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The Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre is an independent economic and social research 
organisation located within the Curtin Business School at Curtin University. The Centre 
was established in 2012 through the generous support of Bankwest, a division of the 
Commonwealth Bank of Australia. The Centre’s core mission is to deliver high quality, 
accessible research that enhances our understanding of key economic and social issues that 
contribute to the wellbeing of West Australian families, businesses and communities.

The Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre is the first research organisation of its kind in 
WA, and draws great strength and credibility from its partnership with Bankwest, Curtin 
University and the Western Australian government. The centre brings a unique philosophy 
to research on the major economic issues facing the state. 

By bringing together experts from the research, policy and business communities at all 
stages of the process – from framing and conceptualising research questions, through the 
conduct of research, to the communication and implementation of research findings – we 
ensure that our research is relevant, fit for purpose, and makes a genuine difference to the 
lives of Australians, both in WA and nationally.

The centre is able to capitalise on Curtin University’s reputation for excellence in economic 
modelling, forecasting, public policy research, trade and industrial economics and spatial 
sciences. Centre researchers have specific expertise in economic forecasting, quantitative 
modelling, micro-data analysis and economic and social policy evaluation. The centre also 
derives great value from its close association with experts from the corporate, business, 
public and not-for-profit sectors.

About the Centre
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Abstract

iv

Skilled migration is a key element in Australia’s strategy to address major human 
capital issues and imperatives, however underutilisation and atrophy of professional 
migrant skills remains a critical problem. The proposed project aimed to identify barriers 
and innovative strategies for ensuring utilisation of professional migrants’ skills and 
to investigate the links between workforce participation and health. The research 
used a sequential exploratory mixed methods design comprising both qualitative and 
quantitative data collection methods across three research phases.

Phase 1: Examined literature on skilled migration in Australia, Canada and New 
Zealand. An analysis of Census data and data from the Department of Immigration and 
Border Protection was also undertaken.

Phase 2: Thirteen semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders 
working in government, policy, industry representation and community based services. 
The findings from phase 2 of the study informed the development of the quantitative 
online survey.

Phase 3: 508 skilled migrants responded to an online survey and 14 were then 
interviewed.

The key findings were:
Skills wastage and atrophy: The underutilisation of the skills of independent skilled 
migrants with over half (53.1%) of respondents to the online survey indicating that their 
current Western Australian (WA) job was of a lower skill level than the job they had prior 
to migrating.

Employment barriers: Skilled migrants faced multiple barriers to gaining employment 
and settlement issues which contributed to negative effects on health and well-being

Lack of recognition of overseas qualifications and experience: Discrimination and an 
unwillingness by employers to hire overseas trained skilled migrants, or the need for 
lengthy licensing and re-training processes impacted most skilled migrant.

Health and well-being: Mental health issues such as anxiety, insomnia, social isolation, 
feelings of depression, possible increase in domestic violence and withdrawal were 
reported.

The study has developed a Skilled Migration Transition Framework that includes a set 
of proposed Information Kits for skilled migrants, and employers. The Framework can 
be used by government departments, industry and employers and the regions to better 
assist skilled migrants resettle and join the labour market. 



Key findings

Skills wastage and atrophy
The underutilisation of the skills of 
independent skilled migrants is a human 
capital imperative with huge implications 
for skilled migration policy in Australia. 
Skilled migrants who are unable to find 
employment in their chosen occupation 
result in skills wastage and in the longer 
term skills atrophy. Just over half 
(53.1%) of respondents to the online 
survey indicated their current Western 
Australian (WA) job was of a lower skill 
level than the job they had prior to 
migrating. Of the survey respondents, 
54% of females and 65% of males were 
currently in full time employment.

Employment barriers
Skilled migrants face multiple barriers 
to gaining employment and settlement 
issues which contribute to negative 
effects on health and well-being. Barriers 
to employment and issues related to 
Australian workplaces were recognised as 
the crucial issues being identified by the 
key stakeholders and skilled migrants 
alike. These employment barriers 
can effect skilled migrants, especially 
independent skilled migrants, attain 
employment in jobs commensurate with 
their qualifications and work experience 
for up to 2 years after migrating to 
Australia. 

Lack of recognition of 
overseas qualifications and 
experience
Skilled migrants face discrimination 
and experienced an unwillingness by 
employers to hire overseas trained skilled 
migrants, especially due to their skills 
and qualifications not being recognised 
by Australian employers. Skills 
requirements are different in Australia 
which can compel migrants into low-
skilled survival jobs, or force them to 
undergo lengthy licensing and training 
processes.

Health and well-being
Skilled migrants’ who experience under-
employment face stressors that affect 
their mental and emotional health such 
as feeling unfulfilled and undervalued, 
as well as possible discrimination. 
Settlement issues only serve to 
exacerbate these issues, as migrants 
can be dissatisfied both in the work 
and home environments. These have 
significant impacts on: mental health 
resulting in anxiety and social isolation; 
emotional health leading to possible 
depression and feelings of dislocation; 
disempowerment; anxiety leading to 
insomnia, panic attacks and withdrawal. 
Employment and settlement difficulties 
can have mental health repercussions, 
both for the primary applicant as well 
as secondary migrants who may feel 
isolated in Australia. This is especially 
the case if they have poor English 
language skills. There is very limited 
support available to skilled migrants in 
WA, compared to humanitarian entrants. 

Skilled Migration Transition 
Framework
This framework has been developed that 
includes a set of proposed Information 
Kits for skilled migrants, employers and 
regions. The Framework can be used 
by government departments, industry 
and employers and the regions to better 
assist skilled migrants resettle and join 
the labour market. This is especially 
relevant to independent skilled migrants 
in relation to their successful transition 
into employment commensurate 
with their overseas qualifications and 
work experiences. The Framework 
has application for both metropolitan 
services and for attracting and retaining 
skilled migrants and their families to 
WA’s regions.

v
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Introduction

Skilled migration is a key element in Australia’s strategy to address major human 
capital issues and imperatives, however underutilisation and atrophy of professional 
migrant skills remains a critical problem. The proposed project aims are twofold, to 
identify barriers and innovative strategies for ensuring skilled migrant’s skills are not 
wasted and to investigate the links between workforce participation and health for 
skilled migrants in the post-resources boom. Regional skilled migration initiatives are 
a “glocalised” response to regional skill shortages and demand, as evidenced through 
the Western Australian skilled migration occupation list (WASMOL) and recent skilled 
migration reforms. 

Despite population growth (inclusive of professional migrants to Australia), skills 
shortages remain evident in resources-rich states such as WA. Recent reforms in 
migration policy towards a demand-driven, economic modelling system, has seen 
greater input from states/territories and regions into the required skills and types 
of targeted skilled migration programs needed to assist in meeting regional skill 
demands. This targeted regional migration has been witnessed across the resource 
rich regions of WA. There is no single data source that provides accurate and current 
data on the number and composition of skilled migrants and their families in a region. 

Australia’s Migration Program has changed over the past two decades from a 
focus on attracting migrants to increase Australia’s population, to an emphasis on 
specifically attracting skilled migrants in order to meet Australia’s labour needs 
(Phillips & Spinks, 2012). The goal of immigration, settlement and citizenship 
policy is not about increasing the population of the country. It is a complex system 
that involves the introduction of programs that allow for settlement of people into 
Australia, while optimising their economic and social impact in the national interest 
(Phillips & Spinks, 2012).

Australia has had a long history of using migrants to fill skill gaps and labour 
shortages, and continues to target skilled foreign workers for permanent and 
temporary migration (Misko, 2012, p.37). Skilled migrants face an array of barriers 
to gaining employment in their respective professions and at a level commensurate 
with their career trajectories, qualifications and experience. These barriers include: 
non-recognition of overseas qualifications and work experience; language skills 
and fluency; lack of local experience and referees; employer discrimination; lack 
of professional and social networks; lack of awareness of localised job search and 
application practices and associated labour market knowledge and; professional 
standards structures, professional regulation and tendencies towards restricting 
domestic competition (Cameron et al., 2013; Dolishny 2012; Guo 2009; Sumption et 
al., 2013). Although people from non-English speaking backgrounds have completion 
rates slightly below the average for vocational training courses, their employment 
outcomes are very poor (Dumbrell et. al., 2004). The difficulties associated with these 
employment barriers can adversely affect migrant’s mental health and wellbeing and 
their transition to life in the new country (Aycan & Berry, 1996).

Skills wastage, underutilisation of skills, skills atrophy, deskilling, de-credentialing, 
discounting, transition penalties are just some of the terms and issues identified 
by researchers that impact and frustrate the full professional realisation of skilled 
migrants in host nations (Cameron 2011; Fang, Zikic & Noviceviv 2009; Grant & 
Nadin 2007; Guo 2009; Shah & Burke 2005). A major cause of these issues is related 
to the processes of recognising overseas qualifications and experience (Guo 2009; 
Sumption et al., 2013; Wagner 2006). Some researchers have identified how these 
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barriers are like a double jeopardy in downward social mobility (Guo 2009) especially 
for certain types of immigrants from certain countries of origin (Basran & Zong 1998). 
Misko (2012) in an Australian study found that employers and commercial recruiters 
preferred employing migrants from other Anglophone countries such as Canada, New 
Zealand, UK and Ireland.  

Migrant families usually experience challenges in adopting and connecting to the new 
life. This often pushes women into customary roles (mothering and housework) rather 
than professional roles and it usually takes migrant women more than two years to 
integrate with their professions in their country of resettlement (Pio, 2005, Ho, 2006).  
Female migrants face multiple barriers to employment and labour force participation 
which impacts their well-being and ability to contribute economically and socially 
(Fozdar 2014; Iredale 2004; Ho 2006; Kofman & Raghuram 2006; McMichael & 
Manderson 2004). 

There is very little research into the contributions of skilled migrants and their 
families to regions and how important the retention of skilled migrants is to the 
sustainability of regional Australia. A number of surveys have been commissioned by 
the then Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) on the Regional Skilled 
Migration Scheme (RSMS) migrants (DIMIA 2005; DIAC 2007, 2008; Richardson et 
al. 2004) and usually address a set of issues related to: settlement; employment; 
income; partner outcomes; pathways to permanent residency and location. The 
policy and practice of skilled migration is not unproblematic and recent research by 
Cameron (2011) points to the need for greater assistance and support for regional 
skilled migrants in terms of: pre-arrival and post-arrival settlement and employment 
information; income support; professional and peer support and; community social 
contact, networking and support.  

Support and information is also needed for regional employers in relation to: skilled 
migration program/visa information and options; support with skilled migration 
processes and; employee settlement. The regions themselves need to be more active 
in promoting the benefits of regional skilled migration schemes through: skilled 
migration information dissemination activities; regional attraction campaigns and; 
whole of government and community support for skilled migrants. Only then will 
the full economic, social and cultural benefits of regional skilled migration be fully 
realised (Cameron, 2011). 
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Introduction (continued)

Western Australian Skilled Migration

Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency (AWPA)

The Commonwealth government established Australian Workforce and Productivity 
Agency (AWPA) in 2010. AWPA undertakes research about the future Australian 
workforce issues and needs to improve the productivity. AWPA studies reveal 
Australia workforce is dealing with skills shortages in some industries which has 
negatively affected wage inflation and productivity growth. On the other hand, 
unemployment rate has increased across regional areas, especially among young 
workforce (AWPA, 2012). To improve workforce development, AWPA developed four 
scenarios to respond to four main issues: technology-induced change, structural 
adjustment, a progressive shift to services-based industries, and Australia’s changing 
demographics. AWPA suggests improving education system though universities and 
VET is the key solution to strengthen workforce development (AWPA, 2012).  

The Government of Western Australia: Department of Training and 
Workforce Development:

The Department of Training and Workforce Development acknowledges the necessity 
for workforce development and implements the Western Australian skilled migration 
strategy that highlights how to use skilled migrants’ skills to achieve workforce 
development standards (Department of Training and Workforce Development, 
2011). The strategy identified six main issues that impact skilled migrants from 
a policy perspective: 1) the federal government’s perspective to skilled migration 
differs from the approach of the state agencies; 2) skilled migration programs are 
weak and employers and potential skilled migrants face difficulties collecting and 
collating information about the skilled migration process; 3) the gap of quality of life 
between metropolitan and regional areas is a barrier for regional skilled migration; 
4) The skilled migration process is difficult, complex and time-consuming; 5) Skilled 
migrants to WA are unfamiliar with life style, processes and systems in the state; 6) 
There is a lack of understanding and information about the exact workforce needs in 
the state.

In addition to these reports the Office of Multicultural Interests in the Department 
of Local Government produced a report in 2012 titled, The Economic and Social 
Contribution of Migrants to Western Australia. This report listed the economic inputs 
and returns into the WA economy from skilled migrants as follows: an injection of 
skilled labour to WA’s workforce, job generation, economic growth, a significant 
fiscal contribution, increased productivity through innovation and business 
formation, enhanced trade links and international markets, and supporting regional 
development.



Some key challenges

English Language Barriers 

Australia has included language testing on skilled migrant visa applications since 
the 1980s, and pre-migration English testing was instituted in 1993. Currently, the 
English requirements are dependent on which skilled visa the person is applying 
for (Berg 2011). Skilled migrants from mainly English speaking countries (MESC) 
have better success in finding jobs in Australia that match their skills qualifications 
than those from non-English speaking countries (NESC) (Birrell and Healy 2008a). 
Australia’s skilled migration English language proficiency requirements have become 
increasingly strict in recent years (Berg 2011). 

Brain Waste

The Australian labour market experiences a ‘mismatch’ in education levels where 
often migrants are overeducated for the job they are employed for because of 
inaccurate transferability international transfer of human capital, language barriers, 
discrimination and country-of-origin effect (Tani 2012).  Australian employment 
growth is largely driven by immigration, and foreigners are a prominent proportion 
of the labour force, so mismatch is an important issue that needs more attention 
in Australia (Tani 2012). This untouched skills capacity needs attention, as it is an 
untapped resource that could boost the Australian economy, and at the same time help 
avoid skills atrophy. “Brain waste” or atrophy of skills is a prominent feature in overall 
migration literature, not just as it applies to skilled migration (Trevelyan & Tilli 2010). 

ix
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Summary of key findings from the literature
The underutilisation of the skills of independent skilled migrants is a human 
capital imperative with huge implications for skilled migration policy. Skilled 
migrants who are unable to find employment in their chosen occupation results 
in skills wastage, while middle-skilled migrants find themselves unable to 
support their families, leading to economic hardship, and low-skilled migrants 
can become a drain on government resources (Benton 2013). However, Australia 
is likely to remain an attractive destination for independent skilled migrants due 
to its openness to migration flows, employment options and ageing population. 
To counter skills wastage of independent skilled migrants the department of 
immigration needs to better support skilled migrants (Cully & Pejoski 2012).  
Many of WA’s regions rely on skilled migration for professional and technical 
skills as well as semi-skilled labour and the WA government needs to examine 
national policies and best practice to support independent skilled migrants’ 
better transition into Australian workforces, workplaces and regions.





Methodology



2

Methodology

The research used a sequential exploratory mixed methods design utilising both 
qualitative and quantitative data collection methods across three sequential research 
phases. Mixed methods ‘are used when the phenomena being studied is considered 
complex and beyond the reach of a single method’ (Morse & Niehaus 2009, p.15) and 
the research provides opportunities for presenting a greater diversity of divergent 
views and can provide stronger inferences (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2003, p. 15). Ethics 
Approval was granted through Curtin University’s Ethics procedures and policies 
(Approval Number RDBS-44-15). Figure 1 provides a visual depiction of the overall 
research design.

Figure 1  Summary of data collection methods and samples

Phase 1: QUAN

Literature review

Formation of SRG

Secondary data 
analysis:

Census 2006 & 
2011, DIBP data 
sets and statistical 
collections. 

Phase 2: QUAL

Semi-Structured 
Interviews

SRG representatives 
(n= 13)

Multicultural 
community groups 
and /associations, 
government 
departments 
& regional 
representatives.

Phase 3: QUAN/
QUAL

Online Survey 
Sample: Social 
media and mailing 
lists multicultural 
community based 
groups and support 
groups (n=508)

In-depth Interviews: 
Cross-sectional 
sample: skilled 
migrants (n=14)

1. Phase 1: Examined grey and peer reviewed literature on skilled migration in 
Australia and the immigrant nations of Canada and New Zealand. An analysis of 
Census data and data from the Department of Immigration and Border Protection 
was also undertaken to provide an overview of migration trends.

2. Phase 2: Thirteen semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders 
working in government, policy, industry representation and community based 
services. The findings from phase 2 of the study informed the development of the 
quantitative online data collection instrument administered in the third phase.

3. Phase 3: The online survey was distributed to members of the Stakeholder 
Reference Group (n=8) for circulation and a variety of ethnic community groups 
were directly contacted through email or social media outlets (i.e., Facebook and 
Linkedin).  

As a means to engage key stakeholders in the proposed research and to enable the 
project to provide an exemplar of multi-stakeholder engaged research, the study 
was directed and informed by a Stakeholder Reference Group (SRG) consisting of 
representatives from key stakeholder groups as in Table 1.
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Table 1  Stakeholder Reference Group (SRG)

Organisation Organisational Type
Skilled Migration Western Australia (SMWA) State Government
Migration Agent Private
Office of Multicultural Interests State Government
Ishar (Multicultural Women’s Health Centre) NGO
Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre (MMRC) NGO- Federally funded
Various Industry Training Councils Industry
Chamber of Commerce & Industry (WA) Industry/Regions

Phase 3: A web-based online survey of skilled migrants living in WA was 
administered through mailing lists and social media webpages of community 
multicultural organisations and was complimented by in-depth interviews with 
skilled migrants. The survey had two separate sections. The first section composed 
of collect demographic features and information about the participants’ visa status 
and occupations. The second section consisted of 18 questions which gathered 
data related to community embeddedness, organisational respect, and work 
meaningfulness. In-depth interviews (n=14) were conducted using purposive 
sampling with participants recruited through personal and community networks 
and represented a mix of ethnicities, occupational group and gender.  Data from the 
qualitative data collection (semi-structured and in-depth interviews) was recorded, 
transcribed and entered into NVivo 10 software for coding and thematic analysis.  
Quantitative data from the online survey has been analysed using SPSS 22 software. 
Table 2 provides details of the in-depth interview sample.

Table 2  In-depth interview participants (n=14)

Country of 
birth Occupation VET / HE Gender Trajectory

Iran Dentist HE Male Temporary short stay visa; student visa; dependent 
visa (de facto)

Iran Chemical Engineer HE Female Student visa; bridging visa; temporary work visa; 
permanent residency

Sri Lanka Child Care Centre 
Manager HE Female Student visa; then working visa; then permanent 

residency & citizenship

Sri Lanka 

Process 
technician, 
environmental 
management 

HE Male Skilled nominated visa (subclass 190)

India IT professional HE Male
Visa Subclass 137 Skilled State/Territory - 
Nominated Independent — through Melbourne and 
then Perth

India Truck driver VET Male
Came in on a skills matching visa (subclass 134 
- no longer issued); then permanent residency & 
citizenship.

Ireland Builder/carpenter VET Male Working holiday visa, second working holiday visa, 
permanent residency.

South Africa Migration Agent HE Female Secondary migrant: husband entered on a skilled 
independent visa.

China Research Officer, 
registered Nurse HE Female Entered on student visa, then permanent residency 

& citizenship.

China Business manager HE Male Entered on student visa, then general skills visa & 
citizenship.

Pakistan Electrical engineer HE Male Skilled nominated visa (subclass 190)

Hungary Community Visitor 
Coordinator HE Female

Student visa (Melbourne), then graduate visa, then 
skilled nominated visa (subclass 190) then PR & 
citizenship

United 
Kingdom Scientific Officer HE Female Skilled nominated visa (subclass 190)

United 
Kingdom

Environmental 
Health Officer HE Male Skilled nominated visa (subclass 190)

HE:  Higher education qualification.
VET:  Vocational Education & Training qualification.



Data analysis
The semi-structured, in-depth stakeholder and skilled migrant interviews were 
transcribed by a professional transcriber and analysed using NVivo 10 software. 
The research team developed a set of first tier thematic nodes using deductive 
analysis and these themes represented: pre-migration issues, Australian employers 
and workplaces, settlement issues, contributions of skilled migrants, employment 
barriers, health and wellbeing issues, occupation-specific issues, community 
integration, regional and rural settlement, skills atrophy, visa specific issues. The 
second tier themes were drawn from interview analysis and aligned to the first tier 
themes. SPSS 22 was used to analyse the survey data using descriptive analysis and 
cluster/cross tab analysis. 

Limitations and quality criteria
The time available to the research team to interview key informants was limited due 
to a delay of eight weeks in the time taken in the initial stage of the research project 
for ethics approval. The researchers acknowledge the non-representativeness of the 
sample, relative to population shares of migrants to WA, hence it may be diffcult to 
extrapolate results. 

However, within these limitations, the research team worked hard to maintain 
quality in the study. An audit trail has been maintained to ensure that the research 
can be replicated. Member checks by the research team and stakeholders ensured 
data credibility. The detailed transcriptions ensured that participants’ voices were 
presented in the study through use of quotes. The strength of the mixed methods 
approach highlights the value of qualitative data in informing the development of 
quantitative data collection instruments (online survey) and that the quantitative 
data is supported by qualitative participant voices to enhance the validity of the 
findings and to give a richer picture of the issues identified.

4



Phase 1:
Results of Census 2006, 
2011 and 2016 Data Analysis



Phase 1: secondary data

Overseas migrants’ demographic change in 
WA between 2006 and 2016
Table 3 provides data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) for the 2006 
Census, 2011 Census and 2016 Census. The number of migrants to WA from America 
and Oceania increased between 2006 and 2011 by 30 per cent and 41 per cent 
respectively, while the number of migrants from Europe, Asia, and Africa decreased 
between 2006 and 2011. In total, the number of migrants to WA dropped by almost 
25 per cent between 2006 and 2011. 

Table 3  Migrants’ birthplace between 2006 and 2016

Birth place 2006 2011 2016
North-West Europe 8,591 5,328 2,211
Southern and Eastern Europe 603 462 421
North Africa and the Middle East 887 750 697
South-East Asia 4,140 3,500 3,457
North-East Asia 2,016 1,655 2,281
Southern and Central Asia 2,863 1,778 3,680
Americas 900 1,174 834
Sub-Saharan Africa 4,373 1,832 1,549
Oceania and Antartica 2,769 3,918 901
Supplementary codes 47 16 19
Not stated 0 0 0
Total 27,189 20,418 16,042

Note:  The method for enumerating migrants - ie counts of those in the 2006, 2011 & 2016 Censuses who (i) live in WA, and (ii) who arrived into Australia in the 
single years 2006, 2011 & 2016 by birthplace respectively.

As Table 4 uses Census data and indicates that the number of never married migrants 
to WA increased by 14 per cent between 2006 and 2011 and remained the same 
between 2011 and 2016, while the number of married migrants decreased by 
15 per cent between 2006 and 2011 and increased by three per cent between 2011 
and 2016.

Table 4  Migrants’ marital status between 2006 and 2016

Marital status/year 2006 2011 2016
Population Percentage Population Percentage Population Percentage

Never married 7,690 28.28 8,630 42.27 6,873 42.84
Widowed 249 0.91 152 0.74 221 1.38
Divorced 795 2.92 446 2.18 233 1.45
Separated 488 1.79 176 0.86 84 0.52
Married 13,022 47.89 6,720 32.91 5,723 35.67
Not applicable 4,945 18.19 4,294 21.04 2,909 18.13
Total 27,189 100 20,418 100 16,043 100

Source:  The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006, 2011 and 2016.

Figure 2a depicts the gender breakdown of migrants entering WA based on birthplace 
between 2006 and 2011. Figure 2b depicts the gender breakdown of migrants 
entering WA based on birthplace in 2016.

6
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Figure 2a  Migrants’ gender/birthplace proportion in WA between 2006 and 2011

Supplementary codes

Oceania

Sub-Saharan Africa

Americas

Southern and Central Asia

North-East Asia

South-East Asia

North Africa and the Middle East

Southern and Eastern Europe

North-West Europe

0  500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 3,000 3,500 4,000 4,500 5,000
  2011      2011       2006       2006

Source: The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006 and 2011.

Figure 2b  Migrants’ gender/birthplace proportion in WA in 2016

Not stated

Supplementary codes

Sub-Saharan Africa

Americas

Southern and Central Asia

North-East Asia

South-East Asia

North Africa and the Middle East

Southern and Eastern Europe

North-West Europe

Oceania and Antartica

0  500 1,000 1,500 2,000 2,500 3,000 3,500 4,000
  Total      Female       Male

Source: The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006 and 2011.

Age analysis reveals that the proportion of younger migrants to WA increased 
between 2006 and 2011, as the number of migrants between 20 and 39 years of age  
increased by 8 per cent as demonstrated in Table 5 and this number increased by 
6 per cent between 2011 and 2016.

Table 5  WA Migrants’ age distribution between 2006 and 2016

Age group/ year 2006 2011 2016
Population Percentage Population Percentage Population Percentage

0-9 years 2,403 8.84 3,081 15.09 2,203 13.73
10-19 years 4,590 16.88 2,809 13.76 2,135 13.31
20-29 years 5,487 20.18 7,065 34.60 6,438 40.12
30-39 years 6,748 24.82 3,791 18.57 2,983 18.59
40-49 years 5,448 20.04 2,266 11.1 1,065 6.64
50-59 years 1,643 6.04 924 4.52 635 3.96
60-69 years 550 2.02 357 1.75 413 2.57
70-79 years 251 0.92 106 0.52 141 0.88
80-89 years 54 0.20 19 0.09 29 0.18
90-99 years 15 0.05 0 0 3 0.02
Total 27,189 100 20,418 100 16,045 100

Source:  The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006, 2011 and 2016.

Figure 3 depicts the age of migrants to WA in both Census datasets. The number of 
migrants dropped in this period in all age categories except migrants younger than 
9 years of age and migrants between 20 and 29 years of age over five years. 



Figure 3  WA migrants’ age group distribution between 2006 and 2011
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Source: The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006 and 2011.
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The analysis of Census data shows the number of migrants (male and female) who 
were successful in finding full-time employment has radically decreased between 
2006 and 2011 in WA. Over 55 per cent of male migrants and 27 per cent of female 
migrants occupied full-time jobs in 2006 while 41 per cent of male migrants and 
18 per cent of female migrants in 2011 reported full-time employment status. The 
2016 census indicated over 25 per cent of male migrants and 11 per cent of female 
migrants occupied full-time jobs.

Table 6  Gender and employment status of migrants entering WA between 2006 and 2016

Gender Labour status/ year 2006 2011 2016
Population Percentage Population Percentage Population Percentage

Male Employed, worked full-time 7,865 55.1 4,46 41.08 1,563 25.44
Employed, worked 
part-time 1,372 9.62 803 7.77 1,223 19.90

Employed, away from work 355 2.49 107 1.03 123 2.00
Employed, hours of work 
not stated 225 1.58 151 1.46 0 0

Unemployed, looking for 
full-time work 263 1.84 576 5.58 484 7.88

Unemployed, looking for 
part-time work 130 0.91 316 3.06 660 10.74

Not in the labour force 1,405 9.85 1,875 18.15 2,045 33.28
Labour force status not 
stated 91 0.64 99 0.96 47 0.76

Total 14,266 100 10,334 100 6,145 100

Female Employed, worked full-time 3,515 27.20 1,877 18.62 817 11.67
Employed, worked 
part-time 2,869 0 1,144 11.35 1,114 15.91

Employed, away from work 339 2.62 67 0.66 106 1.51
Employed, hours of work 
not stated 123 0.95 69 0.67 . .

Unemployed, looking for 
full-time work 187 1.45 592 5.86 568 8.11

Unemployed, looking for 
part-time work 279 2.16 443 4.39 825 11.78

Not in the labour force 3,145 24.33 3,677 36.47 3,525 50.35
Labour force status not 
stated 82 0.63 81 0.80 46 0.66

Total 12,923 100 10,084 100 7,001 100

Source:  The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006, 2011 and 2016.
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Data extracted from the Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) 
statistical reports suggests 27,565 migrants arrived in WA under the skill stream visa 
between 2012 and 2013, while the number of skilled migrants entering WA decreased 
between 2013 and 2014 by 12 per cent (n=24,346 migrants).

Source countries

Census data shows the largest source countries of population in WA and the change 
in their ranks between 2006, 2011, and 2016 as shown in Table 7.

Table 7  Change in overseas-born population by major countries of birth in WA, 2006 to 2016

Countries of birth 2006 Census 2011 Census 2016 Census
Population % Rank Population % Rank Population % Rank

United Kingdom 208,381 39.2 1 230,412 33.5 1 226,645 31.5 1
New Zealand 47,331 8.9 2 70,735 10.3 2 79,222 11.0 2
South Africa 22,052 4.1 3 35,327 5.1 3 41,008 5.7 4
India 15,156 2.9 6 29,915 4.3 4 49,384 6.9 3
Malaysia 19,717 3.7 5 24,967 3.6 5 29,124 4.0 6
Italy 20,934 3.9 4 19,477 2.8 6 19,204 2.7 9
Philippines 6,834 1.3 14 17,231 2.5 7 30,835 4.3 5
People's Republic of China 8,006 1.5 12 16,693 2.4 8 27,077 3.8 7
Ireland 9,009 1.7 11 14,296 2.1 9 18,034 2.5 10
Singapore 11,809 2.2 7 13,973 2.0 10 14,987 2.1 12
Other 162,517 30.6 n/a 215,190 31.3 n/a 183,859 25.5 n/a

Source:  The Australian Bureau of Statistics Census data 2006, 2011 and 2016.

The DIBP statistics revealed 23,097 skilled migrants entered WA between 2013 and 
2014, of which 10,168 were primary and 12,929 were secondary applicants. The 
number of skilled migrants decreased by 12.47 per cent in 2015. In total, 20,216 
migrants arrived in WA in 2014-2015 and of those 44.8 per cent were primary and 
55.2 per cent were secondary applicants. In addition, the top source countries for 
skilled migrants arriving in WA changed between 2013 and 2015 as displayed in 
Table 8. In 2014-2015, the main source countries of skilled migrants to WA were the 
United Kingdom with 4,657 and the Philippines with 2,326 migrants (DIBP, 2015). 
While in 2013-2014, the top two main source countries of skilled migrants to WA 
were the United Kingdom with 5,429 and India with 3,393 migrants (DIBP, 2014).

Table 8  Change in overseas-born population by major countries of birth in WA, 2013-14 to 2014-15

Countries of birth 2013-2014 Countries of birth 2014-2015
Population Percentage Population Percentage

United Kingdom 5,427 23 United Kingdom 4,657 23
India 1,578 11.5 Philippines 2,326 11.5
Ireland 2,010 10.3 Ireland 2,080 10.3
Philippines 3,393 9.9 India 1,998 9.9
China 1,527 5.8 China 1,169 5.8
South Africa 1,245 5.4 South Africa 1,096 5.4
Pakistan 716 3.5 Iran 716 3.5
Malaysia 833 3.1 Pakistan 621 3.1
Sri Lanka 796 3 Malaysia 603 3
Bangladesh 291 1.4 Singapore 291 1.4
Others 4,659 23 Others 4,659 23
Total 22,475 100 Total 20,216 100

Source:  The Department of Immigration and Border Protection statistics (2013-2014 and 2014-2015).
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Phase 2:
Analysis of  Stakeholder Interviews



Phase 2: analysis of 
stakeholder interviews

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with thirteen representatives from key 
stakeholder groups (government departments, industry bodies and community/
NGOs). The interview transcripts were transcribed and thematic analysis was 
undertaken based upon a set of key themes identified from the literature and 
sub-themes drawn from the analysis. 

Cultural differences at work
Skilled migrants may not be employed by Australian employers, simply because it is 
a foreign concept to many employers to look beyond the local workforce unless it is 
necessary to do so. In addition, Australian employers prefer to employ local workers 
because of the cultural differences of skilled migrants which are perceived as hurdles 
an employer would have to face. Social aspects of the work environment also pose 
issues for migrants settling into working in Australia and trying to adapt to the new 
culture. 

Most challenging is the Australian employment sector, the way they do their 
social thing is quite different, it’s seen as really important so it’s like you know, 
work drinks. You go for work drinks with your team. You don’t want to be seen 
to say no all the time because then you’re antisocial [SH09].

Employer demand
The perspectives on hiring skilled migrants are diverse, with many participants 
acknowledging that many industries within Australia relying on skilled migrants to 
fill labour force gaps. Aged care especially is expected to increasingly rely on skilled 
migrants as Australia’s ageing population grows.

Employers are strongly supportive of skilled migrants, certainly sectors like 
meat processing sectors, they rely heavily on skilled migrants and the large 
processing plants have migrants from many, many cultures working along 
the processing line and they tend to be sorted into cultures and work as teams 
exceptionally well [SH02].

Western Australian employers rely on skilled migrants, not only to fill gaps in the 
Australian workforce but because migrants contribute culturally to the workplace, and 
influence other employees in positive ways.

Migration is absolutely essential to business in WA and to meeting future 
skills needs and there’s been reports to show that the economic & the mining 
boom wouldn’t have been possible without skilled migrant workers. And the 
benefits that they bring in terms of filling jobs directly but also the knowledge 
and experience that they bring from other countries and that they pass onto 
local workers that’s very often neglected in discussions [SH05].

Workplace culture
Adapting to the workplace can be difficult for skilled migrants with different cultural 
and religious backgrounds. Often it is assumed that because skilled migrants are 
hired based on their skills that they will not need assistance settling into life and 
work in Australia. However, workplace culture in Australia can be quite different to 
workplace culture in other countries and migrants can need support to successfully 
adapt.
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There’s this assumption that you know how things are done, but everybody’s 
experience if they’re coming from a different background will be very different 
and so they need support within where they're working to show them that, no 
well, here this is how we do thing here [SH09].

Economic and employment contributions
The advantages of employing skilled migrants include contributing to the economy 
by filling gaps in the labour force as well as contributing new ideas. Regional areas 
are successful at attracting skilled migrants for jobs that the local workforce cannot 
fill, or is not willing to fill. This is important as regional populations experience high 
rates of out-migration as young people look for educational, employment and social 
opportunities in metropolitan areas. Employers who are themselves migrants have a 
unique perspective on the importance of skilled migration, as the world becomes more 
open to global ideas. Australian skilled migration also contributes to building global 
links that could be beneficial to all countries involved. Another view is that Australia is 
benefitting from skilled migration by attracting qualified and capable young people to 
boost the Australian economy, without having to invest in their education.

Cultural and social contributions
Australia has been enriched culturally and socially because of skilled migration, 
through the influence of families settling in Australia and opening businesses that are 
specific to their home countries, such as grocery stores. These businesses support not 
only Australia’s migrant communities but also gain customers from the Australian-
born populations, enriching the wider Australian community.

Employment barriers 

Language barriers

Language can be a barrier to both employment and settlement, but is especially a 
problem in the workplace as not understanding cultural meanings behind English 
words and phrases can impede a person’s ability to work efficiently and at their full 
capabilities. 

English skills and that requires not only communication but also cultural 
understanding in Australia. They may have the technical skills of delivery, but 
understanding the people to whom they have to relate to in a culture is I think 
vitally important [SH03]. 

An employee’s skills and qualifications can be inadequately recognised because 
of their English proficiency which causes skills wastage and atrophy, with skilled 
migrants working in professions that are much lower than their skills level. It is often 
easier for migrants to work in a job that is lower than their skill level rather than 
search for one that they are qualified for, because once arriving in Australia there is 
pressure and the necessity to make a living. 

13

13

MINIMISING SKILLS WASTAGE  Maximising the health of skilled migrant groups



Recognition of overseas qualifications and experience
Whether overseas qualifications and experience are recognised varies widely, with 
some qualifications readily accepted. Nursing and aged care were areas that came 
up in the interviews as industries that seem to readily accept overseas qualifications, 
albeit sometimes with additional training or conversion processes. Highly skilled 
migrants that are unable to have their qualifications be recognised often end up in 
jobs below their skill level. 

I met this lady who was maxillofacialist, first you have to be a dentist, then 
you have to do medicine and then you have to be an oral surgeon, it’s like 14 
years of university studies. This woman, she was 33 and she had to work as a 
dental assistant [SH10]. 

A migrant’s professional references may be inacceptable here as they are from 
overseas professionals, and migrants need to essentially start over in Australia and 
create new professional networks in order to obtain new professional references.  Even 
skilled migrants who are willing to jump through hoops to have their qualifications 
recognised in Australia face frustration. 

A French/Swiss physiotherapist from Switzerland migrated here & they would 
not recognise his qualifications. They told him that he had to some upgrading 
courses at the University of WA, he did it for one semester and at the end of 
the semester he was supposed to do the next semester. What cheesed him off 
was when his professor told the class that he was going away on his study 
leave to learn some advanced things to the same institution that this person 
had graduated from. This person got his pride in him, couldn’t bear it and 
decided to leave Australia [SH03]. 

Continuing education and training
An issue that is separate from recognising qualifications and experience is the 
differences that exist in Australia versus other countries – sometimes further 
education and training is required to adapt to country-specific aspects of the job. 
High turnover in job roles leads to these continuing education and training services 
being repeated for each new person that enters the job field. 

NESB and CALD barriers
Skilled migrants from NESB and CALD backgrounds face additional barriers to 
employment compared to those from English speaking backgrounds. When 
competing with the local workforce for jobs migrants from NESB and CALD 
backgrounds are at a distinct disadvantage. This is especially the case for jobs that 
require strong English proficiency on a day-to-day basis through reading and writing. 

Those occupations that require you to read and write are the ones that have 
actually got the greatest barriers for somebody from another country without 
English. So I’m differentiating here between an English immigrant and an 
English speaking immigrant, it’s a lot easier to come to an English speaking 
country than it is for somebody from the Ukraine with no English [SH12]. 

In addition, the migration process can be difficult for skilled migrants from NESB and 
CALD backgrounds, and they often need to obtain assistance. 
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Discrimination in relation to employment
Skilled migrants can face discrimination when finding employment, based on their 
skin colour, home country, English skills, cultural and religious preferences, and other 
factors.

Discrimination can be based on your name. I have a friend, their family came 
to Australia when he was 2 from Pakistan, he’s basically Australian and he’s 
could not find work. He left Perth and moved to Melbourne and still could not 
find work. And so every time he couldn’t find a job he would do another skill. 
He met quite a number of large group of students and one of them said to 
him, have you ever changed your name, and he said, no. And they said that’s 
what you should do. And he did and he got a job. So his name was distinctly 
foreign so he anglicised his, and he got work. And so that’s discrimination. 
You’ve put in an application and it’s been put to the side based on your name 
[SH09]. 

Migrants may perceive actions and behaviour as racism and/or discrimination, when 
there may just be cultural differences at play. Some stakeholders held the view that 
migrants need to adapt to Australian culture to be able to successfully settle.

Australian job market experience and work experience
Fluctuations in the Australian job market have an impact on how many skilled 
migrants are needed, and for what job roles. As the mining boom slows in WA, the 
need for skilled migrants has decreased in some areas, but increased in others.  
In order to find employment in Australia, having Australian work experience is 
often required, but for migrants who have newly arrived they lack Australian work 
experience.  Skilled migration policies should take into account how many businesses 
require Australian work experience and support systems should be in place to assist 
migrants in obtaining work experience. The issues surrounding skilled migration 
should be separated into pre-migration and post-migration as the concerns 
surrounding obtaining a visa, settling in Australia, and finding employment are quite 
distinct. Skilled migrants face unique barriers as they attempt to find employment 
but are held back by accreditation and licensing issues, obtaining Australian work 
experience and finding professional and social networks.

I think the most difficult transition is for those skilled migrants who are coming 
on a skilled migration visa is the, same issue arrival, licencing regulation, 
accreditation issues and lack of Australian work experience, lack of networks 
[SH04]. 

Licensing
As discussed prior, licensing is a unique barrier to skilled migrants who come in with 
skills that are recognised by the Australian skills assessment, but not by Australian 
employers in these fields. Many migrants trying to enter the workforce lacking 
Australian-specific licenses puts pressure on Australian workplaces who are involved 
in licensing processes.
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With licenced trades particularly, they have to go through the Capstone 
assessment, get the full qualification and then go through their licencing. 
Now that can take up to 2 years and they have to be supervised. So again 
if you’re talking about barriers to workforce participation you then have to 
find an employer who is willing to supervise a qualified trade’s person that 
can’t be licenced for 2 years. They’re complex issues because if you’re talking 
about an unlicensed electrician who doesn’t know about Australian electricity 
regulations there’s a gap that needs to be bridged in terms of transitioning 
migrants into the workforce [SH04].

Skilled migrants should receive information prior to migrating to Australia clearly 
explaining that though their qualifications are recognised by Australia, there may 
be additional licensing and professional bodies within Australia that also need to 
recognise these skills.

I think there should be a very clear message, to check with a licensing body if 
they are going to recognise your qualifications before you make the decision 
to migrate because you may not get a job in that profession here and it might 
mean that for 1 or 2 years you’ll have to do some other job while you retrain 
and the cost of retraining can be thousands of dollars [SH11]. 

Health and wellbeing issues
For skilled migrants, mental health is of high importance, as the inability to find 
employment is mentally tiring, and can lead to anxiety, depression and social 
isolation.  Because of cultural differences, migrants may not seek appropriate help. 
The shift from being well-recognised as someone who is qualified and capable to be 
employed to being unemployed or working in a job that is well below your skills level 
is a stressor. 

I’ve seen friends go through depression, they would not use the terms we use 
here, like depression because it’s stigmatising for them, because they feel 
you’ve gone to university for 3 to 5 years, you get your qualification and then 
all of a sudden you come here and you can’t get the job that you had or you 
know you were a manager before and all of a sudden you’re being managed 
and it proves to be quite difficult [SH08].

It is important to pick up on the symptoms of mental distress, which may be 
displayed by withdrawing from work and social life.

He’s not the same man I met when they first came. He’s gone very quiet, 
very withdrawn. I don’t ask because they are older than me so culturally, 
can’t ask too many questions. But I tend to think that there must be some 
mental health going on there. Depression perhaps, he can be in social settings 
where people are happy, are chatting, it’s really nice and vibrant, he is just so 
withdrawn [SH09].

Secondary migrants whose English skills may be lower than that of their partner who 
received the skills visa are also at risk for mental health issues, through isolation 
brought on by language and cultural barriers.

The women are left at home, they don’t speak much English, they don’t 
interact with neighbours and also the, there is the concept of don’t talk to 
strangers, so when they come here they don’t assimilate well enough [SH10].
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Integration into community

Cultural differences

Migrants who come from English-speaking and Western backgrounds have fewer 
issues adapting to life and work in Australia than those who come from non-English 
speaking backgrounds and different cultures.

For non-English speaking skilled migrants, especially from developing 
countries, they have not only have to cope with the language, but also the 
culture shock. It is a big culture shock for them [SH01]. 

Australian employers can help this transition by providing information to current 
staff and skilled migrants that they are employing on what possible cultural 
differences may arise and how to handle it if they do.

What the [Company] did was develop 12 modules for employers, managers 
and workers to go together, to identify cultural misunderstanding issues in 
the workplace and work out plans to address them. So the resources are great, 
they’re freely available [SH07].

These cultural differences can be seen not only in the workplace, but in social 
situations, and are harmless and habitual ways expressing oneself.  Australians 
commonly lack formalities which can confuse migrants who are attempting to settle 
into their new job role and workplace. Cultural differences can cause problems from 
both perspectives of local Australians and new migrants.

There’s also the barriers that exist as a result of cultural differences. From our 
perspective, Australians are different, a bit easier going in some aspects and 
also a little less formal in some things that we do. The different people that 
come to Australia are quite thrown by that and it especially in the workplace 
and I think it can cause a lot of barriers for how people are going to work in the 
workplace and that we need to address [SH12].

Acculturation
It takes time for migrants to settle into life in Australia and adapt to Australian 
culture. While cultural groups can assist with settlement, they also can be a barrier in 
some ways through preventing migrants from joining mainstream society.

You know there’s a few migrants they used each other as their support and 
they moved on and you find that, it was a slower pace whereas now globally 
we find things are moving at a rapid pace and it doesn’t give them enough 
time to culturally assimilate into the society [SH10]. 

Community groups
The government supports culturally and linguistically diverse communities, which 
include migrant communities that have been in Australia for a long time and those 
who are newly arriving. These groups aim to provide resources that help migrants 
better adapt to life in Australia. 
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The Office of Multicultural Interests sits under the Department of Local 
Government and Communities and our main goal is to support CALD 
communities, whether they are new and emerging groups or those that 
have existed for a while, like the Greeks, the Italians, the Polish, who’ve been 
here for a lot longer than most. The main thing is to promote the benefits 
of multiculturalism in WA and to support all these different community 
groups with capacity building, connecting them to different services and just 
supporting settlement in WA [SH09]. 

Positive experiences
Despite facing barriers to employment and settlement, many migrants enjoy life in 
Australia and that can be attributed to the lifestyle, people and culture.

They’ve always comment on the courtesy, the kindliness, and the friendliness 
of Australians, even in the public setting, in their everyday life, … a positive 
aspect of life here. They find people to be generally very helpful, and very kind 
[SH01].

The advantages of skilled migration for Australia extend beyond filling gaps in the 
labour force – migrants who return to their home country often continue business 
relationships and professional ties that they have with Australian businesses and 
people.

Skilled migrants in today’s world they bring a global perspective. They bring 
links with their own countries and are able to establish trades and I find that 
a number continue to establish links in WA whether it is in agriculture or real 
estate or connect them with the business partners in, in their own countries. 
the Free Trade Agreement that we have signed now recently, should open up a 
lot of opportunities for small businesses, SMEs, small and medium enterprises 
to expand on their businesses if they wish to with China in particular [SH03]. 

Regional and rural settlement

Retention to rural and regional areas

There are shortages of skilled workers in regional and rural areas of WA that skilled 
migration can fill, but not all migrants are eager to move to these areas.

I know some migrants who have been living in regional areas, for example, 
Geraldton or Bunbury, who’ve done very well, and with their experience they 
could have easily moved to Perth, but I think they feel more rooted after a 
period of time. But the initial move to a regional area might be accompanied 
by some degree of anxiety and reluctance [SH01].

The incentive to move to regional areas is by awarding additional points on the 
migrant’s visa application, but migrants who enter the country on a regional visa 
may move to a metropolitan area fairly soon after arrival and further information is 
needed as to why many migrants do not want to stay in regional and rural areas. For 
some, including nurses, working in a regional area can be seen as less intimidating 
and competitive as metropolitan areas, and there can be more opportunities. 
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Regional WA has lots of nurses, and they go there because, number one 
for the experience, but also a majority of them who if they have had their 
nursing experience in their country of origin and they’re from a developing 
country, when they finish their Australian qualification, for them to gain 
their confidence they like to go to regional WA and work there. They feel that 
environment allows them to actually build on their confidence and because in 
the regional area there is such a shortage of skills, they end up doing quite a 
lot more [SH09].

These opportunities can be quite fruitful, leading to advancement in a migrant’s 
career, and experiences that may not have been possible or as successful in a 
metropolitan area.

Like I know of this girl who was, who did pharmacy and got her PR. She moved 
to Australind and she’s opened up her own pharmacy and she’s doing very 
well. I’ve also known people who’ve gone to, like there was this guy who did 
accountancy, and applied for PR. He worked for a few firms in the city, was 
not very happy. Then he got an offer to work in a practice in Three Springs and 
now he’s the practice, he owns the practice. He bought it out from the other 
person who retired, has integrated very well with the community and is doing 
very well [SH10].

Retention to regional and rural areas can be poor because of a lack of community 
connections and support systems for migrants. There are more opportunities for 
finding people from similar backgrounds in metropolitan areas than in regional areas.

It’s very isolating for them and I think that’s difficult and we need to recognise 
that as well but also we find that those migrants that come to Perth to look 
for the jobs first. Even if the jobs are elsewhere they’ll try and stay here which 
is difficult and I think a lot of that is because if they don’t know someone 
there they’re not going to go there. You know why would you go and work in 
Geraldton, if you don’t know anyone there and you’ve come from Iran and you 
don’t know of a community connection. They’re very into their community 
connections and that’s important [SH12]. 

Skills atrophy
Brain waste describes what happens when skilled migrants enter Australia ready 
to work in the occupation they are trained for, but are unable to find work so are 
unemployed or work in jobs below their skills level. Australia is attracting skilled 
migrants, but then processes in-country prevent them from using these very skills.

And so what we find with skilled migrants is often when they arrive they have 
difficulty working in their occupation that they’re skilled for. So quite often 
they will find a job but it may not be in the job that they’re skilled to do, 
that they were nominated or brought into Australia for. So, I guess what we’re 
looking for in the migration program is skilled migrants or intending skilled 
migrants with specific skills but when they get here they find it very difficult 
to utilise them [SH04].



There are common stories of skilled migrants working in jobs well below their skills 
level, as coming to a new country means migrants have immediate pressure to make 
an income to support themselves and their families. These jobs can be demeaning 
and have psychological consequences through impacting a migrant’s self-esteem. 
The inability to find employment reflects poorly on migrants, who are intelligent, 
willing to work, and very much deserve the qualifications they have achieved 
overseas. 

I know a taxi driver, after 10 years driving a cab, decided this is too much, and 
moved state. Finally he got the confidence to started afresh, his qualification 
was in engineering and he got a job as an engineer [SH09].

My first ever job was actually working as a food supervisor at Royal 
Perth Hospital where all of the pantry maids were immigrants who were 
predominantly Eastern European. I came from Claremont and I don’t think 
I’d ever met anybody that didn’t speak English. It was a very different world 
for me and these women, were extraordinarily intelligent, and capable. One 
woman I worked with was Russian and had been an electrical engineer and 
came to Australia and literally could get a job as a pantry maid. I mean it 
was the first time I had ever experienced that sort of lack of recognition of 
somebody else’s skills. [SH12].

Visa-specific experiences 

General skilled migration

The experience that skilled migrants have widely varies based on the visa they enter 
Australia with. Those who are on an employer-sponsored visa will already have their 
skills recognised by their employer and while they will face issues with settlement, 
they won’t have the same stressors as someone who enters on a general skills visa 
and has to procure employment once they are in Australia. 

I think if they come having been sponsored by an employer for a particular 
role as opposed to coming without a job you’ll obviously see differences in 
outcome there [SH05].

417 working holiday visa
Migrants on the 417 working holiday visa are utilised seasonally when there are 
needs in the agricultural industry. People who are on 417 visas may have different 
experiences from skilled migrants who are often attempting to enter Australia to 
begin their lives here. People on the working holiday visas view their experience as a 
holiday, during which they may do some work to support themselves.

A 417 primarily is a working holiday, it’s the holiday that allows you to 
participate in work. I mean industry sees it from a different perspective, they 
see it as a valuable source of labour and for the visa holder it’s a holiday and 
they have an opportunity to earn money while they’re on holiday you know 
[SH02]. 
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Skilled migrants can enter on visas that include permanent residency while some 
do not. Employers often do not want to hire someone who doesn’t have permanent 
residency because it can be risky for them. This is an additional stressor for skilled 
migrants, international students on a graduate bridging visa.

My own experience was just that wait for permanent residency and in between 
nobody wants to hire you, because they won’t take the risk. My other friends 
experience was they did hire her on her bridging visa but she got very low 
wages [SH09]. 
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Summary of key findings from stakeholder interviews
Employment barriers can effect skilled migrants especially independent skilled 
migrants attain employment in jobs commensurate with their qualifications and 
work experience after migrating to Australia. Skills atrophy and wastage also 
ranked highly among the key stakeholders. Skilled migrants face discrimination 
and experienced an unwillingness by Australian employers to hire migrants, 
especially due to their qualifications not being recognised. Skills requirements 
are different in Australia which force migrants into low-skilled jobs, and undergo 
lengthy licensing and training processes. These difficulties have repercussions 
on mental health, both for the primary applicant and secondary migrants. This 
is especially the case if they have poor English language skills and do not find 
work for themselves. 
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Phase 3: online survey results
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508 skilled migrants responded to the online survey and of those 65.4 per cent 
(n=332) were male and 34.6 per cent (n=176) were female. Over 66 per cent of 
participants were between 30 and 39 years of age as shown in Table 9 below.

Table 9  Participants’ age distribution

Age categories Frequency Percentage
18-19 1 0.2
20-24 1 0.2
25-29 44 8.7
30-34 191 37.6
35-39 146 28.7
40-44 84 16.5
45-49 27 5.3
50-54 8 1.6
55-59 2 0.4
60+ 4 0.8
Total 508 100

 

The cluster bar chart defined by age categories and gender suggests the majority of 
participants in different age groups were male (Figure 4).

Figure 4  Participants’ age group and gender
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Australia’s visas are classified into four groups: permanent residency visas, working 
visas, visiting visas, and study visas. The focus of the current study is on skilled 
migrants or migrants with permanent residency visas. A permanent residency visa 
consists of three main visa types: skilled independent visa, skilled nominated visa, 
and skilled regional visas. The entry visa status of skilled migrants was of particular 
interest for this study. Therefore, participants were asked to report on the type of visa 
they entered Australia with. As Table 10 shows, over 66 per cent of the participants 
(n= 308) came into Australia with a permanent residency visa.

Table 10  Participants’ entry visa status

Age categories Frequency Percentage
*Skilled nominated visa (subclass 190) 288 56.7
*Skilled Independent Visa (subclass 175, 885, 189) 51 10
Studying visa 57 11.2
Temporary sponsored work (subclass 457) 27 5.3
Working holiday visa (subclass 485,462) 15 3
Regional Sponsor Migration Scheme (subclass 119,857,187) 7 1.4
*Skilled Regional visa (subclass 887) 6 1.2
Family visa 6 1.2
Refugee and humanitarian visas 1 0.2
Temporary graduate visa 1 0.2
Other visas 51 10
Total 508 100

*Permanent residency visas

The participants’ current visa status shows 31 had working visas (subclass: 119, 857, 
187, 885, 175 and 475), 80 per cent were permanent residents (n=398) and over 13 
per cent were Australian citizens (n=67) as presented in Table 11. Table 12 presents 
the survey participants’ country of birth in descending order.

Table 11  Participants’ current visa status

Current visa status Gender Total Percentage
Female Male

Working  Visa (subclass: 119, 857, 187, 175, & 457) 9 22 31 6.24
Permanent Resident 126 272 398 80
Australian Citizen 36 31 67 13.48
Other visas 1 0 1 0.2
Total 172 325 497 100

Table 12  Participants’ country of birth

Countries Frequency Percentage
India 85 16.8
Iran 67 13.2
Pakistan 40 7.8
England 33 6.6
Bangladesh 31 6.1
China 27 5.3
Philippines 24 4.7
Sri Lanka 23 4.5
South Africa 22 4.3
Ireland 16 3.2
Malaysia 14 2.8
Other Countries in Africa 36 7
Other Countries in Asia 36 7
Other Countries in Europe 36 7
Other Countries in South America 9 1.8
Other Countries in North America 5 1
No response 4 0.8
Total 508 100



As the participants were skilled professionals, the education level was high. Over 
50 per cent (n=256) hold a postgraduate degree and certificates and 39.8 per cent 
(n=202) had a Bachelor degree (Table 13). 

Table 13  Participants’ education level

Age categories Frequency Percentage
Postgraduate Degree 224 44.1
Graduate Diploma and Graduate Certificate 32 6.3
Bachelor Degree 202 39.8
Advanced Diploma and Diploma 35 6.9
Certificate 12 2.4
Senior Secondary Education 2 .4
No response 1 0.2
50-54 8 1.6
55-59 2 0.4
60+ 4 0.8
Total 508 100

 

As Figure 5 displays, a crosstab between education level breakdown and gender 
indicates over 36 per cent of participants (n=165) who reported a Bachelor degree or 
higher education level were females and 64 per cent (n=293) were male.

Figure 5  Participants’ education breakdown based on gender
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The Table 14 depicts the employment status based on the participants’ gender. 
Overall, 54 per cent of females (n= 96) and 65 per cent of males (n=216) were 
successful in finding full-time employment in WA. In contrast, 21.59 per cent of 
females (n=38) and 16 per cent on males (n=55) were unemployed. Consistent with 
secondary data extracted from ABS and The Department of Immigration and Border 
Protection, the result suggests the proportion of unemployed female skilled migrants 
are larger than their male counterparts.
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Table 14a   Participants’ gender and employment status (Female)

Employment status/ Gender Female
Frequency Percentage

Full-time 96 54.54
Part-time 17 9.66
Casual 23 13.07
Unemployed 38 21.59
Not looking for paid work 2 1.14
Total 176 100

Table 14b   Participants’ gender and employment status (Male)

Employment status/ Gender Male
Frequency Percentage

Full-time 216 65.06
Part-time 20 6.02
Casual 37 11.15
Unemployed 55 16.57
Not looking for paid work 4 1.20
Total 332 100

In total, 397 out of 508 participants reported whether their job level is the equal to 
their previous occupation before migrating to WA. Of those, 46.9 per cent (n=186) 
reported they occupied similar jobs after migrating to WA, while 53.1 per cent 
(n=211) believed their job level had decreased after immigrating to WA.

Table 15   The equality of job level after migration

Job level Frequency Percentage Valid Percentage
Equal 186 36.6 46.9
Lower 211 41.5 53.1
No respond 111 21.9 0
Total 508 100 100

Crosstab analysis between the level of education and the equality of job level after 
migration suggested 56 per cent (n=97) of migrants with postgraduate degrees and 
50 per cent of migrants with a Bachelor degree (n=76) found jobs at lower level of 
equality after migration (Figure 6).

Figure 6  Participants’ education and job level
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One of the aims of the survey was to determine whether participants feel attached to 
the community after migration. In total, 11.4 per cent (n=57) declared they feel no 
attachment to the community that they are living in WA, while 68.3 per cent (n=347) 
reported attachment to the new community. 
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However, 50 per cent of participants (n=257) stated they were actively engaged with 
the local community in WA. Another particular interest was to investigate whether 
skilled immigrants in the study were satisfied with their job, their employer, and 
organisational respect received. Overall, 431 participants reported organisational 
respect while all participants described employer-care level and work meaningfulness. 
As shown in Figure 8, the majority of participants were satisfied with organisational 
respect and employer care which they receive. In addition, more than 61 per cent of 
participants (n=314) found their work meaningful.

Figure 7   Participants’ organisational respect, employer care and work meaningfulness
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Figure 8   Employment level before and after immigration to WA
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Occupation: Before and after migration

Participants were asked to indicate the job they had before migrating to Australia and 
there current job. This data was analysed and categorised under one of the following 
four categories:

Table 15  Examples of these four categories

Similar job level Higher job level
Before After Before After
Before Water engineer Before After
Water engineer- planning 
manager

Mental health nurse Student CEO of Accounting Firm

Mental health nurse Personal Finance 
Representative

Teacher Deputy Principal

Fund Accountant Project Engineer/
Contracts Admin

Student Systems Engineer

Mechanical Engineer- 
Project Manager

CFO CEO 

Lower job level Irrelevant job
Before After Before After
Engineer Technician Vocational School 

Teacher
Cleaner, packer

Human Resources Manager Payroll Assistant Mechanical Engineer Security Officer
Nurse and research 
coordinator

Assistant Nurse and 
Domestic Assistant

audit planner and Sales administrator

Civil Engineer Trainee Operator Geologist Aged care
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Summary of key findings from online survey participants
The majority of participants entered Australia as Permanent Residents 
(combined) 68 per cent. Education levels were very high: 50.4 per cent. 
Postgraduates and 39.8 per cent had bachelor degrees. 53.1 per cent indicated 
their current job was lower than prior to migrating to WA. 46.9 per cent 
indicated similar levels of job now in WA and prior to migrating to WA. 54 per 
cent females and 65 per cent males were currently in FT Employment: 

The analysis of data from 508 skilled migrants to WA revealed over 50 per 
cent of participants were employed in an occupation with a lower level of job 
equality when compared to their previous employment prior to migrating to WA. 
Although 14 per cent of participants reported they experienced discrimination 
and racism because of their migrant background, more than 60 per cent of 
participants reported high levels of organisational respect and employer care. In 
addition, over 60 per cent of participants found their occupation meaningful.





Skilled
Migrant Interviews



Skilled migrant interviews

In-depth interviews were undertaken with fourteen skilled migrants. The interview 
transcripts were transcribed and thematic analysis was undertaken based on a 
set of key themes drawn from the literature and sub-themes from the interviews 
themselves. 

Australian employers and workplaces

Cultural differences in the workplace

Adjusting to a new work environment can be difficult for migrants because work is 
often the first priority, and socialisation is secondary to that. This leads to a lack of 
understanding of local culture and can push migrants to stay within local community 
groups rather than reaching out to the wider Australian community. 

To me I think the biggest thing is the cultural difference. Although you know I 
could actually work as employee efficiently at the hospital and the university 
but culturally I still find I don’t really know much about Australian culture yet. 
We tend to actually just stay together as Asian you know group and we all 
sort of you know limited ourselves, isolated ourselves as well to some extent 
[SMI01].

There are differences culturally within workplaces, especially in healthcare regarding 
how patients are treated in Australia compared to some other countries. These 
are differences that cannot be easily explained and migrants have to experience to 
understand.

The most different thing is the way you treat your patients. You can have the 
same equipment, you can have the same training. But patients back home 
when people come to you, sit on the chair, you don’t let them talk, as soon 
as they open their mouth they say oh that needs to be pulled, this needs to 
be filled and this and this and that, means that you’re seeing that patient 
[SMI12].

Contributions of skilled migrants

Current employment

The skilled migrants we interviewed explained what jobs they are currently employed 
in, reflecting on the vast experiences and abilities that skilled migrants can bring to 
the Australian workforce.

I came in 2007, I was just studying first and then I realised I want to stay so I 
went in to study diploma of community welfare work. I finished that and got 
a job straightaway, out of my placement and I’ve done mental health, worked 
with prisoners, work with asylum seekers and refugees [SMI11]. 

When I first arrived I was just working various carpentry jobs the first couple 
of years and then I started to work up north in one of the mining towns, 
Tom Price for about a year and a half and then this past 2 years I own me 
own company so we’re doing, it’s construction business but mainly doing 
carpentry [SMI14].
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Employment barriers

Language barriers

The settlement experiences of skilled migrants from English speaking backgrounds 
may be easier than migrants who come from non-English speaking backgrounds. 
Language is a barrier not only for settlement, but also for finding employment and for 
being able to do the job well. Skilled migrants are required to undergo language exams 
before entering the country to verify their English skills, but Australian English has 
many subtleties that are unable to be measured on language tests. There are cultural 
aspects to language that can only be learned after being immersed in Australian 
culture. 

Recognition of qualifications and experience
While job titles may be the same across countries, there are subtle differences in 
material required, licensing requirements and other processes. Qualifications are 
rendered inadequate when migrants do not have the specific necessary Australian 
licenses that are required to work here.

In Australia no, I’m not able because like there’s a system, to get job as a 
power line man I don’t have a certificate III in power distribution. And to get 
certificate III in power distribution I need employment. Without employment, 
I can’t get certificate III and without certificate I can’t get employment. This 
is a problem [SMI09].

Australian work experience
Australian employers often want, and require, Australian work experience which can 
be incredibly difficult for skilled migrants to obtain.

I have a master’s degree and have research experience on the, on the ground 
experience, but they had this catch called Australian experience [SMI05]. 

Migrants can obtain Australian work experience through volunteering, and many do 
just to do something while they search for employment. 

I was volunteering at Whiteman Park and any volunteering opportunities that 
came up I took them, just to meet people as well. But no, yeah after I got 
the interview for here, came here for the interview and I was offered the job 
straight away. I think because that there aren’t many people that can work 
with the P3O governance structure [SMI10]. 

However, given that the skills assessment process shows that skilled migrants are 
capable of working at Australian standards, it should be up to the migration process 
to provide work experience opportunities to help migrants find employment.

I think they should have work placements, you know ask around who wants 
that, who’s happy to have a German or an African or an Asian or a European 
doctor.  Every time I met with a person who came here on a visa because 
they granted it in, you know in Europe, they are facing so much barriers I 
feel sorry for them, and I’m not surprised in the end they come out a little bit 
bitter, especially for the country. God this is not what, this is not what they 
promised, you know, but it’s hard to research from the other side you know, 
but you can research [SMI11].
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Mental health and wellbeing issues

New health issues in Australia

Another aspect of Australian culture to adapt to is different foods and the new 
atmosphere. Different plants and the harsh sun are two aspects of Australia that can 
cause health issues for migrants settling in Australia. 

I love junk food that’s the problem. In Sri Lanka everything is your yard, you 
just pick it up, bring it in and cook it. Here everything’s in a tin or drive through. 
But I love it. I wasn’t a heavy asthmatic in Sri Lanka but since I came here I 
have developed hay fever, have developed asthma, I have developed, yeah so 
there’s pros and cons [SMI04]. 

Mental health can be an issue for secondary migrants who have trouble settling, 
especially for those who do not work and are relied on at home to keep the family 
together.

Women need extra assistance, and they’re not getting because they’re too 
ashamed, because you know they are the one keeping everything together 
at home because it’s a massive pressure on the family, and lots of break ups 
[SMI11].

Mental health issues such as depression and anxiety are common, and can often go 
unnoticed, especially if the migrant is from a culture that does not generally talk 
about mental health issues.

My support system was very important in, yeah, even it was interesting, 
again, people have a massive expectations first for people who come in on 
student visa or coming here in another when they got the visa, how they will 
feel, and that’s never the case. I got depressed, I got actually, I had to go to 
psychologist because I was, my friend calling me and I said, that’s it, I don’t 
know what to do [SMI11]. 

Another settlement issue surrounds healthcare because the system in Australia 
is different to many systems in other countries. There are barriers around general 
healthcare literacy, for example, questions around Medicare and the private health 
insurance system, but also how to obtain access to an interpreter.

The other thing is for that group, they always try to find a GP who could speak 
the language and whenever they have to go to hospital they are so stressed 
because they don’t have the health literacy and often they could have the 
interpreter service so really limited their access to health [SMI01].

Once accessed though, the majority of migrants expressed positive experiences of the 
healthcare system. While some aspects may be confusing, the quality of care is a lot 
higher than many countries from which migrants are coming.
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Integration into community
It is important for migrants to find a social group, and a support system, in Australia 
so that they can feel at home. Some communities have cultural groups of people who 
are from the same cultural background or home country. 

We are trying to engage the community, for example we make it a point to go 
and, we now participate in community activities and community programmes 
organised by the local council [SMI05].

Migrants will not feel like they are part of the community in Australia until they are 
able to feel accepted in the community. Children can assist in finding social and 
support networks because it is easier for parents to find friends through their child 
being at school.

When my son was at primary school I felt that we as parents we were more 
involved and you come to know people and you invite each other come over 
for tea or let’s say just for the past Chinese New Year maybe for dumpling and 
these things [SMI08]. 

Occupation-specific issues

Health professionals 

Skilled migrants in the health field have trouble finding work in Australia. This is often 
because of visa requirements, and various unique licensing requirements that people 
in the health field have to complete. While these may be necessary steps to ensure 
that migrants are aware of Australian rules and regulations, the processes can be 
quite lengthy and could be better handled by providing more information to migrants 
before they begin the application process.

Pre-migration considerations

Push and pull factors

The reasons why skilled migrants choose to move to Australia are quite diverse. One 
reason is the ability to further one’s career and education.

I had been working with CSIRO so initially, we made the decision to come 
here because it, we thought I could be able to do some work through CSIRO 
towards a higher research degree [SMI05].

Life in Australia is seen as safe and secure, with people generally enjoying a high 
standard of living compared to many countries that migrants emigrate from.The 
Australian climate, nature and big spaces are draws for migrants that make Australia 
an attractive place to live.

With the animals and the wildlife, that’s one of the things that drew me to 
Australia, well especially WA was the big wide open spaces, all the bush, the 
fact that you’re not overcrowded with buildings and tiny roads, or too much 
traffic [SMI10].



Regional and rural settlement

Employment opportunities & regional experiences

Regional and rural areas of Australia have more employment opportunities than 
metropolitan areas for certain industries, including less competition and more areas 
of career growth.

One of my mates who graduated, had a master’s degree in accounting, and 
he spent 3 years in Perth, working at lower positions, entry positions, being 
assistant to accountant and got his professional certificate, and after that 
he applied for regional job. And that time he was probably earning the most 
amongst us because he elected to go to the regional [SMI08].

Living in regional areas can also be more appealing than living in metropolitan areas, 
as the communities may be more open.

Settlement issues

Social life

Adapting to life in Australia can be hard for migrants who arrive in the country alone 
and do not know anyone in Australia. While work and childcare commitments can 
mean that migrants are meeting people, it does not mean that the support and 
friendships that is needed is available.

Well it’s hard because you don’t have your support system that you have 
in your home country, you don’t have your friends that you’ve had for your 
whole life, or your family. Well I suppose like at school you meet some of 
the mums, at work you meet some people that you work with but it is hard 
[SMI02].

Involvement in community groups can be beneficial to migrants trying to create 
a social network, but at the same time can contribute to isolation from Australian 
culture and people.

What I generally seen is you know we as Indians we have more of Indian 
friends for probably if you look at it 90% of my friends are all Indian [SMI03].

Others are able to bridge cultural divides and make social connections with people 
from a variety of backgrounds.

I have a balance of Australian and Sri Lankan or Chinese and African, we have 
a quite good network, my husband and I have created because we haven’t got 
our family here [SMI04].
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Finding employment
Skilled migrants face regular barriers to finding employment, as well as additional 
barriers if they are from a non-English speaking background. Theoretically there 
should be job opportunities for migrants entering on a skills visa because the 
occupation has to be in demand for visas to be offered. 

Challenges could be like English, but then it’s like with everything, it’s like 
demand and supply if there’s a lot of vets here and they don’t really vets and 
they come in as a vet they’re going to find it harder to get a job. They’re also 
going to be the things with like age, & experience [SMI02].

Migrants come with different impressions of what is a normal length of time to 
wait for a job, with some expecting that it will happen upon arrival. There are many 
factors involved in how long someone will wait until they are able to find employment, 
including the industry, years of experience, and many other possible factors, but pre-
migration information should be clear that though the migrant will be on a skills visa 
they should prepare for the possibility that it will be difficult to find employment.

I kept thinking, is it my age now I’m getting older, they perhaps want somebody 
younger. I started here 3½ months after arriving, which at the time I thought 
was a long time to get a job but since speaking to other people I’ve found out 
a lot of them are 6 months and still not got any work [SMI10].

Support systems
Leaving family and friends behind and trying to start a new life is difficult without 
a sufficient support system. While new friendships can be made, it is difficult to 
build a new support system that can be relied on. There can be a feeling of isolation, 
while migrants see people at work or through other means, if they haven’t made 
connections outside of the work environment they can feel very much on their own 
and vulnerable.

The transition period
The transition period refers to the time when skilled migrants first arrive in Australia 
and try to find work and settle down.

I don’t think it’s that easy to find work unless you know very specialized, like if 
you’re a nurse you’ll find work quite easily, if you’re a doctor you’ll find work 
quite easily. But sometimes you’re over qualified [SMI02].

Often the work that migrants initially are employed in is not at the level of their 
qualifications, but is enough to pay the bills and survive while they continue to look 
for work in their field of expertise.

I came here with an open mind because I wanted to succeed and when I came 
here I was even open to working in a car wash because I approached the car 
wash the day I arrived saying that is there a vacancy and got a job [SMI03].
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Family
When skilled migrants come to Australia they often bring their family along, which 
can cause additional settlement issues because there is pressure to take care of 
the children and ensure that the whole family is settling well in Australia. Some 
secondary migrants may have skill sets that they can apply to work in Australia, but 
others are left home caring for the children.

It’s very hard when immigrants come out here and there’s no support system, 
no grandparents, nothing and especially when the kids are small, it’s very 
hard for the second parent to work and then also the day care is expensive 
[SMI02].

I never been out of India for nearly 45 years and then the first time when I 
went out of India was Australia. Uprooting my entire, my job, my house, my 
family and putting them into a different country was very big task. I came 
alone and then I got my family ‘cause I wasn’t sure what I was getting into but 
I got a good job and am very happy [SMI03].

Cultural differences (as barriers to settlement)
Community cultural groups provide a means for migrants to stay associating with 
their own cultural groups, without venturing into the broader Australian society.

To me I think the biggest thing is that the culture difference. Although you 
know I could actually work as employee efficiently at the hospital and the 
university but culturally I still find I don’t really know much about Australian 
culture [SMI01].

Each culture has differences and it can be difficult to feel at home in Australia when 
migrants feel out of place, or not accepted. 

My feeling was that my language is good so when I came here it was big shock 
for me because it’s different accents, the biggest challenge ever. And then the 
fear of communicating with people, I gradually recognised and understood 
that it’s not just the accent or the language, it’s the culture [SMI12].

Skills atrophy
During the transition period, there is pressure to find work not only to have an 
income to survive on, but also just to feel a part of society and not be isolated. Skilled 
migrants who are unable to find employment at their level of skills and qualifications 
can find themselves trapped in low-skilled jobs, unable to move due to financial or 
familial commitments that they are currently tied to.

I’m only speaking for engineers, I know a guy who has a job, who hasn’t got 
a job for 1 year. I know another instrument control guy, he landed in Sydney 
because his brother has a house there so he’s not paying much in rent and 
food and he has kids and he enrolled them into some school nearby. So I talk 
to them and he said to be honest I have got family here I cannot just move and 
there are no jobs. He is working in a factory doing something [SMI06].
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Low-skilled jobs are appealing as migrants seek to fulfil additional licensing and 
training that Australian industries require.

I used to be a dentist back home for 3 years and then we moved here. I was 
having a casual job for 4 years to pass my exams to get registered as a dentist 
[SMI12].

Visa-specific experiences

Spouse or secondary migrant

Secondary migrants face isolation, especially if their English or skills are low. It is 
easier to find a job that does not require much English proficiency, or to stay home 
while their partner works. The primary applicant who enters Australia on a skills visa 
will be better able to find work as their skills are required in Australia. 

Well I mean the primary applicants are probably going to find it a lot easier 
to work because they’ve got skills on the SOL, [7.20] SOL list, the secondary 
applicants probably wouldn’t have skills or they wouldn’t qualify or has 
childcare responsibilites [SMI02].

Summary
The majority of temporary migrants when asked if they were planning on staying 
in Australia and why, expressed a desire to stay, because life here is better than the 
alternative of going back to their home countries. Once a migrant obtains permanent 
residency, life becomes easier because there is no time limit to how long they are able 
to stay in Australia. It also helps with finding work, because many employers want to 
employ migrants with a permanent residency visa. 
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of Findings



Summary of findings

The barriers faced by skilled migrants
The main barriers to entering the labour market are language as many skilled 
migrants come from non-English speaking countries and culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) backgrounds; discrimination and underlying racism; a lack of 
recognition of overseas qualifications and negative perceptions of overseas work 
experiences; a lack of Australian work experience; licensing issues and a lack of 
knowledge and procedures to obtain licenses; the impact of the current economic 
downturn; the need for continuous education and training; a lack of professional and 
social networks; unemployment experiences that impact on psychosocial health.

The issues are encountered by industry and 
businesses when employing skilled migrants
From an employer’s perspective: Employers have poor understanding of policy and 
processes needed by skilled migrants especially the regulatory nature of workplace 
processes in Australia; the nuances of Australian workplace communication that needs 
to be understood by skilled migrants; the need to understand Visa Specific processes 
especially the different visas being used in the country (work visa 457, independent 
skilled, employer/state sponsored, and international student).

From skilled migrant perspectives: A lack of understanding by Australian employers 
and workplaces of foreign workers, their training, skills and the value of their overseas 
work experience; cultural differences in workplaces and how to navigate these.

Suggested solutions: Promotion of successful employer and skilled migrant case stories 
can be shared so that employers can play a mentoring role to the migrants they employ.  
Attention to the specific needs of regional employers and how they can be supported and 
provided with advice on how to utilise skilled migration visa options and how they can 
better support skilled migrants who join their workforce. The use of workplace cultural 
sensitivity and diversity training which is growing in current workplaces.

The health costs of under-employment, 
skills wastage and atrophy on skilled migrants
Skilled migrants’ who experience under-employment face stressors that affect their 
mental and emotional health such as feeling unfulfilled and undervalued, as well as 
possible discrimination. Settlement issues only serve to exacerbate these issues, as 
migrants can be dissatisfied both in the work and home environments. These have 
significant impacts on mental and psychosocial health resulting in social isolation; 
emotional health leading to depression and feeling of dislocation; disempowerment; 
increase in stress and anxiety leading to insomnia, panic attacks and withdrawal.

The government both federal and state and regional and rural development boards 
need to provide specific support and assistance to skilled migrants and employers alike. 
Through this study we propose the development of ‘specific kits’ which have been further 
explained in the Skilled Migrant Transition Framework. The study has found there is 
a need for government to open up work opportunities specifically for skilled migrants 
and to support activities that integrate skilled migrants into the community and the 
Australian workforce through cultural and workplace training and through association 
with community groups. There is also a need for government, employers and community 
groups to address issues of racism and discrimination so as to provide for an enhanced 
migrant experience and greater utilisation of skilled migrant human capital.
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Study outcomes

Australian migration policy: 
feedback and suggestions from participants
Offering holistic need-based support to skilled migrants: WA does not offer 
as much support to skilled migrants as other states do, as currently support is 
provided to humanitarian entrants but not specifically to skilled migrants who require 
special information regarding entering the Australian workforce. More state-specific 
information is required for migrants to be able to successfully settle in WA. While 
the state government professes to be open to skilled migrants of all backgrounds, 
the situation can be different for migrants from NESBs. Despite fluctuations in the 
Australian economy, migrants have faith in Australia’s ability to bounce back and 
continue to be a good place to live and work.

Allowing for flexibility in seeking employment: Skilled migrants also need to be 
prepared for different scenarios, including that in which they are unable to find a job 
that is equivalent to their skills. Above all, flexibility is required to adapt to working 
and living in Australia as suggested by a skilled migrant.

Temporary migrant workers: Human resource managers need to better support the 
well-being of skilled migrant workers through providing connections to community 
groups, providing information about Australia before migrants resettle, organising 
social events, and providing advice on upskilling and training existing staff on cross-
cultural issues (Bahn 2015). 
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The Skilled Migration Transition 
Framework
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One of the many outputs of the study is a modified framework drawn from the WHO 
Human Resources for Health Framework (WHO, 2014). Underpinned by the results of 
our study the framework we have developed has the following six distinct parts:

• Pre-migration processes: that take into account the labour market and in-depth 
Visa process that call for skills recognition and language testing. We propose the 
development of a Pre-migration Kit.

• Employment issues: that may involve re-skilling (VET or TAFE skills), making 
career choices, dealing with recruiters and recruitment, liaising with Professional 
Bodies, undertaking job search activities. We propose the development of an 
Employment Kit.

• Settlement issues: These include information about support services, community 
groups, schooling, housing information, finance and banking, health & medical 
services. We propose the development of a Settlement Kit.

• Workforce issues: that include supervision, organisational support, labour 
laws, unions, industrial relations, Occupational Health & Safety (OHS) laws and 
compliance, licensing requirements, training and diversity in workplaces. We have 
propose the development of an Occupational Kit.

• Productivity factors: that include cultural diversity, country specific issues, 
employment barriers, racism/discrimination, skills atrophies and value of overseas 
work experience and intelligence. We propose the development of an Employer Kit.

• Integration issues: the include acculturation, racism/discrimination, volunteering, 
networks, support services and community groups. We propose the development of 
an Integration Kit.

Finally we call for development of national, state and regional strategies to support 
skilled migrants’ transition into the workforce and into their new country of 
migration.  
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Recommendations & implications

As Australia is likely to remain an attractive destination for skilled migrants because of 
its labour needs, ageing population and quality of life, it is important that the current 
living and working situation is improved for professional and skilled migrants entering 
Australia independently.

Information for skilled migrants who have been accepted for permanent 
residency: Accurate pre-migration information is essential and vital for skilled 
migrants, migration agents and lawyers who assist them through the migration 
process. To ensure that all parties are receiving the same and current information, 
we suggest the creation of Australian Workforce Kits for Skilled Migrants. These 
recommended kits are described in further detail below.

Development of a Pre-Migration Kit: Applicants for skilled migration visa to Australia 
need to be supplied with current labour market information in relation to their profession 
and in-depth Visa processes that call for qualification recognition and language testing. 
These kits need to go beyond what is available on the federal governments migration 
website and needs to contain more detailed information and access to websites where 
current labour market information can be accessed. The recognition of overseas 
qualifications and associated professional body information needs to be made available 
to skilled migrant applicants. The existence of an occupation on the SOL or WASOL does 
not always reflect the realities of the supply and demand for that occupation and may 
be highly contextual depending on the size and geographic location of related industries 
where that occupation is most frequently found.

Development of an Employment Kit: Migrants need to have knowledge of licensing 
and qualification issues that are specific to Australia prior to migrating. Information 
kits should be developed for each occupational group listed on the WASMOL. The kits 
should include information on CVs and job applications; Australian work experience 
needs; how to find jobs (ex. through recruitment and online job websites, recruitment 
agencies specialising in occupational fields or specific industries); any potential means 
of assistance for finding jobs; networks/professional bodies/industry groups relevant 
to occupations; knowledge of additional costs for materials needed for the occupations 
(e.g. toolkits, knife sets); and labour laws, both general and sector-specific. In addition 
information on overcoming employment barriers is also necessary.

There continues to be some disconnect between labour market research and the 
information that migrants are receiving. Employers and the Australian government 
need make labour market information easily accessible, and relevant to the current 
situation. The Employment Kit would need to include information on what jobs are 
currently available, the best job seeking strategies to find jobs in these areas, and 
include advice on how to handle possible barriers to finding employment.

Development of a Settlement Kit: Settlement kits that provide information 
on settlement issues such as Australian housing processes (e.g. rental leases 
and security bonds), need to be provided to skilled migrants prior to re locating 
to Australia. This resource can be built with information and resources from the 
Australian government or community groups to provide assistance with settlement 
processes. Specific information that should be included is as follows:

• Housing: rental leases and tenants and property owner rights and responsibilities, 
when a security bond is required and how that process works in Australia, how to 
find a rental property, and how to find information on purchasing property;
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• Driver’s license: how to obtain a license and the international licenses are 
recognised;

• Medical and health services: general processes explaining Medicare (bulk billing) and 
private healthcare insurance, access to GPs and specialists, emergency services at 
public hospitals, public and private health systems;

• Schooling: Public and private schooling options for children, childcare services and 
fees; 

• Advice on finances: a saved amount to support self and family for about six months 
taking into account exchange rates and probable costs of living (housing/transport/
schooling/medical services/food/utilities). Information about Tax file number and 
banking along with financial planning and the superannuation system.

Development of an Occupational Kit: Occupational kits will be occupation specific 
and would need to be developed for each occupation on the WASOL. Implications 
of related professions/occupations on the WASOL could be shared amongst an 
occupation group (eg: engineers - mechanical, civil, electrical) however there would 
need to be occupation specific details and information as well. These kits would need 
to also contain information on the following: supervision, organisational support, 
labour laws, unions, industrial relations, Occupational Health & Safety (OHS) laws and 
compliance, licensing requirements, training and diversity in workplaces.

Information for Australian employers: development of an 
Australian Employer Kit on skilled migration
This kit would include specific information related to visas and the efforts and 
costs that skilled migrants have put into their move to Australia to work and 
live.

Country-specific differences: Australian employers will be made aware of cultural 
differences may arise in the workplace, especially country-specific differences. 
The kit would also discuss employment barriers that skilled migrants face so that 
Australian employers can help to ease these barriers and make recruitment and on-
boarding a more productive experience. All Australian workplaces should be made 
safer spaces for skilled migrants. The value and benefit of diversity training and the 
organisational commitment needs to be promoted to employers and industry groups. 
Understanding cultural safety and appreciation of diversity will assist employers 
improve organisational cultures.

Regional development and skilled migration: If skilled migrants are expected to 
move to and stay in regional and rural areas to fill the gaps in the labour force and 
provide professional services, then regions need to develop region wide strategies 
to attract and retain skilled migrants and their families. Examples of how migrant 
groups have settled in regions and the benefits these regions have experienced 
(culturally, socially and economically) from that settlement can make for very 
positive and convincing exemplars for a region based approach.
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Conclusion

Research is also proposed in the following areas - the development of kits for skilled 
migrants by the government and NGOs, addressing issues specific to skilled migrants 
especially non-English speaking migrants to understand trajectories of skilled 
migrants to WA inclusive of international students, independent skilled migrants, 457 
visa holders and those with regional skilled migrant visas. Research is also needed to 
determine what traineeships and apprenticeships are currently available in the labour 
market. Skilled migrants face issues that affect their psychosocial wellbeing leading 
to and affected by isolation and loneliness; stress (work and social) and anxiety 
and depression. The health and well-being of skilled migrants needs to be further 
investigated and protected. Global migration will continue and the circumstances 
under which skilled migrants choose to migrate differ greatly. This study on skilled 
migration in Western Australia, highlighted that information provided pre-migration 
to skilled individuals assists in their resettlement and labour workforce participation. 
Australia will continue to remain an attractive destination due to its openness to 
migration, employment options, quality of life and ageing population, it is critical 
that skilled migration policies are reviewed so that they assist in the smooth 
transition of migrants.
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