyle, some was exogenous, such as 

discrimination in the Australian workplace.  

The interview data were analysed thematically using qualitative software 

(NVivo 12) to identify the major emergent themes. Themes included employment 

expectations, barriers to and help with gaining employment, networking, employment 

experience, and impacts of culture and ethnicity on the job search. We investigated two 

forms of ‘employment incongruity’ — whether the first job occupied failed to match the 
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job they expect to achieve on arrival (‘short-term incongruity’) and whether this was 

still the case at the time of interview (‘current incongruity’). The period between arrival 

and interview varied but, for the median respondent, was seven years. 

 

Findings  

Overview of employment incongruity  

Although interviewees’ skills had been matched to identified skill shortfalls in the local 

labour market, most participants experienced disadvantage in finding comparable work. 

This was evidenced by the occupational downgrading or unemployment they 

experienced. The majority of participants expected to find their first job within the first 

six months after arrival (see Table 2). However, over two thirds found their first job 

more than six months after arrival.  

(Table 2 about here) 

All participants expected to find a job in their area of skills and expertise. 

However, only three women had short-term employment congruity— that is, they found 

their first job in same industry as that in which they used to work pre-migration — with 

one of them working at a lower skill level and for another woman it took 15 months to 

become qualified to register in her field of expertise before applying for a job and the 

rest in a different industry or in unskilled work (see Table 3). At the time of interview, 

around one third had current employment congruity — their employment matched their 

expected skill type and level — and the rest worked in lower skilled jobs or in industries 

different to their pre-migration field or were unemployed, thus experiencing 

employment incongruity.   

(Table 3 about here) 
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Participants in this research indicate a range of factors that directly or indirectly 

had impact on their employment search and outcomes, including: not having local 

experience and a local qualification, lack of networks (access to professional, family, 

and friends), English language barriers, employers’ lack of recognition of qualification 

and skills, lack of knowledge of the job search process, discrimination, and not having 

permanent residency due to initially arriving under a student visa.  This was consistent 

with earlier studies (To et al. 2017; Fang, Ziki & Novicevic 2009; Ressia 2010), but 

also identified additional issues which we now turn to, using Syed and Murray’s (2009) 

framework to divide their experiences into micro-, meso- and macro-level issues, before 

focusing on the specific issues facing MENA women. 

Individual traits  

Language is an individual trait, and many participants talked about challenges arising 

from English language issues, though they did not always express it as issues of 

comprehension. Gulru, a microbiologist from Turkey, had arrived with her husband and 

two children. She believed that pronouncing technical terms in her field was a big 

obstacle for her in the job interviews, which had nothing to do with her ability to speak 

or understand English. Nazanin, a dentist from Iran, believed that language was the 

main barrier for NESB migrants, however she felt that accent and appearance also 

created disadvantages for her in finding employment in certain areas. She sensed that 

patients did not want her to consult with them because of her visible characteristics.  

Another individual characteristic was visa type. The system of visas is a macro-

level outcome of government policy, but it manifests at the micro level as individuals 

possess certain visa types. Participants with student visas consider that this visa type 

creates an extra barrier to finding employment, as employers may prefer someone with 

a permanent visa, who is not going to be in the country temporarily. However, the 
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experience of others in the study suggest that visa subclass has negligible impact on 

skilled migrants’ employment outcome, because skilled migrants with permanent visas 

experienced similar difficulties and factors other than visa subclass mainly affected their 

employment outcomes.     

Skill recognition and local experience  

The national system of skills recognition is a macro phenomenon, but the practice of 

skill recognition is done by employers, at the meso level. Employers’ lack of 

recognition of qualification and skills created problems. Sassan, an engineer from Iran, 

had 12 years work experience when he arrived. He applied for nearly 600 jobs in nine 

months before finding a job in his field of expertise. His experience was that employers 

were not aware of the capabilities and knowledge of MENA migrants. During some 

interviews, employers did not believe his skills and expertise. He said, ‘Some of them 

asked me some ridiculous questions about camel riding, showing that their information 

about Middle Eastern countries, and especially Iran, was very low’.  

Mohammad, an engineer from Egypt, arrived under a spouse visa and had prior 

international work experience in USA, China and Egypt. He started his job search six 

months prior to coming to Australia but found his first job two months after arrival, 

which was a low-skilled job. He believed that this was due to him not having Australian 

qualifications:  

… I could not actually find the same job that I used to do for quite 4, 5 years. I was 

not even able to get job at the entry level in software skill. … in terms of my 

employment, they were very much keen to see the qualification that I can get from 

here. So, I studied and for that I paid the fees, I went to the exam and I passed. And 

it helped me with getting my second job.   
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Even when skills were formally recognised, their value could be discounted or 

dismissed by the value given to local experience. Most participants believed that the 

rationale behind employers’ expectations, that newly arrived migrants would have local 

experience, were unfair. Most of these migrants have never lived in this country before 

— and many wondered how could they gain local experience? Aref, an engineer from 

Egypt, arrived in 2015 with his wife and three children. After obtaining his visa, he 

undertook a six-month search for a job while in the Middle East and was unsuccessful. 

He eventually arrived in Australia jobless, but found a work on a construction site two 

months after arrival, via a friend’s referral. Aref commented that he believes not having 

local experience is the main barrier faced by skilled migrants: 

 … employers’ requirement on local experience is justified for some jobs when the 

employees are dealing with local contracts and standards and doing businesses in 

local ways. So, this group of migrants need to be trained. But for many other jobs, 

they need some support from government or big organisations (to help them find 

work).  

Indeed, many participants believed that not having local experience resulted in 

rejection. Solmaz, a water and sewer designer from Iran who had found work in a 

construction company believed that not having local experience had a negative impact 

when she first arrived. It took her one year to find work and she expressed her 

frustration by saying: ‘This is not fair. I could not get simplest jobs just because I did 

not have local experience.’  

Reza, a data scientist from Iran, believed local experience was crucial even for 

low-skilled jobs: ‘They reject your application at the very early stage, at least that is my 

perception. Even in low-skilled jobs, still having local experience is very important.’ 

Not having a local reference, especially early on, brought another problem. 

Farah, an academic from Egypt, arrived in 2015 with her husband and three children. 



18 
 

She has not found a job in her area of expertise since her arrival. She said: ‘You have to 

mention a reference …, and I don’t know anyone here.’ Shokouh, a media producer 

from Iran, arrived in 2003 with her husband and child, holding a student visa. She 

continued her education in Australia and now holds a PhD, but she could not find 

employment. She is currently working as a casual customer service attendant in a petrol 

station. She believes that one of the main reasons for not finding employment is: ‘Not 

having a reference in Australia, as I did not have local experience. On the other side, I 

had no one that could help me with finding a job in here or even giving me a job.’ 

Preparing cover letters and CVs for different jobs was also a big challenge. Ali 

an electrical engineer from Iran, entered in 2012 as a skilled migrant. He was 

unsuccessful in obtaining work in his field and currently works as an Uber driver. He 

explained:  

…in Iran we were multi-tasker. For example, I was an electrical engineer, but I did 

work in project control and drafting. But here I realised that I have to be specific 

about my skills in that role that I am applying for... Also, I had no idea about a 

standard format of a resume. I took my resume to Mercy Care company, and they 

helped me to format it. But other companies were not happy with that.   

Networks  

The meso level in the Syed and Murray framework relates to organisational features, 

but there is another aspect to it: not just collectives of capital (corporations) but also 

collectives of workers (including networks). It is an issue that has been inadequately 

considered to date. 

Lack of networks was a profound barrier that many participants considered as 

one of the main factors impacting on skilled migrants’ employment outcome in 

Australia. Ebru, a marketing and communication manager from Turkey who arrived in 

2016, believed that lack of networks was one of the main factors affecting her job 
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search. She found her first job one and a half years after arrival, through a referral from 

a career advisor team at the university where she was studying. She believed that not 

having a network impacted her initial employment outcome. She said, slightly tearfully, 

‘Because I am a sole person and I arrived in this country with two suitcases, not 

knowing anyone, just starting from scratch and it is so difficult, and I cannot explain my 

stress. It’s so stressful’.  

Discrimination and harassment 

Many participants pointed to perceived discrimination in the Australian labour market. 

Ali believed discrimination is one of the main reasons for being unsuccessful in finding 

employment: 

 … here people do legal discrimination. I mean, they discriminate you in a way that 

you also convince yourself that they are right. But, when you dig more about it, 

you will find out that it is not true for their native-born people and some 

nationalities. And they could get the job without having many of the requirements 

that they asked from you. 

 

Arash, a psychologist from Iran, believed that his Middle Eastern background 

disadvantaged him with finding a job in his field: 

 … counselling is mainly delivered in organisations that want to support a 

marginalised or victimised people, like children, LGBT, women in domestic 

violence, or … But in general, you feel that they do not want to hand over these 

marginalised people to a Middle Eastern man. Maybe they think a Middle Eastern 

man does not have enough level of sensitivity to handle these special cases. 

 

The data show that MENA skilled migrants share many barriers — English 

language, lack of skill and qualification recognition, and lack of local education and 

work experience (To et al. 2017; Ressia 2010) — with many other migrant groups. 

However, less explored barriers, like lack of networks and the varied forms 

discrimination takes, worsen their difficulties finding employment.  
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Ethnic or racial discrimination (Booth et al. 2012) was experienced by many 

participants in their job search process. As Ebru from Turkey explained:  

I didn’t experience any significant approach [in job application] because of my 

nationality… a couple of months later I decided to remove my nationality from my 

CV, and after I removed that I started to get some feedback and if I am interested 

in interview … so, yeah, maybe it’s kind of you know could be a bias against 

Middle Eastern countries.  

 

Mohammad from Egypt said: 

… some people even told me that I could have a bit of trouble because of my 

name. Because my name is obviously very Arabian or very Muslim name … so I 

understand how people will perceive me. And because of that I actually changed 

my name … to eliminate this issue.  

 

 Some participants believed that discrimination at work happened less from a 

higher educated person or from someone in a managerial level role. Mana, a textile 

designer from Iran, came to Australia under a spouse visa in 2015. She could not find 

employment in her field, but she managed to find a full-time position as an optical 

assistant in an optometry. However, she ended up resigning from the position due to 

constant bullying from her co-workers, as she explained:  

They were laughing on my accent and making jokes of it; when I was on the 

phone, they laughed at me. It was enough to them if I had a little mistake on 

someone’s name pronunciation, to make jokes about me and start bullying me. My 

co-workers stopped me from using computer and entering to some rooms in the 

office, they even asked me not to talk to customers. All these made me sad and I 

resigned, even though I went through training at TAFE for this job and putting so 

much effort on that. That experience was terrible. It made me to see doctors and 

they referred me to counselling help.  

 

Sassan had a similar experience to Mana. He believed that sometimes senior, 

highly educated people could show unpleasant manners at work. He said: 
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… he [my colleague] told to my other colleagues “don’t listen to this 

F***g Iranian Bomber”, without knowing that we do not have a bomber in Iran. It 

shows that how some people are the victims of media. And by seeing and listening 

to the media they judge people. 

 

Many of the interviewees believe discrimination exists in Australia (Hawthorne 

1997), and this is evidenced by the reactions they experience to either their name or 

their appearance. It appeared to occur not only in their profession and employment, but 

also in their social life. Shokouh, pointed out some examples of her experiences of 

being discriminated at work and in daily life, and explained the reason for that as ‘I 

think there is an invisible racism hidden in Australia, something that you cannot see it 

clearly, but it exists. My dark hair and skin colour are problem makers.’  Reza felt 

disadvantaged because of his name. He talked about his experiences in his professional 

and social life in Australia ‘So, every time I started a communication with a person it 

was OK until I said my name. From that moment, I had to try to continue the 

conversation and they were not interested to continue. And this was painful.’ 

Discrimination was not just a function of ethnicity; it was also related to gender. 

Ava, a microbiologist from Iran, arrived in 2010 under a student visa. She completed 

her Advanced Master’s degree in biotechnology and her PhD in molecular biology. She 

was awarded a postdoctoral research fellowship in her field of research expertise. She 

was unsuccessful with continuing her career in academia or in lab work after 

completing her fellowship. Finally, in 2018, with the help of her partner and moving to 

another city she managed to find a part-time job as a medical marketing associate, 

which she viewed as a downgrade compared to her qualifications. It then took another 

six months to find her current full-time position as a product manager. It is a 

commercial job but satisfies her as it needed a PhD. Ava believed that ‘I do not know if 

it is related to discrimination or it is related to their culture. But I should say that this 
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society does not accept a Middle Eastern woman easily like how they accept a western 

female.’ She also believed that the disadvantage MENA female migrants experienced 

was related to the extent of diversity in the locality. She said ‘I think, in more 

multicultural cities like Melbourne, people get used to seeing Middle Eastern women 

with hijab or without hijab. So, there are more job opportunities for them, and they 

become more accepted in the society.’  

Discrimination, then, operated at multiple levels. It could be driven at the micro 

level, by individuals, but it could also be institutionalised, by employer behaviour at the 

meso level. It could be related to ethnicity or to gender. It could be manifested as 

behaviours ranging from avoidance to bullying.  

The household  

As an institution within which individuals are organised, the household can be 

considered a meso-level factor (despite Syed and Murray’s listing it as a micro-level 

influence).  

In dual-career families, and especially with the presence of children, decisions 

about taking financial care or household care were based on what was seen as the best 

outcome for the family (Ressia 2010). Gulru, who was a primary skilled migrant visa 

holder, was unemployed for more than a year post-migration. To increase her chance of 

getting a job, she decided to go back to university and study in medical science 

laboratory to obtain an Australian qualification in her field. At the time of the interview 

she was still a student and a mother who was taking care of her two children while her 

husband, a surgeon from Turkey, worked as an Uber driver to support the family.  

Shiva from Iran arrived in 2006 with her husband as a secondary applicant under 

a student visa. She had an education in mathematics and accounting pre-migration, but 

she could not manage to find employment when they arrived. Her first job was in a nail 
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salon as a nail technician. However, she is now working as an accountant, but she 

believes that her husband had an easier path to finding and keeping employment than 

she did, as she explains: ‘… he did not have any other responsibilities, like household or 

caring responsibilities. So, when we had children, I was the one staying at home and 

taking care of our children.’   

Saghar, a geotechnical engineer from Iran, currently working as a project 

controller, came to Australia as a primary skilled migrant before her husband. She 

believed that her employment experience was smooth compared to her husband’s 

because she had an Australian qualification and had been in Australia longer. However, 

this changed once they had a child and her flexibility around work location became 

limited, especially when their child went to school and they did not have family support. 

As her husband travelled for work, this imposed further pressure on her to manage her 

job and childcare. 

Women appeared to experience lower upward occupational mobility than men 

— even though, in our sample, only one female had migrated on a spouse visa.  

Discussion and conclusion 

This study has shown many complex factors affecting the job search and 

employment outcomes of MENA skilled migrants to Australia. These skilled migrants 

are invited by the Australian government to fill skill shortages in the labour market and 

their English proficiency, skills and qualifications must meet specific requirements. 

However, after arrival they face obstacles that reflect a significant mismatch between 

Australian immigration policy expectations, and the reality of the labour market and 

employers’ demands.  

The result of this study showed us that employment outcomes for these migrants 

were the result of the interaction of all three macro-national, meso-organisational and 
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micro-individual factors. To overcome some of these challenges, participants often 

invested in a local qualification or expanded their networks to prevent short-term 

employment incongruity becoming current or permanent incongruity. Otherwise they 

often remained working in unskilled or lower-skilled jobs. Many of the salient issues 

appeared to be at the meso level or above. At the macro level, it was not so much visa 

policy (visa type seemed to have little long-term impact) but around the prevailing 

national norms and stereotypes about migrants and especially MENA women. We saw 

the outcomes of the processes by which dominant groups reduce the power of skilled 

MENA migrants and more so for women. For example, in circumstances where 

overseas qualifications were formally recognised, employers often exercised their 

formal power at the meso level by not recognising those qualifications. They did this by 

valuing ‘local experience’, which undervalued or discounted the skills of these 

migrants. We also saw how, again at the meso level, networks (something not 

considered very often in this context) operated to include the dominant groups and 

exclude MENA migrants. More research is needed into the meso-level organisation of 

migrants through networks, be they self-organised or integrated into mainstream 

networks. 

At the meso organisational level, our observations are constrained by the fact we 

could not explore from the inside the actual behaviours of organisations, so can only 

infer here from the participants’ responses. Still, if organisations had good diversity 

policies and practices, then that should overcome many of the problems that our 

participants discussed, including bullying, acceptance of their accent, and 

discrimination.  

While immigration policy had the appearance of being non-discriminatory at the 

macro level, at least on the basis of gender and place of birth, at the meso and micro 



25 
 

levels harassment, stereotyping (including biases against visible characteristics and the 

‘other’-ness of names) and other forms of discrimination operated in ways that 

disempowered women from MENA backgrounds. The household also operated, again at 

what we would consider the meso level, to reinforce power relations that promoted 

intra-family divisions of responsibility and cultures that hampered women’s progress. 

The outcomes were short-term or longer-term employment incongruity for many, 

including downward occupational mobility, and sometimes even casual employment or 

unemployment.  

While male and female skilled MENA migrants faced many similar barriers, 

female migrants encountered additional disadvantages because of gender-related factors 

including traditional household and caring responsibilities, their appearance and 

visibility.  The labour market experiences of these migrants in Australia, particularly 

females in that group, are complex and cannot be analysed at just one level, requiring a 

multi-level approach (Syed & Murray 2009) to understanding how gender and other 

identity characteristics create disadvantages for these skilled migrants and to be enable 

the creation of solutions to address the issues identified in our analysis.  

Finally, we should comment on the limitations of this study and implications for 

future research. Some we have already alluded to: the need for more examination of 

policy and practices within organisations — our study shows outcomes but not the 

processes leading up to them — and to more closely examine migrant worker networks. 

In addition, quantitative research should establish the relationship between each of the 

selective factors that migrants need to fulfill before applying for a skilled migration visa 

— age, qualification, English proficiency, skilled occupation— and migrants’ labour 

market outcomes. There would also be gains from a study that explored the experiences 

of MENA skilled migrants who did not experience employment incongruity as this 
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would help future migrants’ settlement process in Australia. Last, we lack sufficient 

understanding of recruiters’ perceptions and role in the employment outcomes of 

MENA skilled migrants in Australia.    
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Table 1. MENA participants’ demographic data and employment status 

*Pseudonym name  
** Marital Status / Presence of Children 
 

 

 

Name* Place of 
Birth Sex Age at 

Arrival 

Time 
in AUS 
(Years) 

Visa on 
Arrival 

Family 
Status** Qualification Job Pre-

migration 

Current 
Employment 
status 

Gulru Turkey F 32 5  Skilled Couple- with 
children Bachelor Clinical 

microbiologist Unemployed 

Farah Egypt F 40 4  Skilled Couple- with 
children Masters Academic  Casual 

Mahtab Iran F 27 11  Student Single Masters Medical laboratory 
scientist Casual 

Nazanin Iran F 28 13  Student Couple- with 
children Doctoral Dentist Employed/Part-

time 

Mana Iran F 38 4  Partner Couple- no 
children Bachelor Textile designing Unemployed 

Ebru Turkey F 37 3  Student Couple- no 
children Masters Marketing 

manager 
Employed/Full-

time 

Ava Iran F 23 9  Student Couple- no 
children PhD Microbiologist Employed/Full-

time 

Solmaz Iran F 29 7  Student Single Masters Land surveyor Employed/Full-
time 

Shiva Iran F 26 13 Student Couple- with 
children Bachelor Data entry officer Employed/Full-

time 

Shokouh Iran F 36 16  Student Couple- with 
children PhD Media producer Casual 

Pari Iran F 42 2  Skilled Couple- with 
children Bachelor IT engineer Casual 

Saghar Iran F 29 13  Skilled Couple- with 
children Masters Civil engineer Employed/Full-

time 

Neda Iran F 22 27  Student Couple- with 
children Masters University tutor Employed/Full-

time 

Mehrnaz Iran F 32 7  Student Couple- with 
children PhD Mechanical 

engineer Unemployed 

Goli Iran F 37 4 
months 

NZ 
citizen 

Couple- with 
children Bachelor Marketing 

executive 
Employed/Full-

time 

Aref Egypt M 41 4  Skilled 
Couple- with 

children Masters Civil engineer 
Employed/Full-

time 

Arash Iran M 34 5  Student Couple- with 
children PhD Counsellor Employed/Full-

time 

Sassan Iran M 36 10  Skilled Couple- with 
children Masters Civil engineer Employed/Full-

time 

Ali Iran M 35 7  Skilled Single Bachelor Electrical engineer Casual 

Sina Iran M 28 6  Skilled 
Couple- no 

children Bachelor 
Mechanical 

engineer 
Employed/Full-

time 

Reza Iran M 29 5  Student Couple- no 
children PhD     Data scientist                     Employed/Full-

time 

Mohammad Egypt M 31 6  Partner Couple- no 
children Bachelor Software engineer Employed/ Full-

time 

Khaled Egypt M 30 
4 

months Skilled Single Bachelor Structural engineer Unemployed 
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Table 2. Expectations and experiences of MENA skilled migrants on timing of first job 

Time to first job Expectations of first job Experience of first job 

Less than 6 months 14: Female 9 
   Male 5 

7: Female 4 
   Male 3 

6 months- 1 year 3: Female 1 
   Male 2 

6: Female 2 
   Male 4 

More than a year 6: Female 5 
   Male 1 

10: Female 9 
     Male 1 

 

Table 3. Expectations and experiences of MENA skilled migrants on skill levels of jobs 

 
Field and skill level of 
employment                    

Expectations                     Experiences 

         First job      First job     Current job 

Same Industry- same level 18: Female 12 
   Male 6 

2 Female 8: Female 5 
   Male 3 

Same Industry - lower level 5: Female 3 
   Male 2 

1 Female  
      

3: Female 2 
     Male 1 

Different Industry / skilled 0 9: Female 5 
     Male 4 

4: Female 2 
   Male 2 

Unskilled 0 10: Female 7 
     Male 3 

4: Female 3 
   Male 1 

Jobless 0 1 Male 4: Female 3 
   Male 1 

 

 

 
 


