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Executive summary 
This project focused on insights that would open up and understanding of where 
positive action can be taken to support three of the most disadvantaged cohorts 
in the Greater Dandenong and Doveton area: women from Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
and people who are experiencing complex life challenges. The project engaged 
twenty-two job seekers and employees using user-centred design and 
generative methods. Clear opportunities have emerged for the Greater 
Dandenong Regional Employment Taskforce to help shift barriers and to enable 
people to overcome their challenges. 

Insight themes: Building on rich knowledge 
Building on previous research, this project sought to explore barriers in 
searching for employment and in staying employed. The barriers that were 
identified have been categorised in this document as follows: 

1. Employability barriers - such as language skills, work experience,  
re-skilling and qualifications transferability 

2. Disadvantage barriers - referring to barriers like affordability or lack 
of access to childcare, education and transport  

3. Complex life challenges - including health, mental health and 
domestic and family violence 

4. Cultural challenges - such as discrimination, unconscious bias and 
lateral violence 

Opportunity areas: Positive action through integrative support 
Within the influence of the Taskforce, four integrated domains are identified for 
shaping positive action in order to address the barriers and challenges: 

• Job seeker employability: Re-shaping existing approaches to skills 
development 

• Employer engagement: Improving how employers are able to 
attract, support and engage well with prospective employees and 
new hires 

• Provider intermediation: Shifting how providers help connect job 
seekers and employers while bridging gaps between the two 

• Conditions enabling: Connecting actors across the system, such as 
government, employers and providers, in order to enable people by 



alleviating disadvantages that hold them back from finding or staying 
in employment 

Moving forward: Transformational, collaborative and 
programmatic options 
This document distills sixteen options to shift barriers, enable people to address 
challenges and empower them in their own lives. Although there is a greater 
possible range of options, the sixteen options represent shifts that are 
specifically relevant based on an analysis of literature in combination with the 
participant insights. The options are classed as: 

• Transformational - policy and sector-level changes that would help 
individuals and families navigate common barriers 

• Collaborative and Integrative - cross-sector or cross-organisation 
initiatives that would enable higher level intervention and/or 
collaboration and coordination in order to shifts shared challenges 

• Programmatic - primarily initiatives, interventions and actions that 
can be originated from within an individual organisation or as part or 
training, job search and community support that can serve groups of 
people as well as individuals 

Taking action: Shifting barriers now 
It is not anticipated that there are resources or support for all of the possible 
ideas, and so five options have been recommended that the Taskforce may be 
uniquely placed to act upon in the near to medium term based on the 
composition of the group and potential for collaboration. The recommendations 
include: 

1. Building on, connecting and tailoring language, literacy and 
numeracy training to better meet the need (Language Plus) 

2. Enabling transfer of work experience (Your work, here) 
3. Developing employer collaboration to share learning, training and 

efforts to support people from diverse backgrounds (In2possibility) 
4. Strengthening the networks between employers, employees and 

job seekers (Connection works) 
5. Improving uptake of existing Dandenong brokerage resources 

(Making the Match) 
6. Enabling a Dandenong ‘intermediate labour market’ (ILM) - to 

create stepping stones into employment for job seekers with more 
complex needs (A place for stepping stones)  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Section 1. About this 
project - Scope  

Research questions 

The purpose of this project was to identify challenges, barriers or opportunities 
in people’s road to employment that the Taskforce can act upon. We looked at 
two key parts of a person’s employment experience: 

• The search: Understanding the barriers that arise when looking for suitable 
work and pursuing preferred jobs. How are job seekers getting around these 
barriers? How? Who is helping them? What support makes it possible to 
overcome the barriers, e.g. from employers or other organisations? 

• Staying employed: Exploring challenges people face in staying employed, 
including balancing work with family, culture, caring responsibilities, health 
considerations and/or finances. What pressures work against employment, 
or engaging at work? What helps people stay in employment? What helps 
them engage? What situations worked well? What did not? 

Cohorts 
The project focused on people who often face challenges finding, sustaining and 
engaging in employment in Dandenong and Doveton. The research included a 
total of 20 participants from the following three cohorts: 

• Women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
• At risk families - Single parents, parents supporting adult children, 

parents with carer duties or facing financial hardship. It is proposed that 
this cohort can be alternatively identified as having complex challenges, 
which is discussed in the ‘Detailed Insights’ section. 

Our research focused on job seekers who want to be employed but have not yet 
succeeded in their efforts. Some have had difficulty finding work or staying in a 
job. We also spoke to job seekers who have successfully been employed and have 
retained employment. 
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Participants 
The following table describes the participants. 

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION

1 CALD - South 
Sudan (2008) 
Early 40s

Employability skills: 
• Language - 

intermediate 
• History of 

employment but 
limited range of skills 

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent 
• Childcare affordability

• Studying English but needs intermediate classes  
• Has worked in a number of roles, mostly roles that have 

low skill requirements 
• Recently widowed 
• Stopped working to take care of two of her seven 

children, with some help from eldest children  
• Certificate 3 in childcare  
• Would like to learn aged care or nursing 
• Not happy with her jobactive provider

2 CALD - South 
Sudan (2011) 
Mid 40s

Employability skills: 
• Language  
• Computer skills 
• History of 

employment but 
limited transferable 
skills 

Disadvantages: 
• Transport

• Worked in childcare for five years until her family moved 
to Dandenong 

• Has been looking for work for 10 months  
• Has four children from ages 20 to 3 years old 
• One of her older children helps her with online job 

search and application 
• Was a fabric designer in South Sudan

3 CALD - 
Afghanistan 
(2005) 
Late 30s

Employability skills: 
• History of 

employment but lack 
of experience or skills 
for higher paying 
roles 

Disadvantages: 
• Transport

• Needs more work because the hours have gone down in 
her current cleaning job 

• Has certificates in beauty therapy and swimming, as 
well as a diploma that allows her to work in a childcare 
centre  

• Has worked consistently and in a number of roles, 
except when she took off work when her two children 
were born 

• At times has worked two jobs 
• Would like to work in Centrelink with migrants 

4 CALD - Egypt 
(2013) 
Late 30s

Employability skills: 
• Limited transferable 

skills 

Disadvantages: 
• Childcare affordability 
• Education affordability 
• Inability to save - low 

paying roles 
• Previous 

qualifications not 
recognised 

Cultural challenges: 
• Harassment, racism

• Has been trying to find steady work for two years after 
she was let go along with seventy other casual workers 
at a factory after a merger 

• Has experienced harassment and racism in two roles 
and was forced to leave the role both times 

• Was an accountant in Egypt and would like to be an 
accountant again 

• Would like to study but her husband’s study has been 
prioritised for the past five years as they cannot afford 
childcare so that both can study 

• Struggling to pay $300 fees for her husband’s exams, 
and so an $8000 up-front fee for a certification is out of 
the question

5 CALD - South 
Sudan (2006) 
Mid-40s

Employability skills: 
• Language, including 

for online job search 
and application 

• History of 
employment but 
limited range of skills 

• Has been looking for a job for two years 
• Has certificates for cleaning and hospitality 
• Worked in a hotel for eighteen months and in cleaning 

for five years  
• Is only able to find low paying jobs  
• One of her children helps her apply for jobs online
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6 CALD - South 
Sudan  
Late 30s

Employability skills: 
• Language  
• Computer skills 
• History of 

employment but 
limited transferable 
skills

• Youngest child is around 15 months, oldest daughter is 
17 years old 

• Speaks basic English, feels more comfortable with an 
interpreter - often her oldest daughter 

• Has worked in family day care but is currently 
unemployed and unsure how to get back into the work 
force

7 CALD - Egypt 
(2005) 
Mid-40s

Employability skills: 
• Language - for online 

job search and 
application 

• History of 
employment but 
limited transferable 
skills 

• Has been looking for work for a couple years 
• Is studying English, volunteering in a mentoring 

program and doing cleaning one day per week  
• Worked in family day care for four years 
• In Egypt, worked in jewellery retail as well as a factory 

job finishing and processing goods  
• Looking for any job now - childcare, retail, cleaning, etc. 
• One of her children helps her with online job search, 

however her English has improved. Recently she 
successfully challenged an erroneous parking ticket

8 CALD - South 
Sudan (2004) 
Late 30s

Employability skills: 
• History of 

employment but 
limited range of skills  

• Looking for new roles as she wants to find more 
fulfilling and more stable long-term employment 

• Has been employed steadily in various roles  
• After taking the initial English courses, worked in 

hospitality, childcare, work placement programs and 
other casual labour 

• Has a certificate in hospitality and age care 
• Is pursuing further study in age care as well as disability 
• Expressed confidence that she will achieve her goals

9 Late 20s Employability skills: 
• Limited work history 

and limited range of 
skills 

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent

• Was a carer for her mother for ten years  
• Began looking for work after her mother passed, and 

has been looking for a job on and off for two years 
• Single mother 
• Has makeup and beauty qualifications, but no 

experience

10 CALD - 
Pakistan 
(2011) 
Late 20s

Employability skills: 
• Language, including 

for online job search 
and application 

• History of 
employment but 
limited range of skills 

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent 
• Childcare affordability 

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias 

Complex barriers: 
• Domestic and family 

violence (past)

• Looking for work now that her child is in school 
• Completed a degree in early childhood education in 

Afghanistan  
• Support from providers enabled her to leave an abusive 

relationship a year ago  
• Has worked in a few roles, including family day care.  
• Felt that one employer was suspicious of her food 

practices (related to her religion), judged her for being 
different and were not understanding when she could 
not come into work due to abuse or her child being sick. 
As a result the employer let her go 

• Has had positive experiences with other employers 
who were supportive and would communicate and 
work through concerns 

• Really enjoyed a previous role in the post office that her 
partner forced her to leave, and hopes she may be able 
to go back to now.  

• Expressed optimism for her future, the chance to build 
stability for her son and independence in her own life

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION
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11 CALD - South 
Sudan via 
Uganda (2011) 
Mid-40s

Employability skills: 
• Language - reading 

and writing 
• History of 

employment but 
limited range of 
options now 

• Needs to re-skill  

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent 

Complex barriers: 
• Medical condition 

that requires a 
change in occupation 

• Domestic and family 
violence (past)

• Has been looking for work for the past two years 
because she has been diagnosed with a medical 
condition that means she is not allowed to work in the 
industries she had been working in  

• At the point of diagnosis she was well progressed with 
studies in childcare. She has certificates in hospitality 
and cleaning, and has worked in these industries since 
moving to Australia. However, she cannot use much of 
this now 

• Did not finish year 10 so that she could help her family 
with farming  

• Left two abusive marriages 
• Single mother with two children now (two children 

passed away in South Sudan)

12 CALD - 
Afghanistan 
(2004) 
Late 30s

Employability skills: 
• History of 

employment but 
limited range of 
options now 

Disadvantages: 
• Requires light duty 

work and flexible hours 

Complex barriers: 
• Medical condition 

that requires a 
change in occupation 

• Mental health issues

• Looking for light duty after an accident at work in 2015 
limited his capabilities. He had grown with the 
company for nearly 10 years and had a full life 

• Now faces many challenges and may be suffering from 
mental health issues. Discussed lack of sleep, 
persistent pain and inability to eat properly as food has 
lost taste for him. He said that he is trying to focus on 
exercise, music, reading and writing, and thinks that a 
job would help him be more mentally relaxed 

• Did not understand many things that happened with 
WorkCover, doctors, his employer and Centrelink, and 
no longer trusts them even though they may be able to 
help him get more support than he is currently 
receiving

13 Early 30s Disadvantages: 
• Single parent 
• Requires flexible hours 

Complex barriers: 
• Medical condition 

that requires 
frequent specialist 
appointments 

• Mental health issues 
• Family issues

• Has been looking for work for twelve months 
• Felt she was forced to walk out from her previous role 

because she needed flexibility and the employer felt 
she was not showing enough commitment to the role 

• Feels that job search is straightforward but difficult 
because she needs a lot of flexibility. Her teenage son 
has some challenges, she has a medical problem and 
she also has mental health issues, all of which require 
flexibility around unplanned issues that come up and 
specialist appointments

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION
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14 CALD - Iran 
(2012) 
Mid-30s

Employability skills: 
• Feels that language is 

a barrier 
• Needs to re-skill 
• History of 

employment but 
previous experience 
not recognised 

Disadvantages: 
• Immigrated on a work 

visa but there are no 
longer jobs in that 
industry 

• Can only obtain low 
paying roles and 
cannot save, afford 
childcare or pay for 
further education 

• Transport 

Complex barriers: 
• Mental health issues

• She and her husband have experienced financial 
hardship since moving to Australia from Iran on a work 
visa in 2012. Her husband was a specialist in the 
automotive industry, but by the time their visa was 
approved and they moved to Australia the industry had 
collapsed.  

• Husband has only been able to obtain low-paying, 
entry level roles. She has only been able to obtain 
casual jobs, for which she cannot get a reference 

• Has started to look for full-time work again now that 
the youngest child is in school  

• Has struggled to find work and they cannot afford 
childcare or certificates 

• Has a bachelor’s degree in industrial psychology and 
has worked in that role in Iran 

• She expressed deep frustration with her inability to 
get sufficient work. She displayed signs of anxiety, 
spoke of depression and blamed herself for many of 
the family’s challenges

15 CALD - South 
Sudan (2007)  
Early 50s

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent 
• Caring for 

grandchildren 

Complex barriers: 
• Medical condition

• Stopped working for a while in order to help with her 
grandchildren as her daughter is having to work two 
jobs 

• Started looking for jobs again, but due to health issues 
has had to put job search on hold and is only allowed 
limited time at the computer and to study 

• Has worked in restaurants, galleries and family day 
care after her initial English studies 

• Hopes she will be able to find restaurant work after her 
health issues have cleared up

16 CALD - India 
(2006) 
Early 30s

Employability skills: 
• History of 

employment but 
previous experience 
not recognised 

Disadvantages: 
• Previous 

qualifications not 
recognised 

• Only able to obtain 
low-paying roles 

Complex barriers: 
• Mental health issues

• Looking for work because the casual jobs she is able to 
obtain are not enough to support her and her family 

• Has an honours degree in child development and 
family relationships and took her first job as a 
kindergarten teacher while in India 

• Has obtained a Certificate II in children’s services and a 
diploma in early childhood education 

• Has only been able to find casual jobs in childcare and 
volunteer work in kindergartens, for which she cannot 
get a reference. Has been told that she “doesn’t have 
enough experience” for the roles she is applying for, 
such as kindergarten assistant. She wanted to know 
how she could get experience if no one would give her 
a job and all her previous work and qualifications were 
not recognised  

• She spoke of depression

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION
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17 ATSI 
Mid-20s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, 

racism, discrimination, 
lack of cultural 
competency 

• Lateral violence

• A trainee with a large organisation 
• One of a small Aboriginal cohort completing a master’s 

degree program that includes work experience 
through placements 

• Concerned that the program is not sustainable as it 
does not seem that there are Aboriginal-identified 
roles available for them to apply for at the end of the 
program 

• As a light-skinned Aboriginal woman, she is often 
questioned about the legitimacy of her identity

18 ATSI 
Early 40s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, 

racism, discrimination, 
lack of cultural 
competency 

• Lateral violence

• Has been employed in various roles over the course of 
her life primarily as an Aboriginal liaison or support 
officer for various organisations  

• Will be looking for a job soon because her contract is 
ending 

• Is the only person who identifies as Aboriginal in her 
organisation 

• Has experienced unconscious bias and lack of cultural 
competency in her current role, and these as well as 
discrimination and racism in previous roles 

• As a light-skinned Aboriginal woman, she is often 
questioned about the legitimacy of her identity

19 ATSI 
Mid-60s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, 

racism, lack of cultural 
competency 

• An executive with responsibility for the Aboriginal 
employment strategy at a large organisation, as well as 
an Elder in the community. She has held numerous 
leadership roles focused on supporting Aboriginal 
people 

• Recounted experiences of racism and lateral violence 
over the course of her career

20 ATSI 
Early 40s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, 

racism, lack of cultural 
competency 

• Lateral violence 

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent

• Manager of an Aboriginal employment strategy and 
liaison team for a large organisation 

• Became motivated to pursue higher education when 
she realised that her children needed a role model who 
could show them what it takes to achieve what they 
wanted to have in life 

• As a single mother she put herself through school over 
the course of eight years with help for childcare from 
her Mum

21 ATSI 
Late 30s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, lack 

of cultural 
competency

• An employee of medium-sized organisation where she 
has worked for over 10 years 

• Won the job by her own merit, but it is not uncommon 
for people to assume that she was given the role 
because she is Aboriginal  

• Pleased that her organisation has recently put a 
Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) in place, and is hoping 
that will create greater cultural safety and support in 
the organisation 

• Believes she is the only person who identifies as 
Aboriginal currently working in her organisation

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION
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22 ATSI 
Early 40s

Cultural challenges: 
• Unconscious bias, 

racism, lack of cultural 
competency 

Disadvantages: 
• Single parent

• Works for a large organisation as an Aboriginal liaison 
officer 

• Has faced a number of challenges from her 
organisation in securing the things she needs in order 
do her job and help the organisation's Aboriginal 
clients feel culturally safe and supported. Her 
colleagues also do not understand that she can quickly 
lose her credibility with community if she takes on 
responsibilities that are not hers to take on, such as 
cultural competency training.  

• Believes she is the only who person who identifies as 
Aboriginal in her 3000-person organisation 

• Has not been able to afford higher education, and as a 
single mother she has not had enough support at 
home to be able to do so

DEMOGRAPHICS CHALLENGES DESCRIPTION
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Research methods 
This project was conducted using user-centred methods. We conducted semi-
structured interviews using generative tools, like the one picture below. 

Working with generative methods 
“Generative” methods are used at all stages of the design or creative problem 
solving process. In early parts of the process they can be critical in developing 
insights that help take us beyond what people say and do and into what they 
know and feel. In later stages, for example, during prototyping and testing 
solutions, they can help us to explore more deeply how people respond and 
engage with a service, and what it means to them in the context of their lives. 
Generative methods take us into the realm of ‘making’ with people in order to 
understand what they know, feel and dream. Generative methods ask people to 
actively participate in bringing a situation, a feeling, a dream or an experience to 
life in order to gain insights, develop prototypes, test or refine a solution. When 
we work with generative methods to understand these things, we begin to build 
evidence about what may and may not work in the future. 
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Complementing existing research — in order to 
identify opportunity areas 
There has been a myriad of research undertaken that has identified who in 
Greater Dandenong is unemployed, where joblessness is concentrated, and what 
factors influence persistent unemployment.  This report is not focused on 
repeating this research, but rather, takes as a starting point the premise that 
user-based research can provide an important complement to this existing 
research.  User-based research can provide a perspective about people’s 
experiences of joblessness and the existing service system designed to assist 
people into jobs.  As Figure 1 below illustrates, the qualitative engagement of a 
few key people who have experienced an issue can lead to a multitude of insights 
that can help to shape effective responses. 

Figure 1  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Whereas the role of quantitative and ‘big’ data is to help us understand 
what is happening (facts) and where to look for key issues, qualitative and 
design methods help us understand why things are happening and how we 
might shift outcomes. 

User-centred research draws on qualitative methods (such as rapid 
ethnography and semi-structured interviews) in addition to design methods 
(such as generative methods) in order to help researchers understand not 
just what is happening, but also offers clues that can provide foundations for 
developing effective responses — these methods point to opportunity areas.   
Opportunity areas are the aspects of a system, a situation or a person’s 
experience for which insights suggest that new action — in the form of a 
different intervention, form of support, set of conditions or shift of ‘levers’, 
etc. — may help lead to a different outcome. It is commonly understood that 
the purpose of qualitative and design research is to better understand 
something and form new insights, however this misses an important 
dimension. In an innovation process, the purpose of these methods may  
simply be to identify the key opportunity areas where new action may be able 
to shift outcomes. 

It is worth noting that new insights are not always required if the goal is to 
identify opportunity areas. Also, these forms of research are well suited to go 
deeper into an opportunity area that has been prioritised, and this may be a 
useful step for some of the recommendations presented in this document.  

Qualitative and design methods do not replace broader quantitative 
methods (such as surveys), rather they complement them - and they are 
most effective if the ‘thick or ‘rich’  data they generate (which is mostly user 
insights) can be linked with quantitative data. More effective still is the 
combination with ‘big’ data.   

Whenever possible we have linked the insights from this research with other 
sources of data and evidence in order to shape potential responses.   
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Section 2. Context 
for Employment 
Barriers in the Area  
This section has two sub-sections: 
• Overall context for the region 
• Context for the three cohorts 

Local area snapshot 
The Greater Dandenong and Doveton 
area is distinguished among other 
areas across Australia and in Victoria 
in terms of the employment context. 
Whereas jobs have been growing in 
nearly every industry, the rates of 
unemployment, dependence on 
Centrelink, disengagement with 
school, etc. are  statistically 
significant in the area.   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C  O  N  T  E  X  T    F  O  R    C  O  H  O  R  T    1  

Women from Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse (CALD) 
backgrounds 

Context for CALD women 
Greater Dandenong has made a commitment to the refugee and asylum seeker 
community and aims to be welcoming and supportive place for them.  
This stance toward refugees and asylum seekers as well as the increasing 
numbers of refugees and asylum seekers makes Dandenong an attractive place 
for them while shaping Dandenong in return. 
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“There are some real positives here, good things about Dandenong and Greater 
Dandenong. It’s still reasonably affordable. It’s always attractive for migrants. 
Because of the people, the diversity, people feel comfortable here. For instance 
Sudanese women come all the way from Cranbourne, Frankston to use services and 
go to the shops. They feel safe and comfortable and they blend with the crowd. This 
applies to others. There is infrastructure – you can walk between services and 
shops. You don’t need to drive miles. Migrants come and spend time here. 
Changes…the conditions of visas, an influx of asylum seekers, releasing people out 
of detention centres - those have been the main factors over the past few years. It’s 
been quite a visual change. It’s matter of fact: [the CALD] cohort is affecting 
Dandenong.” - service provider  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C  O  N  T  E  X  T    F  O  R    C  O  H  O  R  T    2  

Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander 
(ATSI) people 

Context for ATSI people  
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C  O  N  T  E  X  T    F  O  R    C  O  H  O  R  T    3  

At-risk families - People facing 
complex challenges 
‘At-risk families’ were initially defined as: single parents; parents supporting 
adult children (e.g. financially and/or through family caring support); parents with 
carer responsibilities that are at odds with employment responsibilities; and/or 
families facing financial hardship. Based on patterns occurring across this 
cohort, it is suggested that this cohort be described as people who face complex 
challenges. Complex challenges and barriers refer to ongoing and long-standing 
issues which make it difficult for people to engage in and sustain employment.  
Figure 2 below illustrates a number of characteristics and features identified in 
literature which seem to occur across groups and beyond demographics that 
contribute to persistent unemployment.   

Figure 2 

The OECD (2017, p51) has recently identified a number of facets that 
characterise joblessness, and poor attachment to the labour market in Australia: 

• Employability: which includes low levels of skills and experience, health 

limitations (including mental health) and care responsibilities; 

• Motivation: which includes lack of financial incentives, but also psychosocial 

motivation factors; 

• Opportunities: when the opportunities in the labour market are thin or offer 

only precarious options 
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Section 3. From Insights 
to Opportunities 
This section contains two sections: 

‣ Summary of insights by cohort - one summary per cohort. Each of 
the cohort summaries also contain personas. 

‣ Detailed insights - patterns of challenges, barriers and opportunities 
across cohorts 

About the personas 
On the pages that follow, patterns from experiences of participants, from TACSI 
insights and from existing literature have been synthesised into seven personas. 
A persona is a description that captures commonly occurring experiences for a 
number of people with shared barriers, challenges and opportunities. It should 
be noted that a persona does not represent the story of a single individual. The 
names and images here are fictional - the stories are amalgams of the themes 
that emerged from people we spoke with.   
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‣ Summary of insights by cohort 
The following section summarises the findings of this research by cohort and the 
recommendations across the three cohorts.  

S  U  M  M  A  R  Y    O  F    I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S  

Women from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 
backgrounds 
The women who participated in this research were from humanitarian 
settlement programs. They shared stories of significant trauma, resilience and 
determination to build a better life for themselves and their families. We 
summarise the insights as: 

• Limited English, or lack of confidence in their English 
• Difficulty getting work experience that will be recognised by 

employers; or holding previous work experience and qualifications 
that are not recognised in Australia 

• Barriers due to health issues or the need for flexibility around health 
issues; lack of understanding (and fear of) the health system 

• Difficulty understanding and navigating the system - following the 
advice of whomever will help them 

• Lack of experience with the Australian work environment, culture 
and management processes; fear or mistrust of hierarchy and 
management processes 

• Need for women in particular for affordable childcare, flexible jobs 
for carers and access/pathways to opportunities beyond common 
roles such as cleaning and childcare 

• Lack of connection with people locally - for friendship and 
community, reducing isolation, help navigating systems, and for 
getting jobs 
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Jacqui’s experience 
Jacqui has qualifications from her 
home country that are not accepted 
and the only jobs she can get are 
cash labour jobs - but they cannot 
give her a reference. As a result, she 
is unable to prove that she has 
relevant experience. She has 
completed English courses and a 
number of certificates. Her English 
is passable but she worries that it’s 
holding her back. She cannot afford 
childcare and so she takes casual 
jobs when they are available. She 
and her husband are not able to 
save. For her to get a stable and 
sufficiently paid role, she needs 
higher qualifications – but they are 
unable to afford the $4,000 up-
front payment. They’re stuck. She 
is showing signs of anxiety and 
depression.

Jacqui  
Afghani woman (early 30s)

Challenges  
• Childcare affordability 
• Education affordability 
• Inability to save - low paying 

roles 
• Previous experience & 

qualifications not recognised 
• Mental health issues 

Opportunities  
• How might Jacqui access or 

afford childcare and further 
education? 

• How might previous 
qualifications from her home 
country and/or casual work 
experience be recognised? 

• How might Jacqui’s mental 
health needs be recognised and 
supported?

“How can I get a 
job if I can’t get 
experience?” 
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Valerie 
South Sudanese woman (late 40s)

Valerie’s experience 
Valerie is now able to return to work 
after taking some time off to care 
for grandchildren. She has a number 
of certificates and has worked in 
many different jobs, like cleaning, 
hospitality and childcare. Even with 
this experience, she is finding it 
difficult to re-enter the workforce.  
Her oldest daughter helps her when 
job search and application when she 
has time as navigating online search 
tools and writing applications are 
pushing the limits of her English. 
She’s put in a number of 
applications, but she is not getting 
any responses. She feels that there 
is more that her jobactive provider 
could do. She once found a job 
through a friend, and she feels that 
is more likely than finding a job 
through a provider.

Challenges  
• Language - online search and 

job application 
• Gap in work experience due to 

time taken for caring 

Opportunities  
• How can Valerie be supported 

with online job search and 
application? 

• How can Valerie be matched 
with employers who will 
acknowledge her previous work 
experience — and ideally with 
similar roles?

“When my daughter 
had a baby I had to 
stop studying 
nursing to help her. 
My daughter and 
her husband they 
both work. Actually 
she has two jobs…
from 9am to 12pm 
one job and from 
3pm to 11pm the 
second job.”
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Nadia’s experience 
Nadia has spent the last eight years 
caring for her children. Her 
youngest child has just entered 
school and now she’s finally able to 
look for work. She has a couple 
certificates, but no real experience. 
She’d like to be a nurse, but she’s 
been told it’s not for her. She 
doesn’t have a car, and even though 
she gets a bit of help from her 
mother she finds it hard to juggle 
school drop off and pick up, job 
hours and transport. Flexibility in a 
job is important and it needs to be 
fairly close to home. Between 
transport, work clothes, extra 
childcare and lunch money when 
she doesn’t have time to cook, she 
makes less money working the 
casual jobs she can get than from 
what Centrelink provides.

Challenges  
• Language 
• Limited skills and experience 
• Transport 
• Requires flexible work that is 

close to home 

Opportunities  
• How might Nadia build skills and 

experience that will be 
recognised by employers? 

• How might Nadia be matched 
with roles that suit her needs 
for flexibility?

“I guess I am 
not what they 
would call a 
‘desirable’.”

Nadia 
South Sudanese woman (late 30s)



S  U  M  M  A  R  Y    O  F    I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
The particular cohort who participated in this research had histories of long-
term employment with limited gaps. Despite their history of employment, they 
also shared experiences of challenges similar to those faced by other cohorts. 
The challenges they faced through their careers included: 
• Experiences of bias and discrimination 
• Difficulty rising above low paying and short term jobs 
• Challenges affording certifications and childcare - or in getting the work they 

wanted after obtaining certifications 
• Experiences of domestic and family violence 
• Needing flexibility from employers for childcare, other caring responsibilities, 

and medical leave and mental health issues.  
As a point of difference, the group spoke often about ‘lateral violence’ from 
other Aboriginal people, lack of cultural safety at their place of work and lack of 
cultural competency on the part of employers and managers. 
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Sarah’s experience 
Sarah is an Aboriginal liaison officer 
at a large organisation. She feels 
she is the only Aboriginal-identified 
employee and that the organisation 
has very little cultural competency. 
She finds that managers and 
colleagues do not understand 
particular cultural considerations 
and that makes it hard to do her job. 
Every time staff change she has to 
start all over again, and may even 
lose some ground because previous 
agreements are not honoured. She 
continues to try to help her 
colleagues understand but she finds 
that she has carefully choose what 
she will fight for. She is light-
skinned and her identity is often 
questioned, including from other 
Aboriginal people. In past roles she 
has faced painful lateral violence.

Challenges  
• Unconscious bias, lack of cultural 

competency 
• Lateral violence 

Opportunities  
• How might Sarah’s employer 

improve cultural competency 
and cultural responsiveness 
across the organisation? 

• How might Sarah be better 
supported in her role?

“Blackfellas say 
to me ’you’re not 
black’. But you 
have the same 
issues even if 
you don’t 
identify.”

Sarah  
Aboriginal woman (early 40s)
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Evelyn’s experience 
Evelyn is the manager of a large 
organisation’s Aboriginal 
employment strategy. She has been 
working slowly and steadily over 
many years to transform her 
organisation’s culture. At times 
they have taken small steps, and at 
other times they have been able to 
take bigger steps. She has seen 
examples of how cultural 
responsiveness is really starting to 
take hold in the organisation — 
although there is always work to do. 
Over the course of her career she 
has seen and experienced a lot. She 
has held a number of roles 
dedicated to supporting Aboriginal 
people and Aboriginal employees, 
and she is starting to see consistent 
approaches that work. 

Challenges  
• Unconscious bias, racism, 

discrimination, lack of cultural 
competency 

• Lateral violence 

Opportunities  
• How might cultural 

responsiveness be further 
embedded throughout Evelyn’s 
organisation? 

• How might Evelyn’s experiences 
and learning be shared so that 
other employers can build their 
cultural capability and cultural 
responsiveness?

Evelyn 
Aboriginal woman (early 60s)

“This place is 
different. It’s like 

a lighthouse of 
reconciliation.”



S  U  M  M  A  R  Y    O  F    I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

People facing complex challenges 
The research participants from this cohort shared a wide range of stories. Some 
of their situations were difficult to listen to because it was harder to identify a 
source of hope. More English, bridges between cultures, better job matching and 
more tailored training may not help some of the situations confronting these job 
seekers. Whether they were financially stuck, sitting with unresolvable medical 
issues or experiencing mental health issues as a result of their experiences, a 
way forward was not always clear nor could the promise of the next job fully 
address their challenges. 
• They often have a history of employment, but it may be too inconsistent 

for the work they want. 
• May have cleared a number of barriers but may have found themselves in 

difficult situations because their job situations changed after they made 
big financial decisions (e.g. buying a house during a strong period of 
employment) or because their family situation changed (e.g. they left a 
domestic violence situation and are a single parent). 

• They are often unable to afford the qualifications to get the job they want 
and so are stuck in low paying roles that make it difficult to save — a 
negatively reinforcing cycle. 

• Medical issues as well as mental health issues (sometimes in combination) 
are a barrier to work in that they can prevent or limit work, but also because 
they require greater flexibility and understanding from the employer.  

• Confusion and/or fear around standard management procedures, fair 
work policies and work safe policies in the event of injuries, medical issues, 
mental health issues, domestic and family violence, carer responsibilities, 
etc. can lead to people unnecessarily dropping out of work 
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Hassan’s experience 
Hassan was injured in a car accident 
and his life is now significantly and 
permanently altered as a result. He 
cannot lead the life he was 
accustomed to living. He feels that 
family and friends have turned on 
him and that community have let 
him down. He panics when formal 
management processes are put 
around him at work and paperwork 
is involved. He has abandoned 
processes designed to help him, like 
standard Work Cover processes. He 
can resume work again and has 
plenty of skills that can be used in 
less physically intense roles, but he 
has little motivation. He is 
struggling to accept his life now and 
may be having mental health issues 
as a result of the trauma he has 
experienced.

Challenges  
• Medical condition 
• Requires flexible work 
• Mental health issues 

Opportunities  
• How might Hassan’s mental 

health needs be recognised and 
supported? 

• How might it be determined 
that Hassan may be eligible for 
further support? 

• How might Hassan be 
(re)connected with other people 
and community who will 
empathise with his situation? 

• How might Hassan be matched 
with employers who will support 
and encourage him in the work 
environment?

Hassan 
Job seeker with complex needs (late 30s)

“A job is the only 
thing you need.”
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Amina’s experience 
Amina has been recently diagnosed 
with a medical issue that means she 
will need to find different 
employment. She also suffers from 
mental illness and has some 
difficulties at home. She will need to 
find an employer that can be flexible 
with her appointments and in times 
when she has difficulty working due 
to her condition. She has just 
started job search and she is finding 
it challenging as she does not know 
which roles will be suitable for her, 
or which employers will be open to 
working with her. She will likely need 
to undertake training or even 
certification for a new job.

Challenges  
• Unclear what jobs to search for 
• Needs to re-skill 
• Medical condition 
• Mental illness 
• Issues at home 
• Requires flexible work 

Opportunities  
• How might Amina be supported 

to find jobs and employers that 
will work with her needs? 

• How might Amina re-skill so 
that she can transition 
successfully into a new role?

Amina 
Job seeker with complex needs (early 30s)

“I have had a lot of 
family issues and 
trouble with…
physical and mental 
health. I left a job 
because of that.  
I am just starting. 
I’m looking to  
study, to go back  
to childcare.” 



‣ Detailed insights: Barriers, 
challenges & opportunities 

The ‘Detailed insights’ section is organised around four key types of barriers and 
challenges, as illustrated in Figure 3 below. 

Figure 3 

“Working rights and a job – there’s a gap in between. The problems, the steps have 
always been the same: English; communication; presentation & blending; not being 
too exotic because people feel uncomfortable. Getting work history and experience 
has always been a problem. Degrees from other places say nothing. Even if you go 
through an assessment process – it’s not seen as reliable. There is an ever-existing 
need for networks and work experience. Getting together in places with people who 
have knowledge of jobs. Meeting someone at the right place and time.” - service 
provider 
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I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

‣ 1. Employability Barriers 
The barriers - Examples of employability barriers include the following: 

• Language, literacy and numeracy, including conversational 
proficiency 

• Computer literacy, often intersecting with the language skills to 
conduct online job search and application 

• Work skills - a need for skills specific to a job, or (transferable) skills to 
access roles beyond entry-level and casual work 

• Work experience - the need for experience in work or for transferable 
experience  

• Work readiness - the behaviours, attitudes, values and practices that 
enable one to succeed in the work environment 

• Re-skilling - the need to develop an entirely new skill base when work 
in previous roles is no longer available to a person, e.g. due to medical 
issues, an injury or decrease in jobs in that sector 

• Qualifications transferability - having qualifications and experience 
that are not accepted in Australia 

The opportunities - The primary opportunities to address these barriers are 
through the following: 
• vocational support, to help training in key transition points, e.g pre-

employment, job screening, early employment 
• specialist services to help with the issues that affect people in taking up 

employment or engaging with learning and training, and  
• intermediation that is offered by employment services and training 

organisations.  

The detailed insights and opportunities are described under the themes that 
follow. 

Page �  of �33 76 tacsi.org.au 



Building employability skills 

Language, literacy, numeracy + computer skills 
In many cases the difficulty with reading, writing, speaking English and 
computer literacy was a barrier to online search and application, filling in forms 
and submitting resumes.  

For some, however, it may be more a matter of confidence than competence. 
Many job seekers spoke of a lack of confidence that employers would give them 
a job them because of their lack of English skills (even if they had moderate 
conversational English skills). Some experienced ridicule from their children, 
community and friends. [CALD] 

“If they are going to classes taught by English speaking people…[the staff, they] 
have not done anything else. This is where [ job seekers] get their confidence 
building. It really depends on what [the staff ] say or do… this is what builds their 
confidence.” - provider 

There are a limited levels in the language and literacy classes. For the 
intermediate speakers, the basic classes are not enough but the advanced 
classes are too much. Learners find themselves lumped into classes with people 
at very different levels. Furthermore, job seekers require English specific to roles 
as well. [CALD] 

“I am not working. I study English in this centre. I have been studying for 1 month 
and half. I want to move to another centre. The centre doesn’t provide my level.  
Here they just teach how to speak and write. I need something else (not just 
English).”  - CALD job seeker 

“In English classes they mix low level with high level. It does your head in when you 
are put in a high level class and you don’t have that level.” - CALD job seeker 

Often children (school-age and adult) were mentioned as the most helpful in 
reviewing written materials, including resumes, cover letters and applications. 
They also assist with job search (searching and forwarding potential jobs). 
[CALD] 
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“Me and my son would sit in front of computer and would send CVs.” - CALD job 
seeker 

“My daughter helps me do the resumé in the computer of this centre. She also 
helped me send the resumé. But I haven’t heard anything. It’s been a month now.”  
- CALD job seeker 

The importance of education, job skills and consistent employment was 
expressed clearly by participants in this project. They often talked about it in 
terms of the impact on their children and the next generation. 

“These kids wanted to be an airline pilot - but they had no skill base, no emotional 
intelligence/control, and no physical discipline. They need an on the ground skill 
base, and the expectations have to match. A clear, realistic pathway.” - ATSI 
employee 

Stepping stones: the ‘Intermediate Labour Market’ 
opportunity to create a bridge between training 
and jobs 

For people with complex issues or for those who have been out of the labour 
market for extended periods, they may not have the employability skills they 
require. It may be difficult to move directly from unemployment to 
employment.  Investing in and attracting social enterprises and learning 
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Language, literacy, numeracy + computer skills (LLN+) 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

Limited LLN+, or lack of confidence in these, creates a significant barrier to 
employment 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Mapping how well training aligns with job seeker and employer needs 
• Design and test learning LLN+ opportunities that combine skill 

development with either employer networking opportunities, job 
experience or on-the-job training 

• Design and test LLN+ beyond basics skills development linked to spaces 
where women spend time (e.g. around childcare facilities and schools)



organisations who offer ‘Intermediate labour market’ programs can be one 
way of growing options for people needing a ‘bridge’ from unemployment to 
sustainable employment.   

Supporting social enterprises: jobs with a focus on building 
employability 
There are a handful of social enterprises in Greater Dandenong that can provide 
an opportunity for people with multiple barriers to employment to gain valuable 
experience, develop employability skills and engage in work routines.  Although 
the Federal Government has increasingly moved away from a focus on pre-
vocational skill training (and more towards ‘work for the dole’), the development 
of social enterprises in the intermediate labour market (ILM) space represents a 
critical opportunity to shift outcomes for people who are a long way from 
readiness for the labour market (see Figure 4 for understanding the key 
characteristics of ILMs).  ILMs are “a diverse range of local initiatives that 
typically provide temporary waged employment in a genuine work environment 
with continuous support to assist the transition to work” (Mestan and Scutella, 
2007). 

One social enterprise with a focus on developing employability skills in Greater 
Dandenong is TRY Build - it is a social enterprise focused on helping young 
people to move into the construction industry, and is also focused on using 
shipping containers to address homelessness in Southern Melbourne  (see: 
trybuild.org.au/uncontained/).   

Social enterprises can also offer opportunities for jobseekers in humanitarian 
settlement programs to get much needed local work experience, and they have 
been demonstrated to have much more effective outcomes than work-for-the-
dole programs (see for example, Borland, 2014).  

As an example, a social enterprise run by a Dandenong Learn Local/
Neighbourhood House provides a stepping-stone employment opportunity 
that bridges between training and employment, giving people a chance to build 
employability skills and confidence along the way.  

“In our [social enterprise] we give references, work experience. We had someone 
come from Centrelink to get experience. Over the past 10 years he’s faced many 
tragedies — then mental health and disability pension. He had been [in a career] and 
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also factory worker, then he had issues, then our experience. And after 10 weeks 
with us… how his body language improved. Meaningful work. Good encouraging 
people around him. People with skills who can build up his confidence. And now he’s 
in a [role] - not as an [his exact previous work], but at least back in his professional 
area.” - provider 

Key characteristics of successful ILMs 
 

Offering training specific to a role, an employer or a sector 
It is well recognised in the literature and in the insights that TACSI have gained 
through work with the Department of Employment, Hume and other projects 
that offering training and employment experience specific to a role and with 
guaranteed jobs at the end results in strong outcomes. Training that results in a 
certificate without real job skills has been highly criticised in literature and by 
participants. 

“You haven’t got education, you haven’t got work, you’ve got nothing. Study gives 
you confidence and employment takes that further. You have to have some sort of 
skill base - not just pieces of paper.” - ATSI employee 
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In a local example, an education and training provider recently put together an 
engineering training course that was run on-site and specific to that employer 
and roles they had available. The trainees were pre-interviewed. Although the 
course did not include a specific language, literacy and numeracy component, 
the job seekers reported that the in-context learning with peers and the 
employer made a difference - particularly in their confidence. The course 
resulted in a much higher than average placement and retention rate.  

Previous qualifications are not recognised 

Qualifications are not always recognised (e.g. education and experience) from 
other countries by institutions or employers in Australia. [CALD] 

“My husband 20 years experience working as a school teacher in Egypt, and a master 
degree from a London university had no value when we arrived to Australia. He 
needed to take an exam that cost $306 to get the accreditation to work as a teacher. 
He has failed a couple of times and we are struggling to pay that. He wants to take a 
course, but that costs about $8000 and we can’t afford it.” - CALD job seeker 

There are barriers to bridging previous qualifications and jobs in Australia - 
For those who have arrived with previous qualifications, their preferred job may 
be in that same area. However, they have a number of barriers to overcome in 
order to get back to those roles: 
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Stepping stones: Fostering an ILM 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

There is a gap between the skills developed during existing training courses 
and the job seeker’s employability for a specific role 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Enable an ILM by incentivising and/or fostering social purpose ‘stepping 
stone’ employers 

• Shift to tailored job training - e.g. training specific to a role 
• Iteratively develop and build out a collaborative employer-based training 

program



“In Egypt, I worked as an accountant. When I came here, language [and lack of 
experience relevant in Australia] stopped me. I would love to work as an accountant 
again.” - CALD job seeker 

Challenges with existing employment 
intermediation support 

The value of individualised support 
It cannot be assumed that people know how to look for jobs, or what job will 
be suitable for them and their needs. Particularly for people who have been 
unemployed long term or who face complex challenges to accessing or 
sustaining employment, individual support is key. Even for those who are 
simply not familiar, it is helpful to have someone - perhaps a provider - they trust 
and who has the time to sit down with them to support the job search and 
application process. Sometimes this coincides with computer literacy classes. 
[all cohorts] 

“I don’t know how to start looking for a job by myself. So I heard from my son about 
Job Seeker and Job Network.” - CALD job seeker 

“This centre helped me learn how to do a resumé and how to apply for jobs.” - CALD 
job seeker 
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Previous qualifications are not recognised 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

When previous qualifications, e.g. from another country or job, are not 
recognised, it creates disadvantage and a significant barrier for job seekers 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Design ways to recognise and/or transfer work experience and 
qualifications from another country 

• Develop programs, job pathways or tailor access to training and job 
matching specific to the English and skill requirements for jobs that 
people already have qualifications for 

• Consider beginning with common qualifications, such as early childhood 
education and childcare



“I wish there was somebody that would help me. Somebody with experience.” - 
CALD job seeker 

People who have not worked extensively (in Australia) sometimes face the 
disadvantage of not understanding or knowing how to navigate systems and 
processes. They may make mistakes in paperwork that they do not understand. 
They can become alarmed by standard processes and management practices. 
They may not be familiar with the work environment. It can be helpful to have 
someone available to support them through each step of the process. This can 
include cultural supervision. 

“Who is going to look after them?…They need hand holding.” - ATSI employee 

Gaps in individualised and experienced support - jobactive providers, due to 
their model, often have staff with limited experience, little understanding of 
what each job needs, and highly constrained amounts of time available for job 
seekers. [all cohorts] 
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“The job centre Centrelink match me up with, they have done nothing. The interview 
I got, I got myself. They didn’t even help me out with clothes for the interview. They 
have not once said ‘Hey let’s get together and do your CV’.” - CALD job seeker 

A punitive, compliance focused employment services model  
Participants described jobactive as a highly punitive and compliance focused 
program. They shared how many people live in fear of a simple hiccup creating 
big problems. The Department of Jobs and Small Business has indicated the 
intent to address this issue, but that will not change across the board until the 
new jobactive contract is fully developed and implemented, e.g. after July 2020 . 1

[all cohorts] 

“My experience with job agencies is not positive. They bring up my anxiety because 
they threaten that I can lose my payments, and if I lose my payments I can’t keep a 
roof over my head and I live in fear of not having my youngest son with me — if I 
couldn’t pay for him I guess child protection would step in and remove him. That 
would be my worst nightmare.” - CALD job seeker 

“My main frustration is the nature of the jobactive and the job services system. It’s 
not an enabling system. It’s controlling and monitoring and punishing. People are 
absorbed into that system and they can hardly get out and do something out of the 
box – e.g. training that does not tick the boxes. They just send them to do training 
that ticks boxes – and it is tougher now. Useless. Staff turnover is massive and the 
skill level is low.  People who have complex issues can’t get any understanding, any 
empathy.”  - provider 

Job seekers rely on services to connect them to opportunities 
Job seekers are looking for ways to find jobs, connect with employers that will 
be a good fit for them and to navigate the system in order to obtain the 
support that is available to them. Job seekers and employees may not 
understand ‘the system’, what support is available, or who they might go to. 
Having people who understand the job search process and who also know 
specific jobs or employers can help make finding a job easier. Exisiting 
employment services do not always meet the job seekers needs or expectations. 
[all cohorts] 

 https://docs.jobs.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/1

the_next_generation_of_employment_services_discussion_paper_acc.pdf
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“If you don’t know what’s available, if you don’t know what you need, how do you go 
about looking for it? If you don’t know, you don’t know. Being involved, volunteering, 
that builds awareness of what’s out there.” - at-risk job seeker 

“I would like to talk to somebody that can help me finding a job. Call a number so I  
can have a 1 to 1 conversation. ‘Cause I have sent a lot of resumes and I haven’t 
heard back… this is very hard.” - CALD job seeker 

Providers may have great knowledge of how to navigate the system, but they 
don’t always have full knowledge of the opportunities.  

“[The local language training provider]… Up to recently they had EVERY government 
contract. If the migrant arrives and they are eligible – they get 500 hours…You 
become a client in their settlement service. Then they move you to jobactive, then 
RTOs, then childcare, hairdresser, etc. They squeeze every last dollar of eligibility 
out of [the job seekers]. [The job seekers have] done their Cert III in this, that, the 
other, but their English is appalling and they’re eligible for nothing [in terms of VET 
training]. The next step is Cert 4 or Diploma and that’s not going to work. [Job 
seekers] won’t get out of the [language training provider and the job] networks 
unless they are lucky enough to have other networks.” - provider 

Job seekers and other providers mentioned their concern that employment 
providers may preference the relationships they do have or a generic job or job 
pathway, even if it’s not a great fit for the job seeker. jobactive providers may 
also try to help their job seekers fulfil their mutual obligation requirements in 
terms of number of applications per month and in terms of the requirement to 
take any job that they can reasonably fulfil — which means that employers 
receive a large number of candidates who are not really right for the role. [all 
cohorts] 

“I am tired of [employment service provider]. I had a lot of interviews and I didn’t 
heard anything back.” - CALD job seeker 

Difficulty making sense of the system - and constant changes 
We observed that, although support services have explained things such as the 
conditions of their visa, their work rights and requirements, limitations due to 
medical issues, and the certifications they may require, the system simply 

Page �  of �42 76 tacsi.org.au 



doesn’t make sense and it is difficult for a person to then fully explain their 
situation to others. [CALD] 

There have been changes to the Family Day Care program, e.g. loophole 
closed, and this has impacted a number of families. [CALD] 

“I had to stop with family day care ‘cause I didn’t have spare room in house.”   
- CALD job seeker 

Even once people have come to understand the system (i.e. politics around 
immigration, government policies, employer policies and dynamics of the 
economy), the system changes — the rules change, the game changes. As an 
example, during the course of this project a new policy was enacted that 
eliminated benefits for a certain cohort of asylum seekers and required them to 
find employment within a month. [CALD] 

“At one point, we had to move [out of our housing]. When they kicked me out, I had 
to stay in a hotel room for 7 months paying $700 a week. I didn’t have a car at that 
time. This lady help me understand what was happening. Because she is from this 
country, I trust her. So I follow everything she said. Eventually, we got the money.”  
- CALD job seeker 

Participants mentioned the importance of connections to services (if seeking 
work), managers (if employed) or otherwise trusted individuals (such as mentors 
or peers) who understand changes to the system, can explain them readily, and 
can help people take the next steps and navigate the system. 

It was observed that there may be further opportunity for providers, managers 
and employers to reach out in the event that an individual panics or drops out of 
a service/job unnecessarily when the situation changes.  

Leveraging networks to access opportunities 
Friends can link people to jobs because the employer knows the friend already 
and trusts them to refer a good candidate — this is how it often works for 
anyone seeking a job. People often find jobs through their network. But friends 
are only as good as who and what they know, and they can perpetuate myths 
about the jobs available or how to work the system.  
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The options that people feel they have are based on what those who are 
helping them know or have access to. E.g. if it’s a friend giving them 
information, then they are relying on what their friend knows, what the friend 
understands, and whether or not what their friend knows applies to their 
situation. [all cohorts] 

“My friend that had a job helped me find the job in cleaning. She was hard working, 
so her boss asked her to find a friend like her, that would work hard.”  
- CALD job seeker 

Participants mentions that getting to know people outside your their community 
is important - getting to know Australians. [CALD] 

“When I got here, my sister from America told me to be friends with white people. So 
I follow her advice ever since.” - CALD job seeker 

Participants suggested advertising roles outside of the mainstream channels. 
Instead of using standard job search engines, the company website or the 
newspaper, use channels that are more relevant to the cohort. For instance, for 
ATSI people advertise in the Koori mail, at the co-op and through community 
organisations and groups. 

Having positive role models - people in your family who work and who help you 
find your way into employment that is both realistic and aspirational. Providers 
have shared stories of young people who had dreams of being engineers or 
scientists, but who lacked basic maths. These young people could potentially 
achieve their dreams, but the first gap is in their understanding of what it takes 
to make it happen.  

“Growing up we were beyond broke. My mum said ‘I hope you don’t ever go to uni - I 
won’t be able to pay for it.’ I knew eventually I’d get work. I did retail…admin for a 
number of years. By then my daughter was about 3. I asked her what she wanted to 
be when she grew up and she said a ballerina or a jockey. She’s alway’s been a bit 
overweight for her age group and I knew that wasn’t gonna be. So I knew I had to go 
get an education and be a good role model. A practical example.” - Aboriginal 
employee 
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Shifting intermediation to individualised support 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

Intermediation is one of the primary strategies for helping the most 
disadvantaged job seekers connect with the right employers, obtain specialist 
support they may require, ensure there is cultural responsiveness and 
employer engagement, and sometimes even to connect job seekers into 
community opportunities so that social isolation may be reduced. For job 
seekers who are experiencing long-term unemployment or complex 
challenges, individualised support is key. Where social networks are not 
available, intermediation becomes even more important. Much hinges on the 
effectiveness of intermediation. 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Design and transition to tailored job matching and support 
• Offer sector-based brokering - to maintain an awareness of what jobs are 

going in a sector and better match job seekers with roles in sectors they 
are interested in pursuing 

• Offer ATSI brokering and mentoring - as relationships are critical to 
building trust and mutual understanding with ATSI people 

• Broaden access beyond common job opportunities



I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

‣ 2. Disadvantage Barriers 
The barriers - Many of the stories shared during this research traced a vicious 
cycle for families: 

• Often little to no experience (that is recognised) - particularly CALD 
• Unable to afford childcare 
• Require flexible work, particularly for caring duties 
• Lack of access to transport 
• Can only get low-wage jobs (casual, part time, cash economy) 
• Unable to save, facing financial strain and/or debt 
• Unable to pay for further education, or to pay high up-front fees  
• Unable to get references or suitable work experience  
• Unable to ‘get ahead’ and pursue work they desire 
• They are stuck, with few options. 

The opportunities - These barriers are well known, and individual providers, 
employers and government organisations typically do not have the remit or 
ability to shift these working alone. However, these barriers can be addressed to 
a certain extent through collaborative and coordinated efforts. Programs and 
schemes can be introduced to help lessen the difficulty of these issues. 
Sometimes addressing even one of these barriers for a person or a family can 
help them get around other barriers.  

Ideal job vs any job: stuck in a vicious cycle  

The prohibitive cost of childcare or lack of family available means that women 
often have to wait long periods of time to commence (or complete) study. If they 
are desperate for work due to financial issues, they end up taking shift work or 
casual or part-time jobs that have flexible hours. [all cohorts] 

“It’s fairly straightforward in terms of looking, but I haven’t had a job interview since, 
probably, 12 months, if not longer. It’s hard, a lot of places want you to do full time or 
available at certain times. It’s hard because I am an only child, dad works in the city 
and my partner works, so I don’t have an option that someone can drop my son off. I 
can’t afford childcare.“ - job seeker, at-risk family 
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Without (acceptable) qualifications (and with limited work hours for women with 
childcare duties), often the only jobs they can find are casual or part time roles. 
These roles don’t provide suitable work experience, however, for the job that 
they need (financially) or would like to have. These jobs also don’t pay enough 
for them to be able to save. [all cohorts] 

Some people don’t realise that casual (cash) labour often will not provide a 
reference, and so people are unable to demonstrate that they have suitable 
experience, which forces them to continue applying for lower wage roles. [all 
cohorts, especially recently immigrated CALD people] 

Certifications that require up-front payment of $3K-10K are prohibitive - the 
up-front cost is not affordable - these families don’t have that much available in 
savings. And so this drives them into looking for work that pays less and that 
more people are competing for. [all cohorts] 

Furthermore, when people become trapped in debt and difficult financial 
situations, the issues compound. Some families run into trouble when they take 
on debts and then lose employment, e.g. through redundancies or reduction of 
work hours available. 

“A lot of Sudanese living in Dandenong are in trouble because they bought a house 
and now they don’t have the money to pay the rent, or buy food for their kids. I 
decided not to buy a house…We have food to eat. I know where we come from. I just 
want my kids to be happy. Money will go away.”  - CALD job seeker  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Enabling people to sidestep the vicious cycle 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

There are a number of factors that, when present, make it difficult for job 
seekers to obtain higher paying roles and lift out of poverty. Factors may 
include: lack of affordable childcare, inability to afford education, inability to 
get experience for higher level roles, etc. Furthermore, these factors can 
compound one another, and often affect women disproportionately. 
However, a shift in one of these can create a positive opportunity for an 
individual and a family. 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Enable education and certificate access and affordability 
• Enable childcare access and affordability



I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

‣ 3. Complex life challenges 
The barriers - Complex challenges and barriers refer to ongoing and long-
standing issues which make it difficult for people to engage in and sustain 
employment. These can lead to persistent unemployment. As presented in 
Figure 5, the challenges can include: 

• Financial stress + debt 
• Family instability + relationship breakdown 
• Social isolation 
• Health issues 
• Mental health issues 
• Drug use 
• Homelessness 
• Domestic & family violence  
• Interaction with the justice system 
• Intergenerational unemployment 

 

Figure 5 
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The opportunities - The opportunity here is in the intensity and duration of 
support. People with complex needs need access to people who understand 
their situation and can help them access any support they need. It is also 
important  that support is available to people so that they have someone who 
can walk alongside them as they:  

• Access the support and structures that are needed so that people 
make shifts in their lives that are necessary to be able to look for and 
retain work 

• Go through the job search and application process (more intensive 
and tailored support) 

• Undertake training or job readiness (more intensive and tailored 
support) 

• Transition into work and navigate the work environment with the 
assistance, support and engagement of the employer 

This support is offered to some extent with providers, but the support that may 
be needed is more intensive, more extensive, and more tailored than what is 
currently available.  

Mental health issues: Loss of confidence and high 
levels of stress 

For many migrants and at-risk families, the challenges that they face have a 
cumulative impact. Ongoing set-backs, traumatic experiences, social isolation 
and the stress of finding a job and keeping a job add up. They may experience 
mental health issues as a consequence of the ongoing issues they face. This is 
very different from mental health illness that occurs as part of a person’s make 
up. People facing mental health issues as a consequence of their experiences or 
situation do need support, but providers have cautioned confusing the two and 
labelling people as having a mental health problem as this can become a stigma. 
Therapy or therapeutic approaches are seen as helpful, and reducing social 
isolation and having (meaningful) work is perceived as counteracting mental 
health issues that occur as a consequence of someone’s experiences and/or 
situation. 

“The providers in the system are trying to apply therapy and treat them. But [their 
issues start] with social isolation – e.g. moving here and losing contacts or getting 
divorced. They have no income or capacity to join clubs, football, cricket. They may 
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have a disability. They have no income, little information to make good decisions, 
they can’t get a job…of course there is a mental health consequence. Not sure we 
need more mental health services though…” - provider 

Gaps in support for complex life barriers  
jobactive providers, employers and other community support organisations may 
not be equipped to handle the complex life issues that their job seekers are 
facing. [all cohorts] 

“The job network place, they definitely need training when it comes to mental health 
issues, because they don’t get it and they don’t seem to understand that sending 
me off to a Work for the Dole project somewhere where I got no idea where it is and I 
have to go somewhere I have never been before, and meet people I have never met, 
it makes me physically sick. I get stomach cramps, you know, I just shut down and I 
can’t deal with it. But they only say, ‘Well, you are not willing to do this so we don’t 
want to help you’. They need to see the reasons why the behaviour happens, not just 
the behaviour…” - CALD job seeker 
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Supporting people who experience complex challenges 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

If someone is facing complex challenges such as mental health issues, social 
isolation, domestic and family violence, an unstable home environment, 
homelessness, substance abuse, and/or intergenerational trauma, pursuing 
employment right now (and potentially at all) may prolong issues or cause 
additional issues if a job seeker is not ready. However, providers are not 
always equipped to recognise and respond to complex challenges. 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Support skill development for relationship building, awareness of 
complex challenges and facilitating disclosure 

• Ensure staff have a range of strategies and resources for responding to 
and offering support or references for someone who is experiencing 
complex barriers, mental health issues or trauma, e.g. ‘mental health first 
aid’ 

• Provide coaching for employers to engage with and support people who 
are experiencing complex challenges



Reducing isolation through connection 

Social isolation and social adjustment are issues for both CALD and ATSI 
groups. CALD people often face the challenge of building a new life with very few 
connections, and may have difficulty in making the social adjustment to their 
new environment. ATSI people, because the population is so low in Dandenong, 
can feel culturally and socially isolated in employment, and may have challenges 
navigating the two cultures. These issues can also lead to or be linked to mental 
health, confidence and self-esteem.  

Deliberate efforts to create a sense of welcome and inclusiveness are important 
to help CALD and ATSI people feel comfortable in a new environment. These 
include: 
• Building cultural competency and responsiveness (discussed in detail in the 

Ideas section) 
• Creating opportunities for confidence building and making connections 
• Fostering networks of people, such as for families and children 
• Linking people into community, events and activities that already exist  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Building social capital 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

Building social capital can have an impact on a number of the barriers that 
a person faces: improving employability skills (through sharing values and 
behaviours), building organic connections to employers, alleviating social 
isolation (which can link to mental health), fostering social adjustment and 
two-way cultural responsiveness, and more. Where a person has a strong 
social network, it can alleviate some of the need for intermediation 
because connections can occur through friends, family and participants in 
programs. The opportunity is open to everyone: government 
organisations, providers, community organisations, specialist support and 
employers, etc., can all help facilitate connection and community. 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Introduce Family by Family - a family-based peer support model that 
builds social capital 

• Create groups, or connect people to groups 
• Create events, or connect people to events 
• Enable network building through online channels



Pressures against work 
A person may face a number of different external pressures that make staying 
employed,  staying in a particular job, or turning up to work as planned difficult. 
For instance: 
• Pressures from family against working - either in a domestic violence 

situation or when working is not a part of the family culture. Some jobs are 
also not appropriate in certain cultures. [all cohorts] 

• Someone may not be able to attend work as planned if they have 
experienced domestic violence. [all cohorts] 

• Many women stop working when their children are born, either as a family 
choice or because they cannot afford to pay for childcare. With childcare and 
other caring responsibilities, there is often an ongoing challenge to stay in 
work and take care of the family day-to-day. [all cohorts] 

“In 2006 I had to stop working because my daughter was born.”   
- CALD job seeker 

“The main challenge is to balance work and home.” - CALD job seeker 

• The family moves and the commute becomes too long to manage. [all 
cohorts] 

• The employer’s situation changes and they need people for fewer hours, or 
they let them go. [all cohorts] 

“I was in a cafe and the employer sold the business, so I could not continue.” - CALD 
job seeker 

Needing flexible work, with limited travel time 

Supporting people with caring responsibilities 
Childcare duties or other caring responsibilities fall disproportionately to 
women and require them to be available at certain hours - with flexibility - and 
ideally close to home. (There may also be a cultural factor here as well.) [all 
cohorts] 
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“So far, the biggest [challenge] is flexibility. I don’t have much support, and they 
don’t really [understand my son’s] needs, so that makes it difficult. That’s usually the 
biggest issue. 

[At a job I had], they weren’t understanding of the troubles I have with my teenage 
son. I had to take him to psych appointments and all that. Specialists with 
specialist’s appointments…I have to take [the appointments that] I am given. I am 
under the care of a heart specialist. I also have specialists for both my physical and 
mental health, and I need to work around those, since you can’t move them. They 
take a long time to get.  

 All [the employer was] concerned about was that I had to work when they want me 
to. I said I can’t do nights, but they would change [the schedule and put me on at 
night]. Plus it was expensive to take a taxi home at night. 

I was called into the boss’s office, “Ah, we don’t feel you have the level of 
commitment we need here”… I am like, ‘Are you serious? You know it’s not like I was 
taking time off because I couldn’t be bothered going in,’ and at that stage my son 
needed me more than they did. So I was forced to walk [out] since they weren’t 
flexible. 

If I got to the interview stage, I would bring [up the need for specialists]. I am 
comfortable talking about my mental health issues. My own family thinks it is an 
excuse, not a legitimate reason… so If I can change one person’s mind about anxiety 
and depression… People forget that grief can affect you badly. It’s not easy to just 
pick yourself up and go on.” - job seeker, at-risk family 

It helps to have family members or friends available - a support network - that 
can cover childcare gaps, including pick up and drop off from school, hours when 
the other parent is working. This is not available to all parents, however. 

Access to transport 
Extensive travel to get to work or time-consuming transport is a barrier - 
whether too far to commute by car or hard to get to by bus. [all cohorts] 

“Not too far from home. 30 min is OK but further maybe not.”   
- job seeker, at-risk family 
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“I don’t mind driving 45 minutes, but not for too long. I also need to be back for 
school.” - job seeker, at-risk family 

“I don’t drive so I need to be able to get there on bus and train… that is a deciding 
factor when applying.” - job seeker, at-risk family 

“I have found on Facebook places where they advertise jobs specifically for mums. I 
just found it on Facebook, because I liked a page... So I thought yeah, I’ll go and have 
a look. So when my son is a bit more stable I can focus on that.” - job seeker, at-risk 
family 

“I think they need to set up a system that helps mothers better, or fathers. I have a 
friend who is a single dad…because when you are a parent, yeah, you got to have a 
roof over your head and your child is your number one priority, — but the employers 
don’t necessary want to work around that. So if there was a bit more support in that 
regard…“ - job seeker, at-risk family 
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Linking to flexible and mum-friendly roles 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

Lack of flexibility on the part of employers was frequently cited as a reason 
many female participants felt they had been forced to leave a role. This 
included lack of support, empathy, understanding for needs around flexibility; 
unwillingness to be flexible; and lack of comprehension of personal, family, 
culture or caring requirements 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

There is opportunity to identify and link job seekers to flexible roles and 
employers that are willing to work with staff whose time available does not fit 
standard work hours. Access to transport or locations close to home also play 
a key role, and so flexible and mum-friendly role networks or connections 
would need to take this into account as well.



I  N  S  I  G  H  T  S 

‣ 4. Cultural challenges 
The barriers - Cultural challenges can be the invisible barriers that create 
difficulty for people and can lead to people dropping out of a job. The challenges 
can include: 

• Unconscious or outright bias 
• Discrimination 
• Racism 
• Lateral violence 
• Employer and provider cultural competency and responsiveness 

The opportunities - The opportunity here is in how people are culturally 
supported within the work and provider environment, and in how organisations 
take care to create a positive, respectful environment for team members and 
clients alike. 

Don’t look past racism and bias: Create a positive, 
respectful organisational environment 

Unconscious bias, racism and discrimination 
Participants shared stories of bias, bullying, racism and ridicule they 
encountered at work because they are different, how they speak, the way they 
dress, their customs and habits, or because they are from a specific culture.  

“[When we arrived in 2013] it was hard to find a job. I started in a fish and chips. I had 
to travel for 1.5 hours. My husband would take me to the tram, then travel for 45 
minutes, then catch train for 35 minutes. The owner of the shop was very nice. I had 
good tasks I had to do. But my colleagues were not nice with me at all. A boy would 
make my life very hard. Being not nice to me. When the owner went on holiday 
overseas, my colleagues were not good to me and I had to leave. I lost my job. [In 
2016] I worked as a casual worker 7 hours a day - not every day. I also worked for a 
laundry factory. Very good work and good place, not very far from my house. And 
good time, not rush hour. The company got merged with another company and they 
fired 70 casual workers, including me.” - CALD job seeker 
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The stories that have been shared indicate that unconscious bias is more 
prevalent than we think. It is a difficult behaviour to identify, and it is harder to 
point out. Even when it is raised, the most common response is, “But I’m not a 
racist.” However, the fact that many CALD and ATSI people have greater success 
when they take on more commonly known names or do not put down their 
postcode on applications tells us that unconscious bias does indeed exist.  

“[The other day someone said to me] ‘I met an Aboriginal person on the ward and 
they’re really nice.’” - Aboriginal employee 

“A lot of people thought I got an apprenticeship or a traineeship to get here but I’m 
like ‘No. I got it on my own accord.’” - Aboriginal employee 

Being the “First person to do something as the token Aboriginal is tricky 
sometimes”. - Aboriginal job seeker 

Participants mentioned their experiences with judgement being made about 
them without seeking to understand. Examples: 
• When a person has different dietary requirements due to cultural reasons 

[CALD] 
• When a person misses work due to domestic violence. [all cohorts] 
• Dismissing people as anti-social when they may be making choices based on 

their cultural norms, lack of money to go out for coffee or lunch, inherent 
shyness or even shame [all cohorts] 

“So many of our people are bruised. Especially the white skinned ones. They suffer 
terribly. Staff need to understand. Don’t shame people. Don’t raise your voice. If 
something needs to be said, do it quietly, with dignity and respect.” - ATSI employee 

ATSI and CALD people sometimes face ‘lateral violence’ from their own 
people and communities. Devastatingly, insults, harms and repression can also 
come from ones own people. Whether in the workplace or out in the community, 
this can be a source of conflict, stress and frustration. People sometimes have to 
change jobs due to lateral violence, and may feel (even) more isolated and 
without support. 

“Most of the barriers I’ve faced have been through my own mob. Lateral violence is 
predominant. I deal with it by calling it what it is: ugliness. That’s just where they’re 
at.” - ATSI employee 

Page �  of �56 76 tacsi.org.au 



One Aboriginal employee told us a story of how she turned an $8,000 fundraising 
event into a $98,000 opportunity. In a meeting about the event, her boss praised 
her. An Aboriginal colleague belittled her: “Everyone loves an educated token 
blackfella.’” - Aboriginal employee 

Respecting cultural differences and requirements 
Participants discussed a lack of understanding and empathy for different 
cultures. An awareness of culture is important throughout the process. [CALD & 
ATSI] 

“I wouldn’t like to work in cleaning in the public area because I wear a scarf. I would 
prefer to work inside, where they do not see me. I don’t want to clean in the 
shopping centre.” - CALD job seeker 

For ATSI people, there may be a lack of understanding and respect for cultural 
requirements, such as sorry business, caring responsibilities (e.g. caring 
requirements apply to kin beyond the nuclear family), relationship building and 
cultural protocols. 
  
“[On my first day in the new office] I go to an email. It says good morning with a 
welcome in Aboriginal language. Then ‘I’ve consulted with the Aboriginal 
organisation and we want to do all this artwork.’ I was really angry. I [had to] sit and 
think about my response for a while.” (An Aboriginal person cannot give a welcome if 
they’re not from the country and a white person cannot give a welcome at all).  

A few weeks later “she asked ‘Can you teach my cultural safety course?’ I said no, I’m 
not qualified. So now a whole department is ignoring me because I won’t run it. They 
said ‘Stuff you, we’ll just do it ourselves’. They’ve had non-Aboriginal people be 
guest speakers. [People] have come to me and said they’re not comfortable having 
someone who is non-Aboriginal teaching them.  

I’m friends with a traditional owner and he said ‘Hey, just remember you don’t do this 
stuff. You can advise them but it’s not your place to do it. You’re not delivering that. 
That’s not ok for you to do.’ [My coworkers don’t understand] if they go and do that, 
there’s ramifications for me. I go out into the community group and Aunty says to 
me, ‘What the hell are you doing there!?’ Where I am in community, it’s been a long 
process to get there. You can ruin my credibility in an instant. Anything done 
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incorrectly affects my standing.” 
- Aboriginal employee 

Creating culturally safe 
environments 
ATSI people sometimes do not 
feel they are in welcoming and 
culturally safe working 
environments.  

“We’re interfaith here. We have 
prayer rooms. But a culturally 
safe space for us? No, we have 
that little room but no. Nothing 
like that. I don’t even know if 
there’s a space for everybody to 
go to. It’s all concrete. And it’s 
very stark. No flag, no artwork, 
nothing to say this room is for us. 
We need to make it safe. An 

acknowledgment, stickers, artwork. Not just sterile. A welcoming environment 
where they feel comfortable.” - Aboriginal employee 

They may also be questioned as to whether or not the are truly Aboriginal, and 
just how Aboriginal they are.  

“You get a bit rattled, having your identity questioned…[Whenever I go into a new 
placement I get] all that anxiety. Who’s going to ask me? How am I going to 
respond?” - Aboriginal job seeker 

Participants found that they have to be careful and choose which issues they will 
raise. 

“You always have to be careful. Which are the real issues. You have to pick your 
battles. What’s really important? What’s worth it?” - ATSI employee 

With an investment in cultural safety an inclusive environment, changes do 
occur.  
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“More people are identifying now. It’s safer and they have a source of pride.”  
- ATSI employee 

Vulnerability to change and opportunities 
ATSI and CALD people are particularly vulnerable when management 
changes. New managers start and they don’t understand the history of what has 
passed or the agreements that have been made. They don’t understand or trust 
the individual and are suspicious of any exceptions that have been made for that 
individual. [CALD & ATSI] 

“I worked for 5 years. The boss got retired, and after he left I lost my contract.”   
- CALD job seeker 

A woman who works in a role supporting Aboriginal clients told the following story: 
“On my first day they put me in an odd space - one big room with the photocopier. I 
had to wait for a computer, other things. I was really uncomfortable. So I thought, 
‘This is why the others haven’t stayed’. So I opened up a book and wrote a list. And 
the boss said, ‘How’s your first day been?’ So I read my list. I just laid it out there. 
[For instance], you put me in this open space. The conversations I’ve got to have, 
they’re private, they get heated. So the manager said, ‘There’s an office there. [That 
woman] is moving out. You can get whatever you want.’ But then a new manager 
started and she says ‘What are you doing?’ So it turned into: No. That’s your desk 
and that’s how it’s going to stay. It’s become a bit of a joke. ‘We put that table in the 
middle of the room to watch you.’ They’re not a culturally safe space and they know 
that loud and clear.” - Aboriginal employee 

ATSI and CALD people feel they are more likely to be passed over for 
promotions or opportunities to develop. It is also not uncommon for people to 
assume that the Aboriginal person got their role simply because they are 
Aboriginal, for people to automatically assume that the Aboriginal candidate for 
a role will be the less qualified candidate. [CALD & ATSI] 

“I was working for Target… I got the job because of my make-up qualifications. They 
said ‘Look, you don’t have experience, but are you willing to work at the service desk 
until you get experience?’ But they just left me to rot on the check outs… and they 
didn’t utilise the two diplomas I have and the knowledge I have.” - job seeker, at-risk 
family 
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“During my placement program I was sent to [a Department] for a placement, but 
they didn’t realise what we were there for….They decided I needed to be a personal 
assistant. I went back to my college and said that I was worried I’d fall behind 6 
months. She said: ‘don’t worry about it because you’re only applying for Aboriginal 
jobs at the end.’” - Aboriginal job seeker 

Reducing isolation in the workplace 
In Dandenong, Aboriginal employees are often isolated in the workplace. 

“Our Aboriginal workforce are standalone people. There’s not someone who can 
support you on that journey. We’ve got no one to vent to - no one to share that with. 
I’m in a 1400 person staff and I’m the only Aboriginal identified person. If I have an 
issue I have no one I can speak to. Especially in government jobs, they just burn out. 
They tell me ‘I just can’t do it anymore’“ (referring to putting up with the racism and 
bias). - Aboriginal employee 

Staff composition that is representative of the population being served can 
help to reduce isolation and improve access to opportunity. In some instances, 
an ‘Affirmative Action’ policy may be needed to normalise hiring Aboriginal 
people.  

“Of 300 Aboriginal applicants a year we were employing five and then losing five, 
and so we weren’t increasing our numbers. When we first put up our Affirmative 
Action plan they freaked out and wanted to go soft affirmative. So we did and after 
we had a couple apply, get shortlisted and then not get the job. So we agreed it 
wasn’t working. We needed to up the ante. We then agreed that if an Aboriginal 
person applied and didn’t get the job then they had to meet with the Head of People 
and Culture. Eventually she said: ‘How many times can someone justify to me why 
someone else interviews better!?’”  

The Affirmative Action plan is now in place with this employer but it still gets 
questioned. “We had someone [on a panel] say in front of an Aboriginal candidate, 
‘So if you get an exceptional candidate and an Aboriginal person then the job goes to 
the Aboriginal person?’ The manager didn’t know how to respond. I asked her, ‘Why 
can’t the Aboriginal person be the exceptional candidate?’ 
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But this isn’t just about meeting a stretch target. When you employ one Aboriginal 
person, you take a whole family out of poverty, increase their social networks, 
increase the health literacy in the home, increase the likelihood of their trust in 
health services, take that home on the Koori grapevine, you provide role models. 
And we follow in the footsteps of people we want to be like.” - Aboriginal 
employee   

Building cultural competence and responsiveness 
Building cultural competence through training, explicit diversity and culture 
strategies and management policies is vital to an inclusive work environment. 
This includes establishing a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP). This means sincere 
efforts to ensure that cultural awareness and responsiveness are integral to the 
organisation. 

“I think this [organisation] doesn’t do much for the Aboriginal community. They just 
tick a box.” - Aboriginal employee 

Participants discussed how it can be helpful to have a diverse cohort starting at 
the same time and going through the induction and learning process together — 
they are able to bond over the experience, help one another out, and broaden 
their friend group if people in the group click. [all cohorts] 
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Creating positive, respectful organisational environments 
I  N  S  I  G  H  T 

Bias, discrimination, racism and lateral violence were also frequently cited as a 
reason some participants felt they had been forced to leave a role. With 
committed and attentive leadership, however, these issues can be addressed 
and shifted. Organisational culture, mindset, attitudes and behaviours can 
shift to become more culturally inclusive, responsive and respectful. This 
shift can have a positive impact across an organisation and not only create 
good will within the community. In addition to the social benefit, there is 
economic benefit as well. Literature has shown that culturally responsive 
organisations can increase retention, which reduces churn and recruitment 
costs. The good will created in community builds a social license to operate, 
but it also transfers to financial impact, as community grow to trust and 
engage with an organisation’s products and services. 

O  P  P  O  R  T  U  N  I  T  I  E  S 

• Provide or link structures for support, connection and community, 
such as peer support, coaching, mentoring and cultural supervision 

• Build cultures inclusive of all forms of diversity 
• Create cultural safety for ATSI people



Section 4. Ways forward 
This section contains recommendations for ways forward. The 
recommendations range from higher level cross-sector initiatives to grassroots 
action. As shown in Figure 6 below, the recommendations are grouped into three 
categories across the four types of barriers and challenges: 
• Transformational - policy and sector-level changes that would help 

individuals and families navigate common barriers across the population 
• Collaborative and Integrative - cross-sector or cross-organisation 

initiatives that would enable higher level intervention and/or collaboration 
and coordination in order to create shifts around shared challenges 

• Programmatic - primarily initiatives, interventions and actions that can be 
originated from within an individual organisation or as part of training, job 
search and community support that can serve groups of people as well as 
individuals 

Figure 6  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1. Enable education and certificate access 
and affordability 

2. Enable childcare access and affordability 
3. Tailor language, literacy and numeracy, etc. 
4. Enable transfer of experience 
5. Develop employer collaboration for 

supporting people with diverse 
backgrounds 

6. Strengthen the networks between 
employers, employees and job seekers 

7. Improve uptake of brokerage resources  
8. Enable an Intermediate labour market

9. Shift to tailored job matching and training 
10. Offer sector-based brokering 
11. Offer ATSI brokering and mentoring 
12. Provide or link structures for support, 

connection and community 
13. Awareness and support for complex 

challenges 
14. Improve awareness & access to flexible 

jobs 
15. Build cultures inclusive of all forms of 

diversity 
16. Create cultural safety for ATSI peoples



Opportunity areas: A model for integrative support 
In order to set further context for the ways forward, refer to Figure 7 on the 
following page for a vision - a model for integrative support - of what it looks like 
when all the elements of the system come together. This model contains four 
opportunity areas, which link the insight into existing barriers and challenges 
with potential ways forward: 

1. Provider intermediation: Providers help connect job seekers and 
employers while bridging gaps between the two 

2. Employer engagement: Employers are able to attract, support and 
engage well with prospective employees and new hires 

3. Job seeker employability: Job seekers have the employability skills 
and experience they require 

4. Conditions enabling: Actors across the system, such as 
government, employers and providers, are able to come together to 
alleviate barriers that create systemic disadvantage and hold people 
back from finding or staying in employment 

This model can be used to evaluate the conditions in place for a job seeker to be 
able to overcome the challenges and barriers they may face. 
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W  A  Y  S    F  O  R  W  A  R  D 

‣ Transformational 
There are a number of systemic barriers that make it difficult for people to gain 
employment beyond low paying (e.g. minimum wage or lower) jobs and/or stay in 
employment. In some cases, such as jobactive, it is the design of the system 
itself that can be a barrier. Successful changes at this level would transform the 
experience that job seekers and employees currently have.   

1. Enable education and certificate access and affordability 
Introduce programs and schemes to make certificates affordable, e.g. 
alternative payment schemes or subsidies, or help from (HECS) debt-type 
schemes, etc. (ideally not with too much interest on top). Address monopolies or 
near-monopolies. [ADDRESSES DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS THROUGH 
ENABLING CONDITIONS] 

2. Enable childcare access and affordability 
Interventions that help make childcare accessible and affordable - Consider 
policy mechanisms, programs and schemes to make childcare affordable or 
accessible. [ADDRESSES DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS THROUGH ENABLING 
CONDITIONS] 

W  A  Y  S    F  O  R  W  A  R  D 

‣ Collaborative & Integrative 
3. Build upon and tailor language development - “Language Plus” 
Literature as well as the experiences of participants indicated that limited 
language, literacy, numeracy and even computer literacy - or lack of confidence 
in these - creates a significant barrier to employment. Via English language 
programs, eligible migrants and people on humanitarian visa can take roughly 
500 hours of language skills development. However, participants reported not 
finding courses at the level they required (beyond basic), and employers require 
English skills specific to their industry and the jobs available. This gap can be 
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addressed through designing and testing more tailored offerings, particularly 
specific to employers. This could include:  

• Mapping how well training aligns with job seeker and employer needs 
• Design and test learning LLN+ opportunities that combine skill 

development with either employer networking opportunities, job 
experience or on-the-job training 

• Design and test LLN+ beyond basics skills development linked to 
spaces where women spend time (e.g. around childcare facilities and 
schools) 

4. Enable transfer of  experience - “Your work, here”  
Create ways to recognise previous experience 
Working with employers and job seekers who have previous experience in that 
sector: 

• Design ways to recognise and/or transfer work experience from 
another country 

• Develop programs, job pathways or tailor access to training and job 
matching specific to the English and skill requirements for jobs that 
people already have experience for 

• Consider beginning with common sectors, such as early childhood 
education and childcare 

[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS THROUGH CONDITIONS ENABLING] 

5. Develop an employer collaboration to support people with 
diverse backgrounds - “In2possibility” 
Identify and enlist socially-minded employers in a collaborative effort willing 
to employ and support people from diverse backgrounds. The exploration could 
begin with a collaborative training and or work experience program to jointly 
‘up skill’ a group of people with diverse backgrounds in preparation to fill 
current jobs. The program could identify and support shared learning around 
organisational approaches - such as diversity strategies, HR functions and 
practices, recruitment methods, etc. - that enable hiring and supporting people 
from diverse backgrounds. Sharing approaches could take a variety of forms, 
including employer-to-employer peer mentoring or coaching.   [CALD & ATSI] 
[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS THROUGH JOBSEEKER 
EMPLOYABILITY, SERVICE INTERMEDIATION AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 
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6. Strengthen the networks between employers, employees and 
job seekers - “Connection works” 
A lot hinges on social networks. Networks are a source of support and 
community, and they help reduce social isolation. Networks are also a primary 
source of leads for employers and job seekers alike - between 1/3 to 1/2 of jobs 
are found and filled through networks. People who move from another country 
have very little-to-no network to fall back on.  

Employers can leverage existing social networks whilst building connections 
between the organisation, employees and job seekers (particularly those with 
limited networks), so that this cohort finds more job prospects organically. 

‣ Encourage word-of-mouth network approaches - with current 
employees to reach job seekers who have less access to networks 

‣ Create groups, or connect people to groups - such as play groups, mum’s 
groups, cooking groups, etc. 

‣ Create events, or connect people to events - such as welcome dinners, 
no-occasion bbq’s, conversational English brown-bag lunches, free 
cooking classes, ladies nights, men’s shed events, swap meets 

‣ Enable network building through online channels or a portal - 
Participants cited examples where they were linked into existing networks 
or an organisation set up a supporting platform as a go to site for them. For 
instance, for people who have attended key events, training or are a part of 
a specific cohort, a Facebook page or something more formal could 
provides a way to keep in touch with one another and raise questions and 
concerns. These could be set up as a part of training and support 
programs. Initiating closed groups can be helpful to create a cohort for 
people to build their networks. 

[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS, DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS, COMPLEX 
CHALLENGES AND CULTURAL CHALLENGES THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 
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7. Improving the uptake of existing Dandenong brokerage 
resources - “Making the Match” 
There are known gaps in the process of matching of job seekers with suitable 
employment through mainstream employment providers. More individualised 
matching - ‘brokering' has been proven to improve this issue. Although 
brokerage is known to aid the employment process, there are currently 
brokerage resources available in Dandenong that are being under-utilised. 
This initiative would: 

• Map out the existing Dandenong brokerage experience and utilisation 
• Design and test ways to enable, improve and optimise utilisation with key 

partners 
[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS, DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS, COMPLEX 
CHALLENGES AND CULTURAL CHALLENGES THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 

8. Enable an Intermediate labour market - “A place for stepping 
stones” 
Support the Intermediate labour market (ILM), e.g. stepping stone employers 
Offer policy mechanisms that support or incentivise social purpose employers 
who act as a stepping stone between the available training and employers. These 
stepping stone employers offer work that builds confidence, supports English 
skills development, offers work experience with a reference, and provides 
tailored job matching with suitable jobs and employers [ADDRESSES 
DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS AND COMPLEX CHALLENGES THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION AND ENABLING CONDITIONS] 

W  A  Y  S    F  O  R  W  A  R  D 

‣ Programmatic 
9. Shift to tailored job matching and training 
Existing service providers shift the approach to deliver more tailored job 
matching and training  - Local employment providers and training programs 
have some options available to shift how services work. It may be possible to 
make choices that address the concern from both employers and job seekers 
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that job matches are often insufficient in quality and that job seekers need 
additional training to be ready for specific jobs.  

Tailored training could also be paired with pathways that support development 
into a role and on to other roles. As a note: a new jobactive contract is expected 
to be released by the Department of Jobs and Small Business in 2020 and it is 
anticipated that the new contract will enable significant changes to the model. 
However this is a long time to wait for changes that may or may not occur, and 
there are shifts that providers may be able to make now. [ADDRESSES 
EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS THROUGH SERVICE INTERMEDIATION] 

10. Offer sector-based brokering 
Engage facilitators, brokers or relationship managers who understand specific 
jobs, employers and sectors - who can help the job seeker to learn how to work 
well in a certain job environment. Someone who understands the Australian 
work environment and culture well and can say to someone: “Here’s what this 
employer is focused on, this is what the job is like, and you’re unlikely to get the 
role if you wear that perfume”, etc. [all cohorts, but especially for CALD] 
[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION] 

11. Offer ATSI brokering and mentoring 
Establish ATSI-specific brokers or mentor/brokers - brokers who hold 
relationships with community as well as employers and can make very specific 
matches between job seekers, roles and employers. We have seen some 
solutions in which brokers also serve as mentors, supporting the job seeker 
through job readiness, application and post-placement. These broker-mentors 
also help employers to understand what kind of support each individual will need 
and can support the employers post-placement in resolving communication 
issues, conflicts and questions around the most appropriate support. [ATSI] 
[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION] 
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12. Provide or link structures for support, connection and 
community 
For employers and providers, there are a number of ways in which job seekers 
and employees can be supported as they get settled (e.g. CALD), look for work, 
or make their way in the work environment. These ideas address the concerns of 
job seekers and employees not knowing ‘the system’, not understanding the 
work environment or management practices, feeling culturally unsafe, being 
isolated and experiencing bias and racism, not having someone they can trust 
with their questions and not having a network they can rely on. 

It can be helpful to job seekers and employees to have people walking along the 
journey with them or at least accessible to them who do not hold any official 
roles.  People often have questions that they do not trust providers or employers 
with, and providers or employers also may not have the time to work with 
someone as closely as they might require. Also, people can feel isolated and may 
lack connections. The support structures suggested here can work outside of 
formal structures and create the possibility for making connections and building 
relationships if the match between people works well.  

Employers may consider the following: 
‣ Peer support - such as buddying, coaching or mentoring for CALD or ATSI 

people. For instance a migrant/refugee with lived experience can support 
other migrants coming to Australia for the first time. They can provide 
support on how to navigate the system, refer them to services and help 
them connect to local community. People across an organisation can be 
trained to be buddies, coaches and mentors 

‣ Mentors - particularly for ATSI people to have go-to support to ask 
questions and seek advice, role models and people with experience in the 
work environment 

‣ Reverse mentoring programs - where new hires provide insight into their 
own culture   

‣ Cultural supervision - to provide guidance for ATSI people in navigating 
mainstream employment culture and to work through issues of cultural 
safety (discussed below) 

‣ Start as a cohort - for some employers it is possible to start new hires as a 
cohort or to create cohorts within their teams. These cohorts are simply 
small sub-groups who have shared experiences, like induction and events, 
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and have a chance to build relationships across cultural lines that they 
might not naturally consider 

[ADDRESSES EMPLOYABILITY BARRIERS, DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS, COMPLEX 
LIFE CHALLENGES AND CULTURAL CHALLENGES THROUGH SERVICE 
INTERMEDIATION AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 

13. Awareness and support for complex challenges 
If someone is facing complex challenges such as mental health issues, social 
isolation, domestic and family violence, an unstable home environment, 
homelessness, substance abuse, and/or intergenerational trauma, pursuing 
employment right now (and potentially at all) may prolong issues or cause 
additional issues if a job seeker is not ready. Addressing these issues is beyond 
the scope of what employment consultants as well as mentors and other 
providers can handle alone. Mentors and other service providers are more likely 
than employment consultants to have training or education in complex 
challenges, but they still may need to make a reference in order to ensure that a 
person gets the specific support they need.  

This includes access to complex case management. Case management is an 
accepted best practice for supporting people facing significant life barriers, and 
there may be other solutions or ways to ensure these job seekers are 
appropriately supported.  

Knowing that the job seekers who come to services are highly likely to have 
experienced some form of trauma – or at minimum extreme stress – there is an 
opportunity to ensure that service staff are prepared to support them. 

What programs, training, awareness-building and other support can be provided 
to service staff and organisations in order to: 
• Foster skills for relationship building and trust 
• Build awareness of how people respond to trauma and stress 
• Facilitate disclosure through conversation 
• Engage in mental health ‘first aid’ in the moment – to enable an 

employment consultant to identify a potential mental health issue, 
respond appropriately in the moment, and have a conversation 
encouraging the job seeker to seek support 
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• Provide referrals to mentoring, counselling, therapy, intensive/complex 
case management, medical providers and other support services as 
needed 

• Enable staff with a range of strategies and responses when they encounter 
someone who has experienced or is experiencing complex challenges 

• Engage in strengths-based coaching 
• Provide coaching for employers so they can also support people with 

complex challenges 
[ADDRESSES COMPLEX CHALLENGES THROUGH SERVICE INTERMEDIATION] 

14. Improve awareness and access for flexible jobs 
Advertise and support flexible and mum-friendly jobs - Identify employers who 
have or are willing to create flexible and mum-friendly jobs. Build awareness of 
the availability of these jobs through channels that work for these groups, such 
as a ‘mum-friendly Facebook page’, via neighbourhood houses, mum’s groups, 
play groups and GPs. Work with employers to put support around the flexible 
needs, for instance if carers need additional support with mental health. 
[ADDRESSES DISADVANTAGE BARRIERS THROUGH SERVICE INTERMEDIATION 
AND EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 

15. Build cultures inclusive of all forms of diversity 
It is important to build a culture of inclusiveness that appreciates and respects 
the depth of the differences between cultures. Cultural competency depends on 
the cultural groups that are being serviced - it can include CALD, ATSI, Pacific 
Islander peoples and LGBTIQ people. At the broadest definition, cultural 
competency can mean: 
• Having some knowledge of the different cultures that are encountered 
• Respecting, honouring and even celebrating those cultures 
• Inviting sharing across cultures, such as reverse mentoring where people 

share their cultures with their employers and colleagues 
• Making room for cultural diversity in spaces, practices and customs 
• Understanding that one’s own worldview may vastly different from another’s 
• Understanding where mainstream employment culture and other cultures 

are not aligned 
• Learning to spot and resolve issues that arise because of cultural differences 
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An inclusive and respectful culture includes cultural awareness, cultural integrity 
and cultural responsiveness. When an organisation is inclusive of all forms of 
diversity, it can benefit everyone and can take pressure off groups that often 
receive significant (negative) attention. 
[ADDRESSES CULTURAL CHALLENGES THROUGH EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 

16. Create cultural safety for ATSI peoples 
Cultural competency and cultural safety has very specific connotations in 
working with Aboriginal people, and in this context it pertains to everything we 
do. In order to deliver services in a culturally competent way, each step along the 
process should be considered. For instance: 
• Creating a welcoming physical environment, with flags, colours, artwork and 

imagery that communicates “this is a safe place for you” 
• Acknowledgement of Country written and displayed 
• Aboriginal staff who are present and visible 
• Aboriginal cultural training for staff — both cultural respect training (which 

talks about privileges that come with being non-Aboriginal) and cultural 
awareness training 

• Establishing culturally safe spaces for sharing sensitive and confidential 
information 

• Supporting employers to make their companies and roles of interest to 
Aboriginal people - some sectors and jobs are not culturally appropriate 

• Tailoring and supporting the job search and application process, including 
reviewing selection criteria for cultural appropriateness 

• Ensuring interview panels include Aboriginal people and are culturally 
appropriate 

• Ensure that Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander staff are culturally supported 
within the workplace by other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff, and 
offering mentoring, coaching and/or peer support programs 

• Cultural Supervision - to help employees navigate situations in which they do 
not feel safe. Note that if Aboriginal staff do not feeling safe with the 
Supervisor, they will not open up about their workplace concerns 

• Creating and embedding a Reconciliation Action Plan 
• Holding open events for community 
This has been referred to as learning to “walk in both worlds” - and it applies 
equally to job seekers, providers and employers. 
[ADDRESSES CULTURAL CHALLENGES THROUGH EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT] 
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Section 5.  
Taking Action  
From the recommendations, it may be helpful to consider them based on who 
might take them forward, and over what time frame. The following chart 
provides an initial analysis. The potential initiators considered are: 

• Government, e.g. at a policy level 
• Taskforce 
• Employers, e.g. any employer including government and providers 
• Providers, e.g. employment services 

Recommendations Timing Initiators

1 Enable education and certificate access and 
affordability Medium to long term Govt

2 Enable childcare access and affordability Medium to long term Govt

3 Tailor language, literacy and numeracy training Near to medium term Taskforce

4 Enable transfer of work experience Near to medium term Taskforce

5 Develop employer collaboration for supporting 
people from diverse backgrounds Near to medium term Taskforce

6 Strengthen the networks between employers, 
employees and job seekers Near to medium term Taskforce

7 Improve uptake of existing brokerage resources Near to medium term Taskforce

8 Enable an Intermediate labour market Near to medium term Taskforce

9 Shift to tailored job matching and training Medium to long term Providers

10 Offer sector-based brokering Near to medium term Providers

11 Offer ATSI brokering and mentoring Near to medium term Providers

12 Provide or link structures for support, 
connection and community Near to medium term Employers

13 Awareness and support for complex challenges Medium to long term Govt

14 Improve awareness of & access to flexible jobs Near to medium term Employers

15 Build cultures inclusive of all forms of diversity Near to medium term Employers

16 Create cultural safety for ATSI peoples Near to medium term Employers
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