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Abstract 

In Australia, average educational achievement among immigrants at age 15, and participation 

rates in post-school study are equivalent to or slightly higher than those of Australian 

students. However, these averages mask wide variations in student achievement and post-

school outcomes within the immigrant population. Productive participation and improving 

lifetime wellbeing are core aims of government policies linked to immigrant settlement, youth 

educational attainment and transitions. The period of transition between education and 

employment can be difficult for young people, particularly young immigrants. Previous 

research indicates that there are strong links between education, employment and levels of 

wellbeing.  

In this thesis, using a sequential explanatory mixed method, I present findings from analysis 

of longitudinal data, and interviews with experienced settlement and education providers. My 

research questions examine whether young immigrants differ from their Australian peers in 

terms of their education, employment and wellbeing. I also examine whether there are 

differences within the migrant population by grouping young people according to country of 

origin (refugee source countries and other countries) and generation of settlement (first and 

second generations). I draw on human and social capital theories, segmented assimilation, the 

comparative integration context and the ideal of multiculturalism as part of integration 

approaches, to understand the association between migrant status and occupational 

expectations, educational attainment, employment outcomes and wellbeing for one cohort of 

young men and women living in Australia.  

Although human capital theory suggests that higher levels of educational attainment are 

associated with greater likelihood of employment, my analysis of longitudinal data collected 

by the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) project from one cohort of young 

people between 2003 and 2013 shows that, despite having higher levels of educational 

attainment, some migrant groups are clearly disadvantaged in the labour market. The results 

show that levels of educational attainment of first and second-generation migrants are broadly 

equivalent to those of their longer-term Australian peers. However, considering gender 

outcomes - employment for young women is more problematic, particularly for those born in 

refugee source countries. Regarding wellbeing at age 25 - net of the effects of general health, 

socio-economic status, education, employment status and partnership status - male first-

generation immigrants from refugee source countries reported the lowest levels of 
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psychological distress, and female first-generation immigrants from refugee source countries 

reported the highest levels of psychological distress, compared to their longer-term Australian 

peers. These findings were discussed with service providers in the migrant settlement, 

education and employment fields generating qualitative data to further our understanding of 

the complexities of settlement experiences of young migrants. The integration of findings 

from both data sources indicates that there is a greater need for consideration of the 

intersectionality of gender and migrant background (including generation) when considering 

the settlement experiences of young migrants.  

Significant thesis contributions include 1) innovative use of ‘refugee source countries’ 

migrant status categories using the LSAY data; 2) holistic approach to examining education, 

employment and wellbeing comparing transitions of young people in Australia; 3) reviewing 

theoretical perspectives to determine that the ideal of multiculturalism has stronger support in 

education than employment and wellbeing, and that the integration context of settlement in 

Australia requires greater consideration; and 4) identifying gaps in available longitudinal 

quantitative data sets which hamper research and analysis of migrants’ transitions from 

education to employment. Implications for policy and practice, research limitations and 

potential for future research are outlined.   

Keywords: Australia, education; employment; generation; immigrant; psychological distress; 

refugee; settlement; wellbeing.  
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Key terms  

Asylum seeker 

A person who has left their country of origin, has applied for recognition as a refugee in 

another country and is awaiting a decision on their application.  

First-generation immigrants 

First-generation immigrants are people living permanently in Australia who were born 

overseas.  

Humanitarian entrant  

People outside their home country who are subject to substantial discrimination amounting to 

gross violation of human rights in their home country, and immediate family of persons who 

have been granted protection in Australia.  

Immigrant 

Migration is a general term describing the movement of people from one area to another.  

Immigration is a sub-category which refers to people moving into a country from another 

country, with the intention of staying permanently (immigrants).  

Migrant  

In this thesis the use of migrant and immigrant are used interchangeably, but for style reasons 

and simplicity the term migrant is predominantly used in Australia and refers in this thesis to 

permanent immigrants.  

Refugees  

People who are subject to persecution in their home country, are typically outside their home 

country and are in need of resettlement. The term describes the majority of applicants who are 

referred by UNHCR to Australia for resettlement. This is based on the 1951 Refugee 

Convention and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees: a refugee is defined as a 

person who ‘owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country 

of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 

protection of that country’ (known as asylum-seekers until their cases are determined). The 

Refugee category includes the Refugee, In-country Special Humanitarian, Emergency Rescue 

and Woman at Risk visas.  
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Second-generation immigrants 

People who were born and living permanently in Australia with at least one parent who was 

born overseas. The term 1.5 generation is used in the U.S. to describe people who arrived in 

the host country as children. In this study they would be referred to as first-generation 

migrants. 

Sex 

Gender is used in this report based on the dichotomy recorded at the time of the Longitudinal 

Survey of Australian Youth 2003: gender is a person’s self-representation as male or female, 

or how that person is responded to by social institutions based on the individual’s gender 

presentation (https://www.lsay.edu.au/data/lsay-data-dictionary). 

Subjective wellbeing  

A normally positive state of mind that involves the whole life experience. It refers to 

cognitive judgements and emotional reactions. 

Transition  

Youth education transitions encompass the participation, retention and attainment outcomes 

of young people as they move through compulsory education to further education, training or 

work. This phase has traditionally been considered to begin at the age at which young people 

are legally able to gain employment (generally 15 years) and education ceases to be 

compulsory. It ends at an age when most are in full-time employment and no longer studying 

(typically around 25).  

Wellbeing 

For individuals can refer to health, social connections, income and housing, education and 

environmental quality, and subjective wellbeing. ‘Quality of life’ developed from social 

policy and generally refers to communities, and environments.  There is some overlap with 

wellbeing, but social and environmental domains of quality of life have been found to be 

poorer predictors of happiness after controlling for psychological components, such as 

cognitive judgements. 

Youth  

The focus in this thesis is on young people aged 15-24. 
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Contemporary Australia is culturally diverse, being predominantly a migrant1 nation 

populated by people from over 200 countries (ABS, 2013d; Noble & Ang, 2018). Since the 

late 1990s the majority of young people have experienced unprecedented cultural diversity 

and adjusted to this as part of an increasingly mobile and complex world (Harris, A., 2013). 

Nevertheless, the successful integration of migrants in Australia continues to be questioned, 

potentially undermining social cohesion efforts (Jakubowicz & Ho, 2014; Murphy, 2017; 

Secombe & Smolicz, 2015). The ability of migrants to acculturate or integrate within 

Australian society can be influenced by their individual characteristics, their levels of social 

and cultural resources, and features of Australia’s existing infrastructure and attitudes 

(Markus & Kirpitchenko, 2007). School-aged migrants may initially have difficulty 

adjusting to their new lives, particularly if they are not proficient in English and have fewer 

resources because, for example, they have arrived on humanitarian visas (Correa-Velez, 

Gifford & Barnett, 2010). That said, previous research shows that, on average, migrant 

students perform as well as, or better than, their Australian peers in terms of educational 

attainment (Schnepf, 2007; Thomson, De Bortoli & Buckley, 2013). A common measure of 

successful integration is the ability of migrants to secure suitable employment and become 

economically independent (OECD & European Union, 2015). 

This thesis considers how young migrants differ from their longer-term (third-generation or 

more) Australian2 peers in terms of education and employment outcomes as well as their 

levels of wellbeing. Although acknowledging the intersectional nature of young people’s 

identities, in order to address critical issues on ethnicity, gender, age and generation the 

analysis examines similarities and differences between migrant groups, based on country of 

origin, to better understand the process of developing independence as part of settlement. 

 
1  I use the word ‘migrant’ as it is more common to use when referring to an ‘immigrant’ in Australia. 
2 The use of the term ‘longer-term Australians” includes all peoples, Indigenous Australians or otherwise. I use this in 

preference to the use of ‘citizens’ as that has a legal definition, or ‘natives’ which is more problematic due to colonial 
connotations but is used in some OECD publications. Migrants, including refugees can be Australians who may be citizens, 
dual citizens and permanent residents. The migrants of interest in this thesis does not include temporary visitor or student visa 
holders. 
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igrants are initially distinguished based on whether they or their parents  were born in 

refugee or humanitarian entrants  source countries  as fre uently visa category of individuals 

is not collected in educational or employment information.  

sing a cross-disciplinary approach  the thesis aims to identify factors that influence 

education-to-employment transitions and the wellbeing of young people  particularly 

migrants  living in Australia.  

 Rationale for this study 
In Australia  the completion of secondary school is well recognised as a pathway into further 

education or almost assured employment Karmel  Liu  2011  Rowe  Corcoran   ell  

2015 . In the 21st century  to meet the higher skill and knowledge demands of technology-

driven industries  ear 12 completion is increasingly being regarded as the minimum 

educational re uirement for entry-level jobs Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

AIHW  2015  Watson  2005 . How young people transition through the Australian 

education system into further education and employment is critical to the achievement of 

long-term economic independence Cuervo  Wyn  2011 . A successful transition 

contributes to an individual s lifetime wellbeing while delivering social and economic 

benefits to society as a whole Dandolo Partners  2014 . 

Australian state and federal governments agree that raising levels of educational attainment 

and skills leads to significant benefits for society and builds Australia s economic capacity 

by increasing productivity and global competitiveness  and reducing health and social costs 

reton  2013  inisterial Council on Education  Employment  Training and outh Affairs 

CEET A  2008 . The social benefits of education for individuals and society include an 

increased sense of trust in the community  increased civic participation  improved social 

inclusion and a reduced likelihood of violence abacan  2007  Helliwell  Putnam  2004 . 

Personal benefits that accrue from educational attainment include enhanced employment 

prospects  increased income and living standards  and improved overall wellbeing  as well as 

increased life expectancy AIHW  2011 . Increasing educational attainment among under-

represented groups may also reduce social and economic ine uality through supporting 

upward socio-economic mobility  and enhancing the ability to provide for the next 

generation Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development OECD  2013a  Vila  

2005 . 
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Although Australia performs well on a range of economic and social indicators 

(OECD/European Union, 2015) there remain inequalities in outcomes for education, 

employment and health between sub-groups of the population according to geography, 

income, language, faith, social and cultural background. For example, Australian students 

from low socio-economic backgrounds are under-represented among high education 

achievers and over-represented among low achievers; are more likely to be early school 

leavers; and have poorer employment and health outcomes (Anlezark, 2011, Curtis, 

Drummond, Halsey & Lawson, 2012).  Hence, for some Australians, the promise of 

prosperity is not fulfilled and there are potential flow-on effects related to poorer health and 

reduced social inclusion. There are calls to increase Australian research on these matters 

addressing data gaps and inequities in achievement (AIHW, 2011; Renzaho, Polonsky, 

Mellor & Cyril, 2015). 

The rapidly increasing migrant population in Australia adds further complexity to the issue 

of who benefits most from educational achievement. International mobility has increased 

rapidly since 2000. Both ‘push’ (e.g. forcible displacement) and ‘pull’ (e.g. education, 

employment and living conditions [Productivity Commission, 2016]) migration factors 

combine to create Australia as a country of choice for settlement. More than one-quarter of 

the Australian population was born overseas, and nearly half of the Australian population are 

first- or second-generation migrants (ABS 2017a). The proportion of the overseas-born 

population arriving from countries outside of Europe and Asia has increased since 2011, but 

the majority continue to be from the United Kingdom (UK), New Zealand, China and India 

(ABS, 2017a). Those born in the Middle East or Africa are about five per cent each of the 

overseas-born population (ABS, 2017a). Around 2.8 million migrants have arrived in 

Australia since 2000 (Phillips & Simon-Davies, 2017). Through the Skilled Migration 

Program, around 128,000 migrants (70 per cent of the total program) come to Australia each 

year (DHA, 2018). Many of these migrants have higher education qualifications and 

encourage their children to take advantage of the educational opportunities available 

(Productivity Commission, 2016). 

Within Australia, average educational outcomes for migrants are comparable to those of 

their Australian-born peers, and there is evidence that migrant students tend to persist in their 

education (Marks, 2010a; Thomson, De Bortoli & Buckley, 2013). However, the long-term 

benefits of educational attainment for migrants are less clear. Research suggests that 



C te    nt o t on 

4 

unemployment rates for migrants are higher than for the Australian-born population with 

e uivalent ualifications A S  2013c  Hugo  Vas Dev  Wall  oung  Sharma  Kelly  

2011 . Comparative Australian research on education-to-employment transitions for 

migrants is limited  possibly due to the limited availability of data on sub-groups of the 

migrant population. In particular  the longer-term employment experiences and levels of 

wellbeing for migrants who complete their schooling in Australia are not well documented  

nor is the extent to which outcomes vary dependent on migrant visa background that is  

skilled  family reunion or humanitarian entrant  or how these outcomes compare across 

migrant groups eumann  2013 . Examinations over the life course are scarce Hugo et al.  

2011  Hugo  cDougall  Tan  eist  2014 .  

Humanitarian entrants have the youngest age structure of all migrant groups coming into 

Australia  with a higher proportion being children who receive their education here 

Department of Immigration and order Protection DI P  2015a  2015b . Policy provisions  

such as settlement services for permanent new arrivals  are comparatively well regarded 

internationally  however  improvements have been recommended Spinks  2009  nited 

ations High Commissioner for Refugees HCR  2004 . The most comprehensive 

support services are provided to refugee and humanitarian entrants  a particularly vulnerable 

group within the migrant population due to their socio-economic circumstances Hugo et al.  

2011 . These migrants tend to live in less economically prosperous areas with fewer 

resources. Their employment outcomes also tend to be much poorer than those of other 

migrant groups  especially in the first generation Hugo et al.  2011  Hugo et al.  2014  

Khoo  2012 . As the number of migrants continues to increase  the way Australia supports 

transitions from education to work is likely to affect the nature of Australian society in the 

future  as well as the life experiences of migrants themselves oint Standing Committee on 

igration  2017a  2017b  Productivity Commission  2016 . 

 o e and fo us of the resear h 
This study aims to contribute to research on the migrant experience for young Australians  

aged 15 to 25 years  through analysis of longitudinal data to provide a longer-term 

perspective on education  employment  wellbeing and settlement. y research goals are to  

• Compare outcomes such as educational achievement  educational attainment  

employment status and wellbeing according to migrant status  
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• use a proxy factor methodology for migrant status to identify indicative educational, 

employment and wellbeing outcomes for young Australians; and 

• use a mixed-methods design to assist with the interpretation of the quantitative 

findings, and to test theories on migrant transitions from education to employment 

and associated wellbeing as part of settlement success. 

In this thesis, relevant literature on education, employment and wellbeing will be reviewed, 

outlining findings in Australia with international references. Associated theoretical 

approaches and concepts are also considered to provide guidance for the research design of 

the investigation. 

Understanding transitions from education to employment is a complex and challenging task. 

There are many possible trajectories for moving from school to part-time work or further 

education and into employment. While the time taken to move from education into full-time 

employment for all young people is now longer than previously, young migrants appear to 

experience even longer transition times (National Centre for Vocational Education Research 

[NCVER], 2014b; Stanwick, Lu, Rittie & Cricelli, 2014). Traditional assumptions about the 

‘fit’ between educational qualifications and occupational outcomes does not necessarily 

apply to all young migrants, in particular to refugee and humanitarian entrants. This appears 

to be an under-researched area, hampered by gaps in knowledge associated with the 

inadequate collection of data on visa category and country of origin (Creagh, 2014; 

Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA), 2013). While case studies provide useful insights, 

quantitative comparative research is lacking (Stepick & Stepick, 2010). Existing Australian 

research suggests that outcomes appear mixed in that, although migrants are persisting with 

their education, they appear to have considerably poorer employment outcomes. This 

appears to be more so for first-generation migrants (born overseas), and young women 

(OECD/European Union, 2015). 

While human capital theory predicts that higher levels of educational attainment improve the 

likelihood of employment and contribution to national productivity, this theory fails to 

consider the range of factors that influence individuals in the education-to-employment 

transition (Lareau, 2015). Other theories place greater emphasis on social and cultural 

capital, such as segmented assimilation, but do not adequately account for variation in 
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achievements in Australia Portes  ernande -Kelly   Haller  2009 . Comparative 

integration context theory Crul  Schneider  2010  and multiculturalism erry  2005  

odood  2014  are descriptive frameworks that include emphasis on the host environment 

more explicitly. They provide additional explanation yet still do not sufficiently explain 

variation in life satisfaction Stanton-Sala ar  2011  Waters  Tran  Kasinit   ollenkopf  

2010  Stepick  Stepick  2010 . In the study of migrant transitions  psychological concepts 

such as wellbeing may assist in understanding the variation in outcomes  while offering new 

avenues for government programs seeking to enhance migrants  transitions from education 

to employment Hendriks  artram  2017  Seligman  2002 .  

Enhancing wellbeing  in the sense of enabling the fulfilment of individual potential and 

talents  is already a policy objective of education and immigration settlement programs in 

Australia Council of Australian overnments COA  2009  DSS  2015a  Paxton  2011 . 

Subjective wellbeing is associated with a range of outcomes including health  education and 

employment Cole  Daly  ak  2009  oble  Wyatt  Carbines  Robb  2008 . Wellbeing 

is a potentially useful concept to employ in a study of migrant transitions from education to 

employment as it provides a relative personal indicator of success  which measures 

something different to a traditional success  measure of income.  Thus  in addition to the 

more economic-focused outcomes such as educational attainment and type of employment  

measures of personal wellbeing contribute to a more holistic view of settlement success. 

Therefore  in comparing the education-to-employment transitions of young migrant people 

and those of longer-term Australians  this study also explores the wellbeing of refugee and 

humanitarian entrants. 

 utline of thesis ha ters 
This introduction summarises the rationale  scope and focus of my research. Chapter 2 

reviews the literature on the nature of migrants  educational experiences in Australian 

secondary schools  with a focus on educational outcomes and transitions to employment or 

further education.  It examines the extent to which existing research explores the complexity 

of migrants  educational and employment experiences. Additionally  the chapter reviews 

research on young people s wellbeing. Differences in outcomes between sub-populations 

and cultural groups with those of the longer-term Australian population are also discussed. 

Research on youth migrant settlement experiences in other countries is also reviewed  

including studies that compare Australia s performance with other countries.  
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The third chapter examines theoretical concepts and provides an Australian context that may 

assist in identifying and explaining differences in outcomes between sub-groups. The 

usefulness of various concepts of capital (financial, human, social and cultural) in 

understanding variations in outcomes according to migrant status is discussed. The concept 

of wellbeing in understanding education-to-employment transitions and the usefulness of 

cross-disciplinary perspectives is also explored. Four approaches in explaining settlement 

outcomes - human capital theory, segmented assimilation, comparative integration context 

theory, and the Australian context of multiculturalism - are considered. Following this 

analysis, I then build an explanatory model which outlines the main influences on transitions 

through education to employment and on the wellbeing of migrant groups, with a focus on 

refugee and humanitarian entrants in Australia. Initial discussion of the research questions 

concludes the chapter. 

The methodology for the analysis is explained in Chapter 4. The chapter commences with a 

summary of the main contributions of this research followed by a more detailed set of 

research questions. The conceptual model is transposed into an analytical model to guide the 

analysis. The research design incorporates mixed methods using secondary analysis of 

quantitative data, and an analysis of qualitative data generated by semi-structured interviews. 

Limitations of various data sources are discussed and selection of the Longitudinal Surveys 

of Australian Youth (LSAY) (Australian Government Department of Education and 

Training. 2014a; NCVER, 2014a) data is justified. A detailed verification strategy to check 

analytical findings related to refugee and humanitarian entrants is presented. Following a 

discussion of variables, including preliminary descriptive analysis, the analytical strategy is 

detailed. The second phase of qualitative data collection and preliminary analysis concludes 

the chapter. These data complement the quantitative research, providing a more detailed 

understanding of the results (Creswell, 2008; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011).  

The subsequent three chapters present the research findings in terms of outcomes specific to 

Education (Chapter 5), Employment (Chapter 6) and Wellbeing (Chapter 7). These chapters 

each address the research questions, with the Education chapter examining occupational 

expectations (due to its link with education outcomes), academic achievement and 

educational attainment through school and into further education. The Employment chapter 

examines employment status soon after school completion and then at age 25. The 

Wellbeing chapter focuses on wellbeing, migrant status and gender.  
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urther integrating the findings  Chapter 8 links the themes of the study into the discussion 

of settlement outcomes. A model of transitions is presented  followed by a discussion of the 

extent to which the findings are consistent with the four theoretical approaches. 

Chapter 9 concludes the thesis  highlighting its contributions to understanding the education-

to-employment transitions of migrants in Australia. Limitations of the research  suggestions 

for future research and policy implications are discussed.  

 ontri ution 
This thesis makes four important contributions. irstly  the mixed methods se uential 

explanatory research design is innovative in its use to address identified migrant research 

analysis gaps in Australia. It uses uantitative comparative analysis based on the 

Longitudinal Surveys of Australian outh from 2003 to 2013 informing interviews with 

experienced providers. Secondly  linking the chapter themes of education  employment and 

wellbeing to the integration context of settlement in Australia provides a more holistic view 

to guide government policy and migrant service providers  practice. The third contribution to 

new knowledge is the interrogation of theoretical perspectives  human capital theory  

segmented assimilation theory  comparative integration context theory  considered within the 

context of Australian multiculturalism which suggests that further development of theoretical 

perspectives is warranted. inally  this thesis identifies gaps in available longitudinal 

uantitative survey data that suggest possibilities for further research. 

 u ary 
This introduction provides the rationale for the study  describes the scope and focus of the 

research and outlines the thesis chapters as illustrated in igure 1.1. The structure of the 

thesis focussing on education  employment and wellbeing themes is designed to synthesise 

the uantitative and ualitative findings. This is then followed by further integration of 

outcomes in the Discussion  considering applicability of theories on migrant transitions as 

part of settlement success.  

iven gaps in research and data restrictions that will be outlined in later chapters  the 

research goal is to use a proxy factor methodology of migrant status to compare outcomes 

such as educational achievement  educational attainment  employment status and wellbeing 

of young Australians from 2003 to 2013.  
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Figure 1.1  Thesis overview 
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Chapter 2  Literature review  

2  

In this chapter I review the literature on young people's transitions from education to 

employment in Australia focusing on the experiences of migrants and their wellbeing. The 

chapter begins with a summary of the policies relating to immigrant settlement in Australia; 

particularly selection policy, visa category and settlement services. The education and 

employment outcomes of longer-term Australians and more recently arrived migrants are 

then discussed and compared.3,4 The literature on young peoples’ transitions from education 

to employment, including their wellbeing and the migrant experience, is discussed and the 

reasons for these gaps are explored. Research from a range of disciplines is considered to 

identify gaps in knowledge to shape later research questions. 

2.1 Immigrants to Australia 

Australia was first inhabited by the Indigenous peoples for 50 000 years – known as 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, also referred to as First Peoples. Britain colonised 

Australia in the late 18th Century, using it as a penal settlement. Free settlers mainly from 

Britain and Ireland, and Chinese miners during the 1850 gold rushes increased the migrant 

population in separate colonies (Liebig, 2007; Productivity Commission, 2016). The 

colonies joined together as one nation in Federation in 1901, still retaining an identity as part 

of the British Empire. Reportedly tensions and fears for jobs between non-European 

migrants and those from Asia led to an emerging nationalism with policies restricting non-

white immigrants (White Australia Policy) until 1945 (Liebig, 2007; White & Tadesse, 

2007). Immigration policy in the post-war period changed to active recruitment and 

settlement of European migrants, with Australia’s population increasing from about 7.4 

million in 1945 to over 13 million in 1970. Around 3 million of this increase has been 

 
3 There are two broad categories of migrants of interest in this thesis: first generation (those who were born overseas) and 

second generation (those born in Australia with at least one parent who is a first-generation immigrant) (Thomson, De 
Bortoli, & Buckley., 2013). 

4 I acknowledge the categorical approach can be problematic relating to identity and ethnicity; however, I suggest that the 
thesis findings can provide additional insights beyond what is currently reported. As a white woman with one parent English-
born, I would fit into a research category of second-generation migrant female from a non-refugee source country 
background. 
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attributed to immigration (Productivity Commission, 2016). In the 1960s with an increased 

trade focus on Asia, and the development of a focus on skilled migration, the White 

Australia policy was renounced in 1973. Refugee crises in Timor Leste and Vietnam led to 

substantial refugee migrant intakes with an Asian background from the late 1970s. The 

enactment of the 1975 Racial Discrimination Act prohibiting discrimination based on ethnic 

origin supported a more diverse inclusive society (Liebig, 2007)5. 

Australia’s migrant intake this century continues to include immigrants from a wide range of 

countries and is characterised by a high level of cultural diversity. In the language of policy 

and research migrants from non-English speaking countries are often referred to as: coming 

from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD6) backgrounds or non-English-speaking 

backgrounds (NESB), being from a language background other than English (LBOTE), or 

having English as an additional language/dialect (EAL/D). Additionally, we need to consider 

that people from varied language and cultural backgrounds also have different experiences 

and understanding of their settlement country, influenced by how long they have lived there, 

often reflected by generations of settlement (Noble & Ang, 2018). 

In 2016, more than 28 per cent of the Australian population was born overseas (6.9 million, 

ABS, 2017a & b). The highest overseas-born populations are from the United Kingdom (5.0 

per cent), New Zealand (2.5 per cent), the People's Republic of China (2.2 per cent) and 

India (1.9 per cent). Overall, the proportion of migrants coming from Asia and Africa is 

increasing, with the proportion of overseas-born residents from European countries of birth 

declining (Department of Immigration and Border Protection [DIBP, 2015a], Department of 

Home Affairs [DHA], 2015a7). Currently, around one-quarter of all Australians aged 

between 12 and 24 years are either first- or second-generation migrants with CALD 

backgrounds (Hugo, McDougall, Tan, & Feist, 2014) - so, a sizeable number of migrants 

who are likely to be engaged in education and training. 

 
5 For more extensive discussion of Australian migration history and approaches to integration please refer to two volumes - 

Multiculturalism and Integration (Jupp & Clyne, 2011) and Becoming Australian (Galligan, Boese & Phillips, 2014). 
6 The term CALD is used by others to describe populations (e.g. Hugo, 2011), but is not a useful term when describing a 

person, as an individual cannot be a culturally and linguistically diverse person. 
7 The Department of Immigration and Border Protection role was incorporated into the Department of Home Affairs on 

20/12/2017. Previous arrangements included the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) up until 2013. 
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The most common policy rationale for immigration in Australia is primarily economic, in 

that as Australia’s fertility rate is below population replacement levels, without immigration 

an ageing population would leave a shortfall in productivity and have a negative impact on 

economic growth (DIBP, 2015a; Productivity Commission, 2006). In 2013, net overseas 

migration contributed to about 60 per cent of Australia's population growth. In addition to 

permanent migration, temporary visas such as student visas are a major component of net 

overseas migration. 

Since the early 1970s, the ability of migrants to contribute to Australian society (rather than 

their country of origin) has been the main basis of selection for the migration program. Other 

countries known for their large intake of permanent migrants, described as ‘settlement 

countries’ include the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK) and Canada (Phillips & 

Simon-Davies, 2017; Spinks, 2009). Australia’s current selection policy differs to that of many 

other nations with a strong focus on skilled migration (Productivity Commission, 2016). In 

more recent years, up until 2019 (Brexit date) the UK has had freedom of movement across the 

European Union (EU), and generally freedom to work as well. The tier and points-based 

system introduced in the UK in 2008 only applies to potential immigrants who reside outside 

of the European Union. Both the US and UK have a large proportion of unskilled migrants 

(OECD/European Union, 2015; Productivity Commission, 2016).8  

The OECD nation with the immigration policy most similar to Australia is Canada. The 

Canadian Government also emphasises broadly desirable human capital, with points based on 

educational background, proficiency in English and French, previous work experience, age, 

offer of employment and financial capacity. Canada offers a significant refugee resettlement 

system, both government-assisted and privately sponsored. It is thought that, due to having 

similar policies, Canada and Australia share the most comparable education outcomes for 

migrants in OECD comparisons (Marks, 2010a; OECD/European Union, 2015). 

2.1.1 Visa category 

Understanding visa categories is important for analysing the educational and employment 

outcomes of migrant populations. Australia’s permanent immigrant selection policy has two 

 
8 Forced migration and domestic politics have significantly increased the focus on immigration responses across Europe, the 

Middle East and North America, as well as Australia. 
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main components: a migration program for skilled and family migrants, and a humanitarian 

program for refugees and others in refugee-like situations (DHA, 2018).  

2.1.1.1 Skilled Migration Program 

Although skilled migrants may bring dependent family members, the focus of Australia's 

Skilled Migration Program is to provide Australia with the workers needed to address job 

shortages. Skilled migrants are expected to be successful in the labour market, have a high 

rate of labour force participation, and a low rate of unemployment (DHA, 2018). The 

migration program for skilled and family migrants (with an annual intake of 190,000 people) 

includes 128,550 skilled stream places and is based on a skills assessment or points system. 

Employer-sponsored is the largest proportion of the skilled stream (38%). There are smaller 

intakes of skilled independent, area sponsored, business investment, and distinguished talent 

migrants. The family stream (30.8% of program) includes partners, children, parents and 

extended family. There are also a small number of special eligibility migrants (DHA, 2018; 

Phillips & Simon-Davies, 2017).  

A review of the labour market outcomes of recent migrants from the skilled and family 

streams found that, for the primary applicant in the skilled stream, there were positive 

employment and labour force participation outcomes relative to the general Australian 

population. However, the outcomes of their partners and others under the family stream were 

poorer. There is no test for skills or language ability in the family stream (DIBP, 2015a).  

2.1.1.2 Humanitarian Program 

The Humanitarian Program aims to respond to situations of armed conflict and human rights 

abuses that result in people being forced to leave their homes and seek asylum in another 

country as refugees. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

reported that over 60 million people had been forcibly displaced globally - the largest 

number in UNHCR history. They estimate that over 20 million of them are refugees, and 

more than half are children (UNHCR, 2017).9 

 
9 The ongoing debate on Australia’s response to managing arrivals (see for example, the inquiry into migrant settlement 

outcomes, Joint Standing Committee on Migration, 2017a & b) is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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Australia’s Humanitarian Program has two components relating to migrants: onshore arrivals 

- applying for protection (or asylum) after arrival in Australia, and offshore applications: 

• The onshore protection/asylum component fulfils Australia's international obligations 

by offering protection to people already in Australia who are found to be refugees 

according to the United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees. This 

is based on the 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol (UNHCR, 2019) 

relating to the Status of Refugees: a refugee is defined as a person who ‘owing to 

well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of 

his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of 

the protection of that country’ (known as asylum-seekers until their cases are 

determined). 

• The offshore resettlement component goes beyond these obligations and offers 

resettlement to people overseas (DHA, 2018). 

The offshore resettlement component consists of two categories of permanent visas: 

• Refugee category - for people who are subject to persecution in their home country, 

are typically outside their home country, and need resettlement. Most of these 

applicants are referred by UNHCR to Australia. The refugee category includes 

Refugee, In-country Special Humanitarian, Emergency Rescue, and Woman at Risk 

visa sub-classes. 

• Special Humanitarian Programme (SHP) - for people outside their home country who 

experience substantial discrimination amounting to gross violation of human rights in 

their home country, and the immediate family of persons who have been granted 

protection in Australia. They must be supported by an eligible proposer (DHA, 

2018). 

In September 2015, the Australian Government made a commitment to increase the 

allocation of 13,750 places by another 12,000 to respond to the Syrian and Iraqi refugee 

crises. Australia’s total Humanitarian Program rose to 16,250 places in 2017-18 and to 

18,750 places from 2018-19 onwards (DSS, 2018a; 2018b).  
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The proportions and magnitude within and across the two programs are not without 

controversy, impacting upon states’ and cities’ infrastructure unequally. The impact of 

immigration selection policy has implications for education resourcing, including student 

support, curriculum inclusiveness, and outcomes such as comparative educational 

achievement and attainment (Naidoo, 2015).10 Some researchers argue that young people 

with limited employment opportunities are adversely affected by migration because of 

increased competition for low-skilled jobs (Birrell, 2010; Birrell & Healy, 2013).  

Within the total migrant population, humanitarian migrants are generally more vulnerable 

than other migrants accepted, such as those from the Skilled Migration Program. It is 

assumed this is because of factors such as: being forced to leave their homeland, being 

unable to prepare for migration, having limited resources, having low levels of English 

proficiency, having experienced severe trauma, and often the lack of family and social 

networks that other migrants may have (Gray, Graycar & Nicolaou, 2012; Kaplan, Stolk, 

Valibhoy, Tucker, & Baker, 2016). Consequently, it has been argued that humanitarian 

migrants may need more support and adjustment time to settle into Australia and participate 

effectively in their communities (Refugee Council of Australia [RCOA], 2010a). The 

Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN) also argues that other migrants coming to 

Australia from particular neighbouring countries (i.e. countries with significant conflicts) 

may also have refugee-like experiences affecting their educational experiences and 

wellbeing, and there will be commonalities in their backgrounds and cultures (MYAN, 2016; 

RCOA, 2016). 

The Refugee Council estimates that over 800,000 refugee and humanitarian entrants have 

settled in Australia, with more than three-quarters of these accepted since 1948, accounting 

for approximately three per cent of Australia’s population (RCOA, 2013). Humanitarian 

entrants11 have the youngest age structure of all migrant groups coming to Australia, with a 

high proportion having children who receive their education in Australia (Hugo et al., 2011).  

 
10 In this thesis educational achievement refers to grades and test scores to track progress, whereas attainment refers to 

completion of qualifications such as certificates or degrees.  
11 Throughout this thesis, I refer to people who have resettled in Australia on refugee and humanitarian visas as refugee and 

humanitarian entrants, refugee entrants, or people from refugee backgrounds. This follows the Refugee Council of Australia’s 
terminology guidance. It acknowledges the concern that being forced to flee your homeland is an experience not an identity. 
Yet the refugee experience does have a significant impact on a person’s settlement in Australia, especially in the early years 
(RCOA, 2010a; 2010b). 
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Unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors are considered a particularly vulnerable group 

(Correa-Velez et al., 2014).  

Each year, between 13,000 and 20,000 refugee and humanitarian entrants are accepted into 

Australia and around four per cent of young people aged 12-24 have refugee backgrounds 

(Hugo et al., 2014).  Immigrants, including humanitarian entrants and their families, are 

likely to have experience with the Australian schooling system. How they transition into 

further education and employment is an important part of their settlement into Australia and 

will have long-term effects on their wellbeing and capacity to contribute (PC, 2016). 

2.2 The settlement experience 

Settlement refers to a time when migrants gradually re-establish a feeling of control and 

normalcy over their life. This may be different from life before migration (Colic-Peisker & 

Tilbury, 2003). The intent of services to support migrants includes fostering social and 

economic participation, personal wellbeing, independence and community connectedness 

(DSS, 2018a). 

2.2.1 Settlement services 

Government settlement services evolved from post-World War II migration to support an 

increasingly diverse population within policy frameworks such as assimilation and 

integration to multiculturalism. Responsibility for the Australian Government policy for 

Multicultural Australia now rests with the Department of Home Affairs. In a recent 

statement policy: Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, Successful (DHA, 2017) the 

government emphasises shared values and mutual obligations between government, 

community and the individual, encouraging the economic and social participation of new 

arrivals to contribute to Australian society.  

The Department of Social Services (DSS) also provides an array of settlement services for 

migrants.  In a recent policy statement DSS states that it:  

works to improve the lifetime wellbeing of migrants and refugees settling in 
Australia by responding to their specific needs, encouraging their independence and 
participation in the Australian community. We support a productive, harmonious 
and diverse society for all Australians. (DSS, 2015a) 
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Australia’s settlement services include programs in areas such as accommodation and health, 

English language tuition and interpreting (DSS, 2018a), and appear to be comparatively well 

regarded internationally (UNHCR, 2004). To settle successfully within a community, 

migrants, and especially CALD migrants, need to adjust across a range of domains including 

social, economic, political and cultural dimensions (Khoo, 2012). The services to migrants 

vary depending on their visa category with a focus on meeting their fundamental needs. 

Examples of settlement services include:  

• Humanitarian Settlement Program: provides tailored support to humanitarian entrants 

for 6-12 months. 

• Settlement Grants Program: aims to assist eligible migrants to become self-reliant 

and participate equitably in Australian society during the first five years, through a 

community priority-needs grants process. This program was reconfigured as the 

Settlement Engagement and Transition Support program in 2018. 

• The Adult Migrant Education Program: provides English tuition for migrants and 

humanitarian entrants of up to 510 hours (DSS, 2018a). 

• Intensive English Centres: provide language services for children and young people 

prior to moving to mainstream educational services. (All school-age children are 

expected to attend school, even if parents are on bridging visas or are described as 

irregular maritime arrivals.) 

• Employment services: support visa holders in gaining employment (through 

jobactive).  Access to the range of services depends on the immigrant visa class 

(DSS, 2015b; RCOA, 2014; Spinks, 2009). 

There are also programs with a social cohesion and early intervention focus that aim to 

include young people, refugees and migrants. For example, The Strong and Resilient 

Communities program aims to improve migrants’ transitions to life in Australia and ensure 

the lifetime wellbeing of families and children (DSS, 2017). The Settlement Council of 

Australia, responding to diverse assistance practices, developed a set of national standards 

for the delivery of settlement services (SCOA, 2016b). These standards encompass service 
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delivery in the fields of education and training, health and wellbeing, language services, 

housing, transport, civic participation, family and social support, and justice. 

2.2.1.1 Young immigrants and refugees  

It has been argued that young people may experience settlement differently from adults due 

to their age, developmental stage and position within the family (MYAN, 2016). Recently, 

advocates in the non-government sector developed a National Youth Settlement Framework 

to address the issues of young people from migrant backgrounds who were ‘falling through 

gaps’ of broader settlement or mainstream youth service systems (Centre for Multicultural 

Youth, 2015; MYAN, 2015, 2016).  

The National Youth Settlement Framework focuses on social, economic and civic 

participation as well as personal wellbeing (more information will be provided on this 

framework later in Chapter 3: Theories, concepts and context). Many young people with 

refugee backgrounds are exposed to traumatic events and disruptions to family relationships, 

which may affect their cognitive functioning, and almost always need to acquire a new 

language in the country of settlement (Kaplan et al., 2016). Even with the substantial 

challenges of settling into Australia as a refugee and the asylum-seeking experience, young 

migrants have a range of resources and strengths. They have survived, adapted, and are 

resourceful, responsible and resilient. Their experiences give them broader international 

knowledge, multilingual skills, an awareness of many cultures and communities and, often, a 

strong desire to achieve educationally and to work (MYAN & Centre for Multicultural 

Youth, 2015; Harris, A., Marlowe & Nyuon, 2014).12 So many young people from migrant 

background have significant challenges, but with personal drive, seeing opportunities and 

accessing assistance to cross barriers, impressive outcomes can be achieved to higher 

education and employment (Naidoo, 2015b). 

A major issue identified is inadequate English skills. For many recent arrivals, such as young 

refugee entrants, they have up to 12 months of intensive English language instruction. 

However, this is considered insufficient by some (Weekes, Phelan, Macfarlane, Pinson & 

Francis, 2011). Students who experienced interrupted schooling require more support to 

 
12 The Australian Government has recently trialled several initiatives in youth transition services and career pathways for 

refugees, currently in the pilot stage (DSS, 2018a). This array of programs provides a range of services; however, it appears 
complex to negotiate. Although there seems to be a family focus, with some reference to young people, advocates have 
questioned whether this is sufficient to improve transitions to employment (RCOA, 2010a, b & c). 
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cope successfully with secondary schooling, undertake further training and to obtain 

employment (Olliff & Couch, 2005). 

• There is limited research that specifically examined the education and training 

experiences of refugee young people of post-compulsory school age settling in 

Australia (e.g. Miller, Ziaian, & Esterman, 2018; The Refugee Council of Australia, 

2010a). Several factors that impact on the success of refugee and humanitarian 

entrants’ education and training include both individual and system issues, such as: 

torture and trauma, developmental delays, learning disabilities and classroom 

dynamics 

• juggling settlement, education and family responsibilities 

• literacy levels of students from oral-based cultures 

• refugee young people’s aspirations, expectations and reality 

• difficulties navigating different education systems, and the structures around age and 

year level 

• regional settlement and English as an additional language/dialect (EAL/D) provision 

• pastoral and other support services within education and training systems 

• homework support (Kaplan et al., 2016; RCOA, 2010a; 2010b). 

RCOA (2010b) identifies a complex web of post-compulsory pathways and services that 

young migrants must navigate, interacting between specialist settlement services and 

mainstream providers as illustrated in the state of New South Wales (NSW) (refer to Figure 

2.1). 
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Figure 2.1 Post-compulsory education and training pathways in NSW (2010) 

 

Source: RCOA, 2010b: Finding the right time and place, exploring post-compulsory education and training 
pathways for young people from refugee backgrounds in NSW, p. 5, Permission to reprint supplied. 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the complexity of education and training pathways.  While transitions 

advisors are available there are often different service providers, and given the difficult 

circumstances refugee entrants may have experienced, they may find it challenging to 

navigate these pathways and to trust advisors. 

Failure to meet the educational needs of students from refugee backgrounds at high school, 

and a lack of alternative post-compulsory educational and training pathways, may lead to 

higher levels of disengagement and social exclusion among this group (RCOA, 2010b; 
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Vinson, Rawsthorne, Beavis & Ericson, 2015). Acknowledging that educational 

disengagement for any young person is problematic (MYAN NSW, 2013) the question of 

interest in this thesis is whether the risk for migrants, including refugee or humanitarian 

entrants is greater than for other young Australians, and if so, why?  In 2010, RCOA argued 

that there is a paucity of data on educational and employment pathways for the five-year 

period following entry to Australia for humanitarian entrants aged 16 or older, and, in 

particular, for those who have had seven years or less of schooling (RCOA, 2010b; 2010c).  

2.2.1.2 Geographic location 

While opportunities in life are shaped by individuals and their family circumstances, they are 

also influenced by geography, often described as the ‘neighbourhood effect’ (Johnston, Lee, 

Shah, Shields & Spinks, 2014; Vinson et al., 2015). The socio-economic status (SES) of a 

neighbourhood and its ethnic composition can influence student outcomes. Other factors 

such as household structure, and the characteristics of school attended, also affect outcomes. 

While the high correlations between the characteristics of schools and neighbourhoods make 

it difficult to isolate contributing factors, research suggests that students living in less 

affluent neighbourhoods are more likely to aspire to vocational education and training (VET) 

than apply to university when they leave school (Johnston et al., 2014: Webb, Black, 

Morton, Plowrights & Roy, 2015). 

Migrant settlement occurs mainly in major metropolitan centres in Australia, with 

concentrations according to country of origin located in specific areas (ABS, 2018c; Hugo et 

al., 2014) and some regional settlement. Given that resources and support should be 

culturally appropriate, the locations of particular populations have implications for service 

provision (Settlement Council of Australia, 2013). One reason for refugee and humanitarian 

entrants settling in metropolitan areas is the relatively high levels of support available 

through family, cultural or faith-based networks (Hugo et al., 2011). For several years the 

Australian Government has been increasing the proportion of refugees and humanitarian 

entrants settling in regional areas. If refugees originally came from a rural area and/or have 

skills that are suited to rural areas, there can be mutual benefits with increasing populations 

in dwindling population regions. Locations where this occurs includes settling Iraqi’s in 

Shepparton, Victoria; Burmese in Mount Gambier, South Australia; and Afghans in Young, 

NSW (RCOA, 2010a). 
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There is debate about whether significant concentrations of migrants and refugees leads to 

positives in academic achievement and social support, or to the potential for ethnic enclaves, 

and increased social disadvantage and potential for antisocial activity (Edgar, 2013; Haski-

Leventhal, Lyons, & Adams, 2009; in the US - Madyun & Lee, 2010). Often the challenge 

of affordable accommodation leads migrants to settle in less affluent areas with more limited 

employment prospects. In Sydney and Melbourne, there was a greater likelihood of 

increased social disadvantage with poorer employment outcomes and an increased likelihood 

of over-qualification (Edgar, 2013). When a broad cross-section of the community accesses a 

range of facilities, including educational and social services, there is improved social 

cohesion and economic outcomes (Eagle, Macy & Claxton, 2010; Markus, 2014). Once 

financially established, later generations from some ancestry groups move to more affluent 

suburbs (Edgar, 2013).  

Mixed views exist on the success of regional settlement. Reported benefits for the 

‘receiving’ regional communities include maintaining the population, building capacity in 

regional areas, increasing cultural diversity and reinvigorating towns (DSS, 2014). However, 

there are a range of infrastructure issues that need to be addressed including the availability 

of suitable accommodation, education and employment opportunities, health services, and 

community services to support new arrivals who may have experienced trauma (Correa-

Velez & Onsando, 2009; Hugo et al., 2011; Khoo, 2012). A review of NSW post-

compulsory education and training pathways identified that the limited availability of 

resources, and of understanding settlement needs in regional areas, are an issue, particularly 

where the number of arrivals is insufficient to warrant the establishment of Intensive English 

Centres (RCOA, 2010b). Vocational education and training opportunities are available in 

some larger regional centres but more courses with links to local economic opportunities are 

required (Allison, Gorringe & Lacey, 2006). 

While the difficulties for migrants in regional Australia reflect those experienced by other 

Australians to some extent, migrants face additional challenges. Even with increased digital 

resources, geography continues to be a strong influence on young peoples’ career choices in 

urban fringe, rural and regional areas in Australia. Practical considerations such as distance 

from learning centres, lack of transport and high costs, lack of broadband access, and limited 

education providers and programs, can constrain options for sub-groups unevenly (Webb et 

al., 2015). The fact that migrants often live within distinct cultural communities and/or 
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migrant communities in specific locations, makes it difficult to isolate the influence of 

geography on education, employment and wellbeing migrant outcomes. 

2.3 The transition from education to work  

Australia's education and training system involves five sectors: early childhood education 

and care; schooling from primary/elementary through to senior secondary; further education 

including vocational education and training; higher education (mainly university); and adult 

and community education. While education is the constitutional responsibility of state and 

territory governments in Australia, the federal government plays a policy role through its 

funding contributions to each sector. The movement of young people through schooling into 

further education (if participating) and employment involves transitioning between several 

different education sectors.  

2.3.1 Education 

Improving equity in educational outcomes and reducing disadvantage are primary goals of 

Australian educational policy. The Educational Goals for Young Australians: 2009-2012 

includes refugee status as potentially contributing to educational disadvantage: 

Improving educational outcomes for all young Australians is central to the nation's 
social and economic prosperity and will position young people to live fulfilling, 
productive and responsible lives … Australian schooling promotes equity and 
excellence: including reducing the effect of other sources of disadvantage, such as 
disability, homelessness, refugee status and remoteness. (Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2008) 

One criticism of Australian and state and territory government policies is that provision of 

targeted support differs between jurisdictions. Refugee education is typically included within 

broader education policies concerned with social justice, multiculturalism and English 

language provision. Researchers argue that this ignores the significantly different learning 

needs and socio-cultural adjustments necessary for refugee students to succeed compared 

with other migrants and international students (Matthews, 2008; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). 

One approach to develop expertise and prepare resources is through partnerships with non-

government agencies (Victorian Department of Education and Training, 2018; Foundation 

House, 2015). Specific bridging programs are available in some jurisdictions offering 
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flexibility for senior secondary and additional support. The availability of programs is 

dependent upon their viability; thus they are offered mainly within government education 

systems (Australian Capital Territory Department of Education and Training, 2015). 

An Australian comparative overview of the transitions from education to employment for all 

young people was provided as part of an evaluation of the Youth Attainment and Transitions 

National Partnership (Dandolo Partners, 2014). However, research on migrant outcomes is 

limited and often appears contradictory. For example, some researchers present a mainly 

positive picture of the educational achievement of some migrants, including refugees, based 

on parent’s country of birth or groupings such as Indian or Asian13 (Marks, 2010a). Other 

researchers report contrasting results with outcomes varying seemingly dependent on the 

educational achievement measures used, or the migrant typology, such as LBOTE, NESB or 

migrant/non-migrant, or broad geo-political categories. (Beadle, 2014; Creagh, 2014, Khoo, 

2012). Thus, it is a confused and contested field in part because of difficulties with 

categories. There is a need for clarity, however, migrant and refugee education does not 

appear to be a recent Australian government focus.  

In 2015, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG Educational Council, 2015) 

updated priority and governance arrangements for education. Communiques since 2015 have 

an increased focus on online assessment, Indigenous students, international education, 

disability, science and technology, early childhood, and initial teacher education.  However, 

young people from migrant backgrounds do not appear to be a priority, with only one agenda 

item related to assessing English language proficiency (COAG Educational Council, 2018). 

There are, however, some references to students at risk of radicalisation.  

Part of the challenge for identifying priorities and addressing what are ‘exceptions’ rather 

than the ‘usual’ is the emotional valence of events, the risks associated, how often positive or 

negative events occur, and the type of research that is conducted to examine outcomes. 

Rigorous comparative national longitudinal research enables examination of transitions on a 

population level with confidence in the reliability of the findings, that can be supplemented 

 
13Asia is a constructed geopolitical category that has been used to describe population groupings. Although some research 

reports on such groupings (e.g. Crosnoe & López Turley; 2011; Marks, 2010a), being ‘Asian’ or ‘South-East-Asian’ provides 
limited insight as a meaningful category as it covers many countries, peoples, faiths, languages etc., and hence I suggest in 
part the reason for the confused outcomes reported. Similarly, other groupings such as African or European potentially suffer 
similar problems. This is further discussed in Section 2.3.1. 
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by more in-depth focus on specific issues and narratives using trustworthy qualitative 

research (Shenton, 2004). It appears that earlier Australian research is not conclusive and has 

mixed findings on young migrant Australians. Looking internationally at reliable and 

trustworthy research on migrant outcomes, including Australia where possible, provides 

comparisons on practices and systems to identify research gaps. 

2.3.1.1 International schooling results 

How other nations manage the education of new arrivals to their country, identified 

influences and associated outcomes may provide insight for Australia. Research examining 

the educational outcomes of migrants which was conducted in Europe, the UK and the US, 

has generally focused on individual and family characteristics, such as social and economic 

capital, and in some cases ‘ethnic capital’ (Lenkeit et al., 2015; OECD 2012a; Shah, Dwyer 

& Modood, 2010). However, macro-level system characteristics can also play a role in 

outcomes (Lenkeit et al., 2015). A comprehensive comparison of all international schooling 

results is beyond the scope of this thesis, but a brief survey is provided mainly for the UK, 

US and Canada, countries described as similar to the Australian situation due to their 

colonial links and significant migrant intake. More elaboration occurs in Chapter 3, 

Theories, concepts and context; and Dronkers and de Heus (2012) and OECD publications 

provide extensive information. 

Students in England with migrant backgrounds achieved lower levels of educational 

attainment than those without migrant backgrounds (Lenkeit et al., 2015). Although family 

SES explained some of the difference in educational attainment, the gap remained. Lower 

levels of achievement and attainment are associated with: urban street culture and attaching 

lesser significance to educational achievement; racial stereotyping and lower academic 

expectations by teachers; and parenting styles. Lenkeit and others (2015) conclude that 

although family economic, cultural and social capital predict attainment across migrant and 

non-migrant groups, these associations differ substantially between migrant groups. Shah, 

Dwyer and Modood (2010) argue that insufficient attention has been given to the relation 

between education and ethnicity, that is groups of people with racial, cultural, religious, or 

other traits in common. The impact of education, political, economic and religious 

institutions of both countries of origin and countries of destination may also have an effect 

(Dronkers & de Heus, 2012). 
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In the US, Rumbaut and Portes (2001) report on the differing outcomes of a range of 

migrants from different countries. Focussing on poorer Mexican migrant outcomes - many of 

whom are undocumented - competing with a larger population in the US, their situation is 

contrasted with Cuban migrants with greater human capital and achieving greater social 

mobility. Particularly in the second generation other evidence of most migrants’ higher 

levels of educational attainment (Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2006), particularly in the 

secondary school years, led Crosnoe and López Turley (2011, p. 133) to argue that there is a 

positive ‘immigrant paradox’:  

[the] Paradox being that immigrant youth demonstrate greater educational outcomes 
in the relative absence of socio-economic advantages, such as high parental 
education and income, that is usually associated with school success, compared 
with children [of US born parents] … 

They conclude that the size of the immigrant paradox effect varies according to country of 

origin (Crosnoe & López Turley, 2011). This is influenced by migrant parents' human 

capital, family type, and modes of incorporation into the broader society (Portes & 

Fernandez-Kelly, 2008). Controlling for SES can strengthen the paradox for particular 

groups. The examination of European data by Lenkeit and others (2015) showed that the 

effect of family SES differed for students with and without migrant backgrounds, suggesting 

that it may also differ according to country of origin. For example, migrant youth from Asian 

countries tend to have access to higher levels of socio-economic resources and cultural 

capital due to their parents’ high levels of education (Lenkeit et al. 2015). This suggests that 

SES needs to be included in any study comparing migrant outcomes to longer term-

Australian outcomes to consider its effects also. 

Other international reports of educational achievement show that countries differ 

considerably regarding the extent of the disadvantage that migrants face at age 15 (OECD 

2012a & b). As mentioned earlier, some report the immigrant paradox of higher 

achievement, others report migrant disadvantage (Schnepf, 2008). Differences may relate to 

selection policies, cultural and linguistic factors, schooling policies, family support and 

scholarly practices, the labour market, and socio‐demographic characteristics (Watkins & 

Noble, 2014). Disadvantages are highest in former ‘guest worker’ countries like Germany 

and Switzerland (OECD, 2012a; 2012b; Schnepf, 2008). 
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Investigating where these differences at age 15 originate, some findings suggest that the 

cross‐country differences in educational achievement during the teen years are less evident 

during the early years. In spite of differences in resources of migrant parents, migrant 

selection rules, and settlement policies, there are significant similarities in the relative 

positions of 4‐ and 5‐year‐old children of immigrants in Australia, Canada, the UK, and the 

US (Washbrook, Waldfogel, Bradbury, Corak, & Ghanghro, 2012). If a language other than 

the official language is spoken at home, migrant children tend to perform lower than their 

counterparts in vocabulary tests, but not so in non-verbal cognitive domains, nor are there 

notable behavioural differences.  

One explanation is that countries with selective immigration policies demonstrate an 

immigrant advantage in academic achievement, which includes credit for host country 

language skills (Akther & Robinson, 2014). Some report that migrants to the USA and 

Western Europe show a disadvantage that persists into the second generation (OECD, 2006) 

but this finding is not universally reported - see below. Countries such as Australia, NZ, 

Canada and Singapore, with high proportions of skilled migrants, have demonstrated 

increased performance. Examining Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 

2012 reading, mathematics and science data, three groups (first-generation immigrant; 

second-generation immigrant; native-born) of 15-year-old students were compared in 

Australia, NZ, Canada and Singapore (Akther & Robinson, 2014). In NZ and Canada, there 

was no evidence of a consistent immigrant advantage or disadvantage. In Australia and 

Singapore, first- and second-generation immigrant students showed an advantage in all three 

subjects. However, in the United States, US-born children of immigrant parents scored 

considerably lower in all three domains than US‐born children of native‐born parents 

(OECD, 2006). Measures of capita - cultural, human and social capital (to be considered in 

more detail in the next chapter), were not effective in explaining variance (Akther & 

Robinson, 2014). Although there were generational analyses, and reference to migration 

selection policies, there was no reference to migrant type, for example, whether of refugee 

visa background or not. 

Other analysis highlights the importance of considering the diversity, not just the average 

results in the migrant achievement results, as migrants are a highly heterogeneous group 

(Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). Examining educational inequalities among Australia, Canada, 

Germany, NZ, Sweden, Switzerland, UK and US migrants, the results indicate that, for 
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almost all countries’ migrants, educational dispersion is considerably higher in the first than 

second generation, and it is higher than for longer-term citizens (described as ‘natives’ in 

OECD publications). Language skills impact more on educational achievement at the lower 

end of the achievement distribution than at the top of the achievement (Schnepf, 2008). 

There is also greater achievement dispersion for migrants than longer-term citizens in maths. 

Conclusions are that migrants’ achievements are very heterogeneous and depend on 

migrants’ country of origin. For some countries, differences are huge, such as in Australia, 

the UK and Switzerland (Schnepf, 2008). 

That differences among migrants is considerably less for second than for first-generation 

migrants indicates that high inequalities derive from countries’ intake of very heterogeneous 

immigrant groups. Schnepf (2008) posits that countries with higher dispersion of longer-

term citizens’ achievement, like NZ and Australia, are likely to also have higher educational 

dispersion of second-generation migrants (suggesting the countries are less successful in 

reducing inequality across their citizens). In countries where achievement is more equal, as 

in Canada, educational inequalities among migrants are also likely to be smaller. This is of 

note as Australia, Canada and NZ have similar migration policies, mainly selecting skilled 

migrants who mostly would be highly qualified with considerable human capital and 

resources. Schnepf (2008) suggests that educational policies are more important than migrant 

selection policies for explaining inequalities among migrants in the second generation. 

Others suggest that discrimination may play a role (Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). 

Focussing on later educational attainment around 2001, Reitz, Zhang and Hawkins (2011) 

again comment on the similar educational, occupational and income success of the visibly 

different, minority migrant second-generation in the US, Canada and Australia. This reveals 

common patterns of high achievement for the Chinese and South-Asian second generation, 

less for other Asian origins, and still less for those of Afro-Caribbean black origins. 

Relatively lower entry statuses for these migrant groups in the US are eliminated for the 

second generation, indicating they experience stronger upward intergenerational mobility 

(Reitz, Zhang, & Hawkins, 2011). They conclude cross-national differences in migrant 

success across countries are largely eliminated for the second generation. 

The Republic of Korea and Canada have the highest proportions in the OECD of 25-34 year 

olds holding a tertiary qualification (70% and 61% respectively; Australia’s proportion is 
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52%). Canada’s increase over recent years is partly due to much faster expansion of non-

university post-secondary education (Reitz, Zhang & Hawkins, 2011). Longitudinal analyses 

show a range of pathways to gain such qualifications with about three-quarters going straight 

to university, and those attending college mixing work with education over time (OECD, 

2010). The share of tertiary-educated foreign-born adults (25-64 year olds) in Canada is the 

highest across all OECD countries with data supplied (OECD, 2018b). Additionally, Canada 

has the lowest proportion of 25-34 year olds who have not completed their upper secondary 

education (7%). However, there are some territories with larger shares of young adults with 

low educational attainment - Northwest Territories (18%) and Nunavut (41%). These 

territories create geographical and economic challenges like the Australian situation.  

Other challenges also include lower employment rates for foreign-born adults in Canada; and 

pay disparities with tertiary-educated women in Canada earning 72 per cent of their male 

peers in 2015, which has almost been constant since 2005. In Australia, this pay disparity is 

76 per cent (OECD, 2018c). So, employment challenges continue in terms of equity by 

country of origin and gender for both Canada and Australia. 

Reviewing the international education outcomes of relatively similar, and high achieving 

countries provides insight into possible reasons for Australian outcomes. Canada’s similarity 

with Australia, in terms of colonial history, vast geography, composition of migrant groups, 

yet achieving somewhat more equitable and higher performance education outcomes, 

suggests that Canada’s education policies are more effective, or potentially less 

discrimination is occurring. However, their employment figures are not as consistently 

equitable. Much of this literature is based on OECD and PISA findings, so there is a need for 

other comparative research investigations14. The need for additional data will be further 

discussed later in this chapter, and Chapter 3 and 4. Attribution of differences is complex, 

appearing related to country of origin, migrant selection policies, cultural and linguistic 

factors, schooling policies, family support and scholarly practices, the labour market, 

geographic and socio‐demographic characteristics. I will now consider in more detail 

Australian outcomes and potential contributing factors. 

 
14 TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy 

Study) are also comparative surveys, however they focus on younger students aged 10 or14 years old. 
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2.3.2 Australian outcomes - achievement and attainment 

2.3.2.1 Achievement 

Australian research comparing the performance of LBOTE and non-LBOTE students in 

standardised tests such as the Programme for International Student Assessment15  (PISA, 

OECD, 2018a; 2018b, 2018c;2018d) and the Australian National Assessment Program - 

Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority (2018) has produced mixed results. NAPLAN testing is conducted each year in 

every primary and secondary school in Australia. Students are tested across five domains 

(reading, writing, spelling, grammar and punctuation, and numeracy) in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9.  

Using Victorian NAPLAN data to track students from Year 3 through to Year 7, Marks 

(2014) found that the mean achievement level of LBOTE students was not substantially 

lower than that of other students in each domain. In an earlier study, Marks (2010a) 

differentiated between migrant students according to country of origin. He found that 

although some migrant groups had lower scores for Year 9 numeracy and literacy, 

immigrants from Malaysia, Hong Kong, India and the two broad categories of Other Asia 

and Other Europe had significantly higher scores than the Australian comparison group.  

Using data for the Longitudinal Survey of Australian Youth (LSAY)16 2003 cohort and 

controlling for a range of relevant factors, Chesters (2015) found that first- and second-

generation NESB migrant students attained, on average, similar levels of achievement as 

non-Indigenous Australian students in PISA tests. In contrast, an examination of PISA 2012 

results conducted by Thomson and others (2013), indicated that non-LBOTE students 

recorded slightly higher, on average, levels of performance in scientific and reading literacy 

compared to LBOTE students. Their analysis also showed that, on average, first- and 

second-generation migrant students scored significantly higher than longer-term Australian 

students for mathematical literacy. In reading literacy, only second-generation migrant 

students scored significantly higher than longer-term Australians (Thomson et al., 2013).  

 
15 The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international assessment measuring student performance 

in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy. In 2018 over half a million 15-year-olds from 80 countries participated. 
16 The Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) track young people as they move from school into further study, 

work, and other destinations. Survey participants enter the study when they are about 15 years old and are contacted once a 
year until they are 25.  
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Australian research does not conclusively demonstrate that first-generation migrant students 

achieve at consistently higher levels than longer-term Australian students. There seems to be 

a confounding of migrant status, generational background and language. Further analysis 

suggests that particular groups within the LBOTE category differ in educational 

performance. Recently Creagh (2014) examined NAPLAN data in Queensland to test claims 

that there is little difference between the results of LBOTE and non-LBOTE students. 

Examining migrant students by visa class, she concluded: 

…visa category is clearly associated with performance, with students of refugee 
background performing, on average, at the lower end of the national minimum 
standard, whilst students from skilled migrant backgrounds are achieving results 
above the mean score of the total cohort. (Creagh, 2014, p.12) 

Additionally, the age of arrival in Australia, especially for those who experienced disrupted 

schooling, is rarely taken into account (RCOA, 2010b). As mentioned above, in his analysis 

of longitudinal data from a cohort of Australian students who were in Year 9 in 1995, Marks 

(2010a) found that educational attainment, after the completion of secondary school, was 

associated with country of origin. Although disadvantaged students tended to have 

significantly lower tertiary entrance scores, they were no less likely to participate in 

university (Marks, 2010a; 2010b). Although Marks points out that Australia’s Skilled 

Migration Program attracts migrants with high levels of English proficiency from high SES 

backgrounds, he acknowledges that this static explanation does not sufficiently explain the 

improvements. Overall, the research literature documents mixed findings of educational 

achievement dependent in part on SES background, country of origin, language ability, age 

of arrival, and visa category.  

Education aspirations and expectations: windows to the future 

Aspirations and expectations have a significant influence on post-school outcomes. 

Metaphorically, they form a window looking to the future. Aspirations are long-term dreams 

about a possible future life, whereas expectations are more realistic, including more life 

context. Understanding when and where these expectations form is of interest to researchers, 

which will now be considered.  

Young people who aspire to complete Year 12 and go to university, are around 20 per cent 

more likely to do so than those who do not hold aspirations for university (Homel & Ryan, 
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2014). There are multiple factors affecting the aspirations of young people, such as parental 

expectations, peer aspirations, attitudes to schooling and academic performance (Lowe & 

Krahn, 2000; Nguyen & Blomberg, 2014). Although young people’s individual 

characteristics, including aspirations, are the main drivers of success, school characteristics 

account for almost 20 per cent of the variation in tertiary entrance scores (Gemici, Lim, & 

Karmel, 2013). Therefore, schools have a role in transitions to post-school study contributing 

to the outcomes of aspirations and expectations. 

Additionally, differences in education and occupation aspirations differ across migrant 

groups. Chesters (2015) found migrants’ educational aspirations were higher than their 

longer-term Australian peers, after controlling for academic achievement at age 15 years. 

First- and second-generation NESB migrants were more likely than other young Australians 

to hold aspirations for higher levels of educational attainment and for high-level occupations 

such as managers and professionals rather than for clerical/sales/service occupations or 

machinery operator/labourer occupations (see also Gemici, Bednarz, Karmel, & Lim, 2014). 

This is consistent with Bowden and Doughney’s (2012) finding that female migrant students 

were more likely than their male counterparts to aspire to university (see also 

OECD/European Union, 2015). In explaining these findings, researchers such as Jerrim 

(2015) generally point to the value that different cultural groups place on education, 

scholarly practices17 and their emphasis on career aspirations requiring higher educational 

attainment, regardless of educational achievement (Watkins & Noble, 2013).  

According to Hugo and colleagues (2014), of those aged between 18 and 24 years, 40 per 

cent of Australians, 66 per cent of those born in CALD countries, and 57 per cent of those 

born in refugee source countries, were studying in 2011. Cassity and Gow (2005) point out 

that attaining the qualifications associated with post-school aspirations can be difficult when 

cultural and financial pressures place additional burdens on refugees, especially female 

refugees. For example, scarce family resources may be directed to young men’s educational 

achievement as expectations are for them to contribute later to family finances. Where-as 

young women may be expected to marry and raise children rather than be more focused on 

 
17 Scholarly practices are capacities that can be developed at home or school including self-discipline, working intensively, 

independence, inclination to abstraction, and valuing excellence, also described as scholarly habitus (Watkins & Noble, 
2013). 
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paid work (De Maio et al., 2017a). Pressures to succeed are substantial both from the 

students themselves, and from their family and communities (Harris, V. & Marlowe, 2011). 

Further education 

Overall, the proportion of young people undertaking and completing post-school 

qualifications over the first decade of this century increased. More young people are now 

completing bachelor’s degree qualifications (33.7% in 2005 to 37.9% in 2012) and 

vocational education and training (VET) qualifications (35.5% in 2005 to 45.0% in 2012) by 

age 24 (NCVER, 2014b). However, in more recent years there has been a tapering in VET 

commencements and completions for young people (Hargreaves, Stanwick, & Skujins, 

2017). Pathways from VET to higher education are designed to increase access across 

further education institutions, with about 10 per cent of university admissions based on a 

VET award. However, the success of cross-institutional arrangements has been questioned 

and has equity and employment implications (Watson, Hagel, & Chesters, 2013; Wheelahan, 

Buchanan, & Yu, 2015). 

There are gender differences in further education choices with a greater increase in 

bachelor’s degree completions by age 24 for females (increasing 6.4 percentage points) than 

for males (increasing 2.1 percentage points) between 2005 and 2012, with the trend 

continuing into 2018 (ABS, 2018b).  The increases in the number of young people going on 

to study after school have impacted the pool of young apprentices, particularly young men; 

however, in 2018, 84 per cent of apprentices or trainees were male (ABS, 2018b). Young 

men who were less academically inclined and from low socio-economic backgrounds tend to 

undertake apprenticeships/traineeships whereas academically lower-performing young men 

from higher socio-economic backgrounds tend to undertake university degrees (Karmel, 

Roberts, & Lim, 2014). 

Levels of secondary school achievement influence post-school choices. An analysis of 

transition data from the LSAY on further education and training pathways indicates that 

those who scored well in reading at age 15 years were nearly five times more likely to 

undertake or complete a university qualification than lower-performing students (NCVER, 

2014b). Participation in VET was three times more likely for lower-performing students. If 

migrants, including refugee entrants, have lower educational achievement, we could assume 

from these data that they are more likely to transition to VET, all else being equal. However, 
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if migrant families have higher educational aspirations for their children, as reported above, 

the VET pathway may be rejected, or used as an alternative entry pathway to higher 

education by low-performing students. 

Identifying educational outcomes for particular migrant groups remains challenging due to 

data limitations. The most reliable population focussed surveys such as the ABS (2015a; 

2015b; 2015c) differentiates migrants according to year of arrival, whether they were born in 

mainly English or non-English speaking countries, and their citizenship status. However, the 

ABS has had very limited capacity to distinguish between skilled migrants and those from 

refugee backgrounds in the majority of their publications.18 Therefore, additional research or 

data linkages are needed to explore connections between migrant status and later 

educational, employment and wellbeing outcomes. 

Vocational education and training (VET) 

As mentioned earlier (Section 2.1.2), English language proficiency is an important factor in 

the successful settlement of migrants, particularly for those from refugee backgrounds. In an 

exploration of African students’ experiences of social exclusion, including racial and socio-

cultural discrimination (Allison et al., 2006), the researchers concluded that learning 

practices were often found to be foreign, and refugee life experiences made it difficult to 

relate to the curriculum content. 

Miralles’ (2004) examination of VET participation among young people aged 18 to 25 years 

from different language, country and cultural backgrounds (Arabic, Bosnian, Cantonese, 

Spanish, Turkish and Vietnamese) showed that, like most VET students, the main reason for 

undertaking a VET course was to get a job (NCVER, 2014b). Culturally and linguistically 

diverse students appeared to have minimal awareness and valuing of VET, and little 

understanding of traineeship and apprenticeship opportunities (Naidoo, 2015). The primary 

preference was for vocational programs with integrated English language support (Miralles, 

2004).  

• The characteristics of VET programs that promote enrolment and completion among 

CALD students are ones that: 

 
18 Recent data integration and linkage projects should offer more data analysis opportunities in the future (ABS, 2019). 
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• provide clear pathways into employment 

• provide language support 

• acknowledge and address cultural issues 

• have teachers who understand issues faced by trainees (related to culture, language, 

settlement support and the Australian work environment) 

• acknowledge trainees’ existing vocational skills, and 

• include work experience in their training. (Miralles, 2004; Miralles-Lombardo, 

Miralles, & Golding, 2008) 

Culturally sensitive programs that have experienced teachers, are well resourced, recognise 

skills developed in countries of origin and have the ability to embed work experience are in 

particular demand (MYAN, 2014; RCOA, 2010b). Additionally, addressing the intersection 

of migrant background with gender is required to counter underemployment or skill 

underutilisation (Webb, 2015). In some metropolitan centres and regional hubs, such as 

Shepparton in Victoria, VET programs have been developed between manufacturing 

companies, small businesses and TAFE institutes (Allison et al., 2006). Multicultural 

organisations have identified that the formal VET pathway is too fast and too soon for some 

groups of refugees. More informal approaches for longer periods are required to enable the 

building of trust and more social connections (Miralles-Lombardo et al., 2008). 

International studies of VET and economic growth argue that VET can be a vehicle for 

social inclusion by improving access to the labour market mainly through apprenticeships 

(Nilsson, 2010). However, in most countries the youth employment market is changing or 

shrinking with a corresponding detrimental impact on transitions from education to work, 

and potentially on social inclusion (Lowe & Krahn, 2000; United Nations, 2008). A 

signature feature of VET programs in Australia is the link between training and work, and 

access to work placements.  

University and international students 

Increasing representation of those from low-SES backgrounds is a goal for the Australian 

university sector, with those from refugee backgrounds frequently meeting this SES criteria 

(Naidoo et al., 2015). There has been limited academic literature documenting the transition 

of refugee and humanitarian entrants in the higher education sector. Although refugee 
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entrants are a small proportion of enrolments, understanding their academic aspirations, 

concerns and pathways is an important field of research (Harris, V. & Marlowe, 2011; Joyce, 

de Mori, & Silvagni, 2010). More recent work is collating research to address this gap in 

understanding (Refugee Education Special Interest Group, 2019). To date there has been 

significantly greater emphasis on international students. 

A more extensive body of literature examines the experiences of international students in 

Australia, of which 500,000 attended higher educational institutions in 2018, and who 

comprise more than 20 per cent of total university student enrolments (ABS, 2011a; ABS, 

2018b; Australian Government: Department of Education and Training, 2018). Studies on 

international students in Australia highlight the numerous academic, cultural, social and 

linguistic barriers that foreign-born students face, especially when English is not their first 

language. However, refugee and humanitarian entrants’ experiences are not necessarily the 

same as those of international students, as if they arrived in Australia as children they are 

more likely to have lower socio-economic backgrounds and disrupted schooling (Sidhu & 

Taylor, 2007). 

Findings for those from refugee backgrounds challenge a single-pathway idea of transition 

into higher education. The transition is influenced by age, family responsibilities, career 

aspirations, support networks, and understanding of what time and effort is required to 

pursue higher education (Joyce et al., 2010). The diversity of refugee circumstances means 

that some mature-age students entering a university in their new host country may have been 

educated professionals prior to fleeing their home country, while others may have had very 

disrupted or limited basic education given that restricted educational opportunities exist in 

refugee camps (Fagan et al., 2018; Harris, V. & Marlowe, 2011). Numerous case studies 

examining the experiences of refugees in Australian universities indicate that refugee and 

humanitarian entrants need higher levels of educational support to engage with university 

culture and academic systems (Harris, Marlowe & Nyuon, 2014; Harris, V. & Marlowe, 

2011, Joyce et al., 2010; Harris, Chi & Spark, 2013; Naidoo, Wilkinson, Langat, Adoniou, 

Cunneen & Bolger, 2015).  

Within the university setting, refugee-background students reported challenges with 

developing language comprehension, adapting to new academic expectations, and finding 

culturally appropriate means of seeking help (Naidoo et al., 2015). While refugee students 
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may appear to have the resilience and adaptability to succeed within the Australian 

educational and social environment, part of this could be behaviour of ‘forbearance’ (Harris 

& Marlowe, 2011): that is, the tendency to minimise or conceal problems so as not to trouble 

or burden teaching staff. This could also be due to cultural constructions that students from 

CALD backgrounds make about help-seeking behaviours or cultural expectations that 

students respect, and do not question, their educators (Fagan et al., 2018; Harris, V. & 

Marlowe, 2011; Naidoo et al., 2015). 

Other challenges include external pressures related to their commitments outside university 

life which may include: caring for young families; financially supporting extended family in 

Australia as well as their country of origin; meeting community expectations for academic 

achievement; contributing to their community; home environments that are not always 

conducive to study; and having long commuting regimes (Harris & Marlowe, 2011; Terry, 

2015). 

Measures that researchers suggest universities could adopt to assist refugee and humanitarian 

entrants to achieve greater success include: 

• developing cultural competence and moving beyond the early intensive orientation 
model 

• supporting students to overcome ‘forbearance’, and 

• locating support and managing staff and student workloads (Harris & Marlowe, 
2011).  

As refugee entrants are small sub-groups within the migrant populations, quantitative 

understanding of patterns of participation, attainment and transitions of migrant and refugees 

in post-secondary education has not been feasible to date. Most research studies on this 

group are case studies, which provide valuable insights into the student experience rather 

than overall quantitative analysis of attainment, aspirations, expectations and participation. 

Although we know that migrant students are more likely than their longer-term Australian 

peers to be studying beyond secondary school, sub-groups or which migrants are on this 

pathway remains unclear. As refugee and humanitarian entrants are at the lower end of 

educational achievement, they may be less likely to transition successfully into further 

education. Quantitative research to examine educational achievement and attainment through 
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secondary school into further education could provide a more nuanced understanding of the 

experience of migrant students, particularly refugee and humanitarian entrants. 

2.4 Employment 

While Australian employment remains reasonably stable overall, business cycles and 

industry changes impact employment opportunities for all workers. The global financial 

crisis (GFC) appeared to have a significant impact on full-time employment rates, 

particularly for young people. The unemployment rate in Australia averaged 6.9 per cent 

from 1978 until 2018. In 2008, unemployment was at a record low of 4.0 per cent before 

increasing to 5.9 per cent in 2009, and then dropping to around 5.4 per cent in 2013, rising 

and falling again to this level in 2018 (ABS, 2015b; ABS, 2018a; Trading Economics, 

2018). Canada has followed a similar pattern to Australia, with Australia faring better from 

2003 to 2013 (Trading Economics, 2018). Like Australia, Canada has higher youth 

unemployment rates than the adult rates. 

For young people, the unemployment rate in Australia for 15-24 year olds had decreased 

from almost 20 per cent in 1993 to around 9 per cent in 2008. It then rose to 12 per cent in 

2009, peaking at over 14 per cent in 2015, before decreasing to 11.3 per cent in 2018. 

Despite an historically low unemployment rate of 5.4 per cent in 2015, the proportion of 

young people in full-time employment has decreased and the number in part-time 

employment has increased. While this can be attributed in part to increased rates in 

educational participation, increasing rates of underemployment suggest that a significant 

proportion of those employed part-time are seeking full-time work (ABS, 2018a; 2018b; 

NCVER, 2014b). 

In 201319, youth unemployment for those not attending full-time education remained high, at 

15.0% for 15-9 year olds and 9.3% for 20-24 year olds (NCVER, 2014b), compared to 

around 6% for the total population (ABS, 2015b). Furthermore, young people are taking 

longer to transition into full-time work. Analysis of LSAY data shows that the proportion of 

young people who gained their first full-time job by age 21 declined from 63.1% for the 

1995 cohort to 55.2% for the 2006 cohort (NCVER, 2014b). 

 
19 2013 results reported here as relates to LSAY in Methodology and Results chapters. 
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Beadle (2014) found that in Victoria, Australia the unemployment rate for 20-24 year olds 

was higher for those living in NESB households compared to those living in non-NESB 

households (9.4% compared to 6.6%). Additionally, specific language groups had even 

higher rates. For example, in households where African languages were spoken, the 

unemployment rate of 15.1 per cent was more than double that of non-NESB households. 

Other research also suggests that employment outcomes vary significantly according to 

country of origin and gender (Ho & Alcorso, 2004; OECD, 2018c; see also Eurostat (2017) 

for recent EU findings that include gender outcomes).  For example, it appears a segmented 

labour market allocates African migrants low-status jobs. 

 For young people starting their working lives, transitions into work are often into low-skill 

jobs, many of which are casual or part-time. These types of jobs can provide a pathway into 

full-time and/or permanent positions (NCVER, 2014b) but this is not always the case with 

the increase of insecure work. Qualifications are often advocated. Oliver (2014) found that 

for men, completing lower level qualifications could lead into traditional apprenticeships and 

ongoing work, but for women, the completion of low-level qualifications had no effect on 

employment outcomes at age 26.  

Although migrants tend to remain in education longer and are less likely to be early school 

leavers than their longer-term Australian-born peers, international research indicates their 

employment outcomes are less favourable and that they are more likely to experience long-

term unemployment (OECD, 2012a & b; OECD/European Union, 2015; Khoo, 2012). 

Compared to other OECD countries, Australia has the largest negative difference in 

employment rates for the first-generation immigrants - foreign-born who arrived as children 

- compared to longer-term Australians (refer Figure 2.2). For second-generation immigrants 

there is little difference between their outcomes and those of longer-term Australians - i.e. 

native-born offspring of native born. NZ outcomes are much more favourable with minimal 

differences between groups (OECD/European Union, 2015; OECD, 2018a, b & c). 
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Figure 2.2  Employment rates by migration background and educational level among OECD 
countries.   

People aged 15 to 34 not in education, 2013.  
Differences in percentage points with native-born offspring of native-born

 
Source: OECD/European Union (2015): Indicators of Immigrant Integration: Settling In, Chapter 13,  

Figure 13.23, p. 259. Note: Star refers to Australia.  
Permission to re-print provided. Statlink:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933213321 

Analysis of employment data suggests many refugee entrants confront difficulties when 

trying to enter the Australian labour market (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2006, 2007; Fozdar & 

Torezani, 2008). Studies of labour market outcomes for humanitarian migrants found poorer 

employment results than for those of migrants in business or family streams (Cobb-Clark, 

2006; Thapa & Gorgens, 2006). Humanitarian immigrants initially had higher 

unemployment rates and lower labour force participation rates. Although, over time these 

rates improved, they were still less favourable than those of other immigrants. Analyses of 

the 2006 and 2011 census data by Hugo and colleagues suggest that those with CALD 

backgrounds and young people aged between 18 and 24 years from refugee source countries 
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had lower rates of employment compared to their Australian-born peers (Hugo et al., 2011). 

Only one-third of young people born in refugee source countries were employed on either a 

part-time or full-time basis compared to around 70 per cent of young longer-term 

Australians. For second-generation migrants, rates had improved with almost half of young 

people engaged in some form of employment.  

Given the diverse range of ethnic origins within the CALD and refugee population groups, 

both pre- and post-arrival factors will likely affect labour force participation outcomes. For 

example, spending extensive periods in refugee camps may have a detrimental impact on an 

individual’s health and wellbeing; and limit an individual’s schooling, further education and 

employment experiences resulting in a lack of preparedness to enter and stay in the labour 

market (Fleay, Hartley & Kenny, 2013; Hugo et al., 2011). Other researchers have 

investigated pre- and post-arrival issues more thoroughly for young people with refugee 

backgrounds (Correa-Velez, Gifford, & Barnett, 2010) and I refer the reader to such work. 

They conclude in the Australian situation, as well as supported by meta analyses focussing 

on other countries, that the resettlement context can have as great a negative impact on 

overall outcomes as the pre-migration context (Porter & Haslam, 2005).  Therefore, I will 

focus more on the post-arrival factors as they are more amenable to change by policy 

adjustments. 

When competition for employment is high, additional challenges for migrants can occur, 

such as discrimination and stereotyping. Advocates for multicultural youth argue that 

transitions from education to employment are hampered by: a lack of linkages between 

secondary school and external services; limited one-on-one support at secondary school; 

limited career guidance; and limited parental guidance (MYAN NSW, 2013). In Hugo and 

colleagues (2011) comprehensive analysis of migrant outcomes in Australia, both socially 

and economically, second-generation migrants appear to have more advantages than their 

parents, if only in terms of better English proficiency and host country familiarity. Yet 

research suggests they also experience similar challenges as their parents: racism and 

discrimination; mental health issues (often related to the trauma experienced by their 

parents); and feelings of alienation from their peers and the mainstream. Second-generation 

young migrants may also miss out on access to services and programs, and are frequently the 

focus of intense parental expectations about following traditional career pathways and 

maintaining cultural practices (Hugo et al., 2011).  
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Second-generation migrants are often conscious of the huge sacrifices that their parents 

made to enable them to pursue higher education within Australia. This sacrifice may include 

employment in menial and labour-intensive jobs below their skills and the qualifications 

gained in their country of origin - 

When first generation migrant communities struggle, it is often the second 
generation that achieves social mobility. (Hugo et al., 2011, p. 241)  

The loss of productivity and reduced wellbeing for first-generation migrants that this 

suggests is a significant personal and community loss. This has the potential to lay 

foundations of multigenerational disadvantage. Although there are improvements in 

outcomes for second-generation employment, inequality persists, both in Australia and other 

countries (Li, 2010). 

2.5 Wellbeing  

The concept of wellbeing originates from the discipline of psychology and may refer to any, 

or a set of many, components of an individual’s life.20  It is often used for descriptive and 

explanatory purposes and is the self-perception of our own wellbeing. Wellbeing is broader 

than satisfaction with life. It also encompasses physical, mental and emotional health, as well 

as social aspects of life. It usually is conceptualised as a combination of happiness and 

optimal effectiveness in the individual and their home and social life (Correa-Velez et al., 

2010; Nguyen, 2011; Winefield, Gill, Taylor & Pilkington, 2012). As it is often self-reported 

the term subjective wellbeing (SWB) is also used in non-utilitarian economics and sociology 

(Phillips, 2006). 

The relationships between wellbeing, resettlement, education and employment are not well 

understood. The refugee health and education literature acknowledge the importance of the 

general concept yet focuses on different aspects of physical and mental health. Much of the 

refugee literature focuses on the significant challenges of trauma to wellbeing (e.g.; Correa-

 
20 Although the concept of ‘quality of life’ is sometimes used interchangeably with wellbeing, for the purposes of this thesis, I 

distinguish between these two concepts. There is some overlap, with the concept of ‘quality of life’ being an evaluative 
abstraction of major aspects of an individual’s life or of a society. ‘Quality of life’ developed from within the disciplines of 
sociology and social policy and generally refers to communities and environments (Camfield & Skevington, 2008; Fleche, 
Smith & Sorsa., 2011; Gasper, 2010; OECD, 2015). Social and environmental domains of quality of life have been found to 
be poor predictors of happiness and subjective well-being after controlling for psychological quality of life (Medvedev & 
Landhuis, 2018). 
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Velez et al., 2010; Hart, 2009; Neumann, Gifford, Lems, & Scherr, 2014).  However, some 

research extends such work to examine ‘enablers’ to support development and wellbeing 

(Cassity, 2007; Pittaway, Bartolomei & Doney, 2015). 

Recent Australian research provides some useful insights into wellbeing across different 

population sub-groups of young people aged 12-19 years. Investigating the subjective 

wellbeing (SWB) of ‘at risk’ youth participating in a Youth Connections (YC) program, 

Tomyn (2014) identified that, on average, wellbeing was lower for YC participants than 

comparable mainstream students. Females had lower levels of wellbeing than males, and 

male and female participants aged 19 had lower levels of wellbeing than those aged 15 years. 

Levels of wellbeing of humanitarian entrants/refugees were higher than non-refugee YC 

participants; however, they were still lower than those of mainstream young people. 

Mutually supportive personal relationships, and regular activities outside of home, were 

identified among the most protective factors of wellbeing (Tomyn, 2014).  

Refugee young people have diverse backgrounds and unique individual, family and 

community circumstances affecting their health and wellbeing. Compared to the broader 

Australian community, they are likely to have different health conditions and educational 

needs and warrant specific social policy and service delivery models. However, trauma 

experience does not always predict worse mental health outcomes, with evidence that many 

refugee children grow up to be well-functioning adults (Paxton, 2011).  

Some researchers criticise the ‘medicalisation’ of the refugee experience and an alleged 

focus on a deficit model, potentially leading to a more passive settlement approach and 

attributing a ‘victim or helpless’ status (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2003; Khoo, 2012). In 

contrast, social inclusion approaches emphasise the importance of individual migrant 

resources or agency in settlement outcomes, seeking adaptations both by the refugee in 

adjusting to the host settlement community and the host community supporting a 

multicultural environment. An active approach, supporting personal development, enabling 

social capital and facilitating employment contributes to the refugee’s social and emotional 

wellbeing as part of resettlement (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2003; Pittaway et al., 2015; 

Bartolomei & Doney, 2015). 
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Therefore, more successful settlement outcomes for young migrants and refugees depend on 

their individual circumstances and personal qualities as well as the systems in place to 

facilitate educational attainment and successful employment outcomes. Hendriks and 

Bartram (2016, 2018) advocate additional research on wellbeing, including happiness, as a 

key outcome of migration. 

Some studies show a relationship between educational attainment and wellbeing, with those 

with diploma-level qualifications and above having better wellbeing than those with only 

Year 11 school achievement and below (Stanwick, Ong & Karmel, 2006; Noble et al., 2008). 

NCVER research identifies the importance of education and employment as an integral 

factor influencing wellbeing for young people. Having a satisfying job is very important to 

young people’s psychological wellbeing, and this is emphasised in VET literature (Nguyen, 

2011, Stanwick & Liu, 2012; McGrath, 2012).  Apprentices have been found to have lower 

levels of wellbeing at school but have similar levels as their peers at age 25. On the other 

hand, university graduates have the highest levels of wellbeing at school and university, but 

reported lower levels at age 25. One explanation is that school and university are positive 

times for these young people, and that post-university life does not seem as good in relative 

terms (Dockery, 2010). These variations suggest greater complexity than a monotonic 

relationship of higher education leading to greater happiness as a component of wellbeing. 

Other studies show that SWB declines from early to mid-adolescence, suggesting that mid-

adolescence is a challenging time for all young people as they approach adulthood (Tomyn, 

Fuller Tyszkiewicze & Cummins, 2013; Tomyn, 2014). Research examining the association 

between wellbeing and unemployment suggests that the sooner ‘at risk’ young people are 

identified, the more likely improvements in wellbeing can be achieved ((Cole, Daly, & Mak, 

2009). Therefore, further examination of key factors affecting sub-groups, such as students 

or migrants, to identify those at risk of low levels of wellbeing is appropriate. 

An informative Victorian refugee study helps to clarify cultural components of wellbeing 

(Correa-Velez, Gifford, & Barnett, 2010; McMichael, Nunn, Gifford, & Correa-Velez, 

2014). This longitudinal quantitative work (‘Good Starts’) on settlement and wellbeing for 

young refugees (12-18 years) focused on their first three years in Australia. The students 

initially attended an intensive English language school. Better performance at school was 

positively associated with physical and psychological wellbeing (Correa-Velez et al., 2010). 

Individual characteristics, such as a greater sense of personal control and length of time in 
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Australia, were also positively associated with wellbeing. Furthermore, social factors - 

including having parents at home, stronger peer attachments and perceiving a greater level of 

social status - were linked with higher levels of wellbeing. Perceived discrimination and 

bullying were associated with lower levels of wellbeing (Correa-Velez et al., 2010). Correa-

Velez and colleagues concluded that young refugees reported high levels of wellbeing due to 

the resources available to navigate resettlement in Australia.21 This aligns with other 

research examining the transitions from school to university that identified a need to reframe 

academic and educational work to focus on enabling the resilience, strength and assets that 

young people of refugee backgrounds bring to Australia (Naidoo et al., 2015). However, data 

on refugee background, student retention, goal attainment and degree completion is not 

readily available in Australia. A wide-ranging review of all refugee settlement literature 

from 1952 to 2013 identified the need for comparative empirical work and called for 

researchers to situate new inquiry within the broader contexts of migration, humanitarianism 

and globalisation (Neumann et al., 2014).   

2.6 Overview and research justification 

In this chapter I reviewed literature on Australia’s immigration situation, migrants’ 

settlement experiences, education and transitions to employment, and wellbeing focusing on 

young migrants. A key finding of this chapter is that understanding transitions from 

education to employment is a complex, challenging task. There are many trajectories moving 

from school to part-time work or further education and ideally into full-time employment. 

Economic conditions influence education-to-work transitions, with recent school leavers 

vulnerable to changes because they are essentially new entrants to the work force. The GFC 

affected a range of labour force indicators, including full-time employment rates, particularly 

for young people (ABS, 2011b; Junankar, 2015). 

While the transition time from education into employment for all young people is now 

longer, young immigrants have even longer transitions (NCVER, 2014b; Stanwick et al., 

2014). The traditional assumption that there is a good fit between educational qualifications 

and occupational outcomes does not apply to all young migrants and particularly refugee and 

humanitarian entrants. The reasons for this are under-researched, hampered by lack of data 

 
21 This strengths-based approach is a positive response to much of the literature on refugee wellbeing which has tended to 

pathologise experiences as continuing from a traumatic past. 
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on visa category, country of origin and the small size of sub-groups (Creagh, 2014; SCOA, 

2013). Case studies offer useful insights into factors influencing migrant transitions. Within 

these limitations, research suggests although migrants are persisting with their education, 

they have considerably poorer employment outcomes, especially among first-generation 

migrants (born overseas) and young women (OECD/EU, 2015). 

Government policies and programs state they are committed to improving education-to-

employment transitions for young people ‘…in order to increase their life prosperity and 

wellbeing and to support their productive participation in the Australian labour market’ 

(COAG, 2009, National Partnership Agreement on Youth Attainment and Transitions, p. 6). 

But in order to be effective, the different experiences of population sub-groups need to be 

considered and inform program priorities. However, this cannot happen unless the quality of 

data on the transition experiences of migrant populations is improved  

... in stark contrast to the literature on post-school pathways in the United States, the 
United Kingdom and Europe, the literature on ethnicity (beyond the 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous dichotomy) is rather limited in the Australian context. 
(Webb et al., 2015, p. 16) 

While recognising the limitations of Australian data, this review of relevant research 

suggests there is some evidence of an ‘immigrant paradox’ in that many young migrants to 

Australia, in spite of generally lower SES and non-English speaking background, are 

attaining higher levels of education than their Australian peers. Migrants are less likely to be 

early school leavers and are more likely to engage in further study. However, despite years 

of research on the immigrant paradox, group-specific mechanisms are still not well 

understood and need to be studied more closely (Crosnoe & López Turley (2011); see also 

Khoo, 2012).  

Even with attaining, on average, higher levels of education, the employment rate for first-

generation migrants is lower than for their Australian-born peers. Moreover, existing 

research indicates that - after controlling for education, language factors and SES - refugee 

and humanitarian entrants have lower levels of workforce participation than other migrant 

groups and the native born (Hugo et al., 2011, 2014). The outcomes improve for second-

generation migrants but do not disappear. Refugee entrants appear the most disadvantaged 

group among migrants, experiencing higher unemployment and lower income, and are thus 
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more likely to live in poverty (Hugo et al., 2011). Data on participation rates for this group 

by gender are particularly poor. 

The lack of data on visa class and the failure to identify refugee and humanitarian entrants in 

government immigration surveys in the late 1990s and 2000s (DIBP, 2015a & b; Beadle, 

2014) provide challenges for quantitative researchers in this field. Data from employment 

service-providers does not include visa category, length of time in Australia, and cultural 

background even though such information could help target services needed for specific 

migrant groups. Additionally, a longitudinal study following a cohort of migrants and 

refugees through their employment journey over time is greatly needed (SCOA, 2013, p. 

2).22  Therefore, in this thesis analysis of longitudinal information is needed to address this 

research gap. 

The relationships between wellbeing, resettlement, education and employment for young 

Australians, particularly migrants, are not well understood. Given the diversity of young 

people from refugee backgrounds and the unique individual, family and community 

circumstances affecting their health and wellbeing, there is justification for additional 

research on wellbeing, including happiness, as a key outcome of migration. This thesis will 

address such requirements investigating education, employment, and wellbeing over time 

focussing on young Australians. 

In the next chapter, I examine relevant theoretical perspectives and the context that may 

provide insight into why differences in education, employment and wellbeing occur among 

and between migrant groups and longer-term young Australians. 

 
22 One study, Building a New Life in Australia, commenced in 2015-16 with interim results being issued that pertain to this 

topic, and will be discussed more in the Discussion chapter. Final results are yet to be released (De Maio, Silbert, Jenkinson 
& Smart, 2014; Rioseco & Liddy, 2018). 
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Chapter 3  Theories, concepts and context 

3  

In this chapter, I review theoretical perspectives and concepts that assist understand 

differences in education, employment and wellbeing outcomes between sub-groups of the 

population. This is presented within the Australian context of multiculturalism. I draw on an 

interdisciplinary approach23 of economics, sociology, psychology, culture24 studies and 

political science to develop research questions to address gaps in knowledge and guide the 

methodology for the research.   

The thesis reflects on the individual in society, how they adapt or are supported in different 

environments such as schools and new countries and what that means for their wellbeing. 

The usefulness of various concepts of capital (financial, human, social, cultural and ethnic) 

in understanding variations in outcomes according to migrant status are discussed. The 

concept of wellbeing goes beyond economic boundaries in understanding education-to-

employment transitions. Four approaches in explaining settlement outcomes - human capital 

theory, segmented assimilation, comparative integration context theory, and the Australian 

context of multiculturalism - are considered. Following this analysis, I then present an 

explanatory model or framework which outlines the main influences on transitions through 

education to employment and on the wellbeing of migrant groups, with a focus on refugee 

and humanitarian entrants in Australia. Initial discussion of the research questions concludes 

the chapter. 

3.1 The individual in society 

This section provides a brief overview of human, cultural and social capital and how these 

concepts apply to migration, education, employment and wellbeing of young people. The 

concept of ethnic capital is also introduced (Shah et al., 2010), described as collapsing 

 
23 Drawing on Klein (2007) and Wildavsky (1969). 
24 Culture refers to behaviours and values that are learned, shared and shown by a group of people. Culture is often apparent in 

material and is not necessarily physical, is often represented through language, and is not static (Yosso, 2005). 
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distinctions between cultural capital, acquired through the family, and social capital as 

derived through social networks and group membership. 

While individuals have increasingly been engaged in various forms of production since the 

cultivation of land, the industrial revolution prompted researchers to analyse the relationship 

between capital and labour. Traditional explanations in the economic (e.g. Adam Smith) and 

sociological literature suggest that capital does not exist until it is produced (Lin, 2001). For 

example, in economics, to create financial wealth, capital (generally meaning financial 

resources) is combined with labour, the work of individuals who exchange their time and 

skills (developing human resources such as qualifications and experience - human capital) 

for money, to create more capital (Luthans & Youssef, 2004). 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to conduct comparative analyses of capital theories; 

however, I will briefly discuss components of these theories to guide further analysis. Marx 

identified how the owners of capital use workers to generate profit and thus increase their 

own economic capital. Researchers drawing on classical theory conduct analysis at the 

structural level, that is, by comparing classes (capitalists and workers). Associated theories 

focus on analysis at the individual level, including human capital (Schultz, 1961; Becker, 

1964/1993); cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986); and social capital (Bourdieu 1986; Lin, 2001; 

Coleman 1988). Accumulation of capital occurs at the individual level, and also has 

structural implications leading to economic growth. Additionally, an increase in the human 

capital of one individual does not necessarily come at the expense of another.   

3.1.1 Human capital 
The concept of human capital emerged in the early 1960s when American economists 

attributed unexplained growth to educational attainment, concluding that education was a 

form of ‘human capital’ that made individuals more productive, and was also a societal 

investment. An educated population is now assumed to provide the type of labour force 

necessary for industrial development (OECD, 2012a; 2012b). Human capital theory (HCT) 

is relevant both to individuals, as it aligns with democratic principles of individual 

investment in education that will lead to individual economic success and achievement, and 

to governments where national investment in education should contribute to economic 

growth (Daly, Lewis, Corliss & Heaslip, 2015; Leigh, 2008; Luthans, Luthans &Luthans; 

2004; Marginson, 1993; Saha, 2015). Evidence supporting human capital theory includes the 
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correlation between higher education qualifications and improved employment and income 

outcomes at the individual level, as well as national economic growth (Daly et al., 2015; 

Leigh, 2008; United Nations, 2015; OECD/EU, 2015).  

Human capital theory can be useful for understanding the migration process, in terms of 

costs and investment. For example, the process of immigration is individually costly as there 

is loss of income during the move and until new employment is secured, plus psychological 

and cultural costs. However, these costs could be considered an investment if the new 

country or state provides higher remuneration, job stability and good medical and 

educational services for the primary applicant and their family (Devine, 2009, Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001). Economic analysis of migration can occur at an individual level, and at a 

societal level. The national migration program is often portrayed as a human capital 

investment promising reduced education and training costs for society including employers, 

especially when the focus is on skilled or business migration. Whereas other migrant 

categories (such as family or humanitarian) are limited in human capital terms due to the 

need for increased settlement services to assist their adjustment into a new society 

(Productivity Commission, 2016). Immigration provides other economic returns (a 

demographic dividend) as migrants and their families are generally younger, with the 

potential to contribute to society economically, and slow the ageing of Australia’s 

population. This description provides a rational-choice approach to migration.25  There is 

some evidence that migrants view education in human capital terms, if not for themselves 

then for their children, that is, an investment that will produce economic financial returns to 

individuals that outweigh the costs (Liebig, 2007). 

The appeal of the HCT model is that it can be applied to a broad range of fields. However, it 

has been criticised within the education and employment literature for analytical and 

empirical limitations, such as overgeneralisations about family background and insufficient 

attention to systemic factors that reproduce inequities (Yosso, 2005). In Australia, given the 

colonial history, earlier economic and political powers and decision making continue to 

 
25 Individualism and rational choice theory are the basis for HCT, emphasising human agency over social structures. Rational 

choice theory assumes that individuals seek to maximise their own interests by making calculated decisions about their 
economic and long-term benefit in all situations. However, our behaviours are not always rational and can be influenced by 
marketing techniques, limited willpower and consideration of others beyond one’s own self-interest (altruism) in some 
situations (Tan, 2014). In other words, humans are not consistently as rational as rational choice theory and HCT would 
suggest. 
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effect education funding, structures, approaches and employment conditions (Fitzgerald, 

2003; Yosso, 2005). Education has social benefits that are separate from economic or 

instrumental gains (Tan, 2014). For example, research conducted by Saha (2015) suggests 

that human capital is not a sufficient explanation of differences between the educational 

attainment of immigrant youth and native-born youth in the US. Saha (2015) found that 

parental involvement, student personal locus of control, and bilingualism were associated 

with school completions, irrespective of migrant status and family human capital. 

Additional considerations such as enjoyment and satisfaction of vocational pursuits that may 

not lead to high-income returns, and interests in altruistic professions, also reduce HCT’s 

explanatory potential. For individuals, there is debate about the extent to which level of 

education is directly related to improvement in occupational status or income when over-

qualification occurs (Edgar, 2013). There is also evidence that geography and a range of 

cultural, societal and structural factors associated with the labour market interact with 

individual factors of family background and ability. These other factors account for a 

significant proportion of the variance in employment outcomes (Gemici, Lim & Karmel, 

2014; Webb et al., 2015). So, although there is some predictive power in HCT, and 

considerable acceptance of HCT in the economic and business communities, additional 

factors need to be considered when applying HCT to educational and employment outcomes, 

and wellbeing. Given that the focus in this thesis is on outcomes of migrants, and in 

particular, those from refugee background, the reasons for and outcomes of migration need 

to be considered, particularly as Australia is considered part of a post-colonial world (van 

Kreiken, 2012). Refugees migrate for safety, the majority leaving behind their economic 

capital. Furthermore, their human capital in the form of education credentials and work 

experience may not be recognised in their new country. Therefore, other forms of capital, 

such as cultural capital and social capital need to be considered. 

3.1.2 Cultural and social capital 
The social and cultural factors that influence educational and occupational achievement have 

long been a focus of international research (Bourdieu, 1986; Lareau, 2015; Li, 2001; 

Putnam, 2000; Saha, 2015). A comprehensive review of social and cultural capital is beyond 

the scope of this thesis; however, central concepts related to education, employment and 

wellbeing are included here to guide the development of appropriate analysis. French 

sociologist Bourdieu (1986) identified four types of capital: economic, cultural, social and 
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symbolic, and argued that under certain conditions, the latter three could be converted into 

economic capital. Cultural, social and symbolic capital are not equally available to all. For 

example, geographic, cultural and social isolation, as well as socio-economic position, may 

limit access to resources and hence affect education, employment and wellbeing outcomes. 

3.1.1.1 Cultural capital 

Bourdieu places considerable importance on cultural capital, that is, the transmission of 

‘knowing’ the social requirements and institutions’ rules to gain advantage and position, and 

this applies in educational settings (Bourdieu, 1986). Students who had a good 

understanding of the ‘system’ and whose styles of communication closely matched those of 

their lecturers, achieved higher grades and greater educational attainment, and consequently, 

occupational positions. This cultural capital, when acted upon, converts into scholastic 

capital, that is, educational attainment, which facilitates occupational attainment (Saha, 

2015). 

Recent work in the US supports the thesis that cultural knowledge matters when examining 

class and ethnicity differences and social mobility (Lareau, 2015). Although educational 

attainment assists with job success, it is insufficient to explain differences in outcomes. 

Lareau (2015) found that middle-class young adults had more knowledge of the ‘rules of the 

game’ regarding how institutions worked, were more likely to ask for assistance and to have 

a sense of entitlement, than their less affluent or working-class peers. The existence of these 

differences extended beyond the education system into employment. Importantly, Lareau 

identified that ‘cultural agents’ often played a role in changing the life trajectories of 

students. Clearly, this work adds evidence of a greater complexity of transitions than can be 

explained by human capital theory. As Lareau comments ‘we continue to lack sufficient 

understanding of how young people manage their lives to adulthood…’ (2015, p. 4). 

Additionally, acknowledging the importance of values favouring education, may explain 

more of the variance in cultural capital (Goldthorpe, 2007; Watkins & Noble, 2013). 

The concept of cultural capital is used widely in educational research across many countries 

and essentially is considered a universal process, that is knowing the local social and 

institutions’ rules assists gain advantage in all cultures and countries (Lareau & Weininger, 

2003; Watkins & Noble, 2013). Therefore, it is important to have some representation of this 

concept within this thesis and any model of education-to-employment transitions. 
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3.1.1.2 Social capital 

Social capital relates to how people gain access to powerful positions through the direct and 

indirect activation of social connections and networks (Bourdieu, 1986). Subsequent 

researchers have extended this concept in education (Dika & Singh, 2002; Goldthorpe, 2007; 

Lareau & Weininger, 2003; Shah et al., 2010) and in employment settings (Stone, Gray & 

Hughes, 2003; Torezani, Colic-Peisker & Fozdar, 2008). The need to mobilise social 

networks, is a central feature of most social capital conceptualisations. 

Other influential social capital theorists include Putnam (2000), a political scientist, who 

focused on civic engagement as an element of social capital within the education domain (Li, 

2010; Patulny & Svendsen, 2007; Putnam, 2000). Particularly prominent in the educational 

domain are sociologists Coleman (1988) and Lin (2001) who also examine employment 

outcomes as part of their economic considerations (Dika & Singh, 2002; Lin, 2001; Patulny 

& Svendsen, 2007; Portes, 1998). In their meta-analysis of social capital in education, Dika 

and Singh (2002) concluded that education attainment is positively associated with social 

capital. Much of the research on social capital in education and multicultural contexts has 

been based on case studies and qualitative analysis, which often provides a rich depth of 

insights (including longitudinal studies such as Lareau, 2015; Pittaway et al., 2015). 

Additionally, the Australian experience of ‘Becoming Australian’ investigating migration, 

settlement and experience has also been explored using interview techniques (for example, 

Galligan, Boese & Phillips, 2014). However, when asking comparative questions, such as for 

quantitative researchers regarding young people’s transitions, the definitions and theoretical 

explanations of social capital present significant challenges to operationalise, with 

methodological inadequacies for quantitative research (Lee, 2010). One of the strengths of 

Putnam’s approach is that he identified social capital in US society using nationally 

representative social surveys to identify patterns and trends. This methodology, therefore, 

enables a way to test and develop theories using social surveys (Li, 2010). 

Putnam’s work on civic engagement contends that closed or dense social networks lead to 

greater levels of trust and to increases in bonding (Putnam, 2000). He suggested that, given 

the observed decrease in participation in community groups in the US, social capital may be 

diminishing, with societal consequences of increasing isolation. Extending Putnam’s work in 

the UK with a focus on ethnic minority groups, Li (2010) found that differences in levels of 

civic engagement between groups were more consistently related to socio-economic status 



Chapter 3:  Theories, concepts and context 

55 

and length of residence, than to religious or ethnic identity (see also Lin, 2001; Putnam, 

2000). However, one critique of Putnam’s conclusions is that involvement in community 

groups may be diminishing, as ways of engagement are changing. Social media provides 

greater access to global connections, so that individuals are less bound by their local 

neighbourhood (Lin, 2001). Nevertheless, with employment, local networks and connections 

remain important. This has led to discussion of the strength and dispersion of network ties 

(Granovetter, 1973; Stone, Gray & Hughes, 2003).  The structural socio-economic 

conditions of society such as employment availability also affect social capital (Ferragina, 

2010). 

A common theme in social capital research is the inclusion of social networks and 

connections. Coleman’s (1988) approach to social capital is influential in educational 

research. He focuses on social resources (mainly of links with adults) and structures, and the 

actions of individuals within these structures. A central concept is that networks engender 

social support and social control. However, Coleman’s definition of social capital is defined 

by its function, that is, social capital exists when and if it works. The causal factor is 

identified by the effect, hence this approach of not being able to isolate independent 

measures is criticised for being tautological (Lee, 2010; Lin, 2000; Portes, 1998). It 

describes rather than explains the effects of inequality in educational outcomes (Dika & 

Singh, 2002). A further challenge for quantitative researchers with comparative national 

survey work is determining the closeness of connections, and how the actions are made 

individually or jointly to enhance learning (Li, 2010).  

Some theorists (Granovetter, 1973, 1983; Portes, 1998; Putnam, 2000), examine the 

strengths and types of connections to explain alternate purposes and benefits. There are three 

main types of social capital: bonding, bridging and linking (Ferlander, 2007; Patulny & 

Svendsen, 2007; Putnam, 2000). Of interest for education and wellbeing and with specific 

relevance to this thesis in considering transitions from school to work, is that advantageous 

close bonding within a network, may differ in effectiveness, when seeking employment. 

Bridging connections to other networks may lead to greater job search success, rather than 

tight internal bonds within a local community. Hence, the rise in professional social network 

platforms such as Linkedin demonstrates generally weaker bonds but has greater 

geographical reach than a face-to-face local community network (Steinfield, Ellison & 

Lampe, 2008). The term linking in the social capital literature describes upward reaching 
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connections that may be present in mentoring relationships. Linking social capital may also 

be considered effective in advancing employment opportunities (Pittaway et al., 2015). 

Having access to networks does not necessarily translate into social capital because 

individuals need to mobilise the cultural and economic capital embedded within their 

networks to benefit from them (Bourdieu, 1986; Lee, 2010). Merely having a broad network 

is not a sufficient description of social capital. Rather, to produce social capital, networks 

need to be activated (Lin, 2008). Measurement of the existence of networks and how they 

are activated, and their meaning for the individual within those relationships, is complex and 

potentially requires mixed-methods research (Lee, 2014). Consideration of this needs to 

apply to this thesis research.  

While the studies undertaken by Bourdieu, Putnam, Coleman and Lin have different domains 

of application and emphasise different levels of analysis, these theorists all share an 

assumption that social capital resides in resource-generating social networks. Structural 

aspects related to political and cultural components may be enacted via face-to-face 

interactions in the school or community, or may be dispersed through technology to the 

individual embedded in the family. Additionally, formal and informal networks are useful 

for the development of social capital. Therefore, conceptualisations in this thesis need to 

reflect connectedness in the methodology to guide analysis.   

Stanton-Slazar (2011) extends Bourdieu’s and Lin’s work on network resources by 

proposing that ‘empowerment agents’ assist in breaking down intergenerational inequality. 

As part of a social support system, the use of education institutional contacts (bridge or link) 

can enhance access to opportunities allowing young people to mobilise broader networks and 

increase access to potential social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2011). This role appears similar 

to descriptions of cultural agents (Lareau, 2015), or resource givers (Lee, 2010).  

A focus on instrumental and expressive returns has broader applicability to education 

transitions by linking education, employment and wellbeing. Instrumental returns can be 

divided into political, economic or social gains, allowing the individual to obtain new 

resources such as power, wealth and reputation. Generally, these would be bridging 

connections. That is, they gain a return on their investment through network contacts. 

Expressive outcomes contribute to aligning expectations and experiences, resulting in 
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satisfactory psychological bonding. This work links expressive outcomes to wellbeing and 

life satisfaction, and part of the instrumental returns to employment outcomes. 

Social capital activated through social networks and communities is associated with 

improved health (Gilbert, Quinn, Goodman, Butler & Wallace, 2013; Halpern, 2005). 

Individuals with networks that are rich in support, social trust, information and norms have 

resources that help individuals and communities achieve their health goals (Lin, 2001; 

Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). Within the multicultural domain, inter-ethnic networks generally 

utilise bridging capital to overcome limited communication skills and to share common 

values as part of a support network, which should contribute to health outcomes. Conversely, 

networks with very strong intra-ethnic bonds (bonding) with few external connections may 

limit broader communication and access to other community resources, with potential 

isolation and lower social cohesion and wellbeing (Varshney, 2001; Portes, 1998). 

Australian research has explored social capital linking network connections with 

employment (Stone et al., 2003).  Using a cross-section survey methodology, Stone and 

colleagues (2003) found that the type of social capital was linked to job search methods and 

labour market outcomes, with increased bonding and bridging connections leading to 

improved employment outcomes. They argued that structural characteristics of networks, 

rather than trust and reciprocity, were more important for predicting labour force status and 

job search method. This is more consistent with the ‘strength of weak ties’ theory 

(Granovetter, 1973; Webb et al., 2015). Therefore, this typological approach is useful for 

explaining outcomes at the individual level. 

Stone and colleagues (2003) argued that social capital may also echo or exacerbate existing 

inequalities or differences between people from higher and lower socio-economic (SES) 

circumstances. For example, the use of friends and family connections (bonding social 

capital) is less likely to result in highly paid and secure employment for individuals from low 

socio-economic backgrounds than for those from higher socio-economic backgrounds. High-

SES job searchers are also more likely to use professional contacts (bridging or linking 

social capital). Those out of the labour force are less likely to have existing ties to paid work 

and contacts (Stone et al., 2003). The influence of SES on a migrant’s capacity for adjusting 

to new host environments should not be ignored. 
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The role of supportive networks and maintaining ethnic values in assisting migrant students 

adapt to new societies, including schools, has been explored in international studies. Zhou 

and Bankston (1998) found that for Vietnamese migrants in New Orleans, preserving 

traditional ethnic values enabled immigrants to integrate socially and to maintain solidarity. 

In another community with young Chinese Americans, ethnic support was found to drive 

academic success, where Chinatown contributed to social capital building links between 

recent immigrant families and the new host society. Additionally, maintenance of native 

language fluency was also found to contribute positively to academic achievement. 

Mastering both a native language and English enables access to a wider array of community 

and institutional networks (Zhou, 1997; Zhou & Bankston, 1998; Stanton-Salazar & 

Dornbusch, 1995). 

Social networks, ethnic support, maintaining ethnic values, and building bilingual fluency 

are all ways of activating and accumulating social and cultural capital in migrant 

communities. Supportive networks, as a form of social capital, are necessary for activating 

the cultural capital that newly arrived students possess. The amount of accumulated capital is 

also relevant for the ongoing adaptation process. Therefore, migrants arriving on skilled or 

family reunion visas may have a smoother transition into their new country as they will have 

established social networks to draw upon. Skilled migrants typically have professional 

networks and family reunion migrants have their family networks. In contrast, for refugee 

entrants, due to the relative absence of established ethnic communities, a more limited range 

of social and cultural capital may be available to them on arrival. Limited knowledge of 

systems and standards and connections in further education, is identified by Harris and 

Marlowe (2011) as another challenge for refugee students. 

This need to draw on ethnic support, described as ‘ethnic capital’ collapses Bourdieuian 

distinctions between cultural capital, acquired through the family, and social capital as 

derived through social networks and group membership. This highlights the broad roles that 

ethnicity can play (Shah et al., 2010). Additionally, the focus on the opportunities that 

migrant resources can provide in terms of ethnic capital, supports a more strength-based 

approach to considering migrant communities cultural wealth both for education and 

employment (Yosso, 2005). 
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Another different set of rules exists in the Australian business world, requiring awareness 

and competence to gain employment. When considering new migrants, language limitations 

and multicultural diversity have the potential to amplify disadvantages presented by lack of 

knowledge of rules of the game and limited connections within a new host country. 

However, where greater ethnic capital exists then alternatives to mainstream employment 

options may be found (Shah et al., 2010).  

3.1.1.3 Social capital and individual wellbeing 

Connection to community is a crucial aspect for building the wellbeing of young people 

(MYAN NSW, 2013; Ungar, 2011), indicating that there are likely to be links between 

cultural and social capital. Another line of inquiry explores how life outcomes are associated 

with a range of personal characteristics such as persistence, self-control, sociability and work 

skills (Lareau, 2015, p. 21). Subjective wellbeing (SWB), extraversion, and ‘locus of 

control’ are individual psychological variables that are associated with the development of 

social capital (Severino, Aiello, Cascio, Ficarra & Messina, 2011; Song, 2011; Steinfield et 

al., 2008). Additionally, activating personal and community resilience can assist overcome 

societal and environmental barriers and is associated with cultural and social capital 

formation (Luthans & Youssef, 2004; Luthans et al., 2004; Ungar, 2011). Another 

theoretical perspective that focuses more on personal agency describes the combination of 

individual characteristics such as self-efficacy, optimism, hope and resiliency as 

psychological capital (Cole, 2007; Cole, Daly & Make, 2009). As young people are 

embedded within geographically and culturally diverse communities they will have different 

levels of access to sources of economic, cultural and social capital, and individual 

differences of psychological capital may influence outcomes.  

Gaining and keeping employment can be influenced by the positive and optimistic attitude of 

the worker, an important component of wellbeing (Mohanty, 2010). The complex role of 

issues such as health and wellbeing in the transition from education to employment among 

young people suggests there is unlikely to be one normative linear path. Indeed, the links 

between student outcomes of academic performance, engagement and school satisfaction 

indicate a bi-directional relationship between these variables. For example, mental health 

issues can enhance or hinder educational outcomes, and conversely, student outcomes can 

facilitate or interfere with the experience of wellbeing. Around 25 per cent of Australian 

high-school students will experience some form of mental health problem before they 
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complete Year 12 (Rickwood, Telford, Parker, Tanti & McGorry, 2014). This risk is greater 

for young people experiencing social and economic disadvantage and other barriers to the 

successful completion of education and transition into employment (Cuervo & Wyn, 2011; 

Tomyn, 2014). 

According to subjective wellbeing (SWB) homeostasis theory (Cummins, 2016; Tomyn, 

2014, Tomyn et al., 2013), overall subjective wellbeing is influenced by components of 

personal characteristics such as physical health, as well as income and social connectedness. 

For most people, SWB is positive and reasonably stable. However, when the demands placed 

on a person exceed their capacity to cope or be resilient, then their usual SWB level drops 

and depression may result. Over time, personal and social resources may support 

improvement and SWB may return to earlier levels. Indicators of SWB include self-reported 

measures of health, happiness (a usually shorter-term affective response), life satisfaction, as 

well as cognitive evaluations such as satisfaction with components of external activities 

including satisfaction with work and relationships (Tomyn, 2014).  

International research confirms that social networks and capital are linked with people’s 

physical and subjective wellbeing (Ferlander, 2007; Helliwell & Putnam, 2004; Li, 2007, 

Song, 2011). Examining relationships between social capital (neighbourhood attachment, 

social networks and civic participation such as volunteering), socio-demographic attributes, 

and indicators of wellbeing (physical health, psychological distress and overall satisfaction 

with life), Li (2007) identified that high levels of social capital, particularly informal social 

networks with neighbours and friends, enhanced happiness, healthiness and perceived life 

satisfaction. This is true even after controlling for independent demographic variables, such 

as advantageous socio-economic positions (Li, 2007). Of particular interest here is whether 

levels of SWB vary according to migrant status. Given that refugees are more likely to 

experience social and economic disadvantage than skilled and family reunion migrants, the 

wellbeing of refugees is likely to be more at risk.  

Various models have been developed to illustrate the interrelationships between individual, 

demographic and social factors that contribute to wellbeing. Selection of the most 

appropriate model is dependent upon the conceptualisation of wellbeing and purpose of 

study (Gasper, 2010). The identification of key components for different population sub-

groups, such as students and refugee and humanitarian entrants, is important when 
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considering variations in education and employment outcomes. A general dynamic model of 

wellbeing developed in the UK (New Economics Foundation, 2011, p. 13) identifies 

contributors to wellbeing such as external conditions, effective functioning, and overall 

satisfaction, as well as personal resources such as health (refer Figure 3.1). This model 

illustrates the non-linearity of the concept with respect to external conditions and personal 

resources indicating a feedback mechanism.  

Figure 3.1 ‘Dynamic model of well-being’ (New Economics Foundation, 2011)  

 

Source: Measuring our progress: The power of well-being, p.13, New Economics Foundation (2011). 
Permission to reprint supplied. 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2011) found that the wellbeing of 

young people is associated with educational outcomes, transitions into full-time 

employment, and other adult life characteristics such as health and family formation. The 

institute points out, however, that wellbeing is a complex concept - multidimensional with 

both direct and indirect effects on educational achievement and employment. 

A review of Australian research in the schooling sector identifies a range of characteristics 

associated with wellbeing, some more objectively measured such as physical health, others 
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more subjectively measured, such as psychological and social dimensions. Student wellbeing 

is defined as ‘a sustainable state of positive mood and attitude, resilience, and satisfaction 

with self, relationships and experiences at school’ (Noble et al., 2008, p. 7). Other wellbeing 

components include variation in:  

1. positive affect (an emotional component) 

2. resilience (a coping component) 

3. satisfaction with relationships and other dimensions of life (a cognitive component), 

and 

4. effective functioning and maximising personal potential (a sense of agency or a 

performance component) (Noble et al., 2008). 

Figure 3.2 Diagram summarising the literature for student wellbeing 

 

Source: Noble, Wyatt, Carbines & Robb, (2008), Scoping study into approaches to student wellbeing,  
Report to the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, p. 8. Permission to reprint 

supplied. 

However, Noble and colleagues’ model (refer Figure 3.2) does not appear to include these 

components as antecedents in their conceptualisation. Any personal resources that the young 

person brings to the education environment are not identified. It presents a somewhat uni-
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directional view of student wellbeing driving academic achievement and leading to social 

capital and productivity, presumably through economic participation (Noble et al., 2008).26 

Other researchers highlight the importance of cultural components of wellbeing (Nguyen & 

Cairney, 2013; Pittaway et al., 2015; Song, 2011). Hence, any models for migrant and 

refugee youth transitions need to recognise cultural components to wellbeing and extend 

beyond schooling. My research interest goes beyond the school setting and proposes an 

expanded model to encompass wellbeing characteristics of young people from migrant 

backgrounds. 

Correa-Velez , Gifford & Barnett (2010) developed a model that includes demographic and 

pre-migration factors (gender, region of birth, age, schooling); as well as predictors of 

wellbeing (locus of control and selected characteristics of the family, ethnic community, 

school and the broader community) - refer Figure 3.3. As shown in Figure 3.3, migrant SWB 

is influenced by pre-migration factors, length of time in Australia and by five categories of 

predictors: individual, familial, ethnic community, school/friends and the broader 

community. Although this model includes some individual and psychological factors, it does 

not include English language ability or visa background. That is, not sufficiently recognising 

the impact of traumatic experiences such as the need for asylum may have on development 

and wellbeing (Kaplan et al., 2016). Consequently, there is potential to add to this model 

when tracking young people through school and into employment. A limitation identified in 

the refugee wellbeing research is that specific comparative information with other migrants 

and the broader Australian youth population is not provided (Neumman, Gifford, Lems, & 

Scherr, 2014).  

 

 

 
26 Later work includes a more dynamic link between student wellbeing and student academic achievement, student mental 

health and students’ socially responsible lifestyle (Noble et al., 2008, p.11). 
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 Source: Correa-Velez, I., Gifford, S., & Barnett, A., 2010, Longing to belong: Social inclusion and wellbeing 
among youth with refugee backgrounds in the first three years in Melbourne, Australia, Social Science & 

Medicine, 71(8), p. 1401. Permission to reprint supplied. 

3.2  Adaptation processes 

Recent waves of migrants to Australia vary according to ethnicity, country of origin, 

language and socio-economic status (Crosnoe & López Turley, 2011). Many migrants, and 

in particular humanitarian entrants, are or are perceived as socio-economically 

disadvantaged (Naishoo, 2015; Neumann et al., 2014). The process by which migrants settle 

into society is described in different ways with varying levels of political sensitivity in 

different countries. The process of adaptation to the new arrival host country, such as 

Australia, with a purported multicultural approach (DSS, 2015a) has a different perspective 

to that of the US where policies are more assimilationist. Nevertheless, a common 

assumption is that origin and host country cultures differ in their ‘shared ideas and rules of 

social life’ (Chirkov, 2009).  

Assimilation is a uni-directional integration process whereby individuals from all countries 

and cultural backgrounds are pressured to adopt the prevailing dominant culture (in Australia 

Figure 3.3  Ecological model for the predictors of subjective health and wellbeing among 
resettled refugee youth 
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- white, British Isles descent, Christian) (Modood, 2014). There is debate about the benefits 

of assimilation with some advocating cultural diversity enables greater dividends to the 

economy and society. In Australia, the requirement for English language competence, may 

be considered assimilationist (Modood, 2014). Assimilation practices have been associated 

with discrimination and racism (Yosso, 2005; Sam & Berry, 2010). Yosso (2005), for 

example, advocates challenging dominant ideologies and examining ‘the ways that race and 

racism impact educational structures, practices and discourses’ (p. 74).  

An interpretation that emphasises a process of decreasing differences rather than beneficial 

or detrimental effects of assimilation may be more useful in research (Greenman & Xie, 

2008). European and Australian researchers tend to use the terms ‘incorporation’ or 

‘integration’ which avoids the implication that migrants are expected to be indistinguishable 

from the majority members of the host society (Stepick & Stepick, 2010). Acculturation is 

an alternate overarching and most neutral term to describe the adaptation process (Berry, 

2005). Acculturation is the shared process of cultural change as a result of contact between 

two or more cultural groups and their individual members. 

Integration refers to processes of social interaction, where members of the majority 

community and its institutions, as well as migrants and ethnic minorities, are required to 

adjust, potentially resulting in a convergence of cultures. Therefore, migrants or minority 

groups are not blamed for failing to integrate. Multiculturalism involves two-way integration 

of groups as well as of individuals (Modood, 2014).  

Although there are different theoretical and conceptual approaches to studying acculturation, 

in order to restrain the scope the following approaches: segmented assimilation theory, 

comparative integration context theory, acculturation (Berry, 2005), and the outcome-

focused social cohesion, are considered within the context of Australian multiculturalism 

(Galligan, Boese, & Phillips, 2014). These were selected to emphasise weights that theorists 

place on factors affecting settlement paths, for example, characteristics of the incoming 

migrants, or the role of structures and practices in the host society. 
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3.2.1  Segmented assimilation 
Segmented assimilation theory (Portes & Zhou, 1993), developed in the US, posits that there 

are various pathways for migrants to integrate into society (Edgar, 2013; Kalogrides, 2009; 

Portes, Fernandez-Kelly & Haller, 2009; Portes & Zhou, 1993): 

…the interplay between an immigrant group’s human capital and the way that the 
group is received in American society (determined by reactions to race, ethnicity, 
and related factors) offers some immigrant youth the promise of upward social 
mobility but socially marginalizes and impedes the mobility of others. (Crosnoe & 
López Turley 2011, p. 132). 

Haller, Portes and Lynch (2011) identify three segments into which first-generation migrants 

assimilate. Some migrants experience upward social mobility and assimilate into the middle 

class; some migrants experience downward social mobility and assimilate into a lower class; 

and some migrants do not assimilate. This latter group remain within their ethnic community 

and maintain their ethnic identity. Segmented assimilation studies in the US have concluded 

that migrants from a high socio-economic status (SES) background, and those from an 

ethnicity that highly values education and has strong inter-class community solidarity, are 

likely to become highly educated and upwardly mobile. Whereas migrants from low-SES 

backgrounds, who have few resources when they arrive and do not highly value, or have 

limited, education, have difficulty in overcoming their circumstances to achieve significant 

positive outcomes and upward social mobility (Greenman & Xie, 2008; Stepick & Stepick, 

2010).  Paths of socio-economic mobility and acculturation (including dissonant 

acculturation) across generations are depicted in Figure 3.4.  

While segmented assimilation studies emphasise the importance of the reception on arrival, 

and societal and local context in the adaptation process, the emphasis of research appears to 

be more on the qualities of the migrants rather than the host setting (Crul & Schneider, 

2010). This emphasis on ethnic values of education and community solidarity is invoked to 

describe the immigrant paradox of high educational attainment in the presence of low socio-

economic background, and often limited host country language skills on arrival. However, I 

cautiously propose a more accurate description would be segmented ‘class’ assimilation, as 

culture and ethnicity do not appear to be identified as background determinants (refer figure 

below). The cultural components appear to be a separate driver of outcomes. 
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Figure 3.4  Segmented assimilation paths of mobility across generations 

 

Source: Haller, Portes & Lynch (2011), Dreams Fulfilled and Shattered: Determinants of segmented 
assimilation in the Second Generation, Figure 1. Social Forces 89(3), p. 738. Permission to reprint supplied. 

The variation in group educational achievement likely reflects differing mechanisms across 

each group. For example, for Latin American immigrants in the US, strong family and 

community ties are thought to protect young people from potentially negative peer 

orientations, and support resilience within disadvantaged schools and neighbourhoods 

(Crosnoe & López Turley; 2011). Alternatively, for many Asian immigrants in the US, the 

parenting role appears to focus more on managing their children through school and seeking 

out tutoring or contacts to support performance and facilitate greater educational 

achievements. A confounding issue is that Asian immigrants in the US tend to be of higher 

socio-economic status than other immigrants (Haller et al., 2011), so when investigating 

outcomes in this thesis the role of class or SES needs to also be considered.  

While in Australia there are fewer studies on segmented assimilation, existing research 

indicates similar findings for Chinese and Indian students, and those more broadly described 

as South-East Asian students (Marks, 2010a; Reitz, Zhang & Hawkins, 2011). However, as 

Haller and colleagues (2011) point out, the grouping of migrants into broad geographic 

zones for the purpose of research can be misleading as there are significant differences in 

settlement outcomes of Cambodian and Laotian refugees compared to other South-East 

Asian groups (Haller et al., 2011). This may reflect the impact of more recent conflicts on 

family functioning and lack of home educational infrastructure (Kaplan et al., 2016).  
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Focusing solely on human capital outcomes such as education and employment, as in the 

model above (Figure 3.4), ignores other acculturation outcomes such as wellbeing. Some 

studies have found that assimilation has both beneficial and detrimental effects depending on 

the individual, the group and the outcome examined (Greenman & Xie, 2008; Hao & Woo, 

2012; Lessard-Phillips, 2017; Modood, 2014). For example, by erasing difference, within 

society opportunities for discrimination and conflict may be reduced, yet for the individual 

they may experience a sense of loss in their identity (Modood, 2014). So, individuals might 

be employed, but feel estranged from their original country of origin and relatives. 

Additionally, other researchers question the accuracy of the pervasiveness of ‘dissonant 

acculturation’ indicating that it is the exception rather than the norm among second-

generation young adults (Waters, Tran, Kasinitz, & Mollenkopf, 2010). 

Segmented assimilation as described above may be somewhat deterministic - that particular 

youth fit into an assigned trajectory of either upward mobility or stagnation depending on 

ethnicity - and creates concern for addressing inequality and underplays the role of 

government. Examining two refugee communities in Australia with different levels of 

community support and government infrastructure, Broadbent, Cacciattolo & Carpenter 

(2007, p. 595) comment: 

 the opportunity to have some choice in life is one of the key indicators in gaining 
control over one’s circumstances and increasing a sense of health and wellbeing.  

Broadbent and colleagues (2007) argue that individual factors, such as locus of control and 

resilience, have an impact on education and employment outcomes, pointing out that young 

migrants and the children of migrants incorporate into a host society through complex 

processes. Other researchers conclude that: 

…using national origin as a proxy for mode of integration and family socio-
economic status obscures the underlying social processes that produce differential 
educational and employment outcomes (Stepick & Stepick, 2010, p. 1162). 

There is a need for a deeper investigation of the factors that make a difference to improve 

education, employment and wellbeing outcomes, to support those without significant 

economic, social and cultural capital. Identifying the malleable factors for the potentially 

struggling or downwardly mobile groups, or the small group who, despite the odds, have 

achieved significant success and wellbeing, is an important area for research. 



Chapter 3:  Theories, concepts and context 

69 

3.2.2 Comparative integration context theory 
In the European context, comparative integration context theory (CICT) argues that 

settlement outcomes such as employment, participation in social organisations and belonging 

to local communities, are strongly dependent on the integration context (Crul & Schneider, 

2010, 2012; Schneider & Crul, 2012). The integration context includes institutional 

arrangements in education, the labour market, housing, religion and legislation as well as 

specific programs for migrants. Research on CICT aims to take both perspectives - the 

impact of institutions and systems, and the characteristics of individuals or groups (Crul & 

Schneider, 2010, p. 1260).  

Comparative integration context theory recognises that, beyond formal structures, the nature 

of the political, social and media discourse shapes social interactions, emphasising the role 

of the host environment. This draws the sense of ‘fit’ or belonging as part of integration into 

the new host society. A sense of belonging is strongly associated with a person’s ability to 

develop social relations through strong and weak ties in different social contexts. Crul and 

Schneider (2010) found that differences in social and political contexts influence social and 

cultural participation and belonging. These differences also affect ‘natives’ sense of 

belonging, with the impact of world economic changes affecting all individuals, therefore 

both migrants and ‘natives’ responses need to be investigated (Ponzo, 2018). In their study, 

high degrees of local involvement by second-generation migrants, and geographic mobility 

reduce the isolation and identification of ‘newcomers’ and ‘natives’ (Crul & Schnieder, 

2010).  

Therefore, in this thesis a consideration of ‘sense of belonging’ needs to be incorporated to 

determine the ‘fit’ of the young person with Australian society. Then this can also be 

considered in how it relates to outcomes in education, employment and wellbeing. 

3.2.3 Acculturation 
Beyond the US and Europe, examining adaptation across nations and cultural groups enables 

a broader perspective on acculturation. Berry’s (2005, pp.698-699) definition outlines that: 

Acculturation is the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes 
place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual 
members. At the group level, it involves changes in social structures and institutions 
and in cultural practices. At the individual level, it involves changes in a person's 
behavioral repertoire. These cultural and psychological changes come about 
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through a long-term process, sometimes taking years, sometimes generations, and 
sometimes centuries.   

Berry (2005) proposes a framework to better understand contextual factors and the 

psychology of group relations to model key components of acculturation and ethnic relations 

that affect how individuals may adapt. This considers the reasons for migration as well as the 

individual’s proactiveness, and the settlement society’s orientation towards immigration and 

acceptance of a culturally pluralistic society.  

As illustrated in Figure 3.5 four acculturation strategies are proposed, based on three 

dimensions: 1) individuals in an ethnocultural group’s relative preference for maintaining 

original heritage culture and identity; 2) a relative preference for having contact with and 

participating in the larger society with other ethnocultural groups; and 3) the role the 

dominant group in the host settlement society has in influencing how the acculturation takes 

place. This framework enables comparisons to be made between individuals and their 

groups, and between non-dominant peoples and the settlement society (Berry, 2005; Berry, 

Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006; Sam & Berry, 2010).  

Figure 3.5  Berry's four acculturation strategies based upon relationships sought and 
maintenance of culture, in ethnocultural groups and the larger society 

 

Source: Berry, 2005, Acculturation: Living successfully in two cultures, Figure 3, p. 705. Permission to reprint 
supplied. 
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These strategies carry different names, depending on which group (the dominant 

ethnocultural group or non-dominant) is being considered. Berry states that there is an 

assumption that both groups, and their individual members, have the freedom to choose; 

however, this is not always the case with variation in acceptance of cultural diversity. From 

the perspective of non-dominant groups, when individuals do not choose to maintain their 

cultural identity and seek daily interaction with other cultures, the consequence is 

‘assimilation’. Alternatively, when individuals or groups place greater value on their original 

culture, and avoid interaction with others, then it is categorised as ‘separation’. When an 

individual or group has an interest in both maintaining cultural heritage and daily 

interactions with other groups, participating within the larger social network is regarded as 

‘integration’. Finally, ‘marginalisation’ occurs when there is little possibility or interest in 

heritage cultural maintenance (often for reasons of enforced cultural loss), nor in having 

relations with others (often for reasons of exclusion or discrimination by the larger society) 

(Berry, 2005). 

Under Berry’s model, integration requires mutual accommodation and acceptance by all, or 

the right of all groups to live as culturally distinct peoples. This strategy requires minority 

groups: 

to adopt the basic values of the larger society, while at the same time the dominant 
group must be prepared to adapt national institutions (e.g., education, health, labor) 
to better meet the needs of all groups now living together in the plural society. 
(Berry, 2005, p.706) 

A strength of Berry’s framework is the recognition that the dominant group, or host 

settlement society plays a prevailing role in the acculturation outcome. As shown in Figure 

3.5 the right-hand side indicates that assimilation, when pursued by the dominant group, is 

termed the ‘melting pot’. When separation is enforced by the dominant group it is called 

‘segregation’. Marginalisation, when imposed by the dominant group, is called ‘exclusion’. 

Finally, integration, when cultural diversity is an accepted characteristic of the society, 

including all the various ethnocultural groups, is ‘multiculturalism’. The impact of the 

conflicts between these various strategies can create difficulties for individuals resulting in 

acculturative stress. Berry and colleagues argue that the integrative approach is the least 
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stressful for individuals, and marginalisation the most stressful, with findings supported for 

various indicators of mental health (Berry 2005; Sam & Berry, 2010).27  

One limitation of this framework is its lack of consideration of the intersection with gender 

issues (Jang, 2018; Sam & Berry, 2010). Acculturation attitudes towards gender relations 

may change when migrants move from more conservative and restrictive environments to 

more permissive American or Australian society where gender equality is more accepted 

(Lopez-Class, Castro, & Ramirez, 2011). Additionally, the methodology of investigation into 

an individual’s acculturation has been criticised as being overly positivistic and quantitative, 

with a need for greater understanding provided by multidisciplinary approaches and 

methods, less focus on language use, and considering the changes over time (Chirkov, 2009; 

Lopez-Class, et al., 2011). 

3.2.4 Multiculturalism in Australia 
The extent to which migrants ‘fit in’ or adapt to their host country can reflect their capacity 

to simultaneously ‘belong’ in different environments, potentially with the existence of 

multiple identities. The term ‘multicultural’ is often used as a descriptive term reflecting 

diversity in a society. Merely tolerating group differences is insufficient to demonstrate 

adhering to multiculturalism and the term itself remains contested (van Kreiken, 2012). It 

involves issues of identity, culture, economic interests, group rights and political power 

(Kymlick & Banting, 2001; Modood, 2014). Multiculturalism can be considered a mode of 

integration (Modood, 2014). In this thesis it provides the context in which the young 

people’s outcomes are analysed, and whether there is adherence to the principles advocated.  

Multiculturalism is generally perceived as a strong integrative force in Australia, and 

although it has attracted some criticism (Kymlicka & Banting, 2011), it is thought to be a 

socially cohesive force (Galligan et al., 2014; van Kreiken, 2012). To provide more context, 

the integration goals of multiculturalism are reflected in four dimensions of Australian 

Government policy objectives with reference to liberty, equality and fraternity (Modood, 

2014). In 1989, the Australian Government advocated multiculturalism in the National 

Agenda for a Multicultural Australia highlighting three core principles: 

 
27 Applicability of this framework is now being considered in family units and social/policy environments. 
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1. cultural identity: the right of all Australians, within carefully defined limits, to 

express and share their individual cultural heritage, including their language and 

religion; 

2. social justice: the right of all Australians to equality of treatment and opportunity and 

the removal of barriers of race, ethnicity, culture, religion, language, gender or place 

of birth; and 

3. economic efficiency: the need to maintain, develop and utilise effectively the skills 

and talents of all Australians, regardless of background (Commonwealth of Australia, 

1989). 

As Modood (2014) recommends, given what is meant by ‘multiculturalism’ is contested and 

hence describing the Australian conceptualisation is necessary. The Australian 

Government’s view varies. A 2017 update of Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, 

Successful places more emphasis on security matters, along with shared values and 

responsibilities (DHA, 2017), suggesting the breadth of migrant settlement experience needs 

to incorporate a holistic perspective. One view of the dominant Australian culture is that of a 

secular multiculture, stressing individuals and families rather than strong group identities 

(van Kreiken, 2012).   

One related concept is cultural pluralism, smaller groups within a larger society maintaining 

their cultural identities, with their values and practices accepted by the mainstream wider 

culture, as long as they are consistent with the laws and values of the wider society (Galligan 

et al., 2014; White & Tadesse, 2007). Cultural pluralism is somewhat different from 

multiculturalism, because multiculturalism does not endorse a dominant culture. In the 20th 

century Australia transitioned from endorsing a dominant culture (White Australia Policy) 

into cultural pluralism and then during the post Second World War period towards 

multiculturalism. This cultural pluralism does suggest some level of separation and 

potentially segregation (Berry, 1974; White & Tadesse, 2007), and Galligan, Boese and 

Phillips (2014) argue that Australia’s policies and integration approach in the 21st century is 

still one of cultural pluralism.  

In Australia’s history there has been conflict between migrant and other longer-term 

Australian groups (the Cronulla riots, the Moomba conflict, the targeting of Muslims and the 
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Sudanese). Community efforts to combat racial stereotyping have been supported to some 

degree by various governments (Joint Standing Committee on Migration, 2017a; 2017b). 

How values are enacted in laws, and how issues of discrimination and conflict are addressed, 

affect both the individual (in terms of their perception of belonging, education and 

employment outcomes, physical and psychological wellbeing) and the nature of the society 

(Pittaway et al., 2015). It impacts social cohesion, which reflects a view of national unity.  

3.2.5 Social cohesion - sense of belonging 
Consistent with international and Australian policy trends, social research over the last 

decade has explored the concept of social cohesion (Markus, 2014; 2017). For example, in 

exploring determinants of subjective wellbeing in OECD countries (Fleche, Smith, & Sorsa, 

2011), social capital and psychological distress (Song, 2011), and the refugee experience of 

social cohesion exploring the roles of racism, intercultural contact and the media (Dandy & 

Pe-pua, 2015). Although there are many definitions of social cohesion, most are based on a 

sense of belonging, attachment to a community, participation in broader society, and a 

commitment to shared goals and common outcomes, these aspects are inter-related (Dandy 

& Pe-pua, 2015). Factors that enhance or erode social cohesion include government and 

social components: 

• economic: such as levels of unemployment and poverty, and income distribution, 

health and life satisfaction 

• political: levels of political and social participation, including social capital in terms 

of networks, shared norms and social trust 

• socio-cultural: levels of consensus and divergence on local and national issues 

(Hendriks & Bartram, 2016; Markus & Kirpitchenko, 2007). 

A useful theoretical framework when wishing to exploring determinants of subjective 

wellbeing (Jenson, 1998) identifies five dimensions of social cohesion (1) belonging, 

referring to the sense of connectedness to community or the nation; (2) inclusion, having 

equal access to resources, including education, employment, health care, and housing; (3) 

participation, covering political/civic and social/community participation; (4) recognition, 

including the extent to which there is mutual respect and tolerance; and (5) legitimacy, 
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reflecting more-formal, institutional-level matters, and confidence in institutions such as the 

political system, government departments, and unions (Dandy & Pe-pua, 2015). 

From research conducted on the Australian population, Markus (2014) identified that 

Australia was a highly cohesive society. Drawing on data from the Scanlon Foundation 

surveys examining belonging, worth, social justice, participation, and acceptance and 

rejection, Markus (2014) found a consistent pattern of agreement across groups, that there is: 

• positive identification with Australia (belonging) 

• agreement that in Australia there is economic opportunity and reward for hard work 
(inclusion), and 

• satisfaction with financial circumstances (inclusion). 

To understand more about the context of living in Australia, between 2007 and 2017 the 

Scanlon-Monash Index found an overall decrease in social cohesion in Australia (Markus, 

2017). A significant minority of respondents believe that there should be a reduction in 

immigration and that multiculturalism has not been good for Australia. There is also 

evidence of increasing concerns regarding social justice for vulnerable groups between 2007 

and 2017. Furthermore, the highest proportion of negative experience reported was in the 

domain of acceptance/rejection, in particular, experiences of discrimination (Markus, 2014, 

2017) that is, they have effects on participation and belonging. Respondents in younger age 

groups, men, those of non-English speaking background, of non-Christian faith, and living in 

urban areas, particularly with high migrant population, reported high rates of discrimination. 

Some of these experiences could also be related to other components of Jenson’s framework 

that are more institutional in nature reflecting legitimacy, that is changes in the government’s 

policy approach, in particular to those arriving by boat (described as unauthorised maritime 

arrivals [Productivity Commission, 2016]).OECD (OECD, 2012a; OECD/EU, 2015) 

indicators of immigrant integration show that younger people experience discrimination to a 

larger extent than older age groups.  

Comparing across all OECD countries, higher proportions of immigrants from lower-income 

countries report discrimination against their community. Although there are methodological 

challenges related to the consistency in people reporting perceived discrimination, the OECD 

rate in Australia was around 25 per cent in 2012-13. Figure 3.6 provides an overview of 
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perceived discrimination across comparable settlement countries from 2008 to 2012. It 

indicates the relatively high levels of discrimination experienced by young people in 

Australia compared to those from other high-income countries. Asian, young or highly 

qualified migrants in Australia, were the most likely to report discrimination. People in jobs 

were more likely to feel discriminated against than those not in the labour market. One 

explanation, attributed to a similar situation in Canada, is that with the higher proportion of 

skilled migrants, there may be higher expectations of equitable treatment (OECD/EU, p. 

220).  

Discrimination can arise from a range of sources. Analysis of the role of the media (Dandy 

& Pe-Pua, 2015) led to the conclusion that negative stereotypes are perpetuated to the 

detriment of social cohesion, resulting in increased levels of disengagement by targeted 

groups. 

Figure 3.6  Share of 15-64-year-old immigrants who state that they have been discriminated 
against, 2008-12 in OECD countries 

 

Source: OECD/European Union (2015), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2015, Chapter 12,  
Figure 12.4, p. 221.Statlink: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933213111. Permission to reprint supplied. 
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Persistent race and gender inequality in the labour market may also be the result of 

comparatively reduced access to social and cultural capital rather than the overt 

discrimination of young NESB people. Those from less economically affluent countries 

and/or those from humanitarian-entrants’ source countries are likely to have lower levels of 

social capital (McDonald & Day, 2010). This reduced access to social resources may 

contribute to variations in a sense of wellbeing, as well as limiting access to educational and 

employment outcomes. Unemployment has been cited as ‘the greatest threat to active 

engagement of emerging migrant communities in Australian society’ (Abdelkerim & Grace, 

2012, p. 116). Therefore, identifying factors to support improved employment outcomes as 

part of migrant settlement and wellbeing for young people is a key driver for this research.  

A recent model developed by the Multicultural Youth Advocacy Network (MYAN, 2016 - 

refer Figure 3.7) incorporates wellbeing and components of young Australians’ education-to-

employment transitions as part of successful settlement. The National Youth Services 

Framework (NYSF) advocates building skills in knowledge and networks to improve: 

economic participation (education and employment outcomes); social participation 

(networks); civic participation (democracy, legal and civil rights) underpinned by personal 

wellbeing (health, satisfaction and psychological distress) contributing to active citizenship. 

This framework appears to be a close fit to the development of the theoretical background 

advanced in this thesis, with a focus on economic and social participation associated with 

wellbeing. 

Informed by national consultations with young people, government and the non-government 

sector, the NYSF is designed to enhance policy development and service planning and 

delivery. It is intended to have broad application across a diversity of sectors including 

settlement, health, education, training and employment, housing, justice and sport and 

recreation. Underlying the NYSF requires understanding the refugee and migration 

experience for adolescents within the Australian settlement context; then facilitating good 

practice in youth settlement to assist in achieving active citizenship (MYAN, 2016). 

Although the framework has reference to the Australian context - it incorporates human and 

social capital concepts, and it focuses on strengths-based achievement - there are 

components of the integration context within the model that will be challenging for young 

people to achieve without greater support of institutional arrangements in education, the 

labour market, housing and religious expression. 
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Figure 3.7  MYAN (Australia) 2016 - National Youth Settlement Framework: Domains and 
indicators of active citizenship  

 
Source: MYAN, 2016, National Youth Settlement Framework, March 2016, A national framework for 
supporting the settlement of young people from refugee and migrant backgrounds in Australia, p. 15. 

Permission to reprint supplied. 
 

3.2.6 Intersectionality 

The term intersectionality has been used to help understand the interactions of multiple 

categorisations such as race, ethnicity, gender, SES, age and language (Dahmoon, 2011; 

Jang, 2018). A focus on intersectionality highlights the ways in which multiple social 

categorisations interact to shape the experiences of individuals, and their identity. Originally, 

arising from feminist discourse in the late 1980s associated with addressing power 

imbalances, the intersection of components of individuals’ identities is reported and 

theorised as explaining multiple disadvantages experienced by young women from diverse 

backgrounds (Black, Hispanic and South east Asian) in the USA (Cho, Crenshaw, & 

McCall, 2013; Jang, 2018). More recently there has been increasing ‘mainstreaming’ 
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applying the concept as a frame of analysis, assisting develop theory and methodology 

(Dahmoon, 2011).  

Some aspects of identity are included in the National Youth Settlement Framework, with 

references to multi-cultural and religious expression, and is potentially focussed on those 

from visible minorities. Although the framework addresses young people’s domains of 

action, it does not appear to explicitly identify other aspects of a young person’s identity 

such as their gender or socio-economic class as contributing to their wellbeing.  

Considering intersectionality is important to address what has been described as systems of 

oppression (including racism, sexism, and colonialism [Fitzgerald, 2003; Jang, 2018]) in 

addressing educational equity and social justice. Reporting on a US analysis, the differing 

immigration experience, family resources for those from Hmong or Cambodian backgrounds 

(generally as refugees to the US), varying expectations of gender roles, and gender are 

proposed as explaining different intentions to pursue higher education between males and 

females of South East Asian background. It cannot be assumed that young people of Asian 

background or even South East Asian background are homogenous in their educational or 

employment expectations and outcomes. 

Therefore, I propose that greater consideration of intersectionality is needed to improve 

understanding education outcomes apparent in the Australian environment, and how these 

may interact with employment and wellbeing. Jang (2018) identifies four core premises of 

intersectionality: (1) that there is simultaneity of social categorisations,  (2) relationships 

among such social categorisations are multiplicative, that is - the experience of a white 

woman is different to a non-white woman which is different to a non-white man, which 

differs to that of a white man; (3) power relations between categorisations intersect, and (4) 

the power relationships vary across different social contexts. That is, individuals’ 

experiences are shaped externally and internally - by their birth identity and the social and 

institutional forces in which they live (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Dahmoon, 2011; 

Jang, 2018). Identifying the outcomes of such multiple categorisations is another interest in 

this research. 
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3.3 Theory overview and expectations 

Considering the range of applicable theories and potential models, I postulate a range of 

settlement outcomes according to discussed theoretical perspectives, within the Australian 

context. Table 3.1 outlines those outcomes including occupational expectations, academic 

achievement, educational attainment, employment outcomes and wellbeing for those from 

different migrant groups (described as migrant status - categorised into four groups by 

whether they, or their parents, are from a refugee source country) compared to longer-term 

Australians. Within this I consider the role of background (country of origin including 

potential visa category, such as whether from a refugee background, or from a country where 

there has been significant conflict resulting in forced displacement or persecution; or a 

migrant with skill-based entry), generational effects and gender outcomes where the 

literature is clear, mainly in the wellbeing for young people.  

This collation guides the research questions outlined in the next chapter: Methodology in 

Section 4.3 Research Design. Findings from the thesis analysis will then be considered, and 

this table will be revisited in Chapter 8: Discussion.   
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Table 3.1  Theoretical perspectives and unexpected outcomes  

 Theoretical perspective Context 
Outcome  Human 

capital 
Segmented 
assimilation 

Comparative 
integration 
context 

Australian 
Multiculturalism 

Occupational 
expectations 
2003 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig.a 
differences 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant 
nec.b background 
group 

Larger proportion 
migrants and from 
migrant generations 
have university 
expectations: 
managers & prof’lsd 

than longer-term 
Australians 

All migrant status 
groups - no sig. 
differences 

Academic 
achievement 
2003 

Lower refugee 
source country 
background 
group 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
-Lower - refugee source 
country background 
group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
background group 

Lower refugee 
source country 
background group 
than longer-term 
Australians. 
Improvement in 
second-generation 

Lower refugee 
source country 
background group 
than longer-term 
Australians. 

School 
attainment 
2008 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig. 
differences. 
Difference 
based on SES 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
background group 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term 
Australians.  Higher 
refugee source 
country groups & 
Higher - migrant nec. 
background groups 
Difference based on 
SES, lower academic 
achievement. But 
higher educational 
expectations 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
Higher educational 
expectations driving 
greater proportion 
completing school 
and tertiary 
entrance. 

Employment 
2008 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig. 
differences 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
Background group 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group & 
lower migrant nec. 
background group 
Higher second-
generation 
outcomes 

All migrant status 
groups - no sig. 
differences 

Highest 
education 
qualification 
2013 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig. 
differences 
Difference 
based on 
academic 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
background group 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
higher educational 
persistence, with 
greater proportions 
completing 
university 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
Higher educational 
expectations driving 
greater proportion 
completing school 
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achievement 
2003  

and tertiary 
entrance. 

Employment 
2013 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig. 
differences, 
Difference 
based on 
education 
qual’ne: school 
only - lowest 
empl’t 
proportion 

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
background group 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group & 
lower migrant nec. 
background group 
Higher second-
generation 

All migrant status 
groups - no sig. 
differences. Gender 
differencesc 

Wellbeing 
2013 

All migrant 
status groups - 
no sig. 
differences. 
Gender 
differencesc  

All migrant status 
groups differ from 
longer-term Australians 
- Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group 
 -  Higher - migrant nec. 
background group 
Gender differencesc 

Migrant groups 
differ from longer-
term Australians - 
Lower - refugee 
source country 
background group & 
lower migrant nec. 
background group 
Higher second- 
generation 
outcomes. Gender 
differences 

All migrant status 
groups - no sig. 
differences. Gender 
differencesc 

a sig. - significant, b nec. - not elsewhere classified – that is - non-refugee source country background, cGender differences 
identified through research outcomes, d prof’ls - professionals, e qual’n - qualification, f empl’t - employment. 

 

I am conscious of the diversity of background and experience of ‘longer-term Australians’ as 

a reference group. As in all categories there is significant variation, which in this case would 

also include First Australians (Indigenous Australians) relating to their goals, expectations 

and outcomes (Sikora & Biddle, 2015). For those from refugee source country background, 

it could include highly educated political activists (Schweitzer et al., 2006). However, that in 

part is the reason for the research, at the broad level asking questions of - Are there 

significant differences across groups? As referred to earlier, at times policy initiatives and 

media commentators don’t refer to specifics, and hence paint-with-a-broad-brush. So, there 

is interest in knowing whether this is justified in any form. 

3.4 Relevant theoretical concepts - Summary 

This study on migrant status, educational attainment, employment outcomes and wellbeing is 

informed by human capital theory (HCT), including concepts of cultural, social and ethnic 

capital, segmented assimilation theory, the comparative integration context theory and 

psychological acculturation, within the context of Australian multiculturalism.  
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HCT suggests that young people with high levels of education are more likely to be 

employed and to receive higher rates of remuneration than young people with lower levels of 

education. Therefore, the completion of post-school qualifications should be associated with 

better employment outcomes. However, as some researchers have pointed out (Lareau, 2015; 

Saha, 2015; Tan, 2014), HCT does not seek to explain the range of factors that influence 

individuals in the transition from education-to-employment such as gender, ethnic 

background and class characteristics, components of an intersectional focus. 

The concepts of social and cultural capital can be useful for exploring some of the variability 

in education and employment outcomes between groups. Differential access to cultural and 

social capital may explain how different groups of young people manage their lives in the 

transition to employment and adulthood (Lareau, 2015, p.4; Stanton-Salazar, 2011; Waters et 

al., 2011). Ethnic capital has been introduced to reflect the importance of migrant resources. 

Segmented assimilation theory (SAT) illustrates how migrants’ educational and cultural 

characteristics influence their capacity to integrate into society (Edgar, 2013; Kalogrides, 

2009; Haller, Portes & Lynch, 2011; Portes & Zhou, 1993). In the US some migrants 

experience upward social mobility and assimilate into the middle class; some migrants 

experience downward social mobility and assimilate into a lower class; and some migrants 

remain within their ethnic community and do not assimilate. These outcomes influence the 

second-generation economic and cultural trajectories. The nature of the host society is also 

acknowledged as an important influence on the process of integration, a factor explained in 

more depth in psychological acculturation providing a more nuanced description of adaptation 

and placing more emphasis on individual characteristics and the influence of the host society.  

Within Berry’s (2005) conceptualisation of psychological acculturation, integration would 

appear to be the most prevalent strategy with multiculturalism considered the less stressful of 

adaptation processes in psychological acculturation. Marginalisation and exclusion are the 

most stressful and align with dissonant acculturation and downward assimilation. In 

providing the context for this research, although successive Australian Government policies 

advocate multiculturalism (Department of Social Services [DSS], 2017), segmented 

assimilation has some limited relevance to the Australian situation. The Australian media 

narrative and some political commentary separates migrants into groups which are deemed 

to be either high achieving or disengaged and disruptive. This emphasises the characteristics 
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of migrants rather than the host society (Crul & Schneider, 2010) and neglects the 

importance of the integration context. As Kalogrides (2009) points out, migrant groups who 

experience a favourable reception are more likely to integrate into the middle class. 

Multiculturalism, in part measured by levels of social cohesion, offers other insights to 

improve wellbeing, recognising the value of cultural diversity. Considering the MYAN 

(2016) framework for settlement outcomes conceptualising factors related to education, 

employment and wellbeing, I propose to undertake a comparative empirical study of young 

people in Australia, with a focus on migrant status.28 The theories and concepts explored in 

this chapter help guide an analytical model presented in Chapter 4 - Methodology. I present 

research questions (Section 4.3) considering the differences between generations of migrants 

from refugee source countries, and other nations, and longer-term Australians, in the 

Australian context and why these differences may exist.  

By drawing on longitudinal data, a dynamic view of transitions is possible through part of 

the life course from adolescence to young adulthood. So, to summarise there are links 

between education and employment (human capital theory), and migrant status (segmented 

class assimilation theory), settlement environment (comparative integration context) and 

wellbeing (multiculturalism). I will develop clearer specifications of the relationships 

between various indicators and longer-term outcomes (Dika & Singh, 2002; Khoo, 2012; 

Lee, 2010; Stepick & Stepick, 2010, Stone et al., 2003). My aim is to conduct research 

which: 

…connects the anecdotal and qualitative evidence with the statistical evidence on 
job seekers, and which examines the longitudinal path of job seekers through 
support services and into employment over time. (Settlement Council of Australia, 
2013, p. 1). 

 

 
28 The MYAN (2016) National Youth Settlement Framework has additional components but it is beyond the scope of the thesis 

to consider all domains and indicators of active citizenship. 
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Chapter 4  Methodology 

4  

This chapter presents the methodology for the research. It begins with a summary of the 

rationale and research goals. It outlines the links between the methodology and justification 

for the thesis outline (refer Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). Explanations of the phases of the 

research design and key variables are provided in the following sections of this chapter. 

4.1 Research goals 

My research examines the education-to-employment transitions of young migrants, including 

those identified as refugee or humanitarian entrants to Australia. Research in this subject 

area is limited by the availability of data on migrant status. Within many collections there are 

no categorisations by visa class, and the outcomes of refugee and humanitarian entrants are 

overwhelmed by those of skilled migrants and international students. As a result, existing 

empirical research does not sufficiently recognise the diversity of the migrant population in 

Australia. The reporting of quantitative measures of central tendency, such as mean 

educational performance, masks the variation in achievement according to migrant category 

across the English as an additional language/dialect (EAL/D) category. There are qualitative 

case studies highlighting the challenges that refugee and humanitarian entrants face, and 

some longitudinal work examining the outcomes they achieve. However, beyond a few 

recent studies (e.g. Creagh, 2014; Hugo et al., 2011, 2014; Galligan et al., 2014) there has 

been little comparative research or empirical analysis of education-to-employment 

transitions, including their wellbeing comparing young refugee and humanitarian entrants to 

other migrant types or their longer-term resident Australian peers.29 

My research is designed to address these gaps by: 

• comparing outcomes such as educational achievement, educational attainment, 

employment status and wellbeing according to migrant status; 

 
29 There are longitudinal studies such as the Good Starts project that focus on refugee youth (eg McMichael, Nunn, Correa-

Velez & Gifford, 2017) however, they do not explore alternative outcomes for other young Australians by comparison. 
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• proposing a proxy factor methodology for migrant status to identify indicative 

educational, employment and wellbeing outcomes for young Australians; and 

• using a mixed-methods design to assist with the interpretation of the quantitative 

findings, and to test theories on migrant transitions from education to employment 

and associated wellbeing as part of settlement success.  

4.2 Justification for research design  

The design adopted in this thesis is pragmatic sequential explanatory mixed methods. The 

sequential explanatory design consists of phases: quantitative analysis followed by further 

explanatory qualitative research (Creswell, 2008). This is accompanied by a final phase of 

linking, integration and synthesising of the collected information.  

The limitations of adopting one type of methodology in educational research have prompted 

researchers to address paradigm divisions. Educational effectiveness research has largely 

been reliant on quantitative methodology and positivist paradigms. This data technique of 

reductionism is criticised by those who are interested in social justice issues and hence they 

adopt mainly qualitative and interpretivist perspectives using case studies and in-depth 

interviews (Sammons, 2010). As an alternative to the stated dichotomy and the reliance on a 

single research paradigm, mixed methods aims to provide more robust research evidence and 

interpretations based on the integration and synthesis of findings to inform policy and 

practice (Alise & Teddlie, 2010; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

Mixed-methods researchers collect and analyse data, integrate the findings, and draw 

inferences using both qualitative and quantitative methods in a single study or program of 

enquiry (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). The rationale for conducting mixed-methods research 

includes the opportunity for triangulation to seek convergence and corroboration of results 

from different methods. Additionally, complementarity allows for an elaboration and 

clarification of the results from one method using the results from the other method. 

Pragmatists advocate that the purpose and research questions should drive the methodology 

but also acknowledge that the researchers’ values are present within a pragmatic paradigm 



Chapter 4:  Methodology 

87 

(Creswell, 2008; Mertens, 2015).30 To address research gaps this thesis is interested in 

comparative outcomes - and should differences exist, why this may occur - to improve 

understanding in Australia of young people of refugee and migrant background (Fozdar & 

Hartley, 2013). There is also the need to address concerns about political rhetoric as outlined 

in the Introduction chapter. Fundamental to pragmatism is the importance of four 

components: context, what is the issue or problem to be considered, what are the experiences 

of those involved, and what are the consequences. Understanding can be guided by theory as 

it can connect all four fundamental components. It helps to interpret the context, problem 

and experience (Bozeman & Sarewitz, 2011; Dewey, 1954; Shields, 1996; 2003). 

The design adopted in this thesis is pragmatic sequential explanatory mixed methods. In the 

first phase, I conduct statistical analysis of data from a national longitudinal project. The key 

findings from this phase are then discussed with experienced service providers in the 

education-to-employment transitions and migrant settlement fields. The primary quantitative 

research focus is on variables, and comparisons, aiming to ensure validity and reliability; 

while the qualitative research assists with authenticity, providing a voice to the education 

and migrant settlement sector, providing further insight and examples. On the one hand, the 

primary method would be adequate to examine patterns of educational attainment, 

employment, and wellbeing but is potentially limited with regards to explanatory comment. 

On the other hand, relying solely on interviews with experienced providers is unlikely to 

generate generalisable results (Bazeley, 2018; Creswell 2008; Neuman, 2006). Interviews 

with service providers will also provide an opportunity for later refinement of the 

quantitative analysis and highlight where further examination is warranted. 

The sequential design is based on the premise that the quantitative data provides the basis for 

the generation and collection of explanatory comments based on the outcomes. I also use a 

multilevel design in that the quantitative data are collected at the student level, collected 

from sampled schools across Australia, and the qualitative data are collected from those in 

provider positions (described as key informants, Galligan et al., 2014) who have witnessed a 

range of student experiences and outcomes, and are separate to the school system ideally 

able to provide a broader view across time, education sector and geography. It was not 

 
30 Researcher statement: As a longer-term Australian woman from UK heritage, university educated, and having worked in 

education and employment as a careers’ counsellor and researcher, I seek to understand different experiences and outcomes to 
help address inequality and assist young people reach their aspirations. 
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possible to conduct interviews with the LSAY student participants, due to their anonymity. 

Therefore, the alternate perspective from experienced providers adds a complementary 

component, providing opinions to assist explain findings. Other dissertations and research 

articles in education have also adopted similar designs to explain outcomes (Berliner, Barrat, 

Fong & Shirk, 2008 with high school non-completers; Christ, 2007 with college students 

with disabilities; Jang, McDougall, Pollon, Herbert & Russell, 2008 with migrant students in 

economically distressed areas; and Ming, 2014 with military students’ post-secondary 

education). The mix of quantitative and qualitative data allows for meta-inferences to be 

drawn associated with low SES, the intersection of migrant status, gender, generation, and 

other student issues, such as home circumstances (Guarcello, 2015; Knaggs, Sondergeld & 

Schardt, 2013; Tolliver, 2013). Figure 4.1 provides an overview of the mixed-methods 

research design and analysis.  

Figure 4.1 Design of analyses: Pragmatic sequential explanatory mixed method design 

 

Good quality mixed-methods research requires ensuring not only a logical sequence in the 

research process but also effective integration of analysis (Mertens, 2015). Bazeley (2018) 

recommends greater synthesis and analysis of mixed methods rather than presenting and 

discussing the results independently. Therefore, the structure of the results’ sections will 

outline quantitative findings on the major themes with qualitative comments where available 

to assist with ‘thick’ descriptions. As referred to above, combined inferences can be drawn 
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and will be incorporated into the analysis process (refer Figure 4.1). Where clarifying results 

or divergence in views occur, this can be further explored as part of later analysis. This ‘to 

and fro’ process uses inductive, deductive and abduction reasoning for ongoing theory 

generation and testing (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

4.3 Research design 

As stated, I adopt a pragmatic approach (Creswell, 2008) to undertake the research exploring 

the education, employment and wellbeing outcomes as part of settlement success of young 

migrants to Australia, especially refugee and humanitarian entrants. The support for 

theoretical explanation will draw on the work of other educational researchers (e.g. 

Desjardins, 2008). As outlined below, the research questions are derived from other findings 

and theoretical frameworks to drive the research design. Previous work has well documented 

the association of socio-economic status with education, employment and wellbeing 

outcomes (e.g. Karmel, Roberts, & Lim, 2014). The contribution and focus of this thesis 

extends this understanding beyond SES to include migrant background and gender. The 

research questions respond to proposed hypothetical outcomes included in Table 3.1 

comparing different migrant groups to longer-term Australians, and investigating the 

interacting role of gender. 

Phase 1: Research questions - Quantitative focus 

Chapter 5: Education theme 

In the context of migrant status, this set of research questions is guided by seeking 

clarification on the role of occupational expectations and sense of belonging on academic 

achievement, and educational attainment at age 20 and 25.  

1. Is migrant status associated with occupational expectations?  

2. Academic achievement 

a. Is migrant status associated with academic achievement at age 15? 

b. Is a sense of belonging associated with migrant status, and academic achievement? 

3. Is migrant status associated with educational attainment at age 20? 

4. Is migrant status associated with educational qualifications at age 25?  
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Chapter 6: Employment Theme 

Given findings on education identified in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 investigates what support is 

there for the theories of human and social capital in employment outcomes, and is there 

variation based on migrant status? Additionally, research has identified gender differences in 

employment outcomes in Australia, are they apparent in this sample and is there an 

interaction between migrant and gender status? 

5. Social capital and employment 

a. Is migrant status associated with employment status at age 20? 

b. Is social capital, measured as community involvement, associated with employment 

status at age 20? 

6. Is migrant status associated with employment status at age 25, does it vary by 

gender? 

Chapter 7: Wellbeing 

Given the literature on education and employment and links with wellbeing, Chapter 7 

investigates whether there are significant differences between those from more recent 

migrant background and longer-term Australians. Additionally, other research reports 

women tend to have lower levels of wellbeing than men, are there gender and migrant effects 

in this sample? 

7. Wellbeing and gender 

a. Is migrant status associated with wellbeing at age 25? 

b. Does the association between migrant status and wellbeing vary according to gender? 

Phase 2: Qualitative focus - Supplementary questions 

The sequential research design enables further explanatory investigation of Phase 1 findings. 

The main investigation focuses on gender differences. 

8. Why are there gender differences between the:  

a. education outcomes (Chapter 5) and  

b. employment outcomes, particularly for those from migrant background? (Chapter 

6). 
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9. Why are there differences in wellbeing between genders and groups of young 

Australians, particularly for those from migrant background? (Chapter 7). 

4.3.1 Overview 

Figure 4.2 provides a conceptual model for guiding the analytical model diagrammatically 

representing the possible associations between the outcomes and explanatory variables. 

Guided by concepts, associations and theory presented in chapters 3 and 4 it includes 

individual factors, and structural factors that can be statistically controlled in the analysis. It 

indicates that three time periods will be considered as part of the analysis. The ovals are the 

variables or issues that were considered when trying to identify appropriate information 

sources.  

Figure 4.2  Education and employment transitions including wellbeing - Analytical model  

 

The relationships between individual factors, such as demographic variables (including 

migrant status), are investigated to determine if there are associations with occupational 

expectations or discrimination (sense of belonging). As the individual demographic variables 
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are measured at Time 1, whether these influence later outcomes such as educational 

attainment or employment are then considered. The contribution of outcomes at Time 2, are 

then considered in analysis at Time 3. Control variables such as parental socio-economic 

status are included to more clearly identify other variable contributions. 

An overview of the research (Table 4.1) begins with secondary analysis of nationally 

representative survey data (Phase 1). In Phase 2, the research focuses on qualitative 

interviews to facilitate a more nuanced understanding. The overview includes the research 

focus, the data source, the analysis type and the intent of the analysis. 

Table 4.1  Overview of phases in the research  

Phase Research Focus Data Source Analysis Type Intent 

Phase 1 Inc. Research 

Questions (RQs) 

 Secondary data  

 RQs: 1‒7 
Longitudinal analysis 
allows comparisons 
between young 
migrants and their 
longer-term 
Australian peers. 

Nationally 
recognised 
longitudinal 
Australian data 
source, considered 
reliable, valid and 
robust.  

Quantitative 
analysis of 
previously 
collected survey 
data including 
educational, 
employment and 
wellbeing 
outcomes 

Determine 
comparative 
outcomes, 
and test 
associations  

Phase 2   Primary data  

 RQs: 8‒9 
Qualitative analysis -
exploring findings of 
the comparative 
quantitative work, to 
verify and 
authenticate 

Subject matter 
experts: settlement 
services, migrant 
youth advocates, 
education and 
employment 
providers 

Guided by Phase 
1: Semi-
structured 
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4.4 Phase 1: Secondary data analysis 

The research design includes the use of secondary data from a long-running Australia-wide 

survey of young people – Longitudinal Survey of Australian Youth 2003.  The benefits of 

longitudinal studies include the ability to track changes over time with greater accuracy 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). Longitudinal studies also allow for the inclusion of a 

larger number of variables, with different items in different waves so as not to overburden 

the respondent, however, this can also result in challenges of more complex analysis. 

Additionally, they provide greater potential for recommendations for interventions to be 

made, given the possibility to introduce changes at the first time period and track effects 

(Cohen et al., 2011). 

However, longitudinal studies suffer problems of attrition, particularly in panel studies 

which research the same individuals over time. It is important to determine if attrition occurs 

randomly or is concentrated in particular groups. If the latter is the case, then the sample will 

need to be weighted appropriately. Additionally, if there are small samples of the particular 

group under investigation then it may be possible to pool the results of multiple cohorts. 

However, this may introduce additional sources of error due to the timing of the data 

collections. Additionally, historical events, such as economic recessions, may affect 

outcomes such as employment, so if multiple wave comparisons are used then these effects 

should be checked (Sikora & Biddle, 2015). 

4.4.1 Data sources 

Given the relatively small number of refugee and humanitarian entrants in the Australian 

population, a significantly large data source is needed to ensure representation. The data 

needs to include demographic information, for example on country of origin, parental 

background, migrant status, as well as information on education, social factors, employment 

and wellbeing. I outline some possible sources, and then argue that the Longitudinal Surveys 

of Australian Youth (LSAY) are the most appropriate. Within that set of surveys only the 

LSAY 2003 cohort is determined to be suitable given attrition and other design and 

implementation issues. I include an overview of other possible data sets to demonstrate there 

was no other Australian national source that includes visa status, educational achievement, 

educational attainment, employment and wellbeing. Therefore, assisting to justify the 

rationale for using the “refugee source country” approach, and that it is an innovative 
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method to gain insight into young Australians’ outcomes based on their migration 

background. 

4.4.1.1 Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia (LSIA) 

To distinguish between the experiences of skilled migrants and those of refugees, researchers 

need to have information on visa category at time of entry into Australia. One dataset that 

specifically examines migrant experiences, the LSIA, collected a range of data from 

migrants from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s. Unfortunately, humanitarian migrants were 

not the focus of the study (DIBP, 2015b) with LSIA cohorts 1 and 2 including a relatively 

small number of humanitarian migrants and LSIA cohort 3 not including any humanitarian 

migrants (Gray et al., 2012). The Continuous Survey of Australia’s Migrants, a six-monthly 

survey that commenced in 2009, does not include humanitarian entrants (ABS, 2011a).  

As there are few other longitudinal immigration surveys, researchers using data from 

national surveys generally either include all migrants into one broad category, or use country 

of origin as a proxy to represent refugee-humanitarian settlers (Hugo et al., 2011). 

4.4.1.2 Other longitudinal datasets 

The Australian Census Migrant Integrated Database (2011) contains information on persons 

who responded to the 2011 Census of Population and Housing and also had a permanent visa 

record on the DIBP's Settlement Database with a date of arrival between 2000 and 2011 

(ABS, 2013a). Linking these datasets showed that migrants on humanitarian visas typically 

settle in lower socio-economic areas, compared to skilled migrants who more frequently 

settle in higher socio-economic areas (ABS, 2013c). However, it is more difficult to link the 

data for some groups such as migrants on humanitarian visas, in particular those aged 15 to 

34, and those born in North Africa or the Middle East, and to a lesser extent, Sub-Saharan 

Africa and North-East Asia. This dataset and other ABS cross-sectional data (e.g. ABS, 

2011a & b) have some potential for examination of transitions to work; however, the lack of 

data on individual educational achievement and other social factors hinders efforts to track 

the progress and outcomes for migrants. 

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey is a broad 

social and economic survey. This household panel study collects data on demographic 

characteristics as well as measures of economic, social and psychological outcomes, but does 
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not include a formal assessment of educational achievement of young people (Melbourne 

Institute, 2014). Previous research has used HILDA for examining the link between 

employment, wellbeing and capital (Cole, 2007) 

Migrant visa variables are included in HILDA, but there is under-representation of migrants; 

in particular there are very few refugees or humanitarian entrants in the sample - 4.4% of all 

migrants 2001 to 2011; 11.2% post 2011 (Wilkins, 2014, p. 90). Since 2004, the HILDA 

Survey has collected additional information from migrants on their visa category on arrival 

in Australia and their current migration status. However, the questions on visa category are 

only asked of migrants who were Australian citizens or permanent residents, at the time of 

their interview, therefore limiting the coverage.  

‘Building a New Life in Australia’ (BNLA) 

The Australian Government recognised the need for additional data. Consequently, a new 

longitudinal survey of humanitarian migrants ‘Building a New life in Australia’ (BNLA) 

collected data between 2013 and 2018 (De Maio, Silbert, Jenkinson & Smart, 2014). 

Information collected includes demographic information, housing, language proficiency, 

education, employment and income, pre-migration experiences, health - including wellbeing, 

self-sufficiency, community support, life satisfaction and life in Australia. 

However, the disadvantages of using these data include: only 5.63 per cent of the sample are 

adolescents (n=135); there is no information on educational achievement; and there are only 

five years of data. This survey holds research promise but is not comprehensive for the 

purposes of this thesis. 

4.4.1.3 Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) 

The LSAY dataset has a range of variables focusing on the appropriate target population to 

examine education-to-employment transitions of young people in Australia. Previous 

research using LSAY has covered a vast array of domains including country of origin and 

achievement, language background and employment outcomes, wellbeing, and a range of 

transitions studies (e.g. Johnston et al., 2014; Marks, 2010a & b, Nguyen, 2011, Webb et al., 

2015). However, Semo (2011) noted there has been no single LSAY research report with a 

focus on social capital and youth transitions. Therefore, there is potential to add new 
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knowledge to the transitions’ literature and, specifically, for young people of migrant 

background. 

The LSAY project conducts follow-up surveys of students selected by the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) study. PISA is conducted every three years, with a new cohort of 

students recruited for each study. Each PISA cohort is selected via a two-stage sampling 

process. Firstly, schools were selected based on location (Australian state/territory), region 

(metropolitan or non-metropolitan) and education sector (government, Catholic or 

independent). In the second stage, 50 students were randomly selected from all 15-year-olds 

attending each of the selected schools. The students were sampled across all states and 

territories, all school sectors, and in metropolitan, provincial and remote areas. The data 

contain student education achievement levels derived from four PISA domains: 

mathematical literacy; reading literacy; scientific literacy and problem-solving, as well as 

background information about the students, their families and their educational and 

vocational plans.  

The annual follow-up surveys generate longitudinal data covering up to 10 years for each of 

the cohorts. Although there are three LSAY cohorts that were considered for this project 

(2003, 2006 and 2009), the 2003 cohort was selected as being the most suitable. Throughout 

this thesis this cohort is referred to as the LSAY03 cohort. The 2003 cohort was selected due 

to: there being excessive attrition in the 2006 and 2009 cohorts (Australian Government 

Department of Education, 2014); the collection and classification of country of birth data 

differed across the surveys and insufficient detail was included for the 2006 and 2009 

cohorts; attrition of participants resulted in small sample percentages in some migrant 

categories with group sizes of less than 20 in 2006 and 2009; and questions for the key 

variables were included in different waves of the LSAY surveys, therefore the data were 

collected at differing ages and life stages (for example, the Kessler Psychological Distress 

Scale - see NCVER 2009). Therefore, the analysis was solely conducted on the LSAY03 

cohort. 

4.4.2 LSAY 2003 cohort 

The LSAY 2003 cohort were aged 15 in 2003 (n=10,370). Follow-up surveys were 

conducted annually until age 25 in 2013 (n=3,741) (11 waves - refer Table 4.2). LSAY data 
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is weighted to compensate for the effects of non-random attrition from the original sample, 

and to adjust for the clustering effects of the original sample design.31 Final weights 

comprising sample and attrition weights are used to address bias implications (refer Section 

4.4.3). 

Table 4.2  Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth - 2003 cohort waves and sample sizes  

LSAY 03 

Year Wave Average age at 30 June Sample size (n) % of Wave 1 

2003 1 15.7 10 370 na 

2004 2 16.7 9 378 90.4 

2005 3 17.7 8 691 83.8 

2006 4 18.7 7 721 74.5 

2007 5 19.7 6 658 64.2 

2008 6 20.7 6 074 58.6 

2009 7 21.7 5 475 52.8 

2010 8 22.7 4 903 47.2 

2011 9 23.7 4 429 42.7 

2012 10 24.7 3 945 38.0 

2013 11 25.7 3 741a 36.1 

Note a Sample size was adjusted downwards for 2013 due to missing Country of Birth information 
 for students and parents, or if an extreme outlier on key variables - final n=3,697. 

Source: NCVER, 2018, LSAY publications: https://www.lsay.edu.au/data/lsay-quickstats  

Due to the longitudinal nature of the survey, not all participants completed surveys in each 

year. Unfortunately, 34 students who were respondents in Wave 11/2013 did not respond in 

Wave 6/2008; however, this was less than one per cent of the sample population in 201332. 

As the research required the largest representation as possible at Wave 11, where possible 

imputed values derived from the responses for other variables were included. I checked on 

 
31 More detail on the LSAY Y03 weighting can be found in LSAY Technical paper No. 61., Lim (2011) NCVER: 

http://www.lsay.edu.au/cohort/2003/103.html. 
32 Missing data creates significant analytical challenges with clustered samples and when proposing hierarchical analysis -

hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) or structured equation modelling (SEM) (Huta, 2014). When there is missing data for a 
group (e.g., for a participant) at a higher level of a hierarchy, HLM deletes all information regarding that group at the level of 
the hierarchy where the data is missing, and at all lower levels of the hierarchy. As the sample was clustered, that is - two 
levels in the hierarchy, to retain as large a sample as possible for wave 11, imputation was considered appropriate to allow the 
broadest representation in the sample. 
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migrant status and it was evenly spread across groups. Back coding on the 2008 school 

attainment was completed from later wave information (0.92% of sample). There was a 

higher proportion of females missing (38 % males, 62 % females). 

However, this was not possible for all variables and hence the sample size is reduced listwise 

for some analyses where 2008 variables are used, for example employment in 2008 

(Australian Government Department of Education and Training [AGDET], 2014a: sourced 

from Australian Data Archive: Dataset: au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111, Version 7 - date of 

collection 2003‒2013). 

4.4.3 Variables 

The following is an overview of the core variables included in the quantitative data analysis. 

Included in this chapter are variables that are used throughout the thesis: migrant status, 

gender, SES. Other variables that are specific to the education, employment and wellbeing 

themes are included in the respective chapters. An overview of the variables in each 

component is included in Table 4.3. Variables were checked to ensure their consistency 

across waves if repeated – this only applies to the derived educational attainment (in 2008 

and 2013, where additional higher education options would be expected) and employment 

variables. (Additional coding information can be supplied on request from the author.) 

Although further investigation of cultural and social capital was originally proposed data 

limitations prevented extensive analysis. 
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Table 4.3  Quantitative data variables - constructs operationalised through reference to 
LSAY03 items 

Themes 
 

Education (Chapter 5) Employment (Chapter 6) Wellbeing (Chapter 7) 

Core variables Additional variables Additional variables Additional variablesb 
Migrant Status - 
ST15Q01- 
ST15Q03 
 

Occupational Expectationsc 
- Age 15 EC08Q01 

Employment - Age 20 - 
derived - indicative of work 
experience XLFS2008 

General health - 1 item - 
LKH026 

Socio-Economic 
Status - ESCS 

Academic Achievement - 
Age 15 PISA summation: 4 
plausible variables: 
PV1MATH, PV1READ, 
PV1SCIE, PV1PROB  
 

Employment - Age 25 - 
derived - XLFS2013 

Life Satisfaction - 12 items 
- LKJ005A to LKJ005N then 
derived 3 factors 

Gender - SEX Educational Attainment - 
School - Age 20 derived 
XHEL2008 highest 
qualification 

Child Status - recoded 
XCHI2013 

Psychological wellbeing. 
Kessler Psychological 
Distress Scale - 6 items 
H27a, b, c, d, e, f 
LKH027A-F 
 

Schooling type - 
SECTORa 

Discrimination - Sense of 
Belongingd - Age 15 
BELONG index 

Social capital - Age 20 
community involvement 
index - developedb 
LFJ001D, LFJ001F, LFJ001G, 
LFJ001H, LFJ001I 

Partner Status - recoded 
XMAR2013 

Year levela   -
recoded LAA001 

Educational Attainment - 
Age 25 Highest post-school 
qualification - derived - 
XHEL2013 

 Educational Attainment - 
Highest post-school 
qualification - derived - 
XHEL2013 
 

State - STATEIDa    Employment - Age 25 - 
derived - XLFS2013 

School Region or 
zonea - recoded 
LOC  
 

   

Strata -
SCHOOLIDa 

   

Source: LSAY03 Variables, AGDET (2014a), NCVER (2014a). 
Notes: a In later analysis these accounted for in weighting (WT2013) to adjust for sample design and attrition.  
b The social capital - Community Involvement Index - was included in preliminary analysis for wellbeing, more 
discussion is included in Chapter 7 - Wellbeing. C The Occupational Expectations variable is included in the 

Education theme as it is a predictor for educational outcomes. d The Sense of Belonging variable is included in 
the Education theme as it is a predictor for education outcomes. 

4.4.3.1 Key independent variable 

Migrant status 

Given the divergent outcomes outlined in the literature regarding the use of categories to 

reflect migrants’ characteristics, such as based on language background (NESB or EAL/D), 

migrant/non-migrant, or geopolitical groupings, such as Asian (Marjoribanks, 2005), an 



Chapter 4:  Methodology 

100 

alternate approach is proposed to provide additional insight. This is based broadly on likely 

refugee background or not, and generational issues. This reflects findings that those 

experiencing persecution or displaced by conflict often experience trauma, family and 

schooling disruption, and reduced social capital following host country arrival. The effects of 

trauma may impact new language acquisition and hence educational achievement (Kaplan et 

al., 2016), which may flow on to employment and settlement difficulties. Research supports 

the view that many of the difficulties experienced by the first generation are resolved for the 

second in settling in a new country. Although visa information would be preferable, as 

discussed earlier this is not available in education collections. The National Centre for 

Vocational Education Research (NCVER) advises that the only migrant information 

provided by PISA and LSAY data is on country of birth (Semo, 2015, personal 

correspondence). Therefore, I draw on a demographic approach to develop the migrant status 

variable based on refugee source countries.  

For the migrant status variable, I distinguish between migrants from refugee source countries 

and migrants from non-refugee source countries using responses on self-reported country of 

birth of self, mother and father (ST15Q01, ST15Q01 and ST15Q03; NCVER LSAY 

Technical Report 54A). I draw on Hugo and colleagues’ (2011, 2014) classification of 

refugee source countries (see Appendix 4.2) to distinguish between migrants from refugee 

source countries and other migrants. The classification of refugee source countries uses the 

Australian Government’s identification of countries from which significant numbers of 

refugees have arrived in Australia. Although it does not perfectly correspond to visa class, it 

is considered robustly indicative (Hugo et al., 2011, 2014). Due to inadequate collection of 

Australian data related to migrant status (Productivity Commission, 2016), this approach has 

also been used in other refugee and health research (Correa-Velez, Sundararajan, Brown, & 

Gifford, 2007; Paxton, Kay & Correa-Velez., 2012). 

For the LSAY03 sample, I adjusted the 2011 listing to reflect second-generation migrants of 

age 15, using Hugo and other’s 2014 update. Therefore, Croatia, Bhutan and the Former 

Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia are included as refugee source countries. Additionally,   
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Sri Lanka is included in the analysis.33 The migrant status variable has five categories: 

Australian-born students with Australian-born parents (reference group – described as 

longer-term Australians); first-generation migrants from refugee source countries (first-

generation refugee); first-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries (first-

generation migrant); second-generation migrants from refugee source countries (second-

generation refugee); and second-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries 

(second-generation migrant) see Table 4.4: abbreviations for the groups are displayed. In 

later tables these abbreviations are used for space reasons, however noting that refugee is not 

an identity but an experience. All migrant categories include a broad range of people with 

diverse country of origin, languages, faith and cultural practices. The focus in this thesis is 

on those who have potentially experienced the effects of forced displacement, conflict or 

persecution, and what impact that has on their and their families’ outcomes, irrespective of 

language, faith or cultural difference. 

Table 4.4  Migrant status variables  

Category Coded Description 

Aust. ref - 0 Australian-born student and parents were born in Australia  

1stref 1 First-generation refugee - student is an immigrant from a refugee source 
country 

1stmig 2 First-generation migrant - student is an immigrant from a non-refugee 
source country 

2ndref 3 Second-generation refugee - student is Australian born with at least one 
parent born in a refugee source country 

2ndmig 4 Second-generation migrant - student is Australian born with at least one 
parent born in a non-refugee source country 

 

Students with missing responses for the student or for both parents were dropped from the 

analytical sample (final sample n=3,697). Approximately, 36 per cent of the 2003 sample 

participated in 2013. In Wave 11, collected in 2013, the 63 students that comprise the first 

generation born in a refugee source country student group (1stref) came from 13 different 

countries: Afghanistan, Bosnia, Burma, Croatia, El Salvador, former Yugoslav Republic of 

 
33 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT, 2018) reports that from mid-1983 until May 2009 Sri Lanka was afflicted 

by a serious civil conflict between the government forces and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Sri Lanka 
enrolments were small in proportion to many other nations, and this was prior to the significant increase in international 
students post-2000 (Parliamentary Library, 2003).  The sample groups predate the Arab Spring uprising of 2011, so these 
countries are not included. 
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Macedonia, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Vietnam. Therefore, there is 

representation from Africa, Asia, Central America, Europe and the Middle East. Refer to 

Table 4.5 for sample sizes of each group for 2003 and 2013, and Appendix 4.2a for student’s 

country of birth for the 2013 sample. 

Although this use of ‘refugee source country’ should provide additional insight by way of 

comparison with longer-term Australians and those from non-refugee source countries, it 

does have some limitations as a proxy for refugee/humanitarian status or experiences34. In 

support of the use of such an approach, McMichael, Nunn, Correa-Velez and Gifford (2017) 

conducted research into the pre- and post-settlement of young people from refugee 

backgrounds in Victoria between 2004 and 2013 using a mixed-methods longitudinal study. 

Their study included a similar spread of countries and attrition rate across the 11 years. 

The longer-term Australian group includes those that identify as Indigenous Australians to 

accurately reflect the broader population. If such individuals were excluded this could inflate 

the longer-term Australians outcomes, as Indigenous Australians are reported as having 

poorer education, employment and wellbeing outcomes (AIHW, 2015; Sikora & Biddle, 

2015. Those included in ‘non-refugee source countries’ include those from Australia’s 

largest migration intake countries such as New Zealand, England, China, India, and the 

Philippines many with an English-speaking background, but a significant proportion without 

(refer Appendix 4.2a). Therefore, there will be spread across all migrant categories those 

elsewhere classified as NESB. 

 

 

 

 
34 For example, the classification as refugee source country (1stref) for those from Vietnam following 20 years of war (1955-

75), but more recently they could be skilled migrants. However, the students to be 15 in 2003 must have been born in the late 
1980s with the after-effects of the war still being felt in infrastructure and family loss. Children born in Kenya of 
Sudanese/South Sudanese parents would be missing from the 1stref group. Checks of the source countries did not identify 
such students. 
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Table 4.5  Distribution of different migrant groupings in 2003 and 2013 

Migrant 

grouping 

   

2013 Male 

 

2013 Female 

 n % of 2003 

sample 

n % of 2013 

sample 

% of 2013 

sample 

% of 2013 

sample 

Aust 8,095 78.1 2,901  78.5 49.7 50.3 

1stref 128 1.2 63 1.7 47.6 52.3 

2ndref 346 3.3 152  4.1 43.4 56.6 

1stmig 830 8.0 293  7.9 46.8 53.2 

2ndmig 824 7.9 288 7.8 55.9 44.1 

Missinga 147 1.4     

Total  10,370 100b 3,697  100 49.6  50.4  
a Missing based on lack of Country of Birth information. bAs one decimal place rounded to 100. 

Gender 

As discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2) there are variations in outcomes in 

education, employment and wellbeing associated with gender. In LSAY03 only a 

dichotomous option was available for gender. Gender was coded 1=female and 0=male 

(reference category). A slightly higher proportion of females continued in the survey to 

Wave 11 (2013). In 2003, females accounted for 50.3 per cent of the sample, whereas in the 

2013 analytical sample, 50.4 per cent were female. There was some variation in the gender 

proportions for the migrant status groups, ranging from 44.1 per cent female for the second-

generation migrants from non-refugee source countries, to 56.6 per cent for the second-

generation migrants from refugee source countries. Analysis based on the interaction 

between gender and migrant status will be conducted for employment and wellbeing 

research questions based on earlier research findings and theoretical justification associated 

with intersectionality presented in Table 3.1. Ten categories will be formed based on the five 

migrant status categories by two for gender. 

Socio-economic status 

Considerable international research suggests that family SES is associated with education 

and employment outcomes (for example, Lareau, 2015; OECD, 2005b; Thomson et al., 

2013).  Therefore, I include family SES at age 15, in all the analyses, based on 2003 wave 
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data. SES is a continuous variable based on the PISA Index of Economic, Social and 

Cultural Status (ESCS, OECD, 2005b; OECD, 2013a; 2013b). The ESCS Index is derived 

from a mix of factors including parental occupation, parental education and possessions 

available in the family home35. The standardised Cronbach’s alpha was 0.61, slightly lower 

than the OECD measure (0.69). There are 63 students with missing values on the ESCS 

Index (0.6%). There was insufficient other information to generate an alternate value, 

therefore I assigned the PISA ESCS mean to these cases (0.253). It is acknowledged this will 

reduce dispersion in this variable. However, the main interest is in other associations, 

therefore it is important to keep as many individuals in the sample as possible. This is a 

continuous variable.  

In some analyses I divided the ESCS Index distribution into quartiles using the 2003 values 

to assist interpret findings, as the magnitude of the co-efficients varied significantly across 

the quartiles. The 2003 quartiles range from −4.0 to −0.31 for Quartile 1; −0.30 to 0.26 for 

Quartile 2; 0.26 to 0.84 for Quartile 3; and 0.85 to 2.15 for Quartile 4. As shown in Table 

4.6, by 2013, only 17 per cent of the participants were from the lowest 2003 quartile and 34 

per cent of the participants were from the highest 2003 quartile. This suggests that 

participants in the lowest ESCS quartile in 2003 were the most likely to drop out during the 

ensuing 10 years of data collection.   

Table 4.6  LSAY Economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) quartiles for SES measures 

SES scores 2003,  
full sample 

10,370 

2013, analytical 
sample 
3,697 

Quartiles % % 
Quartile 1 – lowest – 
coded 0 

25 17 

Quartile 2  
Coded 1 

25 22 

Quartile 3 
Coded 2 

25 27 

Quartile 4 – highest 
(Coded 3 - ref) 

24 34 

Missing 1  
Total 100 100 

 

 
35 More information on the ESCS index construction and reliability is included in the PISA 2003 Technical Report (OECD, 

2005b, pp. 316-319). 
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The SES index for those in the sample in 2013 ranges from −3.07 to 2.15 with a mean of 

0.46, and standard deviation of 0.80. In 2013, the ranges for the quartiles are: Quartile 1= 

−3.07 to −0.060; Quartile 2= −0.06 to 0.51; Quartile 3= 0.512 to 1.07, and Quartile 4= 1.073 

to 2.15.  

4.4.3.2 Control variables 

Variables that are known to influence outcomes are identified so that comparisons can be 

made between groups. The first set of variables are measured at Time 1, when the young 

people were around 15 years old in 2003 and completed the PISA survey in the first wave of 

data collection. The PISA quality checks of validity and reliability on all items and indices 

are methodologically thorough and complex involving item response theory, scaling, 

structural equation modelling to check fit indices, checks of parameter estimates and latent 

correlations. The reader is referred to the PISA 2003 Technical Report for more information 

and international country comparisons (OECD, 2005b).  Based on this, for the Australian 

sample, I reviewed the available reliability information and was satisfied of the soundness of 

the survey. I then conducted proportional checks to identify any significant attrition issues 

(refer Table 4.7). As mentioned, SES, year level when taking the PISA achievement test, 

school sector, and region are checked. 

Given the PISA sample is stratified according to school sector36 (government, Catholic and 

independent); state or territory; and the type of residential area, that is, metropolitan, 

provincial or remote in which schools are located, I include the final weights in my analyses 

to account for potential bias due to the sampling strategy and attrition.  

Year level - Average PISA academic achievement scores increase as year level increases, 

therefore, I control for year level in the analysis of achievement. Across Australia, students 

commence school at different ages. For example, in Queensland, students started Year 1 a 

year earlier, which then flows to different ages in years 9 to 11. Also, some students may 

have repeated a year, and others may have been advanced to a higher level. To account for 

these differences, year level at completion of PISA 2003 was recoded into three categories: 

 
36 In Australia, there is some debate about whether all Catholic schools are private schools. Some scholars regard systemic 

Catholic schools as being different from the non-systemic Catholic schools. They argue that because the Catholic system is 
funded as a block and the funding is then allocated to schools in a systemic manner, these schools are not private schools. 
Therefore, they regard non-systemic Catholic schools as private schools. Independent schools are all regarded as private 
schools. Therefore, the terms government and non-government sector are used to differentiate in a broad sense. 
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Year 9 and below (coded 1), Year 10 (coded 2, reference category), and Year 11 and above 

(coded 3). Table 4.7 indicates most students were in Year 10. 

School sector - Previous research shows that there is an association between higher SES and 

attendance at non-government schools (which in Australia includes Catholic and 

independent schools). Students from non-government schools tend to have higher, on 

average, levels of achievement; a greater likelihood of completing school with a TER37; and 

attending university (Chesters, 2018; Cobb-Clark, Sinning & Stillman, 2012). Therefore, 

school sector is included in the educational analysis. The school sector variable has three 

categories: government (coded 1, reference category), Catholic (coded 2), and independent 

schools (coded 3). Longer-term Australians had the highest proportion of students attending 

independent schools (20.65%) compared to those from refugee source countries (11.11%) 

χ2(8, n = 3697) = 38.47, p<0.001. 

Table 4.7  Comparing proportions in demographic variables in 2003, and for 2013 analytical 
sample 

Control variables 2003, full sample 2013, analytical sample 

School sector % % 

Government 63.92 58.83 

Catholic 20.66 21.59 

Independent 15.42 19.58 

Year level in 2003   

Year 9 and below 8.55 8.17 

Year 10 70.68 70.41 

Year 11 and above 20.77 21.42 

Regional location of school   

Metropolitan 70.40 72.63 

Non-metropolitan 29.60 27.37 

Missing (n) (147) 0 

Total (n) (10,370) 100 (3,697) 100  

 

 
37 Tertiary entrance rank is an earlier version of the current Australian tertiary admission rank (ATAR) which was introduced 

during 2009 to replace other ranks including the Universities Admission Index. 
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School location ‒ The geographic location of schools has also shown to be associated with 

variations in achievement (Rowe Corcoran & Bell, 2015; Thomson et al., 2017; Webb et al., 

2015). The PISA variable LOC was recoded from eight zones into two based on: 

(1) metropolitan including state capitals and urban statistical districts (coded 0), and  

(2) provincial, regional and remote statistical districts (coded 1). There were minimal 

changes in proportions between the school region locations due to attrition (approximately 

2% change). 

In summary, there was little difference between the samples according to year level, and 

school location due to attrition. However, in 2013, former students of independent schools 

are over-represented and former students of government schools are under-represented. This 

aligns with the previous finding (Table 4.6) that those from the highest SES quartile are 

over-represented in the 2013 sample. 

Weighting - Therefore, considering sampling design, clustering and attrition, I will include 

the weights provided by the LSAY project when making comparative assessments. The 

population weights account for the higher rates of attrition by SES and school sector. 

Additionally, clustering within schools is accounted for using the final weights developed by 

the LSAY project team (Kreuter & Valliant, 2007; Lim, 2011). 

More detailed information on each of the variables included in the analysis for the empirical 

chapters will be included in the relevant theme chapters. 

4.4.4 Transition links and settlement 

As stated in the Literature Review and Theories, Concepts and Context chapters there are 

links between education and employment (human capital theory), and migrant status 

(segmented class assimilation theory), settlement environment (comparative integration 

context) and wellbeing (multiculturalism). Hendriks and Bartram (2017) mainly focused on 

European migration to advocate for greater examination of wellbeing in migration research. 

They also suggest the need for including other countries, comparing the happiness of 

migrants to long-term residents (natives), looking more closely at the specific situation of 

migration, such as forced (refugees) or voluntary (skilled or economic) movement (Hendriks 

& Bartram, 2016). 
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Reviewing the complex conceptual and empirical issues relating to the links between 

education and wellbeing, Desjardins (2008), based in Europe, concludes that considerable 

effort is required to guide future work:  

Beyond a further build up of theory that can guide the collection of better data and 
development of measures, we need better analyses and empirical testing using 
mixed methods. (Desjardins, 2008, p. 33) 

Analogously, I propose the same conclusion could be drawn with wellbeing, education and 

employment within the context of migrant settlement in Australia.  

Nguyen (2011) examined trends in young people’s wellbeing and the effects of the school-

to-work transition using items from LSAY. This work focused on satisfaction ratings or 

‘happiness’ across a range of life aspects including ‘satisfaction with life overall’ (Nguyen, 

2011). LSAY data include a bank of questions relevant for three constructs: social wellbeing, 

material wellbeing and career factors.  The factor scores for the independent variables - 

health and employment status - also indicated that there was sufficient variation to 

distinguish between population sub-groups (Stanwick & Liu, 2012). 

However, the items failed to fully capture intrapersonal or the psychological element of 

wellbeing (Stanwick & Liu, 2012). Therefore, an additional set of six items on psychological 

wellbeing (Kessler Scale) have been added to the LSAY items in some later waves. The six 

items referred to are the short form of the Kessler Scale, a measure of emotional and social 

wellbeing providing a measure of psychological distress based on a respondent’s emotional 

state during the four weeks prior to the survey. High scores are strongly associated with 

diagnoses of anxiety and affective disorders. The scale is commonly used as an instrument to 

screen for likely cases of anxiety and depression in the community (Andrews & Slade, 2001; 

Kessler et al., 2002; Kessler et al., 2010) and is included in the Australian National Health 

Survey (Nguyen, 2011) and the new Building a New Life in Australia project (De Maio et 

al., 2014; Rioseco & Liddy, 2018). 

Educational categorisation and analysis 

A review of the literature relating to wellbeing and educational attainment from age 15 to 25 

indicates that the relationship may vary according to the variables and statistical techniques 

used. A multiple-item measure of wellbeing, computed as the average for the levels of 
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satisfactions across key life domains, indicated that the tertiary educated are more satisfied 

than non-tertiary educated (Ramia, 2012). This suggests that increased education is 

associated with increased subjective wellbeing. However, other research indicates there is 

not a linear relationship between educational level and wellbeing (Dockery, 2010). 

Depending on educational level there is evidence from LSAY that the association between 

education and wellbeing varies across the life span, and according to educational type. 

Therefore, Dockery (2010) recommends using a series of dummy variables for type of 

education, rather than assuming an ordinal relationship with levels based on years of 

educational experience. Hence, the categories used in this thesis cannot assume a linear 

relationship, and dummy variables are used for groupings by educational type. 

Work experience/exposure 

Previous research suggests that participation in work experience and/or part-time work 

during adolescence is associated with an increased likelihood of engaging in full-time work 

during adulthood (Polidano & Tabasso, 2013). Although LSAY includes a range of items 

that may contribute to an examination of experience in the work environment during the 

school years, the responses to these variables were inconsistent and there was a lack of 

comprehensive reporting on these items across waves. These items included participation 

and number of days of work experience organised through school; workplace learning 

through VET or work integrated learning at university; casual job experience or longer-term 

part-time; full-time work or involvement in apprenticeships or traineeships. Due to the 

inconsistencies across waves, I determined it would be more rigorous to examine education 

and employment outcomes at Time 2 at Wave 6 in 2008 when all the young people (age 20) 

should have completed secondary school to gain an understanding of work exposure. This 

would then be followed by examining outcomes at Time 3 at Wave 11 in 2013 with the 

majority having completed tertiary education (VET and university) if attempted (age 25) and 

commencing or continuing more professionally focussed employment. 

4.4.4.1 Outcome variables 

LSAY provides a range of derived variables for educational attainment, employment, 

engagement, and wellbeing. These will be supplemented by additional variables dependent 

on the research question and available variables. Table 4.3 provided a summary of the LSAY 
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variables, and below is a synopsis of the outcome variables. In-depth detail is provided in the 

corresponding theme chapters (chapters 5 to 7). 

Educational attainment 

Identified at Time 2 in the analytical model, educational attainment can be considered as 

both a mediator variable and an outcome variable. That is, school educational attainment has 

been found to be associated with later educational attainment and employment. In this thesis, 

it is of interest to know the proportions of early school leavers by migrant group, compared 

to longer-term Australians, and how this relates to later education and employment 

outcomes. Previous research suggests that most young people will have completed further 

education by age 25, however, those completing postgraduate studies could still be in full-

time education at Time 3. The categories include: 

Time 2 

Educational attainment based on LSAY: XHEL2208 and XHSL2008 

• Early school leaver (coded 0) 

• Completed Year 12 (coded 1) 

• Completed Year 12 with a TER or ATAR (coded 2) 

Time 3 

Highest educational attainment, by Australian Qualifications Framework level based on 

LSAY XHEL2013 

• Up to and including Year 12, certificate I and II (coded 0) 

• Vocational education - certificate III and IV (coded 1) 

• Vocational education - diploma, advanced diploma, and associate degree (coded 2) 

• University degree qualifications - bachelor degree, graduate certificate, graduate 

diploma, masters and doctorate (coded 3) 

Further information is included in Chapter 5 - Education. 
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Employment status 

Employment status is a mediator variable related to work involvement at Time 2 and an 

outcome variable at Time 3. However, some young people will not go on to further study 

and may be full-time employed at Time 2. The categories include: 

Time 2 

Employment LSAY: XLFS2008 

• not employed - either unemployed or not in the labour force (coded 0) 

• part-time employed (coded 1) 

• full-time employed (coded 2) 

Community involvement: LSAY: LFJ0001D, LFJ0001F, LFJ0001G, LFJ0001H, LFJ0001I.  

As many networks are established prior to employment - social capital operationalised as 

community involvement will be included at Time 2. Continuous variable - index from 

responses on five items.  

Time 3 

Employment LSAY: XLFS2013 

Categories again specified as: 

• not employed - either unemployed or not in the labour force (coded 0) 

• part-time employed (coded 1) 

• full-time employed (coded 2) 

Further information will be included in Chapter 6 - Employment. 

Wellbeing   

Using UK longitudinal data, Li (2007) analysed socio-demographic attributes and three 

indicators of perceived wellbeing - physical health, overall satisfaction with life, and 

psychological distress. He found that high levels of social capital, particularly informal 

social networks, appear to enhance people’s happiness, healthiness and perceived life 

satisfaction. This echoes the Australian experience described earlier (Cole et al., 2009; 

Stone, et al., 2003). This is true even when controlling for independent demographic 

variables, such as socio-economic status (Li, 2007). Li (2007) included ethnicity finding that 
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those from an Indian background were less likely than native Britons to report having the top 

health status. This suggests that there could be variability according to migrant status (Li, 

2007). Therefore, this reinforces the earlier discussion that multiple factors are needed to 

generate a better understanding of wellbeing. As many networks are established prior to 

employment - social capital operationalised as community involvement will be included at 

Time 2, and wellbeing components at Time 3.  

Stanwick and Liu (2012) undertook a factor analysis of potential life satisfaction wellbeing 

variables in the LSAY03 cohort. They identified three factors with satisfactory Cronbach’s 

alpha measures of internal consistency:  social wellbeing −0.78, material wellbeing (to be 

described as home situation in my research) −0.84, career −0.75 - which are all in the 

acceptable range. Stanwick and Liu (2012) checked their results against the LSAY06 cohort 

and concluded that the factors for a different population group were also valid. Additionally, 

their three-factor model was able to differentiate between population sub-groups, based on 

their gender, health or employment status. A factor analysis of the life satisfaction and 

psychological distress items will be conducted to determine relationships and factor 

structure. 

Time 2 

Community involvement: LSAY: LFJ0001D, LFJ0001F, LFJ0001G, LFJ0001H, LFJ0001I. 

Continuous variable - index from responses on five items. 

Time 3 

Wellbeing 

General health: LKH026, five-point ordinal scale. 

Life satisfaction - three factors: social, career, home life based on 12 items - LKJ005A to 

LKJ005N, five-point ordinal scale 

Outcome variable: Psychological distress: the six item Kessler scale: H27a, H27b, H27c, 

H27d, H27e, H27f. Continuous variable - total from five-point six item scale out of 30. 

Reliability of the Kessler 6 Scale items in Wave 11 in 2013 using Cronbach’s Alpha was 

0.84. More information on reliability of the scale is included in Chapter 7 and Appendices 

7.2 and 7.3.  
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The analytical strategy and analysis are reported in Chapter 6 - Employment and Chapter 7 - 

Wellbeing. 

4.5 Phase 2: Primary data collection 

Phase 2 is designed to add to our understanding of the findings from Phase 1, through the 

analysis of qualitative data generated by interviews with service providers. The aim of the 

analysis of these data is to provide a more nuanced understanding of ‘why’ particular 

outcomes occurred. 

A brief overview of Phase 2 - primary data collection is outlined here; more detail is 

included in the triangulation and verification sub-section within the analysis section (4.6.2). 

Qualitative research has been the predominant methodology for exploring the educational 

and employment experiences of refugee and humanitarian entrants (e.g. Galligan et al., 2014; 

Harris et al., 2014; Naidoo, 2015, Neumann et al., 2014; RCOA, 2010a, b & c; Pittaway et 

al., 2015). There has been limited survey and mixed-methods work (e.g. Burgoyne & Hull, 

2007; Correa-Velez et al., 2010; RCOA, 2010a & b). Therefore, the purpose of this 

component of qualitative research is not to replicate previous good work, but to provide an 

alternative viewpoint to the quantitative findings. 

The intent of the semi-structured interviews was to incorporate additional insight and 

explanatory power (Cohen et al., 2011).  Through semi-structured interviews with 

experienced service providers and policy developers, I gathered data to further explain some 

of the results of the analysis of the quantitative data.  After the interviews were transcribed, I 

coded the participants’ responses using thematic analysis to develop a theory of explanation. 

I then compared this theory with those developed in the literature review. In this way, the 

qualitative analysis was integrated with the quantitative analysis. I interviewed six 

organisations, with eight experts including settlement services providers, policy developers, 

education and employment providers, and multicultural youth advocates. Further details are 

provided in Section 4.6.2.2. 
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4.6 Analytical strategy 

4.6.1 Phase 1: Secondary data 

Use of the ‘refugee source countries’ migrant status categories is an original and innovative 

approach using the LSAY data to gain greater understanding of education to employment 

transitions and wellbeing in settlement. This has not previously occurred and is a significant 

contribution to education and migration research. 

I conducted descriptive analyses of educational attainment, employment and wellbeing 

according to migrant status. From the conceptual model, the analytical model identifies 

components that are quantifiable using the LSAY information. I conducted analysis at three 

time points – the first wave - Time 1 (2003, Wave 1), Time 2 (2008, Wave 6), and the last 

wave - Time 3 (2013, Wave 11). These time points and waves were selected based on 

reviewing all relevant and available variables within the data set for example, the more 

comprehensive ‘Social capital’ items including accessing social media networking appeared 

in Wave 6/2008 for LSAY 2003. In addition, previously, I had analysed 2007, Wave 5 data, 

and it appeared that not all young people had completed their schooling at age 19. By Wave 

6, with participants aged around 20 they all had completed schooling (Childs & Chesters, 

2015). 

I considered the usefulness of structured equation modelling (SEM) to test hypotheses on 

causal relationships. SEM enables studying the complex patterns of relationships in an 

integrated way, combining, for example, regression and factor analysis modelling (Kline, 

2005; Little, 2013). However, SEM requires sufficient sample size and multiple items for 

each construct and relationship. Therefore, with only 30 people in one of the migrant status 

groups and with only a single item available for key measures (e.g. general health item), 

SEM was not considered a viable approach. Additionally, the small sample size for some 

groups also restricted the use of multilevel modelling. Furthermore, as the questions for the 

survey varied per wave, and there were less than three repeated measures per individual for 

the psychological distress variable, longitudinal growth modelling also was not suitable 

(Curran, Obeidat & Losardo, 2010). Therefore, regression approaches were considered the 

most appropriate analytical option. The nested data structure, that is students clustering 

within schools, was accounted for using the final weights developed by the LSAY project 

team ({cluster SCHOOLID} Kreuter & Valliant, 2007; Lim, 2011). 
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4.6.1.1 Regression analyses to answer the research questions 

The statistical analyses include the development and testing of various models. The type of 

model depends on the format of the outcome variable, and research question. All analyses 

were conducted with Stata 14 software (StataCorp, 2015). Many of the outcomes of interest 

were in the format of categorical rather than continuous variables. To address considerations 

of intersectionality (Dahmoon, 2011; Jang, 2018) in later model analyses either interaction 

terms or separate models are included based on reported gender. When the outcome variable 

has two categories, for example, being an early school leaver or completing Year 12, logistic 

regression analysis is the appropriate statistical tool (Acock, 2014). When the outcome 

variable has more than two categories, for example, being employed on a full-time basis, 

being employed on a part-time basis, or being not employed, multinomial logistic regression 

analysis is appropriate38. If the outcome variable is continuous, for example, academic 

achievement, then linear regression analysis was used. 

Each model includes the vce option to estimate the variance-covariance matrix, accounting 

for within-school clustering when calculating standard errors, thus producing more robust 

significance tests (variance-covariance matrix of the estimators [vce], StataCorp, 2015). 

When there is clustering, the observations within cluster may not be treated as independent, 

but the clusters themselves are independent. With the vce option even if the model is 

somewhat mis-specified the robust variances give accurate assessments of the sample 

variability. The PISA data of LSAY includes a variable which identifies which students 

attend each school but does not include any school-level variables. Weighted analyses are 

used to adjust for attrition and design effects. PISA manages outliers and excessive variance 

in their weighting process (refer PISA 2003 Technical report, OECD, 2005b). Additional 

outlier checks were conducted using scatter plots and extremes using bivariate analysis in 

Stata (e.g. Section 7.2.5). The proportion of missing data is summarised for each variable in 

 
38 Given the expected mixed methods readership of this thesis, the mathematical formulae are not included as part of the result 

descriptions. For example, linear regression is the more straight-forward and takes the form of Y = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 … bkXk, 
with Y being the characteristic of interest or dependent variable (such as academic achievement), b0 is the constant or 
intercept, X1 is an explanatory variable or predictor (such as migrant status) as part of a set of explanatory variables. 
Regression coefficients (bk) are estimated to quantify their associations with the characteristic of interest, b1 and b2 up to the 
set of variable bk   However, the majority of research questions involve categorical variables, and hence require logit 
calculations including logistic regression calculating probability ratios automated through statistical software. Sikora and 
Biddle (2015) outline a similar methodology investigating occupational expectations calculating two-level hierarchical logit 
estimations with school-level and student-level covariates. Further, for multinomial logistic regression the employment 
outcomes (not employed, part-time employed and full-time employed) relative risks ratios are calculated to predict a logit 
transformation of the probability of the presence of a characteristic of interest. For more information on the mathematical 
formulae used for each model refer to Sikora and Biddle (2015) and StataCorp (2015) Stata base reference manual release 14. 
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the theme chapters. Where missing values were identified for categorical variables, if there is 

no other relevant information, then they are maintained as missing and listwise deletion is 

used by Stata in the analysis. If they were identified within continuous variables, I first 

attempted to impute values using other relevant variables; however, if imputation was not 

possible, I replaced the missing values with the mean value. For example, as detailed in 

section 4.4.3.1., I replaced missing values on the ESCS Index (socio-economic status) with 

the mean value. Although this results in slightly biased estimates, the proportion of missing 

data was small and as robust errors were estimated this is still a conservative approach 

(Acock, 2006; 2014; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Similarly, Sikora and Biddle (2015) used 

imputation with Australian PISA samples to retain the maximum number of Indigenous 

participants in their analysis.  Retention of students in the first wave in this thesis research 

was of primary importance, and the socio-economic status variable was to be used as a 

control variable rather than as a variable under investigation. 

To answer Research question 1: ‘Is migrant status associated with occupational expectations?’, 

I conduct logistic regression analysis to estimate the odds ratios for seeking to attain a 

professional or managerial career, rather than a non-professional or non-managerial career, 

including service or technical roles. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) 

variable and PISA score, year level in the PISA year (2003), gender and SES quartile are the 

control variables. Odds ratios are always positive. An odds ratio of greater than one indicates 

that the predictor variable is associated with an increase in the likelihood of achieving a 

particular outcome whereas an odds ratio of less than one indicates that the predictor variable 

is associated with a decrease in the likelihood of achieving a particular outcome. 

To answer the overall Research question 2a: ‘Is migrant status associated with academic 

achievement at age 15?’ I first investigate another potential correlate of academic 

achievement - sense of belonging. That is guided by Research question 2b: ‘Is sense of 

belonging associated with migrant status, and educational achievement?’ After checking on 

the reliability of the LSAY Belong index, I initially examine the distribution of the index at 

Wave 1 in 2003 to identify if experiences of sense of belonging/discrimination vary across 

migrant groups, and also check whether there are gender effects. I then conduct linear 

regression analysis to estimate the association between migrant status and sense of 

belonging, controlling for gender and SES. Controlling for the clustering of students within 

schools, I include the vce (cluster schoolid) option. To then answer Research Question 2a I 
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conduct a linear regression that estimates coefficients for associations between academic 

achievement, as measured by PISA, and migrant status, including the Belong Index 

controlling for gender, school sector and SES. 

To answer Research question 3: ‘Is migrant status associated with educational attainment at 

age 20?’, I conduct multinomial logistic regression analysis to estimate the relative risk ratios 

for (1) being an early school leaver prior to completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 

12 with a TER; and for (2) completing only school or equivalent qualifications relative to 

completing Year 12 with a TER. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) variable; 

and gender, SES and academic achievement are included as control variables. A relative risk 

ratio of less than one indicates a lower likelihood of being an early school leaver prior to 

completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 12 with a TER; and a relative risk ratio of 

greater than one indicates a higher likelihood of being an early school leaver prior to 

completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 12 with a TER. The occupational 

expectations variable and sense of belonging index are included to determine if they have an 

association. 

To answer Research question 4, ‘Is migrant status associated with educational qualifications at 

age 25?’, I conduct multinomial logistic regression analysis to estimate the relative risk ratios 

for (1) completing only school or equivalent qualifications relative to completing university 

qualifications; and for (2) completing vocational education qualifications relative to 

completing university qualifications. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) 

variable; and gender, SES and educational attainment are included as control variables. The 

sense of belonging at school variable is also included. A relative risk ratio of less than one 

indicates a lower likelihood of completing a vocational qualification (or no post-school 

qualification) relative to completing a university qualification; and a relative risk ratio of 

greater than one indicates a higher likelihood of completing a vocational qualification (or no 

post-school qualification) relative to completing a university qualification. 

To answer the Research question 5a, ‘Is migrant status associated with employment status at 

age 20?’, I conduct multinomial logistic regression analysis to estimate the relative risk ratios 

for (1) being employed part-time relative to being employed full-time; and for (2) being not 

employed relative to being employed full-time. Migrant status is the key independent 
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(predictor) variable and PISA score, year level in 2003, SES quartile, and level of education 

are the control variables. Gender is an explanatory variable. 

To answer the Research question 5b: ‘Is social capital associated with employment status at 

age 20?’ I conduct linear regression to determine if the community involvement index as a 

proxy for social capital varies by migrant status. I then conduct multinomial logistic 

regression analysis to estimate the relative risk ratios for (1) being employed part-time 

relative to being employed full-time; and for (2) being not employed relative to being 

employed full-time. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) variable and PISA 

score, grade in 2003, SES quartile and level of education are the control variables. I include 

the social capital proxy of community involvement as an explanatory variable. 

As men and women move through the life course, their employment trajectories in Australia 

differ substantially (ABS, 2018a & b; Daly et al., 2015), and hence to investigate this further 

gender is an explanatory variable. Based on intersectionality considerations, to investigate 

the combined effects of migrant status and gender (Jang, 2018) I examine employment status 

at age 25 separately for men and women. To answer Research question 6: ‘Is migrant status 

associated with employment status at age 25, does it vary by gender?’ I conduct multinomial 

logistic regression analysis to estimate the relative risk ratios for (1) being employed part-

time relative to being employed full-time; and for (2) being not employed relative to being 

employed full-time. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) variable, SES quartile, 

and level of education are the control variables. Models are run for both men and women. 

Previous research shows that subjective wellbeing and psychological distress varies 

according to gender, and this could interact with migrant status (Seedat et al., 2009; 

Sulaiman-Hill & Thompson, 2010; Tomyn, 2014).39 To ensure reliable measures that are 

cross-culturally suitable, prior to using the Kessler 6 Scale as an outcome variable to answer 

Research question 7a: ‘Is migrant status associated with wellbeing at age 25?’, reliability 

checks estimating the Cronbach’s alpha for each migrant status category are conducted to 

check that the scale has similar levels of reliability across all migrant status groups. 

Additionally, the relationship between life satisfaction and psychological distress is 

examined using factor analysis to confirm the distinct nature of the respective wellbeing 

 
39 To examine the intersection also with generation, ideally this would be examined using structured equation modelling. 

However, as noted earlier (Section 4.4.1.3), sample sizes were insufficient to conduct such analysis. 
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items. To compare differences in self-reported psychological distress across migrant 

categories, I conducted multiple linear regression analysis. Migrant status is the key 

independent (predictor) variable, SES quartile, and level of education are the control 

variables. Gender is an explanatory variable to identify if there are interactions with migrant 

status. 

To answer Research question 7b: ‘Does the association between migrant status and wellbeing 

vary according to gender?’, I created a composite variable from migrant status and gender: 

for example, longer-term Australian male, longer-term Australian female, male first-

generation from refugee source country; female first-generation from refugee source 

country. This allows me to examine whether the effects of migrant status vary according to 

gender. To aid in discussion of why there are differences I also used factor analysis to 

investigate associations between life satisfaction components and to generate life satisfaction 

factors. I then incorporate this variable into the regression analysis. To compare differences 

in self-reported psychological distress across migrant categories, I conducted multiple linear 

regression analysis. Migrant status is the key independent (predictor) variable, SES quartile, 

and level of education are the control variables. 

Conclusion 

The intent of the analyses is to compare whether there are: 

• different education outcomes according to migrant status 

• different employment outcomes according to migrant status 

• different settlement outcomes for migrants measured by overall wellbeing, including 

life satisfaction according to migrant status. 

4.6.2 Phase 2: Primary data collection 

In this section, I outline my approach for collecting data in the qualitative phase of this 

project. The collection of qualitative data provides further insight into the findings from my 

analysis of the LSAY data. I build on research conducted by other researchers and non- 

government organisations, for example, the Refugee Council of Australia, on social capital, 

training and education pathways, and employment challenges for refugee and humanitarian 

entrants (Galligan et al., 2014; Pittaway et al., 2015 RCOA, 2010a, 2010b & 2010c;). 
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Although previous qualitative research has involved refugee and humanitarian entrants and 

service providers working with migrants, there are limits to the generalisability of their 

findings.  

While acknowledging the philosophical and paradigm differences commonly associated with 

quantitative and qualitative research, through a mixed-methods design, I aim to capture 

experiences in both qualitative and quantitative ways representing the complexity of social 

issues. My aim is to identify solutions to ongoing problems as a transformative paradigm 

(Mertens, 2015). In considering the methodologies I am conscious of the need for credibility 

(related to quantitative concepts of internal validity); transferability (related to external 

validity/generalisability); dependability (related to reliability); and confirmability (relating to 

objectivity) (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). The methodology and method of thematic analysis 

outlined below aims to improve the trustworthiness of the research. 

The intent of the qualitative research is to invite reflection on the findings from Phase 1 by 

providers involved in multicultural, education and employment services for young people. I 

am interested in whether the results from my analysis of the LSAY data are consistent with 

their experiences of working in this field, and how the context of migration and the 

Australian environment shapes their understanding (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Additionally, 

my interest includes their thoughts on differences in educational, occupational and wellbeing 

outcomes related to the intersection of migrant status and gender. My intent is to conduct a 

trustworthy study that it is credible and a true picture of the phenomenon (Guba & Lincoln, 

2005).  My analysis of the data generated by the semi-structured interviews is therefore, 

guided by research questions 8 and 9, that were developed after considering the results of 

research questions 1‒7. The additional use of explanatory interviews with service providers 

is novel for this context. 

8. Why are there gender differences between the  

a. education outcomes, (Chapter 5) and  

b. employment outcomes, particularly for those from migrant background? (Chapter 

6). 

9. Why are there wellbeing differences between genders and groups, particularly for 

those from migrant background? (Chapter 7). 
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4.6.2.1 Ethics approval 

Before approaching potential participants for Phase 2, qualitative methodology using semi-

structured interviews, I applied for ethics approval from the University of Canberra. This 

research is not targeted at those who required specific ethical considerations. Although 

English may not be the first language for some of the service providers, given that the 

participants were researchers or managers, I proceeded on the assumption that their English 

level was at a high level of proficiency. Approval to conduct the interviews was granted on 5 

September 2016 (Project No: 16:203). 

4.6.2.2 Methods 

Based on guidance in research methods in education (Cohen et al., 2011), to gain an 

understanding of educational, occupational and wellbeing issues related to the intersection of 

migrant status and gender, contacting a broad selection of experienced providers was 

required. Interviews at the providers’ premises were considered the least disruptive and most 

convenient for participants. Strategies to improve the interpersonal, interactional, 

communicative and emotional aspects of the interview were considered. The researcher had 

previously completed qualifications in career education and counselling and was aware of 

the dynamics of interviews, and worked to build rapport and conduct interviews in a 

professional manner with minimal disruptions, keeping to proposed time limits. The second 

coder was an academic sociologist, an experienced interviewer versed in mixed methods and 

familiar with the literature on education, employment, social capital and migration. 

Sampling 

Considering the range of services provided to young people during the transition between 

education and employment, I adopted a stratified and purposive sampling strategy (Cohen, et 

al., 2011; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). I required sufficient representation to cover the 

range of issues and diverse experiences to enable triangulation by site, organisation and 

individuals (Shenton, 2004). However, it had to be realistic in time and resource capacity to 

analyse qualitative data using appropriate tools. 

In selecting the sample, I focused on geographic regions with significant numbers of 

migrants in Australia. Sydney and Melbourne have high proportions of first-generation 

migrants; and Canberra, in the Australian Capital Territory, provides a regional perspective 
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with significant numbers of migrants (ABS, 2014a; Edgar, 2013; Hugo et al., 2014). After 

reviewing a range of service providers from migrant, education, employment and welfare 

services, I approached eight different types of organisations:  

• jobactive (employment) services with a specific focus on migrant placements 

• specific intensive English education services 

• generalist secondary education service providers with a high proportion of migrant 

students 

• further education service providers - university and VET  

• settlement services providers 

• peak refugee and humanitarian service providers 

• multicultural youth service providers.  

Firstly, I contacted the selected agencies by phone, and if individuals expressed interest, I 

forwarded an information pack with an overview of the research proposal (refer Appendix 

4.1). I gained agreement from six of the organisations including four national organisations.  

A semi-structured interview format ensured that responses to the research questions were 

elicited, while still allowing some flexibility. I conducted two interviews in Sydney and two 

interviews in Melbourne with representatives of national organisations. Two interviews were 

conducted with representatives of local organisations (one in Sydney, and one in Canberra).  

Six interviews were completed in total and considered sufficient to gain breadth of the field 

and depth of understanding. A total of eight representatives were interviewed - seven 

females and one male: 

1. A large settlement services provider in Sydney, NSW that provides a range of 

supports, employment and English language services, including specifically for youth 

and those from refugee background. Two participants from migrant background: one 

a mature female senior manager having broad responsibilities for the agency, and the 
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second participant was a younger male from a refugee background who was 

managing youth and housing initiatives. 

2. A careers service of a large Sydney university that caters to a range of students across 

western Sydney, which has one of the highest concentration of migrants in Australia 

(ABS, 2014a). The participant was a mature female manager from a longer-term 

Australian background who was experienced in university employment services. 

3. A peak Australian refugee and humanitarian service provider. The participant was a 

younger female research officer from a refugee background who had completed a 

university degree in Australia. 

4. A community-based organisation that provides medical, counselling, migration 

support and community development assisting adults and children who have sought 

safety in Australia from persecution, torture and war-related trauma. The agency was 

one of the eight around Australia in each state and territory. The participant was a 

highly experienced mature female counsellor from longer-term Australian 

background who had worked for many years with a range of migrants from diverse 

backgrounds. 

5. The Victorian branch of a national settlement service provider that provides English 

training, employment services, community engagement and settlement support to 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Two female managers with longer-term 

Australian background with responsibilities for research, policy and employment.   

6. A youth-focused multicultural service provider with the central office of a national 

network based in Melbourne, Victoria. An experienced female research manager 

from migrant background with responsibilities for national projects, and local school 

initiatives. 

Two of the eight participants had direct knowledge of the refugee experience. The 

approximate ages would align one participant with being a first-generation migrant from 

refugee source country background of the same age as the LSAY03 research, and the other 

participant would have been somewhat older. 
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Interview procedure 

The intent of the procedure is to ensure the credibility of the work (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

That is, to present a true picture of the quantitative findings and the interview findings 

representing young Australians including migrants. To maximise transferability and 

dependability, sufficient detail of the context of the research is provided to determine if the 

findings can justifiably be applied to other settings, and potentially repeated at a later time. 

Finally, to achieve confirmability, I contend that themes and findings are elicited from the 

data and not from researcher predispositions (Shenton, 2004) (although researchers are never 

value-free). 

After the representatives of the selected organisations agreed to participate, I forwarded each 

an information pack. The pack included a summary of the findings from Phase 1 (refer 

Appendix 4.5). Once the researcher met with participants, consent forms were completed 

prior to commencement of the interview and all the participants gave their permission for the 

interviews to be recorded. The interviews were face-to-face (with one telephone dial-in) with 

one or two representatives from each organisation. The semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with reference to the interview guide (refer Appendix 4.6). The key focus was on 

the research questions:   

8. How do you explain gender differences between the higher education outcomes and 

employment outcomes in this LSAY analysis, particularly for those from migrant 

background? - Included in chapters 5 and 6. 

9. How do you explain wellbeing differences between groups in this LSAY analysis, 

particularly for those from migrant background? Included in Chapter 7. 

Where topics were expanded on in the interview there was a more flexible format to ensure 

the participants were listened to effectively. The document with the summary of the Phase 1 

findings was also made available at the interviews for the participants to refer to. The 

interview times ranged from 40 to 58 minutes. Details of the venue, the space in which the 

interview was held, the development of rapport and atmosphere for the interviews, and other 

observations such as additional reports that were referred to, were noted immediately after 

the interview was completed. The interviews were transcribed from the audio recording 

verbatim (including hesitations) by a third-party professional organisation. After I checked 

the accuracy and approved the transcripts, the company deleted the transcript files.  
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Given that I am interested in understanding the views of the participants with respect to my 

findings from the LSAY data, I am not developing a new theory. Rather, I am exploring the 

relevance of existing theoretical perspectives. The semi-structured interview guide therefore 

included questions such as: ‘What do you think is missing in this representation of 

transitions from education to employment?’; ‘What do you think the implications of these 

findings might be? and ‘Given your experience are you guided by any particular theoretical 

or practical approaches to try to improve outcomes?’ 

It should be acknowledged that all participants’ comments are based on their professional, 

organisational and personal perspectives, so they are giving an account or opinion. The 

intent is to improve the convergence of information from different sources to increase the 

credibility and validity of the results and research (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

Thematic analysis 

Thematic analysis is a systematic method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

and themes with data. Thematic analysis can be applied across a range of epistemological 

and theoretical approaches, and it has been used in both educational and psychological 

research (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The intent is to develop 

credibility and trustworthiness in the findings to make assertions, aligning with reliability in 

the post-positivist quantitative traditions. Additionally, thematic analysis can provide a 

detailed semantic account of a group of themes within the data to focus on specific research 

questions, progressing from descriptive to interpretive findings. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) advocate a multi-stepped analysis of six steps including 1) 

checking the transcripts and becoming familiar with the data, 2) formulating an initial coding 

scheme based on word frequency, and relevance to the research questions, 3) assigning 

codes, 4) searching for themes, 5) reviewing transcripts for salient quotes and 6) 

summarising findings in a schematic of key themes and relationships.  

The thematic analysis was primarily driven by prevalence. In other words, I focused on the 

most common themes emanating from the data. This form of thematic analysis enabled a 

combination of inductive and deductive theme generation. Inductive themes based on 

participants’ explanations and experiences, and deductive themes based on existing 

theoretical constructs (such as bridging or bonding networks) (Braun & Clarke, 2012; 
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Lareau, 2015; Tashakorri & Teddlie, 2010). Information was summarised and interpreted 

identifying significant patterns and considering implications (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Following the six steps the analysis proceeded in the following manner: 

1. Familiarity - The two coders read through all the complete transcripts, then 

independently started considering what was the prevalent or significant content.  

2. Initial coding - Considering the research questions, both coders initially separately 

identified potential coding schemes to help analyse the data. Transcript quotes were 

colour coded to identify associations with key issues such as occupational 

expectations, education (university, vocational education etc.), employment (work 

experience), wellbeing, gender differences. The coders then shared their codes to 

confirm coding strategy. Prevalence is one measure of the ‘keyness’ of a theme, both 

in terms of the number of times a code or theme appears within an interview, or the 

number of different speakers who articulated a theme. The initial word frequency 

analysis identified the top 50 meaningful words (refer Figure 4.3 for word cloud and 

Appendix 4.7) which were used in part to guide the coding process. 

Figure 4.3  Qualitative word frequency summary 

 

3. Assigning codes - Following initial coding the primary researcher reviewed the 

codes and themes to ensure they were developed with a view to answering research 
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questions 8 and 9. Then the second level of analysis included re-reading each of the 

interviews to mark the content with specific codes to assist in finding repeated 

patterns of meaning.  

4. Searching for themes - Following reviewing and discussing the content and codes, 

the primary researcher then loaded into NVivo to assist with the analysis to identify 

and mark up the transcripts. Overall 10 themes were identified, with 65 codes 

specified (refer Appendix 4.8). 

5. Reviewing transcripts for quotes - Both coders then re-reviewed the transcripts to 

identify salient quotes that exemplified responses to the research questions. 

Additionally, quotes were identified that provided insights regarding the quantitative 

material or observations that coalesced disparate findings to assist integrate themes. 

6. Summarising findings - The findings were summarised into a document that was 

sent to the providers to thank them for their participation and highlight common 

themes or differences (Appendix 4.9). Where disparate findings were identified, 

further work was to be undertaken to try to understand that better. Additionally, a 

schematic was prepared to understand the links and connections as part of the 

transition narrative and experience in settlement. This is included in the discussion 

(Chapter 8). 

All of the data are appropriately stored and safeguarded in a secure manner. NVivo 

qualitative data analysis software (QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 11, 2015) was used 

for the data storage as well as the qualitative analysis.  I have removed all personal 

information to de-identify the participants and to ensure anonymity. However, the service 

provider role and type of service is included in reporting of the data. The combined results of 

the interviews were provided to participants in February 2017 (refer Appendix 4.9).  

Integration 

The integration of the quantitative and qualitative components is integral to the research 

design, analysis and reporting of this study. Therefore, based on comments by participants in 

the interviews regarding gender distinctions, I conducted follow-up analysis of the LSAY 

data. I have integrated the results of the final analysis of the LSAY data and the thematic 

analysis of the interview data in each of the theme chapters (4, 5 and 6) and in the discussion 
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(Chapter 7). Selected quotes from the participants are included to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of the results of the analysis of the LSAY data. 

4.7 Summary 

The mixed method design consists of two phases - 1) secondary analysis of quantitative data, 

and 2) primary data from qualitative semi-structured interviews. In the first phase, I conduct 

analysis of longitudinal data collected by the LSAY project from a cohort of students aged 

15 years in 2003. I create a variable for migrant status that distinguishes between first- and 

second- generation migrants from refugee source countries; first- and second-generation 

migrants from other countries; and longer-term Australians. I examine the education, 

employment and wellbeing outcomes of each of these groups across a period of 11 years. 

The second phase of the analyses draws upon data generated from semi-structured interviews 

conducted with experienced providers of migrant, education, employment and wellbeing 

services. This phase assists interpret quantitative findings by seeking explanation of the 

transitions examining education-to-employment outcomes, and associated wellbeing. The 

following chapters present the findings of the quantitative and qualitative analysis based on 

themes. I then discuss the overall findings in the discussion and conclusion chapters, 

including limitations of the research and potential implications. 
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Chapter 5  Education outcomes 

5  

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the associations between migrant status and educational attainment. 

Rather than group all migrants into one category or distinguish according to language 

background (e.g. NESB)40, I develop a typology based on birth country, and parents’ 

countries of birth, that distinguishes between migrants born in refugee source countries and 

other migrants. The use of the identifier ‘from a refugee source country’ (Hugo et al., 2011, 

2014) is a new application in educational research and it covers those who arrive on 

humanitarian visas and those that may be sponsored to come on a family reunion visa. Those 

from refugee source countries are often perceived as performing poorly in the education 

system and becoming disengaged (Abkhezr, McMahon, & Rossouw, 2015; Joint Standing 

Committee on Migration, 2017b). Conversely the larger demographic group associated with 

skilled migration is linked with other commentary of young migrant people overachieving 

compared to longer-term young Australians (Productivity Commission, 2006; 2016). 

5.1.1 Education and migrant background 

As outlined in Chapter 2, while average educational achievement for migrant students is 

comparable to the average achievement of Australian-born students (OECD, 2012a & 2012b; 

Schnepf, 2007; Thomson et al., 2013), there is significant variation within the migrant 

population (Creagh, 2014; Thomson De Bortoli & Underwood, 2017). Creagh (2014) found 

that, in Queensland, NAPLAN test scores varied according to visa category, with students 

who arrived on humanitarian visas performing less well than other migrant students. 

Other comparisons of educational attainment indicate that, as a broad category, migrant 

students are not disadvantaged in the Australian education system (Cardak & McDonald 

2004; Johnston et al. 2014; Marjoribanks 2005; Marks, 2010a). Marjoribanks (2005) found 

 
40 Language background and relationships with educational achievement have been explored previously in Australia – such as 

use of non-English speaking background (Creagh, 2014; Kaplan et al., 2016). Geographic spread and life experiences of those 
using languages, such as Spanish or Arabic (Hugo et al., 2011) vary significantly and hence for this thesis the focus is 
narrowed on country of origin. 
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that young people from various regions - Asia, the Middle East and Southern Europe - had 

higher than average levels of educational attainment than Australians even after controlling 

for the effects of family SES. He also found gender differences, although most of his 

discussion focussed on between-group experiences between those from various social status 

or migrant groups. Cardak and McDonald (2004) found that Asian migrants were 19 per cent 

more likely than Australian-born students to complete Year 12 and European migrants were 

10 per cent more likely than Australian-born students to complete Year 12. Research 

conducted by Johnston and others (2014) found that having at least one parent born in Asia 

was associated with both higher levels of achievement and aspirations for higher education. 

Marks (2010a) found that it is not only the frequently cited South-East Asian and Indian 

students who perform better than Australian students in their final years, but also groups 

often regarded as disadvantaged, such as students from the Middle East, Africa and the 

Pacific.  

Differences in educational achievement and attainment between migrants and longer-term 

Australians have been attributed to a range of factors including differing occupational 

expectations, more emphasis on scholarly practices, and varying experiences of 

discrimination contributing to a sense (or not) of belonging at school. In this chapter I base 

the analysis on the typology of migrant groupings (migrant status outlined in Chapter 4) and 

demographic factors associated with academic achievement and educational attainment. 

Previous research indicates that young people who intend to complete Year 12 and go to 

university are around 20 per cent more likely to do so than those who do not intend to 

complete Year 12 or go to university (Homel & Ryan, 2014). There are multiple factors 

affecting the aspirations of young people such as parental expectations, peer aspirations, 

attitudes to schooling, academic performance and occupational expectations (Nguyen & 

Blomberg, 2014). Chesters (2015) found that, after controlling for academic achievement at 

age 15 years, first- and second-generation NESB migrants were more likely than young 

Australians to hold aspirations for higher levels of educational attainment and high-status 

occupations. Previous research shows that highest educational qualification varies according 

to gender. According to the ABS (2013b), in 2011, 57 per cent of higher education students 

were women. Researchers have also found that female migrant students were more likely 

than male migrant students to aspire to university (Bowden & Doughney, 2012). From this 

background, analysis of occupational expectations is included in the education theme rather 
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than employment, as expectations are hypothesised to be linked with educational attainment, 

prior to employment experiences. 

Research based on PISA and OECD work has identified dominant risk factors for student 

disaffection with schooling including: living in a family of low socio-economic status (i.e. in 

the lowest quartile for the country), living in a single-parent family, and being foreign-born. 

Females were equally likely as males to have a low sense of belonging but were less likely to 

be regularly absent from school (OECD, 2003). Having a positive sense of engagement, or 

sense of belonging, and not experiencing discrimination is positively associated with health 

and wellbeing, educational attainment and economic wellbeing (OECD, 2003; Putnam, 

2000). 

Increasing numbers of young people from migrant backgrounds within the Australian 

population has implications both for the Australian education system, employment outcomes 

(which will be discussed more fully in Chapter 6), and wellbeing (Chapter 7). Understanding 

how education outcomes vary according to migrant groupings provides a basis for an 

investigation of associations with employment and wellbeing in later chapters. Additionally, 

this may provide evidence to support or challenge media and political commentary, 

supporting or dispelling rhetoric regarding disengagement or over-achieving for some young 

people. It also provides a basis for examining the assumption of human capital theory that 

those with higher levels of educational qualifications will be rewarded in the labour market 

with a greater likelihood of employment. Additionally, segmented assimilation theory will 

be tested to determine whether country of origin and likely conditions of migrant arrival 

influence employment and wellbeing outcomes as indicators of settlement success.  

5.1.2 Research questions 
To guide the data analysis my research questions investigate the role of occupational 

expectations and sense of belonging together with examination of migrant status in 

educational achievement and attainment, asking:  

1. Is migrant status associated with occupational expectations?  

2. Academic achievement 

a. Is migrant status associated with academic achievement at age 15?  
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b. Is a sense of belonging associated with migrant status and educational 

 achievement? 

3. Is migrant status associated with educational attainment at age 20? 

4. Is migrant status associated with educational qualifications at age 25?  

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Phase 1 

As outlined in Chapter 4, the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) provide the 

data source of 10,370 students aged 15 years who were attending secondary schools located 

throughout Australia in 2003 (Australian Government Department of Education and Training 

[AGDET], 2014a). I include consideration of the clustering of students within schools in the 

analysis using the vce (cluster schoolid) option in Stata. The LSAY03 project collected data 

from participants via annual follow-up surveys providing a longitudinal dataset covering 11 

years: 2003‒2013. The analytical sample is restricted to respondents with values in both 

Wave 1 and Wave 11 (n=3,697). As mentioned in the Methodology, 34 students who were 

respondents in Wave 11/2013 did not respond in Wave 6/2008; however, this was less than 

one per cent of the sample population in 2013. In Wave 11 (2013), the average age of 

respondents was 25 years. 

5.2.2 Phase 2 

In the second phase, I present the results of the thematic analysis of the data generated by the 

qualitative interviews to provide a more in-depth understanding of the results. 

5.2.3 Variables 

As outlined in Chapter 4 the key independent (predictor) variable is migrant status. Other 

important variables including socio-economic status (SES), gender, school sector and year 

level are included as explanatory/control variables.  

To answer the research questions, I derive a series of outcome variables: occupational 

expectations; PISA score as a measure of academic achievement at age 15; school attainment 
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- school outcomes at age 20; and highest level of education/qualification at age 25. I also 

present bivariate analysis showing the patterns of association between relevant variables. 

5.2.3.1 Outcome variables 

Occupational expectations 

Sikora and Biddle (2015, p.2) report ‘disadvantaged ethnic minority students occasionally 

have ambitious educational and occupational aspirations, despite lower levels of academic 

performance’ (see also Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005). However, others report that many 

minority migrant students display educational persistence and aspirational occupational 

goals (Marks, 2010a; Watkins & Noble, 2013 - commenting on the presence of this reporting 

based on ethnicity). 

The occupational expectation index in LSAY03 is derived from PISA 2003 survey (OECD, 

2005a &2005b - Variable EC08Q01). Students were asked about their expected occupation 

and a description of this job at age 30. ‘What occupation do you expect to work in at 30 

years of age?’ 

Responses were coded by the PISA research team using four-digit International Standard of 

Occupation (ISCO) codes (International Labour Organization (ILO), 1988, ISCO-88). The 

expected occupational status was derived by recoding ISCO codes using the International 

Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) scores. Higher values on this index 

indicate higher levels of expected occupational status with greater autonomy, skill level and 

specialisation. (OECD, 2005b Appendix 9). To prevent contested judgements about the 

value of particular work and specialities (as this index was based on men’s income and 

perceived status scores [Gazenboom, 2010; Gazenboom & Treiman, 1996]), I categorised 

into a binary variable based on Sikora and Biddle’s (2015) approach. I split occupational 

expectations into two groups: those that expected to be in high-status managerial or 

professional positions (ISCO coded 1000-2999); and those that expected to be in any other 

occupation (ISCO coded 3000-9990). Legislators, senior officials and managers (10001999) 

and Professionals (2000-2999) were coded as 1, and 3000-9990 (which includes technical 

and service workers) were coded as 0. More information on this index is included in 

Appendix 5.1. 
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Sikora and Biddle (2015), when they were considering gender and Indigenous young 

people’s education outcomes in Australia, used a similar methodology for their examination 

of expectations using PISA and LSAY data. They note that terms such as aspirations, plans, 

goals and expectations are often used interchangeably. As referred to earlier in the literature 

review, aspirations refer to life plans which are relatively unaffected by perceived social 

restraints, while expectations take these restraints into account. Expectations have been 

found to be better predictors of actual outcomes than aspirations (Goyette, 2008; Kurlaender 

& Hibel, 2018).  

Table 5.1  Distribution of expected occupation by age 30 by gender, identified in 2003 for 2013 
analytical sample 

Job wanted by age 30 Male Female  Total 
 %a (1835) % (1862)  % (n) 

Other occupations 42.45ᵃ 33.46ᵃ 37.93 (1402) 
Managers and professionals 48.45ᵃ 59.56ᵃ 54.04 (1998) 
Missing (n) 9.10 (167) 6.98 (130) 8.03 (297) 

Total 49.63 50.37 100 (3697) 
ᵃNOTE: column per cent. χ2(1, n = 3400) =40.39, p≥0.001. 

As no other occupational expectation information was collected, those identified as missing 

were removed from this stage of the analysis. Just over half of all young people expected to 

be in a manager or professional position (54.0%). Additionally, the distribution indicates that 

a higher proportion of young women (59.6%) than men (48.5%) expected to be in a 

managerial or professional occupation by age 30, χ2(1, n = 3400) = 40.39, p≥0.001. 

Table 5.2  Distribution of expected occupation by age 30 by SES quartile, identified in 2003 for 
2013 analytical sample 

Job wanted by age 30 Q1  Q2  Q3  Q4  Total 
 %a % % % (n) 

Other occupations 47.23 41.87   38.38   30.25 1,402 
Managers and professionals 44.37       50.86       52.32     62.43  1,998 
Missing (n) (53) (59) (94) (91) 297 
Total (n) 17.07 

(631) 
21.96 
(812) 

27.35 
(1,001) 

33.62 
(1243) 

 
3,697 

aNOTE: column per cent. χ2(3, n = 3400) = 65.75, p≥0.001. Please note that the weighted proportions are 
used in regression analyses - more information is included in Appendix 5.2 with the range of proportion 

varying between 24.6 and 25.6 per cent. 

Table 5.2 expected occupation by SES quartile shows that 62.4 per cent of those in SES Q4 

expected to be in managerial or professional occupations compared with 44.4 per cent in 
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SES Q1.  Table 5.3 indicates that higher proportions of those from all migrant backgrounds - 

first and second generation - expected to be in managerial or professional occupations by age 

30 compared with the longer-term Australian born. The highest proportion was those from 

first-generation refugee country background (69.9%), even though those from refugee 

country background have the highest proportion in the SES Q1 (Refer Appendix 5.2). Chi-

square analysis indicates that the difference between the groups is more than would be 

expected by chance X2 (4, N = 3400) = 28.07, p<.001). As reported previously, 297 non-

responses were maintained as missing, and excluded in this analysis, referred to in Table 5.1. 

Around 40 per cent of longer-term Australians would expect to be in non-managerial or 

professional roles (such as technical or service positions) compared to around 25 per cent of 

those from first-generation refugee source background (refer Appendix 5.5 for a comparison 

of sample and weighted sample proportions). Additionally, second-generation migrants from 

refugee source countries were less likely to hold expectations of working in managerial or 

professional roles at age 30 than their first-generation counterparts.  

Table 5.3  Distribution of expected occupation by age 30 by migrant status 

Job wanted by age 30 Refugee or migrant generation statusa 
 Aust  1stref  2ndref  1stmig  2ndmig 

Sample size (n) 2,901 63 152 293 288 
 %a % % % % 

Other occupations (1,402) 39.74 23.81 36.18 34.47 27.08 
Managers & professionals (1,998) 51.98 69.84 57.89 59.04 64.24 
Missing (297) 8.28 6.35 5.93 6.49 8.68 
Total (3697) (% of total) 78.47 1.70 4.11 7.93 7.79 

NOTE: column per cent.  Table 4.4 outlines the acronyms for migrant generation status. 

Academic achievement 

Now moving to background for the next research question on school academic achievement 

- the PISA academic achievement variable is a continuous composite variable comprising 

plausible values41 based on science, reading, problem solving and mathematics. Plausible 

values include imputation of missing values, and OECD technical advice (OECD, 2005b) 

indicates they are better suited to describe the performance of the population, producing 

 
41 Refer to PISA OECD, 2005a & b Technical manuals for more description on plausible values. 
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consistent estimators of population parameters. As this is the intent of this comparative 

research that is appropriate. To emphasise the variation by migrant status, quartile 

comparisons are also computed. Reliability of mathematics was computed as 0.92, reading – 

0.85, problem solving – 0.87 and science - 0.84 (OECD, 2005b). Figure 5.1 outlines PISA 

achievement at age 15 (in 2003), demonstrating spread across PISA quartiles, with Quartile 

1 indicating the lowest achievement and Quartile 4 the highest. In 2003, almost 40 per cent 

of first-generation migrants from refugee source countries are in the lowest academic 

achievement quartile. The distribution of second-generation migrant students closely 

replicates that of the longer-term Australians. Refer to Figure 5.2 for the distribution of the 

continuous PISA academic achievement variable.  

Figure 5.1  Academic achievement quartiles by migrant status (n=3,697)a 

 
a As noted in Chapter 4, Table 4.4 abbreviations are used for labelling space reasons, ‘refugee’ refers to those 
with first or second generation migrant background whose country of origin are from a refugee source 
country, ‘migrant’ refers to those from first or second generation migrant background whose country of origin 
are from a non-refugee source country.  

When the wave 11, 2013 analytical sample is reviewed the distributions are similar to those 

of the full 2003 sample, with first-generation migrants from refugee source countries over-

represented in the two lowest academic achievement quartiles (refer Table 5.4). For the other 

migrant groups, the highest representation is in Quartile 4. 
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Table 5.4  Academic achievement in 2003 by quartile by migrant status for analytical sample 
in 2013 (n=3,697) 

PISA academic achievement 
quartile 

Refugee or migrant generation status 

 Aust 1stref  2ndref  1stmig 2ndmig 
Sample size (nb) 2,901 63 152 293 288 

 %a % % % % 
Quartile 1 (476) 12.20  28.57 20.39 12.97 12.15 
Quartile 2 (735) 20.17 26.98 19.74 16.38 19.10 
Quartile 3 (1,057) 28.65 22.22 25.00 32.76 27.08 
Quartile 4 (1,429) 38.99 22.22 34.87 37.88 41.67 

aNOTE: column per cent. b Please note that the weighted proportions are used in regression analyses. 

As discussed in the methodology chapter, due to the higher proportions of young people in 

the higher academic achievement and SES status categories, I adjust for attrition and design 

effects by using weights in the analysis. The box plots in Figure 5.2 demonstrate the lower 

average academic achievement score for those from refugee source countries with 95 per 

cent confidence intervals. 

Figure 5.2  Box plots of Wave 1 PISA academic achievement score in 2003 by migrant status 
at age 15 (n=3,697) 

 
Note: The whiskers or error bars represent the 95 per cent confidence intervals.  

Source: derived from LSAY03 data. 
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Comments from interviews with experienced service providers frequently integrate the 

results from a range of outcomes, therefore this is included later with insights as part of 

Phase 2, following the regression analyses. 

Educational attainment 

Educational attainment age 20 

The educational attainment at age 20 in 2008 variable has three categories: early school 

leaver, coded 1; completed Year 12 without attaining a TER, coded 2; and completed Year 

12 with a TER, coded 3, to identify those with university intentions (these are based on 

LSAY item XHSL2008 which identified those who had attained a TER in 2005, 2006, 2007 

and 2008). Similar categorisation of educational attainment has been used in other transitions 

research (Chesters, 2015). Based on other education variables [LDB017] additional coding 

was possible for the majority of those who didn’t provide this information. Just under one 

per cent of the sample appeared to be non-responders for this item (n=34).  

Two-thirds of the students completed Year 12 with a TER (66.54%), 22 per cent completed 

Year 12 with no TER; and 10.6 per cent did not complete Year 12. For the distribution 

according to migrant status, see Table 5.5. 

Table 5.5  Educational attainment in 2008 by migrant status (n=3,697) 

Attainment Refugee or migrant generation status 
 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig 

Sample size (nb) 2,901 63 152 293 288 
 %a % % % % 

Early school leaver (390) 12.00 1.59 3.95 5.46 6.60 
Complete Year 12, no TER (813) 22.23 19.05 21.71  23.55 18.75 
Complete Year 12, TER (1,880) 64.81 77.78 74.34 70.65 73.26 
Missing (34) 0.97                                                                                                       1.59 0 0.34 1.39 
Total (3697) 100.00 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

aNOTE: column per cent. b Please note that the weighted proportions are used in regression analyses. 

Given the apparent differences in occupational expectations for young men and women, 

Figure 5.3 shows that a comparatively low proportion of those from refugee source country 

backgrounds were early school leavers compared to longer-term Australians, with longer-

term Australian males having the highest proportion of early school leavers. For more detail 

in the figure refer to Appendix 5.3. The lowest proportion of early school leavers were 
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students from refugee source countries (1.59% and 3.95%). A higher proportion of these 

students completed Year 12 with a TER (77.78% and 74.34%).  

Figure 5.3  Proportion of each migrant grouping by school attainment by gender: 2008 

 

Educational attainment at age 25 

The educational attainment at age 25 variable, has three categories related to the Australian 

Qualifications Framework (AGDET, 2014b) derived from the original LSAY 2013 variable 

(XHEL2013). Category 1: School only or equivalent (coded 1[XHEL2013 values: 1, 2, 5 

and 10]). This category includes respondents who did not complete Year 12 and those who 

have not completed any post-school qualifications; those who completed Year 12 at a TAFE 

or education provider other than a school; those who completed short courses or recreational 

courses, single modules or single subjects; as well as those who completed vocational 

education Certificates 1 and 2. Category 2: post-school vocational education (coded 2) based 

on LSAY variable (values: 3, 4 and 6) including certificate III and IV, diploma, advanced 

diploma or associate degree qualifications. Category 3: university qualifications (coded 3) 

based on LSAY variable (values: 7, 8 and 9).  
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Across all migrant groups, just over 50 per cent of the respondents completed a university 

degree (51.8%), and just under a third of the respondents completed a vocational education 

qualification (31.7%) indicating that 85.5 per cent of the young people had completed post-

school qualification. This higher than expected proportion of post-school qualification is 

most likely a result of the higher proportion in the 2013 sample of those from higher SES 

and academic achievement, than in Quartile 4 2003. (Other research on post-school 

qualification indicates about 72% of 25‒29 year olds had attained non-school qualification in 

May 2017 [ABS, 2018b]). Around 16 per cent did not complete a post-school qualification. 

These differences may be due to attrition, therefore, final weights are included in the 

regression analyses. 

Table 5.6  Educational attainment in 2013 by migrant status 

Attainment Refugee or migrant generation status 
 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig 

Sample size (nb) 2,901 63 152 293 288 
 % % % % % 

School only or equivalent (609) 17.41 6.35 12.50 15.02 12.85 
Vocational education (1,172) 34.37 15.87 21.71 24.57 20.83 
University (1,916) 48.22 77.78 65.79 60.41 66.32 
Missing (0) 0 0 0 0 0 
Total (3,697) 100.00 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

b Please note that weighted data is used in regression analyses. 

Table 5.6 shows that higher proportions of longer-term Australians attend or complete 

school with no additional qualifications, or complete vocational education, compared to all 

other migrant groups. Over 60 per cent of recent migrants completed a university 

qualification. As mentioned earlier, previous research shows that highest educational 

qualification varies according to gender. The graph in Figure 5.4 illustrates the differences in 

educational attainment according to migrant status and gender, with the majority of migrant 

groupings showing more women with university qualifications, this will be examined further 

in the regression analyses. 
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Figure 5.4  Educational attainment by gender and migrant status at Wave 11 for 2013 
analytical sample (n=3697) 

 

5.2.3.2 Discrimination and exclusion (not belonging) 

The Australian Human Rights Commission argues that being treated fairly within society 

contributes to wellbeing (Mitchell, 2014). The World Health Organization reporting on 

Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (up to age 15): 

recognizes that poor health cannot be explained simply by germs and genes. It 
involves the circumstances in which young people live; their access to health care, 
schools and leisure opportunities; and their homes, communities, towns and cities. 
It also reflects individual and cultural characteristics such as social status, gender, 
age and ethnicity, values and discrimination. In short, individual and population 
health is heavily influenced by social determinants. (Currie et al., WHO, 2012, xvii) 

Within Australia, the negative effects of discrimination and racism at school lead to anger, 

frustration and a sense of not belonging (Mansouri, Jenkins, Morgan, & Taouk, 2009). 

Researchers generally find that young people with a migrant background are far more likely 

to experience racism or isolation. Young women in senior secondary school who had 

experienced racism were more likely to have poorer health. Sometimes this can lead to 
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building a greater sense of resilience to combat the prejudice (Mansouri, et al., 2009). A 

sense of belonging is included within the transitions model as it relates to social cohesion 

and successful settlement. LSAY includes items relating to being treated fairly at school and, 

more broadly, racial and ethnic background discrimination when seeking employment.  

A PISA survey variable of sense of belonging at school from Wave 1 in 2003 is analysed 

below. Insufficient responses in additional LSAY waves did not allow further analysis 

specifically on discrimination in employment. In Wave 11 (2013) less than 10 respondents 

indicated that they had experienced problems looking for work due to their racial or ethnic 

background, or poor language or communication skills. Hence, in this thesis only belonging 

at school is part of the analysis. 

Belonging 

The sense of belonging variable, which implicitly incorporates experiences of 

discrimination, is included to determine if student disaffection or disengagement is 

associated with migrant status. Previous research has identified that a positive sense of 

belonging is associated with higher educational outcomes, and that those from migrant 

backgrounds have greater experiences of discrimination which would be associated with a 

poorer sense of belonging (Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The PISA 

Belong variable is an index derived from a series of questions asking students about the 

extent they strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed or strongly disagreed with the following 

statements (OECD, 2005a & b; OECD, 2013a & b): I feel like I belong at school; I feel 

awkward or out of place in my school (reverse scored); other students seem to like me; I feel 

lonely at school (reverse scored); I feel happy at school; things are ideal in my school; I am 

satisfied with my school. Across all countries the reliability of the belong index was 0.99 

(OECD, 2003). The reliability of the belong index for Australia was 0.83 (PISA 2000 p. 

230). This index was scaled using weighted likelihood estimates.42 Three responses were 

missing, and hence removed from analysis. The standardised index ranges from −1.93 to 

2.22, with a mean of 0.02, and standard deviation of 0.99. Weighted, the mean is 0.003 and 

standard error equals 0.02. Therefore, the weighted belong index in Australia showed less 

variation. Other items relating to teacher fairness and later experiences of discrimination 

were included in the LSAY 2003 survey. However, the lower response rate and lower 

 
42 For further information refer to the PISA 2012 technical background, OECD 2013b, Vol III, Annex A.  
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reliability of these other items discounts effective use. Therefore, the Belong index is 

considered the most appropriate variable. (Distribution information is included in Appendix 

5.4, by gender, and by migrant status.)  

Figure 5.5  Distribution of average Sense of Belonging at school by migrant status and gender 
in Wave 1 2003 for the Wave 11 2013 cohort 

 

 

The Belong index is continuous with higher values indicating more positive or favourable 

views of young people’s experiences in school. The graph in Figure 5.5 indicates that first-

generation males from refugee source countries have the highest median level sense of 

belonging with the smallest range in the distribution of responses. Second-generation 

females from other migrant source countries appears to have the lowest level of sense of 

belonging in school. However, there appears to be a significant overlap in distributions (refer 

to Appendix 5.4 for tabular results). Now that a descriptive overview of variables has been 

summarised, I will address the research questions. Whether there are significant differences 

will be tested in the following regressions.  
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5.3 Results  

5.3.1 Phase 1 – LSAY analysis - education 

5.3.1.1 Occupational expectations at age 15 

Research question 1: Is migrant status associated with occupational expectations? 

Figure 5.6 highlights the different occupational expectation proportions within each of the 

migrant categories that young Australians expect to be in by age 30. It appears that more 

females expect to work in managerial or professional roles than males across all migrant 

categories.  

Figure 5.6  Occupational expectations by migrant status by gender at Wave 1 in 2003, for 2013 
analytical sample  

 
Note: Managers & professionals - identified through the International Standard of Classifications of 

Occupations (ILO-ISCO, 1988) coded 1000‒2999, Other occupations coded 3000‒9990. Weighted data.  
Source: derived from weighted LSAY03 data. 

The results of the logistic regression analysis  (Table 5.7) indicate that, compared to those 

expecting to work in other occupations (such as technical or service roles), those expecting 

to be managers or professionals had higher SES backgrounds (33% more likely [OR=1.30, 
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p<.001]43), higher academic scores, were from the non-government (Catholic (OR=1.34, 

p<.001) and independent (OR=1.52, p<.001)) school sectors (compared to government 

schools), were female (OR=1.55, p<.001), and were from migrant background including 

first- or second-generation refugee source countries (OR=3.43, p<.01 and OR=1.86, p<.01 

respectively) compared to longer-term Australians ([except for 1stmig−not sig] F(13, 3386) 

= 22.45; p<.001; Adjusted R2= 0.0998)).  

Table 5.7  Logistic regression of occupational expectations at age 30 for young people in 
2003, with Wave 11, 2013 analytical sample 

Occupational expectations at age 30 
Ref – Other roles inc. technical & service roles Odds Ratio P>z z 

Robust     
Std. Err. 

Migrant status: 
Longer-term Australian (Aust) (reference)   
 First-generation refugee studenta (1stref) 3.44 ** 3.36 1.26 
 Second-generation refugee student (2ndref) 1.86 * 2.65 0.43 
 First-generation non-refugee migrant student (1stmig) 1.30  1.51 0.22 
 Second-gen’n non-refugee migrant student (2ndmig) 1.72 ** 3.00 0.31 
Female 1.55 *** 4.79 0.14 
School Sector - (Government ref.)    
 Catholic Schools 1.34 * 2.56 0.15 
 Independent Schools 1.52 ** 3.07 0.02 
Academic Achievement 1.00 *** 8.68 0.00 
SES 1.30 *** 4.26 0.08 
Constant 0.32 *** -9.54 0.01 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3400 
Wald Chi2 (9, 3,400)=205.28; p<.001; pseudo R2= 0.0827 

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: a: migrant from refugee source country.  
Source: LSAY03: Derived from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - 

Australian Data Archive. 

5.3.1.2 Academic achievement at age 15  

Research question 2: Is migrant status associated with academic achievement? 

The boxplot graph shown in Figure 5.7 illustrates the levels of variation in academic 

achievement by migrant status and gender (PISA scores in 2003). The total score (a 

summation of plausible values of mathematical, reading and scientific literacy, and problem-

solving) of first-generation students from refugee source countries is lower than that of 

longer-term Australian students, and for students from other migrant backgrounds. However, 

 
43 Odds ratios (OR) estimates = 1 means that both groups/categories have the same odds.  If greater than 1, eg 1.55 for women 

compared to men, then women are 55% more likely to expect to be in a managerial or professional position.  
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given the apparent association between other factors and occupational expectations, such as 

school sector, SES and gender, further investigation includes these components. Although 

overall females performed better than males, this was not the case for two of the migrant 

groups. First-generation females from refugee source countries appeared to have lower, on 

average, scores than first-generation males from refugee source countries, and second-

generation migrant females had lower, on average, scores than second-generation migrant 

males (Figure 5.7).   

Figure 5.7  PISA academic achievement score in 2003 by migrant status and gender, for 
analytical sample 

 

 

Firstly, I analysed a linear regression to estimate the association between migrant status and 

sense of belonging, controlling for gender and SES, using a robust estimate controlling for 

clustering within schools. Then, I conducted a linear regression that estimates coefficients 

for the associations between academic achievement and migrant status, controlling for 

demographic control variables such as gender and SES. 
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Sense of belonging - Belong index 

Responding to the research question 2b ‘Is sense of belonging associated with migrant status 

and academic achievement?’ – Firstly, the regression results presented in Table 5.8 show 

that there were no statistically significant differences in sense of belonging according to 

migrant status, net of other factors. The only significant coefficients related to socio-

economic background. Compared to the those with the highest SES background (Q4), those 

with the lowest SES (Q1) had the most negative feelings, β = -0.33, t(3,694) = -5.19, p<.001, 

compared to Quartile 4, that is, a lower sense of belonging at school, independent of gender 

and migrant status. Therefore, the inclusion of the Belong index may assist in explaining 

educational achievement and school attainment; however, there does not appear to be 

significant differentiation by migrant status. 

Table 5.8  Linear regression of sense of belonging in 2003 for the 2013 cohort: Belong index 
by migrant status, SES and gender weighted for 2013 (n=3,697) 

Sense of belonging Coef. P>t t 
Robust     
Std. Err. 

Migrant status: 
Longer-term Australian (Aust) (reference)   
 First-generation refugee studenta (1stref) -0.11  -0.66 0.16 
 Second-generation refugee student (2ndref) 0.20  1.94 0.10 
 First-generation non-refugee migrant student (1stmig) 0.12  1.57 0.07 
 Second-gen’n non-refugee migrant student (2ndmig) -0.19  -2.26 0.09 
Female 0.08  1.63 0.08 
SES Quartile (Highest - Q4 ref.)     
 SES Q1 -0.33 *** -5.19 0.06 
 SES Q2 -0.25 *** -5.19 0.06 
 SES Q3 -0.15 ** -2.34 0.07 
Constant 0.15 ** 2.95 0.04 
     
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3,694 
F (8,312)=5.5104; p<.001; R2= 0.0212, Std. Err. Adjusted for 313 clusters in SCHOOLID  

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: amigrant from refugee source country.  
Source: LSAY03: Derived from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - 

Australian Data Archive,  

Regression academic achievement 

Responding to research question 2a ‘Is migrant status associated with academic 

achievement?’ - referring to Table 5.9 below, the results of the linear regression indicate that 

there is a significant effect for migrant status. First-generation young people from refugee 

source countries had lower academic achievement compared to longer-term Australians, (β= 
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-248.77, t(3680)=-4.04, p<0.001) net of other factors. Additionally, second-generation young 

people from other migrant countries also had lower levels of achievement (β= -72.80, 

t(3680)=-2.07,p<0.05). Consistent with other research, those from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds had higher levels of achievement (all negative β coefficients compared to the 

highest SES quartile) ; those from the Catholic sector and independent school sector also had 

higher levels of achievement (positive β coefficients, β= 85.68, t(3680)=4.96, p<0.001, and 

β= 112.12, t(3680)=5.80, p<0.001 respectively) ; with the expected results of year level: 

those in Year 11 or above had better results (β= 126.22, t(3680)=6.98, p<0.001), and those in 

Year 9 or below had poorer results (β= -232.67, t(3680)=-7.38, p<0.001). These factors 

explained a significant proportion of variance in the students’ academic achievement (F 

(13,3680=34.13; p<0.001; R2=22.54%). There was no significant effect for gender. 

Additionally, there were no significant effects according to the sense of belonging. A further 

test to determine if it has a significant effect will be included in research question 3 

regarding educational attainment at the end of school. 

Table 5.9  Linear regression of academic achievement at age 15  

Academic achievement Coef. P>t t 
Robust     
std. err. 

Migrant status: 
Longer-term Australian (Aust) (reference)   
 First-generation refugee studenta (1stref) -248.77 *** -4.04 61.59 
 Second-generation refugee student (2ndref) -15.39  -0.46 33.14 
 First-generation non-refugee migrant student (1stmig) -12.45  -0.51 24.43 
 Second-gen’n non-refugee migrant student (2ndmig) -72.80 * -2.07 35.18 
Female 5.56  0.36 15.41 
School sector - (Government ref.)    
 Catholic Schools 85.68 *** 4.96 17.26 
 Independent Schools 112.12 *** 5.80 19.33 
School year level (Year 10 ref.)    
Year 9 or below -232.67 *** -7.38 31.51 
Year 11 and above 126.22 *** 6.98 18.08 
Sense of belonging 6.10  0.74 8.30 
SES quartile (Highest - Q4 ref.)     
 SES Q1 -287.42 *** -13.34 21.54 
 SES Q2 -196.38 *** -9.05 21.69 
 SES Q3 -106.43 *** 6.02 17.67 
Constant 2230.63 *** 129.62 17.21 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3,694 
F (13,3680)=34.13; p<.001; adjusted R2= 0.2254 

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: a: migrant from refugee source country. Source: LSAY03: Derived 
from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - Australian Data Archive.  
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5.3.1.3 Educational attainment 

Research question 3: Year 12 completion: Is migrant status associated with educational 

attainment at age 20? 

A relative risk ratio of less than one indicates a lower likelihood of being an early school 

leaver prior to completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 12 with a TER; and a relative 

risk ratio of greater than one indicates a higher likelihood of being an early school leaver 

prior to completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 12 with a TER. 

The results of the multinomial logistic regression indicate that first- and second-generation 

migrant students from refugee source countries were far less likely than longer-term 

Australians to leave school before completing Year 12 relative to completing Year 12 with a 

TER, net of the effects of gender, SES and PISA quartile (1stref RRR = 0.02, and 2ndref 

RRR = 0.16 respectively, both p<0.001, refer Table 5.10).  

Table 5.10  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
completing Year 12 with a TER, including occupational expectations, and a sense of 
belonging at school 

 Not complete Year 12 V 
Year 12 with TER 

Year 12 no TER V Year 12 
with TER  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status - Longer-term 
Australian (ref.) 

    

First-gen. refugee(1stref) 0.02*** 0.02 0.53 0.26 
Second gen. refugee(2ndref) 0.16*** 0.08 0.49* 0.14 
First gen. migrant(1stmig) 0.57 0.23 0.85 0.19 
Second-gen. migrant(2ndmig) 0.40* 0.18 0.87 0.19 
Female  0.68* 0.11 0.99 0.12 
SES 0.49*** 0.05 0.64*** 0.05 
PISA Quartile (High - Q4 ref.)     
Quartile 1 19.39*** 4.80 9.12*** 1.69 
Quartile 2 6.51*** 1.48 4.45*** 0.66 
Quartile 3 2.35*** 0.55 1.83*** 0.27 
Occupation Expectations Technical 
& service (ref) 

     

Manager/professionals 0.36*** 0.06 0.40*** 0.05 
School Belonging 0.75** 0.07 0.91 0.05 
Constant 0.13*** 0.03 0.29*** 0.04 
n= 3,397    
Pseudo R-squared 0.1863    

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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Furthermore, as SES increases the likelihood of leaving school without completing Year 12 

relative to completing Year 12 with a TER (RRR=0.49, p<0.001), or completing Year 12 

without a TER relative to completing Year 12 with a TER (RRR=0.64, p<0.001), declines, 

net of the effects of migrant status, gender and PISA quartile. As PISA academic 

achievement increases, the likelihood of leaving school without completing Year 12 relative 

to completing Year 12 with a TER and of completing Year 12 without a TER relative to 

completing Year 12 with a TER, declines, net of the effects of the other factors (p<.001). 

Additionally, young women were less likely (RRR = -0.68) to not complete Year 12 relative 

to completing Year 12 with a TER, independent of other factors. 

Occupational expectations of being a manager or professional are associated with a lower 

likelihood of not completing Year 12, or completing Year 12 with no TER relative to 

completing Year 12 with a TER (RRR = 0.36, and 0.40, both <. 001). Results also show that 

there is an association between sense of belonging and Year 12 completion. As sense of 

belonging increases, the likelihood of leaving school before completing Year 12 relative to 

completing Year 12 with a TER decreases, net of other factors (RRR = 0.75, p<.01).  

Research question 4: Is migrant status associated with educational qualifications at age 

25? 

The results of the multinomial logistic regression indicate that for most migrant categories, 

migrant status is associated with reduced likelihood of only completing school or a VET 

qualification relative to completing a university qualification by Wave 11 in 2013, net of the 

effects of gender, PISA quartile, SES at age 15 and earlier school attainment outcomes (all  

relative risk ratios (RRRs) were less than one, meaning less likely to occur relative to the 

alternative (p<.001) except for first generation migrants from non-refugee source countries - 

refer Table 5.11). As outlined in Table in 5.11 first generation migrants from refugee source 

countries were less than one tenth likely to only complete school relative to completing a 

university qualification (RRR = 0.09, p< .001). There are independent effects for females, 

PISA quartiles (p< .001 - p<. 01), and SES at age 15 (RRR = 0.53, p< .001) and sense of 

belonging at school (RRR = 0.84, p<.05). Similar to results at age 20, as students’ sense of 

school belonging increases, the likelihood to only completing school relative to completing 

university decreases, net of other factors. Young women were around half as likely as young 

men to only complete school, or complete a VET qualification, relative to completing a 

university qualification (RRR – 0.51, p< .001). Furthermore, as SES increases, the likelihood 
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of only completing school or a VET qualification relative to completing university declines, 

net of the effects of migrant status, gender and PISA quartile. This combination of 

explanatory variables explains 22.5 per cent (pseudo R2) of variance. 

Compared to those who at age 15 expected to be in a managerial or professional position at 

age 30, those who expected to be in another occupation such as a technical or service 

position were twice as likely to only have completed school, net of other factors (RRR = 

2.20, p <.001). 

Table 5.11  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
gaining a university qualification. 

 School only V university 
qualification 

VET qualification V 
university qualification  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status - longer-
term Australian (ref.) 

    

First gen. refugee(1stref) 0.09*** 0.06 0.11*** 0.07 
Second gen. refugee(2ndref) 0.25*** 0.09 0.28*** 0.09 
First gen. migrant (1stmig) 0.62 0.17 0.44*** 0.10 
S gen. migrant (2ndmig) 0.27*** 0.18 0.42*** 0.10 
Female  0.51*** 0.07 0.45*** 0.05 
PISA Quartile 4 - High 
(ref.) 

    

Quartile 1 3.91*** 0.90 4.77*** 0.96 
Quartile2 2.10*** 0.40 3.69*** 0.57 
Quartile 3 1.70** 0.29 2.17*** 0.29 
SES 0.53*** 0.05 0.66*** 0.05 
School attainment -
Complete Yr 12, TER (ref) 

    

Early school leaver 17.64*** 5.16 16.36*** 4.47 
Complete Yr 12, no TER 5.96*** 1.07 6.32*** 1.01 
Occupation Expect’s -    
Manager/prof’ls (ref) 

    

Tech’l & service  2.20*** 0.31 1.55*** 0.19 
School Belonging 0.84* 0.03 0.85* 0.05 

Constant 0.18*** 0.04 0.44*** 0.06 
n= 3,397 

   

Pseudo R-squared  0.2254 
   

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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5.3.2 Phase 2 - Explanatory findings from provider interviews 

As outlined in the methodology (Chapter 4.6.2), service providers reviewed an overview of 

the quantitative outcomes sent by email and re-presented at the interview (refer Appendix 

4.5). From reviewing the quantitative material, additional supplementary questions were 

developed: Research question 8a - ‘Why are there gender differences between education 

outcomes, particularly of those from migrant background?’. Providers’ comments on the 

findings offer more in-depth explanations for these outcomes. Part of the challenge in 

analysis of themes and integrating with the quantitative outcomes is the breadth of 

commentary. The semi-structured interview format provides an excellent research 

opportunity to elaborate on the meaning of outcomes. Respondents frequently did not focus 

on one specific outcome but, for example, linked occupational expectations later in life with 

earlier educational outcomes, postulating that this guides earlier post-school education and 

employment. Therefore, the next section integrates the findings across the first four research 

questions including quotes to exemplify and elaborate the links. 

5.3.2.1 Expectations of education 

A central theme from the interviews with the service providers is the centrality of family 

(and community) expectations in driving young migrants’ employment expectations and 

thus, their prolonged participation in school and further education. This is assumed to 

contribute to higher proportions of young people from migrant backgrounds staying in 

school to Year 12. Additionally, the focus on striving to attain a university place results in 

higher proportions of migrant students completing subjects enabling a tertiary entrance 

score, compared to their longer-term Australian peers. 

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation:  

... if families come in through the skilled migration route, the expectation for young 
people is that there's no discussion, ‘You go to university … you do something 
white collar in a sense that will bring you … the money in a sense’. I think with a 
lot of refugee communities it's also very similar for different reasons because a lot 
of families would say, ‘Australia's the land of opportunity, we're here, we survived, 
we came here’. I remember years ago when I was working with the Cambodian, 
Laos and Vietnamese community, one of the mothers said, ‘Six other children died, 
this is … last remaining child. He carries the hopes and dreams’. Talking to young 
people with the absolute pressure sometimes, the expectations not just of the family 
but of the community to do well because, ‘We gave up everything to survive and 
come here. You've got to do well’.  
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These expectations focus on not only gaining employment or a job but striving to attain 

managerial or professional occupations requiring considerable university education. 

Providers highlight that success is not viewed solely in terms of income, as trade occupation 

remuneration can be lucrative. What also appears to be important is the status associated 

with the profession. Even those from refugee backgrounds without tertiary education see 

Australia as providing professional opportunities that should be achievable with persistence 

and hard work.  

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services: 

 I think the attitude, coming from a different country to here, there's a very clear 
status associated with university and university education. 

It appears from comments, a challenge for migrant communities and parents is that 

knowledge of vocational education options is limited, and the work or social contacts to gain 

an apprenticeship are not present. The university pathway appears clearer than the gaining of 

vocational certificates.  

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation:  

Regardless of what countries they come from, I hear that echo throughout the 
different communities, saying, ‘Doctor, lawyer, accountant. Go to university, you 
know, you can't leave school’ … the pressure to stay in school, even though a lot of 
the young people that we come in contact with are struggling in school, there is an 
absolute pressure to stay in school, finish Year 12, go to university. Again, the 
expectations are kind of intangibles but it's hard to quantify but I think it does 
impact on young people's transition journey. We often say to families, sometimes 
tradies earn more money than a doctor or lawyer may earn. If a young person's got 
more interest in going down that route, there's no shame going to TAFE or doing an 
apprenticeship or trade because you still earn a lot more money than let's say, 
spending five years training as a lawyer in a university. I think a lot of families 
today, that to them is the ultimate achievement of the sacrifice that they made. Get a 
white collared job, do well, get a status. It's not just ... getting the money. It's the 
status.  

For young women their families are encouraging them to make the most of the available 

education, and they also want to strive to gain a qualification or do not know what other 

options are available. Completing the next level qualification is a default plan. 

Settlement services manager, National migrant settlement org.:  

… young people, where they are from families where there's a strong commitment 
to education will be encouraged to complete school, particularly when there's no 
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expectations that there is a job for them. Staying at school, in part, is a reflection of 
the pathways that are available to them, say, in apprenticeships and traineeships, 
where they don't have the contacts. They don't have the understanding of how the 
system operates, so they tend to stay ... It's almost a default, where you're waiting 
for something to support you, to achieve an outcome outside of school. 

It was pointed out that completing higher education qualifications in Australia is an 

opportunity that many women, especially from refugee source countries, did not have in 

their countries of origin. It is not just families that are driving those expectations; personal 

achievement and recognition is a major component. As the young people mature, they move 

into more responsible roles, which are reported as more gender specific.  

Research policy officer, Migrant support agency 

… I think that it's partly because girls have been so deprived in refugee 
source countries that when they come here, they have their ultimate 
opportunity, that now they have to have tertiary qualifications. Whereas 
males, they have had a better chance at these source countries. They're more 
concerned about earning money, and a lot of those males have 
responsibilities as well to actually pay for the parent. There's that male and 
female role as well that plays out within the culture of their families. 

Acknowledging that interviewee opinions are developed from a range of personal, 

professional and organisational experiences, a consistent message is that for young people 

from migrant background continuing in education is a high priority. Different cultural 

pressures are operating to affect outcomes, as well as a sometimes limited understanding of 

the education systems.   

5.4 Synthesis 

In this chapter, I analysed data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth project 

2003 to 2013 to examine the occupational expectations and education outcomes of young 

Australians. Use of the data from the first waves (such as SES, occupational expectations) 

assisted control for later outcomes. Occupational expectations differed by migrant status, 

with those from migrant backgrounds being more likely to expect to be employed in 

managerial or professional occupations at age 30. The findings from the results for the 

occupational expectations align with other research on expectations, in that socio-economic 

status, school sector, gender and academic achievement are predictors. As Homel and Ryan 

(2014) note, students’ educational aspirations are one of the strongest predictors of Year 12 
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completion and university intention. They are a strong driver for attainment irrespective of 

demographic factors. The analysis of migrant status as a demographic factor in this chapter 

adds to our understanding of transitions through school and into further education. 

The findings from this analysis of LSAY03 data provide more support for the positive 

immigrant paradox (Crosnoe & López Turley, 2011) with higher proportions of first- and 

second-generation migrants achieving higher levels of education than their longer-term 

Australian peers. This is consistent with other Australian research that reports first- and 

second-generation migrants were more likely to continue in secondary school until at least 

Year 12 and to undertake a university pathway through senior secondary school, and gain an 

ATAR (the more recent version of the TER) (Marks, 2010a).  

First- and second-generation migrants were less likely than non-migrants to be early school 

leavers. Young people from refugee source countries were around one tenth as likely as 

longer-term Australian students to leave school early. They were also less likely to complete 

Year 12 without gaining an TER. This finding is of interest as the students from refugee 

source countries had the lowest mean achievement score at age 15, with a significant 

proportion in the lowest achieving quartile. This educational persistence runs counter to the 

overall LSAY03 findings where the lowest achieving students were more than 20 times more 

likely to leave school compared to high achieving students (Table 5.10 Year 12 with a TER). 

First- and second-generation migrants from refugee source countries were less likely than 

longer-term Australians to complete a VET qualification, or not complete any post-school 

qualifications than to complete a university qualification. Furthermore, first- and second-

generation migrants are less likely than longer-term Australians to complete a VET 

qualification relative to completing a university qualification. Taken together these results 

suggest that through education migrants, including refugees, are aiming for economic 

independence and integration into the professional or middle classes. Completing Year 12 

with a TER and then completing a university qualification is the main pathway into 

professional and managerial occupations. Given that refugee and migrants were far less 

likely than longer-term Australians to drop out of school, or complete VET qualifications 

compared to university qualifications, they appear focused on improving employment 

prospects and avoiding downward mobility through disengagement from education or 

eschewing seemingly lower levels of educational qualifications. 
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Given the association between occupational expectations and academic achievement, the 

lower, on average, level of academic achievement of those from refugee source country 

backgrounds suggests that it is important for the less academically able students to embrace a 

broader perspective when career planning (Nguyen & Blomberg, 2014). Naidoo and others 

(2015) show that in some cases the very high expectations place considerable stress on 

young people and may be unrealistic. 

The comments provided by the service providers in this study reinforce many of the 

quantitative and other qualitative findings reported, suggesting not only those coming from 

countries associated with the skilled migration route aspire to managerial and professional 

positions. However, as the service providers indicated, parental and community pressure on 

some of these young people is substantial. In other words, given the challenges of higher 

education study (Joyce et al., 2010) it may be appropriate to carefully consider whether the 

university pathway is the best outcome for low -achieving students.  Certificate III/IV and 

Diploma and Advanced Diploma qualifications are associated with good employment and 

income opportunities (Daly et al., 2015; Leigh, 2008). However, if these expectations ensure 

school completion and tertiary study in some form this is more likely to lead to better 

employment prospects. Gender differences in education were only briefly commented on by 

providers as this appeared to be common knowledge, and they were more focused on 

employment and wellbeing findings. The most revealing comment is the opportunity that 

Australia can provide for women to undertake tertiary study. How this interacts with gaining 

employment will be examined in Chapter 6 - Employment.  

One component of institutional setting and potential disengagement was explored through 

the analysis of sense of belonging in school. There was no indication from this LSAY 

analysis that young people from different migrant backgrounds had varying feelings about 

their sense of belonging at school. The main indicator of sense of belonging was socio-

economic status, which is in line with other research (OECD, 2003).  

In summary, first- and second-generation migrants including those from refugee source 

countries were less likely than longer-term Australians to be early school leavers. They also 

were also less likely to complete a VET qualification, than to complete a university 

qualification compared to longer-term Australians. Additionally, they were more likely to 

expect to be employed in managerial or professional occupations at age 30. 
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Further discussion on expectations and education will link with employment and wellbeing 

in later chapters. I now turn to considering education, networks associated with social capital 

(such as community involvement), and demographic factors in an analysis of employment 

outcomes using the LSAY03 cohort to further investigate young Australian transitions. 

Discussion further integrating findings, insights, and applicability to identified theory from 

the empirical theme chapters occurs in Chapter 8 - Discussion. 
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Chapter 6  Employment 

6  

6.1 Introduction 

As discussed in Chapter 2, and confirmed in the analysis presented in Chapter 5, migrant 

students tend to persist in their education, particularly young women (Schnepf, 2007; 

Thomson et al., 2013; Thomson et al., 2017; see also ABS, 2013b; Hugo et al., 2011; OECD, 

2012a & 2012b; OECD/EU, 2015). However, the long-term benefits of educational 

attainment for migrants are less clear. Previous research indicates that although migrants and 

their children remain in education longer, their employment outcomes are less favourable 

and they are more likely to experience long-term unemployment (OECD, 2012a & 2012b; 

Khoo, 2012). Beadle (2014) found that in Victoria, the unemployment rate for 20 to 24 year 

olds was higher for those living in NESB households, and specific language groups had even 

higher rates, for example, in households where African languages were spoken. 

There is also evidence that labour market outcomes for humanitarian migrants are not as 

favourable as for those in the business or family streams (Cobb-Clark, 2006; Thapa & 

Gorgens, 2006). Although over time these rates have improved, they remain less favourable 

than those of other migrants. Census data shows that CALD and refugee young people had 

lower rates of employment compared to their Australian-born peers (Hugo, 2011).  

Given the vast diversity of ethnic origins within Australia, multiple factors are likely to be 

affecting labour force participation rates. These factors include: lack of social capital 

including critical networks such as family and friends in employment, limited work 

experience and familiarity, limited vocational skills relevant to the Australian labour market, 

limited English proficiency, and pressures of juggling employment and domestic 

responsibilities (Beadle, 2014). Research shows that female migrants are much less likely 

than male migrants to be in the workforce, even if they were admitted as skilled migrants 

(Ho & Alcorso, 2004).  

Many of these contributing factors apply to newly arrived older migrants but the current 

research questions whether some of these factors also apply to young people who have lived 
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in Australia for more than 10 years. In this chapter, I examine whether young migrants, 

including those from refugee source countries, are disadvantaged in terms of their 

employment outcomes compared to their peers born in Australia or in non-refugee source 

countries. Incorporating factors found to be salient in earlier research, I examine the 

associations between employment status at age 20 and age 25 and socio-economic status, 

educational attainment, gender, presence of children, and community involvement as part of 

social capital. Specifically, my research questions ask: 

6.2 Research questions  

5. Social capital and employment 

a. Is migrant status associated with employment status at age 20? 

b. Is social capital, measured as community involvement, associated with 

employment status at age 20? 

6. Is migrant status associated with employment status at age 25, does it vary by 

gender? 

To answer the research questions, in Phase 1, I conduct analysis of the LSAY data and 

present the results. In Phase 2, I conduct thematic analysis of the interview data and present 

some quotes that are representative of each theme.  

6.3 Data 

For this chapter, I conduct analysis of data collected from the Longitudinal Surveys of 

Australian Youth (LSAY) 2003 cohort. The analytical sample includes participants who 

provided data in 2013 (n=3,697) - see Chapter 4 for details.  

6.3.1 Variables 

6.3.1.1 Key independent (predictor) variables 

As outlined in Chapter 4, the key predictor variable is migrant status which is derived from 

country of birth and parents’ countries of birth.  Additionally, given the results of previous 

research, I also include gender as a predictor variable on the basis that women, and 

particularly migrant women, have poorer employment outcomes. 
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6.3.1.2 Outcome variables 

Employment at age 20 

Employment status at age 20 is derived from a variable based on participants’ labour force 

status at the time of the interview (XFT2008). It has three categories coded: 1) not employed 

(either unemployed or not in the labour force); 2) employed part-time (including those 

identified in the category ‘Working but working time unknown’) and 3) employed full-time 

(AGDET, 2014a). Table 6.1 provides the employment status distribution by migrant status. 

Table 6.1  Employment status in 2008 by migrant status for 2013 analytical sample LSAY 

Employment status 

in 2008 

 

Refugee or migrant generation status (%) 

 

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 

(n) 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

Not employed 14.6 20.6 21.7 18.1 22.9 15.9 

Part-time employed 46.5 69.8 58.6 49.5 52.4 48.1 

Full-time employed 38.0 7.9 19.7 32.1 23.3 35.1 

Missinga  1.0 1.6 0 0.3 1.4 0.9 

Total %  100 100 100 100 100 100 

Note: Some rounding in the second decimal place is present.  
aThe small number of missing respondents is due to some not participating in this wave of data collection. 

Even if all of those for first generation from refugee source countries that were missing were full-time 
employed this category would still be the smallest proportion for 1stref. There is reasonable spread of missing 

respondents across migrant groups, except second-generation migrants from refugee source countries. 

In 2008, across all migrant groups, part-time employment accounted for the largest 

proportion (46-70%). However, the longer-term Australians had the largest proportion in 

full-time employment (around 38%). This contrasts with the first-generation young people 

from refugee source countries who had the lowest rate of full-time employment (8%), but the 

highest rate of part-time employment - almost 70 per cent. There appear to be observable 

gender differences in full-time employment across most migrant groups (except first-

generation migrants from non-refugee source countries, refer Figure 6.1). This will be 

examined in the regression analysis. 
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Figure 6.1  Employment status by migrant status by gender at age 20: weighted 2008 
percentage stack of 2013 analytical sample 

 

Employment at age 25 

Employment status at age 25 is based on an LSAY-derived variable calculated on 

participants’ labour force status at the time of the interview (XFT2008). It has three 

categories coded: 1) not employed (either unemployed or not in the labour force); 2) 

employed part-time (including those identified in the category ‘Working but working time 

unknown’) and 3) employed full-time (AGDET, 2014a; NCVER 2014a). Table 6.2 outlines 

the employment status distribution by migrant status. 

Table 6.2  Distribution of employment status in 2013 by migrant status for 2013 LSAY 
analytical sample  

Employment status in 2013 Refugee or migrant generation status % Total  

(na) Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig  

n 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

Not employed (402) 10.3 7.9 11.8 11.7 15.6 10.9 

Part-time employed (814) 21.7 27.0 20.4 22.2 25.0 22.0 

Full-time employed (2,481) 68.0 65.1 67.8 66.2 59.4 67.1 
aPlease note that weighted data is used in regression analyses. 
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Overall, the proportion of young people aged 25 years in 2013 who were employed full-time 

ranged across all migrant groups from 60 to 68 per cent. The proportion of those not 

employed ranges from 8 to 16 per cent with the greatest proportion of not employed being 

second-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries. 

6.3.1.3 Explanatory variables 

Socio-economic status (SES)  

Considerable international research suggests that family SES is associated with education 

and employment outcomes (Hillman, 2018; OECD, 2017; refer also chapters 2, 3, and 5). 

Therefore, I include family SES, a continuous variable based on the PISA Index of 

Economic, Social and Cultural Status (ESCS) at age 15 in the analysis. The ESCS is 

discussed in detail in Chapter 4, Section 4.4.3. In 2008, the SES index ranges from −3.38 to 

2.15 with a mean of 0.25. For some further analysis the distribution is divided into four 

quartiles, with Quartile 1 being the lowest 25 per cent of the distribution. Quartile 4 is the 

reference category in the regression analyses. In the regressions, final weights are included 

to account for attrition and design effects.  

Table 6.3 shows a higher proportion of those in Quartile 1 are unemployed in 2013, 

compared to the other SES quartiles. In 2008, 16 per cent of those located in Quartile 1 were 

not employed, as were 13 per cent of those in Quartile 2, 14 per cent of those in Quartile 3 

and 16 per cent of those in Quartile 4. In 2013, 13 per cent of those located in Quartile 1 of 

the SES distribution were not employed, as were 9.2 per cent of those in Quartile 2, 10.9 per 

cent of those in Quartile 3 and Quartile 4. Table 6.3 also shows the increasing numbers of 

people moving from not employed and part-time employed into full-time employment in 

2013 at age 25, most likely after completing studies.  

The 2013 figures are roughly equivalent to figures published by the ABS (2014c, Labour 

Force Survey) that show that in 2013, 16 per cent of those aged 15 to 24 years were not 

employed (unemployed or not in the labour force). Other ABS and industry sources report 

the gender differences. Labour force participation rates of young males not attending full-

time education has fallen from 92.1 per cent in 2002 to 89.2 per cent in 2013 (a decrease of 

2.9 percentage points), compared to a drop of 81.7 per cent to 80.8 per cent for young 

females (a decrease of only 0.9 percentage points). This is attributed to the higher proportion 
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of young women in full-time education (Australian Workforce and Productivity Agency, 

2014). 

Table 6.3  SES quartiles in 2003 by employment status for 2008 and 2013  

Employment 
status 

Socio-economic Status (%) 

 Quartile 1a Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Total 

Sample 2008 2013 2008 2013 2008 2013 2008 2013 2008 2013 

Not employed 16.4 13.0 13.4 9.2 13.9 10.9 16.2 10.9 15.0 10.9 

Part-time 
employed 

32.7 23.8 40.3 21.2 44.6 20.1 58.1 23.2 45.3 22.0 

Full-time 
employed 

50.9 63.2 46.3 69.6 41.5 69.0 25.7 65.9 39.7 67.1 

Total %  100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

(n) 1,189 631 1,374 812 1,631 1,011 1,809 1,243 6,003 3,697 

a Quartiles are based on original 2003 sample of 25% each. Attrition shows disproportionate decrease in 
respondents in the lower quartiles. Hence the need for weighted analysis, already discussed. 

6.3.1.4 Social capital 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Section 3.1.2, social capital may be an important resource linked 

to employment status; therefore, I include a measure of access to social capital in the 

analysis. Putnam’s work on civic engagement contends that closed or dense social networks 

lead to greater levels of trust and to increases in bonding (Putnam, 2000). Additional interest 

in the thesis is social capital links to socio-economic status, length of residence (that is, 

generation), and ethnic identity, as identified by migrant status and country of origin (see 

also Lin, 2001; Putnam, 2000). Drawing on the methodology to identify social capital 

developed by Stone, Gray and Hughes (2003), I distinguish between three forms of social 

capital: bonding, bridging and linking.  

The conceptualisation of social capital in this thesis relates to access and mobilisation of 

networks. It is my contention that accessing more networks will lead to improved 

employment outcomes, such that greater bonding, bridging and linking should all lead to 

greater full-time and part-time employment. To identify the various social networks that 
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young people access, I consider earlier employment as a professional contact that should 

lead to improved employment. Additionally, continued education enables peer, mentor and 

other professional contacts to develop. These are most closely aligned to bridging and 

linking connections as Stone and colleagues’ comment (2003, p. vii) ‘… professional 

contacts act to support and reinforce the labour market status of those with the strongest 

attachment to paid work’. A proxy measure of the work contacts was determined through 

employment status in Wave 6 (2008) at age 20. 

To investigate non-professional networks that relate to bonding, bridging and linking I 

consider the impact of community involvement as a network resource. I construct a 

continuous variable based on the number of different activities that participants are engaged 

in. LSAY includes a range of items suitable for assessing the spread of strength of social 

contacts (Semo, 2011). This includes informal networks such as friends, family and 

relatives; organisational networks associated with volunteer activities, sporting groups, 

cultural and faith associations; and job contacts and job search activities through work 

networks. Although it would have been ideal to examine the network mobilisation aspect of 

social capital utilising the LSAY questions related to job search networks, accessing post-

school careers advice, and family and friend networks, the response rate to the items was 

inconsistent across waves. Furthermore, the response rates were generally low. Therefore, I 

have restricted my analysis of social capital to a focus on community involvement, that is, 

access to networks. In line with the view of Stone and colleagues (2003, p. vii) that 

‘…family and other informal relationships are relied on by those with more limited 

involvement in or access to paid work’.  

Social capital - community involvement  

To measure social capital in the form of network activity, I constructed a community 

involvement index from five items included in Wave 6 (2008). Participants were asked: 

‘Now some questions about what you do in your spare time. Outside study or work, how 

often do you:  1. Play sport or regularly exercise? 2. Use internet for social networking 

(including Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Linkedin, Pinterest etc.)? 3. Take part in 

community-based activity (This could be a political group, community radio, a performing 

arts group or something similar)? 4. Go to church or other place of worship? 5. Do voluntary 

work?’ All these items relate to building social networks either in person or virtually. These 

have been found to represent some important aspects of bonding or bridging social capital 
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(Lin, 2008; Patulny & Svendsen, 2007), although it is acknowledged they are not equivalent. 

This is part of the challenge when using available longitudinal data, rather than specifically 

purpose-designed research.  

I am interested in the spread of access to networks rather than just intensity in one or two 

domains, as this more likely represents both bonding and bridging. The seven response 

options ranged from every day (1), at least once a week (2), at least once a month (3) … to 

never (7). Reverse coding would be one way to analyse responses to these variables and 

create a continuous composite variable - an index with a higher score suggesting greater 

community involvement over a range of activities. However, I need to differentiate between 

scoring highly on just two activities (e.g. social media or sport) compared to scoring 

regularly on a range of activities - at least once a month, where you would expect to build 

broader social connections. Less than once a month could be considered a weak link. 

Therefore, I sought to create a continuous composite index by combining the ratings.44  For 

each variable, these options were recoded to create a dichotomous variable with 1, 2, 3 coded 

1: yes, frequently; and 4, 5, 6, 7 coded 0: no, or rarely. These dichotomous variables were 

then summated into an index.45   The index ranges from 0 to 5, with a mean of 2.33 and a 

standard deviation of 0.97. Table 6.4 lists the percentage of young people who frequently 

participate in each activity. The following figures (6.2 to 6.6) also provide indication of 

breakdown by gender. Further consideration of the community involvement index as a proxy 

for social capital continues after these descriptions. 

 

 

 

 

 
44 This is an index not a scale. It is based on observations of behaviours, not a latent variable based on feelings or perceptions. 

The multiple indicators can be considered compensatory. They do not have to intercorrelate to make a meaningful 
contribution. That is, an individual can play sport or go to the gym, without going to church, but all are contact with others. 

45 I also did preliminary analyses without creating the dichotomous components, as it is a seven-point scale it is ordinal rather 
than continuous. Refer to Appendix 6.1. 
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Table 6.4  Percentage of young people who frequently participate in each activity by migrant 
status in 2008 of 2013 analytical sample 

Activity Refugee or migrant generation status %  

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total % 

n= 2,901 63 152 293 288 3697 

Missing across items (%) 0.97 1.59 0 0.34 1.39 0.92 

 % Yes % Yes % Yes % Yes % Yes % Yes 

Play sport or exercise 90.1  92.1 88.2 88.4 90.6 90.6 

Use internet for social networking 89.5 88.9  91.5 95.9 93.1 90.4 

Community-based activity 18.2 17.5  21.7 18.4 24.0 18.8 

Go to church or other place of worship 13.4 52.4 38.8 22.5 34.4  17.5 

Do voluntary work 16.2 19.0 15.1 13.0 18.1 16.1 

 

1. Play sport or exercise: At age 20, most young people were participating in sport or 

exercise.  The graph in Figure 6.2 shows that there are some differences within 

migrant status groups according to gender: with a higher percentage of males than 

females participating in sport or exercise. 

Figure 6.2  Distribution of frequency of playing sport or exercising by migrant status and 
gender in 2008  
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2. Use internet for social networking: Overall 90 per cent of young people used the 

internet for social networking frequently. Although similar percentages of men and 

women used the internet for social networking in most of the migrant status groups, 

first-generation refugee women were less likely than their male peers to do so (84.9% 

compared to 96.6%) - see Figure 6.3. 

Figure 6.3  Distribution of frequency of use of internet for social networking by migrant status 
and gender in 2008, for 2013 analytical sample 
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Figure 6.4  Distribution of frequency of use of community-based activity by migrant status 
and gender in 2008.  
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Figure 6.5  Distribution of frequency of ‘Go to church or other place of worship’ by migrant 
status and gender in 2008, for 2013 analytical sample 
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Figure 6.6  Distribution of frequency of ‘Do voluntary work’ by migrant status and gender in 
2008, for 2013 analytical sample. 
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Table 6.5  Community involvement in 2008  

Community 
involvement 

index 

Refugee or migrant generation status %  

Activity No. Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total %( n) 

(n) (2,901) (63) (152) (293) (288) (3,697) 

No activity 1.8 3.2 1.3 0.7 1.7 1.7(64) 

One activity 11.5 3.2 10.5 8.9 10.1 11.0(407) 

Two activities 57.8 39.7 42.8 58.0 40.6 55.6(2,054) 

Three activities 16.9 36.5 29.6 19.4 29.5 18.9(700) 

Four Activities 9.3 9.5 8.6 9.9 10.1 9.4(348) 

Five activities 2.6 7.9 7.2 3.1 8.0 3.3(124) 

Mean 2.3 2.7 2.5 2.4 2.6 2.33 

S.d. 0.9 1.1 1.1 0.9 1.1 1.0 

Median 2 3 2 2 2 2 

 

6.3.1.5 Educational attainment and employment status 

At age 20 in 2008 

As outlined in Chapter 4 (Section 4.4.4.1) and Chapter 5 (Section 5.2.3.1), the educational 

attainment at age 20 variable has three categories: 1) early school leaver; 2) completed Year 

12 without attaining a TER; and 3) completed Year 12 with a TER.  

Human capital theory predicts that higher levels of educational attainment and relevant work 

experience lead to improved employment outcomes. However, while young people are 

studying for further education qualifications, participating in employment would be expected 

to be lower. Therefore, I hypothesise that young people with Year 12 and a TER (the 

qualification required for direct entry into university) would have a lower rate of full-time 

employment compared to other groups at age 20 in 2008, as they are more likely to be 

attending university. I also hypothesise that young people who were early school leavers or 

had completed Year 12 without a TER would have higher rates of full-time employment. 

This pattern is apparent in the LSAY 03 results presented below (Table 6.6).  
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Table 6.6  Educational attainment by employment status at age 20 in 2008, for those in 
analytical sample in 2013.  

2008 Education attainment in 2008 (%) 
Employment 

status 
Early school 

leaver 
Completed Year 
12 with no TER 

Completed with 
TER 

Total 

n 390 813 2,460 3,697a  
Not employed 13.3 13.6 17.2 16.0 
Part-time 
employed 

20.0 31.5 58.7 48.6 

Full-time 
employed 

66.7 54.9 24.1 35.4 

Total 
 

100 100 100 100 

a34 missing as explained previously from Wave 8. 

Table 6.6 shows that young people who completed Year 12 with a TER were the most likely 

to be unemployed. Now I examine the education and employment pattern for those at age 25. 

At age 25 in 2013 

As outlined in Chapter 5 (Section 5.2.3), the educational attainment at age 25 variable has 

three categories based on the Australian Qualifications Framework (AGDET, 2014b; 

NCVER, 2014a) coded: 1 - school only or equivalent (including vocational education 

certificates I and II and early school leavers); 2 - vocational education - VET (certificate III 

and IV, diploma, advanced diploma or associate degree); and 3 - university qualifications.  

Table 6.7 lists the percentages of those in each of the three education categories who were 

not employed, employed part-time and employed full-time in 2013. There was a significant 

difference between groups (Chi-square=68.55, p<0.001). Young people who did not 

complete any post-school qualifications were less likely than other young people to be 

employed on a full-time basis (56% compared to 69% of those with a post-school 

qualification); and more likely to be not employed (19.7% compared 10.1% of those with a 

VET qualification and 8.6% of those with a university qualification).  
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Table 6.7  Highest qualification by employment status at age 25 in 2013 

2013 Education Attainment - highest Qualification in 2013 
 

Employment 
Status 

School Only  Vocational 
Education  

University  Total  

n 609 1,172 1,916 3,697 
 % % % % 

Not employed 
 

19.7 10.1 8.6 10.9 

Part-time 
employed 

24.0 20.7 22.2 22.0 

Full-time 
employed 

56.3 69.3 69.2 67.1 

Note: χ2=68.55, p<0.001. Column percentages. Recoded of unknown hours into Part-time Employment.  
School only includes those who had left school early. 

These trends align with ABS employment statistics for 2013 which show that those with 

higher levels of educational attainment - bachelor’s or vocational education - were more 

likely to be employed full-time (both 69%) than those with lower level qualifications, 

supporting human capital theory (ABS, 2016). Other NCVER research (Stanwick et al., 

2014) comments on the equivalent 74 per cent full-time employment rate for bachelor 

graduates aged 19 to 24. Although about three-quarters were employed, higher education and 

VET graduates were having difficulty finding employment. There was a 10 percentage 

points drop among those who were employed full-time between 2008 (84%) and 2012 

(74%). For VET graduates aged 20-24 with at least Certificate III, those employed after 

training (who were not employed before training) decreased from 66 per cent to 54 per cent 

between 2008 and 2013 (Stanwick et al., 2014). 

6.3.1.6 Parenting status 

Parental status at age 25 distinguishes between those with children and those without, as 

previous research indicates that women with children are less likely to work full-time (ABS, 

2013d; ABS, 2018a; Chesters, Baxter & Western, 2009) The LSAY data for 2013 includes 

the number of dependent children.  I recoded the number of dependent children variable 

(LKH011) into two categories: 0= No child (including those listed as number of children 

unknown, n=353), and 1= Children. 
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Parent status by gender  

Overall, at age 25, 11.6 per cent of young women and 5.6 per cent of young men had 

children (see Table 6.8). Longer-term Australian women and first-generation women from 

non-refugee source countries were the most likely to have children (12%). None of the first-

generation women from refugee source countries had children. Just 2.2 per cent of males 

from non-refugee source countries and 3.3 per cent of males from refugee source countries 

were parents at age 25. This aligns with ABS (2014b) data reporting decreasing teenage 

pregnancy rates, and increasing median age of first births, with women continuing to be 

younger than men. The impact of having dependent children on employment status will be 

investigated in the regression analyses that follows. According to the ABS (2016), women 

with dependent children were less likely than men with dependent children to be in full-time 

employment and more likely to be in part-time employment or not in the labour force. 

Table 6.8  Percentage of participants with children by gender by migrant status in 2013 

Parenting Status Migrant status   
 Aust  1stref  2ndref 1stmig( 2ndmig 

 
Total  

n 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 
 % % % % % % 

Males with children  6.2 3.3    7.6   2.2    2.5 5.56  
Females with children   12.1  0.0 8.1  12.2 10.2 11.55 
Total with children  9.1 1.6 7.9 7.5 5.9 8.57 
 

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Phase 1: LSAY - employment status 

6.4.1.1 Research question 5a: Is migrant status associated with employment status 
at age 20? 

In this section, I provide the preliminary analysis conducted to answer research question 5. 

Employment status by gender 

The research literature extensively documents the different patterns of employment for 

young women compared to men (ABS, 2018a & b; Australian Human Rights Commission, 

2018; Daly et al., 2015; McDonald & Jacob, 2010).  These gender differences are apparent 
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in the LSAY03 data. In 2008 at age 20, a higher percentage of males (42.3%) was in full-

time employment compared to females (28.0%). On the other hand, a higher percentage of 

females (55.3%) was in part-time employment compared to males (40.8%). Those ‘not in 

employment’ are roughly equivalent (16%). These differences are more than what would be 

expected by chance, X2 (3, N = 3697) = 96.99, p<.001). 

Table 6.9  Employment status in 2008 and 2013 by gender for 2013 analytic sample 

 Gender of respondent 
 

Employment 
Status 

2008 
Male 

2008 
Female  

2013 
Male  

2013 
Female  

n 1,835 1,862 1,835 1,862 
 % % % % 

Not employed 16.2 15.6 8.9 12.8 
Part-time 
Employed 

40.8 55.3 17.5 26.5 

Full-time 
employed 

42.3 28.0 73.6 60.7 

Missing 
(n=34) 

0.7 
(13) 

1.1 
(21) 

0 0 

 

Table 6.9 shows the differences in employment status in 2008 and 2013 according to gender 

(refer also Figure 6.7). A larger percentage of young men and women were engaged in full-

time employment in 2013 than in 2008.  In 2008, the percentages of men and women who 

were not employed were equivalent, whereas in 2013, a higher percentage of young women 

than young men were not employed (8.9% vs 12.8%). In 2013, around three-quarters of men 

(74%) were in full-time employment compared to less than two-thirds of women (61%). 

Consequently, a higher percentage of women than men were in part-time employment (26% 

compared to 17%). Other research suggests that higher proportions of young women are 

parenting and hence have lower labour force attachment (ABS, 2016, 2018a). I investigate 

parent status in the next section.  

Employment status by gender and migrant status 

The graph in Figure 6.7 illustrates the differences in employment status by gender and 

migrant status. In most categories of migrant status, men had higher levels of full-time 

employment than women. Longer-term Australian men had the highest level of full-time 

employment. First-generation males from refugee source countries were the least likely to be 

not employed. This will be further explored in the regression analysis. 
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The results of the multinomial regression conducted to assess the association between 

migrant status and employment status are presented in Table 6.11 (following discussion on 

community involvement). 

Figure 6.7 Employment status by gender and migrant status in 2013 (n=3,697) 

 

 

6.4.1.2 Research question 5b: Is social capital associated with employment status? 

Previous research identifies that race, gender, socio-economic status and education are 

associated with social capital and employment (Ferragina, 2010; McDonald & Day, 2010, 

Ungar, 2011). In this analysis, I use the community involvement index as an indicator of 

social capital. As outlined in the earlier section (6.3.1.4.) the index meets regression 

assumptions. 

Before conducting analysis to answer research question 5a, I first examine whether scores on 

the community involvement index vary according to migrant status. The linear regression 

summarised in Table 6.10 indicates that migrant status is a predictor of community 
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the migrant status categories are positive and significant indicating that first and second-

generation migrants have higher levels of community involvement than longer-term 

Australians (range of β values = 0.13 – 0 53, p<.05). Additionally, the regression results for 

SES show that there is a significant difference between the highest SES quartile (reference 
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SES are associated with higher levels of community involvement, controlling for gender and 

migrant status. Gender is not significant. Compared to those who completed Year 12 with a 

TER, with the probable expectation of further study, there was a negative relationship 

between being an early school leaver (β = -0.27, p<.001) or completing Year 12 with no 

TER, with the community involvement index (β = -0.13, p<0.05). Therefore, lower levels of 

education are associated with lower levels of community involvement. 

Table 6.10  Linear regression coefficients for the community involvement index in 2008 by 
migrant status, controlling for gender and SES at age 20 

Community Involvement 
Index Coef. P>t t 

Robust     
Std. Err. 

Migrant status: Longer-term 
Australian (ref.) 
First-generation refugee studenta (1stref)   0.53 ** 3.65 0.14 
Second-generation refugee student (2ndref) 0.28 ** 3.00 0.09 
First-generation non-refugee migrant student (1stmig) 0.13 * 2.08 0.06 
Second-generation non-refugee migrant student (2ndmig)  0.31 *** 3.75 0.08 
Female -0.07  -1.35 0.05 
SES 
Quartile 4 - highest (ref.)     
Quartile 1 - lowest -0.21 *** -3.63 0.06 
Quartile 2 -0.08  -1.48 0.06 
Quartile 3 -0.06  -1.18 0.05 
School attainment Yr12 
with TER (ref.)     
Early School leaver -0.27 *** -4.13 0.07 
Complete Yr 12, no TER -0.13 * -2.34 0.06 
Constant 2.43 *** 46.11 0.05 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001 Source: LSAY03: Wave 6: Age 20: N=3,697 
F(10, 312)=7.36, P<0.001, R2 = .045 

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: a: migrant from refugee source country.  
Source: LSAY03: Derived from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - 

Australian Data Archive.  

To examine the associations between employment status at age 20 and the explanatory 

variables, I conduct multinomial logistic regression. The results are presented in Table 6.11. 

The relative risk ratios (RRR) indicate that, compared to longer-term Australians, first-

generation students from refugee source countries are more than 10 times more likely to be 

not employed, or to be part-time employed relative to being full-time employed at age 20, 

controlling for other factors (RRR = 10.47, p<.001). Second-generation migrants from 

refugee source countries were also 3.6 times more likely than longer-term Australians to be 

not employed and 2.4 times more likely to be part-time employed relative to being employed 
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full-time (RRR = 3.57, p<.001; RRR = 2.42, p<.01). Interestingly, second-generation 

migrants from non-refugee source countries were 2.5 times more likely than longer-term 

Australians to be not employed relative to being employed full-time, and 1.9 times more 

likely to be part-time employed, controlling for other factors (RRR = 2.54, p<.001; RRR = 

1.94, p<.05). 

Regarding the impact of differing school attainment outcomes, those who were early school 

leavers, or had completed Year 12 with no TER were less likely than those who had 

completed Year 12 with a TER to be not employed or be part-time employed (RRR = 0.39, 

p<.001; RRR = 0.18, p<.001) . This result is more likely due to those with a TER engaging 

in further study. Further analysis indicates that 64 per cent of young people were engaged in 

post-school study, and 77 per cent of those with a TER were engaged in post-school study at 

age 20. 

Young women were almost twice as likely as young men to be not employed relative to 

being employed full-time (RRR = 1.86, p<.001) and more than two and a half times more 

likely to be part-time employed relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 2.72, p<.001).  

The relative risk ratios for the social capital variable, community involvement, are 

statistically significant but in the opposite direction to that predicted by social capital theory 

(RRR = 1.21, p<.05; RRR = 1.27, p<.001). Higher levels of engagement in community 

activities provide access to higher levels of social capital that may be drawn upon to access 

employment opportunities. This result is more than likely due to those with high values on 

the community involvement index being more likely to be engaged in post-school study. 

Those with higher levels of community involvement were 1.2 times more likely to be not 

employed relative to being full-time employed and 1.3 times more likely to be part-time 

employed relative to being full-time employed at age 20, net of other factors.   

Given the strong association between SES and occupational expectations (see Section 5.2.3 

Chapter 5), it is more than likely that those from high SES backgrounds were engaged in 

post-school study and were thus unavailable for full-time employment at age 20. 

Furthermore, those from refugee source countries were more likely than others to participate 

in faith-based activities which may not necessarily be associated with better employment 

outcomes (refer Fig. 6.5). Additionally, given the higher likelihood of those from migrant 
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backgrounds pursuing post-school study this may also contribute to these results. This 

provides support for the limited productive employment opportunities associated with 

bonding, rather than the employment benefits of bridging social capital or linking social 

capital with more external contacts. This aligns with the ‘weak ties’ social capital hypothesis 

of Granovetter (1973) and elaborated on in Australia (Stone et al., 2003; Webb et al., 2015), 

discussed in Section 3.1.2 of Chapter 3. 

After controlling for the other factors including engagement in community activities, SES 

was not independently associated with being not employed relative to being employed full-

time. SES was, however, positively associated with being employed part-time relative to 

being employed full-time (RRR = 1.26, p<.05).  

 
Table 6.11  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
being in full-time employment at age 20 

 Not employed V full-time 
employed 

Part-time employed V full-
time employed  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status – 
longer-term 

    

Australian (ref.) 
    

1st gen. refugee 10.47*** 6.43 10.13*** 5.43 
2nd gen. refugee  3.57*** 1.22 2.42** 0.66 
1st gen. migrant 1.35 0.32 1.14 2.43 
2nd gen. migrant 2.54*** 0.62 1.94* 0.42 
School attainment 

    

Complete Year 12, 
TER (ref.) 

    

Early School leaver 0.39*** 0.09 0.18*** 0.03 
Complete Year 12, no 
TER 

0.48*** 0.08 0.30*** 0.04 

Gender - female .............. 1.86*** 0.26 2.72*** 0.29 
Community involve’t 1.21* 0.09 1.27*** 0.08 
SES at age 15 0.98 0.09 1.26* 0.10 
Constant 0.239*** 0.05 0.535 0.08 
n= 3663    
Pseudo R-squared 0.1030    

Wald Chi 2(18)=330.60; *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

The results presented in Table 6.11 indicate that social capital, as measured by community 

engagement, is associated with being employed part-time or not being employed relative to 

being employed full-time, thus suggesting that higher levels of this type of social capital do 

not appear to enhance opportunities for engagement in full-time employment at age 20. To 
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test whether this is related to study status at age 20, I construct a second model and include 

study status as a control variable. The results presented in Table 6.12 show that the pattern of 

results remains very similar for the existing variables even accounting for study status in 

2008.  A greater portion of variance is accounted for (increase from Pseudo R2 of 0.1030 to 

0.1422) the relative risk ratios are reduced somewhat (from 10 times to around 7 times more 

likely to not be employed) for first generation migrants from refugee source countries. As 

expected, those that were studying full or part-time were three times more likely to be not 

employed relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 3.26, p<.001), and four times more 

likely to be part-time employed relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 4.20, p<.001), 

net of other factors. 

 
Table 6.12  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
being in full-time employment at age 20, including control for study status 

 Not employed V full-time 
employed 

Part-time employed V 
full-time employed  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status – 
longer-term 

    

Australian (ref.) 
    

1st gen.  refugee 7.99** 64.81 7.46*** 3.98 
2nd gen. refugee  2.96** 1.07 1.93* 0.55 
1st gen. migrant 1.41 0.34 1.18 0.27 
2nd gen. migrant 2.82*** 0.70 2.12** 0.48 
School attainment 

    

Complete Year 12, 
TER (ref.) 

    

Early School leaver 0.52** 0.13 0.28*** 0.06 
Complete Year 12, no 
TER 

0.69* 0.13 0.44*** 0.06 

Gender - female 2.21*** 0.32 3.24*** 0.37 
Community involve’t ..... 1.21* 0.09 1.24** 0.08 
SES at age 15 0.94 0.09 1.21* 0.10 
Studying FT or PT 3.26*** 0.50 4.20*** .51 
Constant 0.10*** 0.03 0.20 0.04 
n= 3656    
Pseudo R-squared 0.1422    

Wald Chi 2(18) =402.30, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

Research question 6: Employment status at age 25 

Discussed previously, as men and women move through the life course, their employment 

trajectories differ substantially (ABS, 2018a & b; Daly et al., 2015), this is apparent at age 

20 in this thesis results. Therefore, I also examine employment status at age 25 separately for 
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men and women to answer research question 6. This enables closer examination of 

associations for each gender. Thus, I construct two models to estimate the relative risk ratios 

for being not employed relative to being employed full-time, and for being part-time 

employed relative to being employed full-time. Each model includes migrant status as the 

predictor variable and SES at age 15, employment status at age 20, education level at age 25, 

parent status at age 25, and study status at age 25 as the control variables. In Australia, 

research shows that men and women with higher levels of education are more likely to be 

employed full-time (ABS, 2018b), and that women with children are more likely than those 

without children to be employed part-time, or to be not employed rather than employed full-

time (Baxter, 2013). Previous research indicates that parent status is not associated with 

employment status for men. Parents’ working arrangements have changed little from 1991 to 

2016, apart from an increase in the number of mothers in paid employment (Australian 

Institute of Family Studies, 2019). 

Men 

The results for males presented in Table 6.13 show that, apart from second-generation males 

from non-refugee source countries (RRR = 2.94, p<.05), migrant status is not associated with 

the likelihood of being not employed relative to being full-time employed, or of being part-

time employed relative to being full-time employed, net of SES at age 15, employment status 

at age 20, level of education at age 25, having children at age 25, and whether studying at 

age 25. Of the control factors, level of education is independently associated with 

employment status. Men with no post-school qualifications were four times more likely than 

those with university-level qualifications to be not employed relative to being employed full-

time (RRR = 4.02, p<.001) (this is the obverse from at age 20); however, they were no more 

likely to be employed part-time relative to being employed full-time. Men with VET 

qualifications were also more likely to be not employed relative to being employed full-time 

than their peers with university qualifications (RRR = 2.47, p<.01). Males who were not 

employed at age 20 were 16 times more likely than men who were full-time employed at age 

20 to be not employed at age 25 relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 16.36, p<.001). 

Having children age at 25 is associated with a decreased likelihood of being employed part-

time relative to being employed full-time (RRR = 0.26, p<.05), net of the other factors. As 

expected, males who were still studying were more likely to be not employed, or part-time 

employed relative to being employed full-time (RRR = 4.85, p<.001; RRR = 3.42, p<.05). 
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Table 6.13  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
being in full-time employment at age 25: males  

 Not employed V full-time 
employed 

Part-time employed V 
full-time employed  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status – 
longer-term 

    

Australian (ref.) 
    

1st gen. refugee 0.34 0.36 1.69 0.87 
2nd gen. refugee  0.96 0.65 1.08 0.45 
1st gen. migrant 1.27 0.49 0.80 0.25 
2nd gen. migrant 2.94* 1.36 0.97 0.28 
Education at age 25 

    

University (ref.) 
    

School only  4.02*** 1.33 1.48 0.43 
VET qual  2.47** 0.86 1.27 0.33 
Employment status at age 20 

   

Full-time employed (ref.) 
   

Part-time employed 3.06*** 1.01 2.40** 0.68 
Not employed 16.36*** 6.41 4.83*** 1.55 
Children at age 25 0.26 0.18 0.26* 0.14 
Studying FT or PT 4.85*** 1.23 3.42*** 0.70 
SES at age 15 1.04 0.17 0.89 0.13 
Constant 0.11*** 0.00 0.09*** 0.03 
n= 1822    

Pseudo R-squared 0.1271    

Wald Chi 2(22)=193.38, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001.   
 
Women  

The results for females presented in Table 6.14 show that first-generation women from 

refugee source countries were almost four times more likely than longer-term Australian 

women to be not employed at age 25 relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 3.92, 

p<.05), net of the other factors. Second-generation migrant women were more than 2.5 times 

more likely than longer-term Australian women to be not employed relative to being 

employed full-time (RRR = 2.68, p<.01). Migrant status was not associated with the 

likelihood of being employed part-time relative to being employed full-time. This is not 

unexpected, given the high rates of part-time employment of women in the Australian 

workforce (ABS, 2018a & b).  

Level of education is independently associated with employment status. Women with no 

post-school qualifications were four times more likely than those with university-level 
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qualifications to be not employed relative to being employed full-time (RRR = 3.87, 

p<.001). Women with VET qualifications were also more likely to be not employed or to be 

employed part-time relative to being employed full-time than their peers with university 

qualifications (RRR = 1.98, p<.05). Women who were not employed at age 20 were five 

times more likely than those who were employed full-time at age 20 to be not employed at 

age 25 relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 5.15, p<.001). Mothers were almost 13 

times more likely than other women to be not employed (RRR = 12.81, p<.001) and six 

times more likely to be part-time employed relative to being full-time employed (RRR = 

5.72, p<.001), net of the other factors. As expected, females who were still studying were 

more likely to be not employed, or part-time employed relative to being employed full-time 

(RRR = 4.49, p<.001; RRR = 3.46, p<.05). These results suggest that level of education, 

former employment, parenting and migrant status are all associated with employment at age 

25.  

Table 6.14  Results of the multinomial logistic regression estimating the likelihood of not 
being in full-time employment at age 25: females 

 Not employed vs full-
time employed 

Part-time employed vs 
full-time employed  

RRR Std. err. RRR Std. err. 
Migrant status – 
longer-term 

    

Australian (ref.) 
    

1st gen. refugee 3.92* 2.40 1.19 0.61 
2nd gen. refugee  1.77 0.61 0.51 0.17 
1st gen. migrant 0.89 0.31 0.69 0.18 
2nd gen. migrant 2.68** 0.94 1.33 0.36 
Education at age 25 

    

University (ref.) 
    

School only  3.87*** 1.13 1.62 0.43 
VET  1.98* 0.56 1.50* 0.31 
Employment status at age 20 

   

Full-time employed (ref.) 
   

Part-time employed 2.01* 0.56 2.43*** 0.50 
Not employed 5.15*** 1.62 2.16** 0.57 
Children at age 25 12.81*** 3.87 5.72*** 1.55 
Studying FT or PT 4.49*** 0.94 3.46*** 0.55 
SES at age 15 1.02 0.13 0.85 0.11 
Constant 0.03*** 0.01 0.14*** 0.03 
n= 1841    
Pseudo R-squared 0.1420    

Wald chi2(22) = 225.43, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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6.4.2 Phase 2: Explanatory findings from provider interviews 
As outlined in Section 4.6.2.2. of Chapter 4 (Methodology), during December 2016, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with eight people working with migrants as they 

settled into Australia. During the interviews, participants were encouraged to reflect on the 

results of the quantitative data (as provided - refer Appendix 4.5) and discuss their thoughts. 

In Phase 2 of the analysis for this chapter, I present the results of the thematic analysis of the 

interview data and provide selected quotes that are representative of each of the themes. I 

address research questions: 

8a) Why are there gender differences between education outcomes?  

8b) Why are there gender differences in employment outcomes - particularly for those of 

migrant background. 

I identified four main themes: (1) gender differences in employment; (2) the importance of 

social capital; (3) barriers to gaining work experience and volunteering; (4) transitions 

between education and employment. 

6.4.2.1 Gender differences and employment outcomes 

Many of the participants’ comments on the Phase 1 results referred to the higher proportions 

of young women compared to young men completing further education; and the association 

between migrant status and employment status. The analysis of comments from the 

interviews indicates that three factors may influence this outcome: 1) women are more likely 

to have caring responsibilities, such as children; 2) women are less likely to need full-time 

employment if they are married or have partners; and 3) women’s employment opportunities 

are restricted due to discrimination based on gender and migrant status. Some participants 

also mentioned that women may have lower levels of social or cultural capital and are more 

likely to experience isolation due to a lack of confidence in engaging with employers, digital 

options and gaining work experience. For example: 

Research manager, Migrant youth agency:  

I have to say the whole gender stereotype, I think young women doing better in that 
[education] sense but poorer outcomes in employment. That's quite a common 
theme, patterns … across different communities. 

They identified issues related to caring and loss of skills investment and employability: 
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Senior manager, Migrant support agency: 

… for women who are identified as most likely to pursue an academic pathway, to 
complete their tertiary studies, and then they're carers, and they're no longer 
employed. That means that there's been a huge investment on their time. Your role 
as a woman and as a mother and a carer means it impacts your employability. What 
does that mean in terms of our supporting women to actually be able to maintain 
skills and employment, if they choose to? 

Other comments related to role expectations of women not necessarily being required to 

work: 

Careers professional, University:  

There is another factor here is that women who are married don’t necessarily need 
to be employed or want to be employed. For instance …  they’re expected to have a 
good education, but they’re not expected to work.  

The complex issues related to lack of recognition of skills and capability and potentially 

discrimination also arose: 

Research officer, Migrant support agency: 

We're also talking presumably they may be experiencing a high level of 
discriminatory behaviours … there's the whole intersectional kind of gender issues. 

Additionally, lack of confidence or skills in digital technology could be another barrier: 

Research manager, Migrant youth agency: 

[We need to assist with] … the confidence or the skills…to discern what's safe, 
what's not safe, what's risky … to navigate their way around digital spaces. What 
we found with newly arrived young people, is that they tend to use digital spaces 
more for friendship networks rather than for ... health information or employment 
information. They then tend to fall back to their peers because their mum or their 
dad or uncles or whoever can't help them. 

An overall consideration was provided highlighting that the investment in higher education 

may not provide a return on investment: 

Research officer, National migrant education org: 

[From the quantitative data] the message is: completing further education does not 
appear to provide distinctive employment advantages for women.  
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6.4.2.2 Social capital 

Participants highlighted the importance of social connections to assist with job search 

activities and alleviate social exclusion. The broadening of networks beyond the immediate 

family was thought to be a catalyst for gaining employment. For example, the following 

quotes show the importance of connections to those in employment to support their personal 

and social development: 

Policy manager, Youth advocacy org: 

One of the young men was saying, still at school, he said, ‘Uh, I need a part-time 
job to help the family … My friend who's an Aussie kid, her father knows someone, 
the uncle, who just got on to KFC [suburb]- just mention my name. He got a casual 
job. But I don't know anyone. Who do I ask and can you help me?’ 

Research officer, National migrant education org.: 

It's about social connections. It's about feeling part of what other kids their age are 
doing … but it's got a much broader … Social inclusion … angle as well.  

Research officer, Migrant education: 

Invest in those networks and social networks and connections. If you're from any 
migrant background, you haven't got a job, aged 25, it's got to be a challenge.  

One participant referred to bridging and bonding social capital, highlighting that the type of 

social capital that young migrants have access to plays an important role in their employment 

outcomes:   

Policy manager, Youth advocacy org: 

What we also found in terms of this [research] piece around social capital, some 
communities have very tight, strong, which is good, bonding capital but don't have 
the bridging capital. That's where they don't know where to go to for help, their 
parents can't help them because they didn't grow up here or gone to work here or 
have ended up in very menial jobs. So can't help them get the kind of professional 
jobs. 

This echoes the quantitative result that higher community involvement is not necessarily 

associated with strong employment networks. Access to alternative connections and 

opportunities does not have to be paid employment, although part-time employment 

obviously has remuneration benefits; it can be through work experience or volunteering. 
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These quotes assist supplement Phase 1 work where the quantitative data was not able to 

expand on the paid employment findings. 

6.4.2.3 Barriers to gaining work experience and volunteering 

It is generally believed that work experience or volunteering has a positive impact on 

employment outcomes (Webb et al., 2015). However, access to work experience and 

volunteering may also be limited by social connections and contacts. In other words, the 

ability to utilise these opportunities to gain access to higher levels of social capital is, in 

itself, dependent upon one’s current level of social capital. Participants were strong 

advocates of the benefits of work experience and volunteering as these activities provide 

opportunities to build skills, social networks, and potentially, links with employers.  

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation: 

… volunteering is critical for them, not just getting work experience, it's also 
building social capital. It's building networks and … for instance our youth advisory 
group, it's given them a whole lot of skills in teamwork and project management.  

However, young people from migrant family backgrounds often struggle to convince their 

parents of these benefits. For example, the policy manager expanded on her understanding, 

explaining the conflict in expectations between the family and the young person in steps to 

find employment in Australia: 

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation: 

… young migrant people say ‘I know I need to do volunteering and I've come to 
[you] and you've given me some great experiences but I had to struggle with family 
expectations because my family will go, “why are doing this when you could be 
spending your time looking for other jobs?”’ 

The different career and employment experiences in a much more highly regulated system 

present additional challenges for migrant parents’ understanding of the need for prior 

experience and recognised qualifications. 

Research officer, National migrant education organisation: 

[Migrant parents] haven't had those experiences coming through school - with 
careers’ advisors, and visits to various workplaces [that] schools [encourage]. It's a 
little bit experimental for a while to work out for people to alight on the fact that 
you need to get those sorts of qualifications even to do the most basic sorts of jobs 
here [in a] really highly regulated system.  
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Therefore, there is some understanding of the role of networking and skill building in easing 

transitions into employment. 

6.4.2.4 Transitions: Pipelines, pathways, stepping stones, or bridges 

Another prominent theme of the interviews is concerned with the transition between school 

and work. Many of the participants discussed the traditional idea of a linear trajectory as 

being misleading and reflecting an idealised life and career rather than a realistic one. The 

linear trajectory of moving through primary school, secondary school and university and 

then into full-time employment before having a partner and family is no longer the lived 

experience of many young Australians (Cuervo & Wyn, 2011). Despite this, migrants 

continue to hold these expectations. This is despite factors such as: their personal 

circumstances and their journeys to Australia often incorporating disrupted education and 

family circumstances; the increasing casualisation of employment; and labour market 

changes resulting in an increasing proportion of all jobs being in service sector occupations. 

In other words, the traditional school-to-work transition and the ensuing employment 

trajectory is unlikely to realistically represent a pipeline or even a pathway.  

Careers education consultant, major NSW university: 

Students think in a very linear way. They make the transition from wherever into 
university, and they think once they finish university, they’ll transition into work, 
but our message is very much that you got to do something along the way if you 
want to make yourself distinctive from other students who have just gone through 
the pipeline.  

Other participants cautioned against over-generalising because some young people do not 

relate to the journey perspective:  

Research officer, National migrant education organisation: 

We interviewed [young people using our organisation] … helping them prepare for 
their next step and what's your pathway out of here and what's your pathway for the 
study or your pathway to that. I remember this kid from Burma saying, ‘We just 
don't even have this concept of a pathway. What's a pathway? What do you mean? 
You get a job.’  

This comment illustrates differing cultural expectations of the transition from school to work 

among some groups of migrants with the concept of there being a pathway is not understood. 
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Rather than see a range of post-school possibilities from which to choose from, many young 

migrants are just trying to get a job to fulfil their expectations, and those of their families. 

When under financial pressure, income - no matter what the position - is very important to 

help the family. This need for employment by young men may explain the higher 

employment levels of first-generation males from refugee source countries. 

The concept of stepping stones or a map may be more helpful. The use of ‘a bridge’ which 

was one participant’s analogy may be more apt. Participants echoed each other’s concerns 

regarding the current education system and the availability of support, stating that some 

young migrants could not cross the bridge. Furthermore, some saw the bridge as not 

extending to successful employment outcomes and settlement. 

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation: 

I think it's great that attention [in this research] is ... the lens is just put on the 
transition part because I think that's where a lot of that journey for migrant refugee 
young people, that's where they find a lot of it difficult.  

6.4.2.5 Overview 

Responding to the findings on employment and the increased likelihood of not being 

employed at age 25 if not employed at age 20, the need to provide support earlier was 

recognised by the providers. Acknowledging that interviewee opinions are developed from a 

range of personal, professional and organisational experiences, there was consistency in their 

concern about challenges of finding employment: 

Research officer, National migrant education organisation:  

My thought about this is that's where the resources and energy have to go to people 
at age 20. 

Policy manager, Youth advocacy organisation:  

… their ties and network are critical and how we actually put in the supports for 
them to make that transition. I think it's critical because if you don't do anything 
soon, I think you get a group of very angry young people who have said, ‘We've 
done what society has told us to do or what our community has told us to do, what 
Australia says, finish Year 12 and go to uni. We still can't find a job.’ … It's how 
they tap into those tight networks because there's a whole skilled community of 
young people who are ready but can't find a bridge across.  
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6.5 Synthesis 

The outcomes for social capital as represented by the community involvement index appear 

to echo other research that quality and breadth, not just accessing high levels of bonding in 

one network, count (Stone et al., 2003; Lin, 2008). It appears that the type of connection may 

be more important for employment outcomes. The concept of social capital providing a 

bridge to appropriate networks needs to be further examined for this cohort. The measure of 

community involvement does not provide ‘what type’ of people the participants are 

associated with.  To understand bridging capital more information is needed about whether 

they are engaged with people from different socio-economic, geographic, language and 

cultural backgrounds, and the purpose of the contact.  

Granovetter’s concept of ‘weak ties’ (1973, 1983) is pertinent, where contact with others 

beyond the ‘strong ties’ of close networks can form ‘bridges’ to otherwise unknown ideas 

and opportunities. For example, if the young person is in an isolated rural or cultural 

community, the chances of making an ‘acquaintance’ who acts as a ‘bridge’ to other 

employment possibilities are very low. The interaction of different educational and 

employment cultures enables young people to review their employment assumptions and 

educational choices considering other information, attitudes and values (Webb et al., 2015). 

Migrant status is associated with employment status at age 20, with poorer employment 

outcomes for first- and second-generation migrants than for longer-term Australians. 

Additionally, being female is also associated with poorer employment outcomes, 

independent of other factors. However, at age 20 the impact of lower school achievement is 

not yet realised, with those with Year 12 completion and a TER having poorer full-time 

employment outcomes, due to continuing in study. After establishing that coming from a 

migrant background is associated with educational and employment outcomes at age 20, I 

then examined the relationship between migrant status and employment outcomes at age 25.  

The results of the two models examining employment status at age 25 show that, for males, 

there is a strong correlation between having high levels of human capital, as measured by 

highest level of education and employment status at age 20, and being employed full-time. 

This association held net of the effects of migrant status, family SES at age 15, study status 

and being a parent. For males, migrant status is not associated with the likelihood of not 

being employed, or being part-time employed relative to being full-time employed. As 
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predicted by human capital theory, males with university degrees were less likely to be not 

employed or to be part-time employed. Furthermore, males who were part-time employed or 

not employed at age 20 were less likely than those who were full-time employed at age 20 to 

be full-time employed at age 25.  

The measures of human capital have similar relationships with employment status at age 25 

for young women; however, the effect of migrant status varies. First-generation females 

from refugee source countries and second-generation females from other countries differed 

from longer-term Australian females with poorer full-time employment outcomes. This 

result is net of the effects of study status and parental status, therefore, it cannot be explained 

by the possibility of refugee and migrant women continuing study or being more likely to be 

parents. This implies that there is a risk of poor economic outcomes and downward social 

mobility for these two groups of women from migrant backgrounds. This finding suggests 

that further research is needed to examine whether perceptions of gender roles, or 

experiences of discrimination according to migrant status, vary. Although Australia is 

considered to be a more egalitarian country than many nations, it has a significant proportion 

of young women not in employment (ABS, 2018a & b; OECD, 2017). Additionally, that 

there are poorer outcomes for some migrants in the second generation suggests that other 

factors are operating, inhibiting acculturation or integration, so it is not just lower English 

language skills or lack of recognition of qualifications of foreign-born migrants (OECD, 

2018c). This will be discussed more in Chapter 8 - Discussion. 

Overall, the results of the analysis in chapters 5 and 6 with this LSAY 2003 cohort indicate 

that young migrants and refugees are less likely to drop out of school and are more likely to 

complete a university degree than their longer-term Australian peers. High proportions of 

young men from migrant backgrounds were engaged in employment.  However, for young 

women, the picture is mixed with poorer outcomes for first-generation women from refugee 

source countries, and for second-generation migrants. This contradicts the predictions of 

some media commentators who see young people from refugee and migrant backgrounds as 

disengaged and thus not making a positive contribution to Australian society. Rather than 

being a threat to social cohesion, the ambitions and achievements of young migrants and 

refugees signal their aim for accomplishments within the Australian community.  
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A strong predictor for all young people is some type of employment at age 20, signalling that 

waiting until completing university to get some form of employment is not the most 

effective education-to-work transition strategy. 

The semi-structured interviews with service providers generated helpful explanatory 

comments about the need for bridging connections and earlier volunteer or work experiences 

to gain later employment. Migrant families’ lack of experience in the education and 

employment context presented additional challenges for young people adjusting to the 

Australian employment market. Notions of an education-to-employment transition as a linear 

pathway from school to university to employment without sufficient experience could be 

creating unrealistic expectations of assured employment success. 

Further work linking education and employment with wellbeing as part of a transition 

analysis will add to our understanding of settlement outcomes. The next chapter examines 

such links between education, employment and wellbeing, including an investigation of the 

intersectionality of background, gender and generation. 
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Chapter 7  Wellbeing 

7  

7.1 Introduction 

Wellbeing is an increasingly important public health issue. It is associated with a range of 

outcomes including physical health, education and employment (Cole et al., 2009). Up to 25 

per cent of Australian adolescents experience some form of mental health problem during 

the transition from childhood to adulthood (Rickwood et al., 2014). This risk is greater for 

young people experiencing social and economic disadvantage, and other barriers to 

successful completion of education and employment (Cuervo & Wyn, 2011; Tomyn, 2014).  

7.1.1 Wellbeing 
As discussed in chapters 2 and 3, many measures of wellbeing have been developed. The 

concept of ‘quality of life’ refers to an evaluative abstraction of major aspects of life or 

society. The concept of wellbeing refers to more personal aspects of any, or a set of many 

components of life. The ‘wellbeing’ term is generally used when referring to individuals and 

originates from the psychology discipline (Camfield & Skevington, 2008; Fleche et al., 

2011; Gasper, 2010; Mevedev & Landhuis, 2018; OECD, 2015). Noble, Wyatt, Carbines 

and Robb (2008, p. 9) define student wellbeing as ‘a sustainable state characterised by 

predominantly positive feelings and attitude, resilience, and satisfaction with self, 

relationships and experiences…’. (Student wellbeing is often measured through self-report 

methods.) Health indicators trying to measure ‘objective wellbeing’ suggest there is not a 

monotonic increase in wellbeing based on physical wellness/illness, therefore ‘subjective 

wellbeing’ is a useful concept to aid understanding of wellbeing (Gasper, 2010). Including 

the concept of subjective wellbeing (SWB) in life transitions has the potential to offer a more 

holistic view of migrant settlement success in addition to the economic outcomes of 

education and employment. The term subjective wellbeing encompasses self-reported 

psychological wellbeing which is the focus of this chapter. SWB includes both affective 

(feelings and emotions) and cognitive components. 
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Mental health issues can enhance/hinder educational outcomes and conversely student 

outcomes can facilitate/interfere with the experience of wellbeing as part of normal 

functioning (AIHW, 2011). Age and gender are important predictors of wellbeing. Research 

indicates that the decline in levels of subjective wellbeing between early and mid-

adolescence continues well beyond age 25 (Nguyen, 2011; Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000; 

Tomyn, Cummins & Norrish, 2015;). 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare notes that the wellbeing of young people also 

affects their transitions into full-time employment and family formation (AIHW, 2011). 

Existing research indicates that wellbeing is a complex concept - multidimensional and with 

both direct and indirect effects on educational achievement and employment (Nguyen, 2011; 

Noble et al., 2008; Stanwick & Liu, 2012). In other words, having a satisfying job appears to 

be very important to young people’s psychological wellbeing. 

7.1.2 Migrant wellbeing 
A potentially compounding factor in wellbeing is the migration experience, requiring the 

adjustment to a different country and culture. An international meta-analysis of depression 

and anxiety found low prevalence of symptoms for labour migrants compared to refugees 

(Lindert, von Ehrenstein, Priebe, Mielck, & Brähler, 2009). Additionally, higher gross 

national product in the destination country was related to lower prevalence of depression 

and/or anxiety in labour migrants but not refugees (Lindert et al., 2009). Further research on 

wellbeing, including happiness, has been advocated recently (Hendrik & Bartram, 2017) to 

address ‘blind spots’ in the consequences of migration. 

Focussing on young people and education, an Australian study conducted at an intensive 

language school for new migrants found better performance was positively associated with 

physical and psychological wellbeing (Correa-Velez et al., 2010). Much of the refugee 

literature has focused on the significant challenges of trauma to wellbeing (e.g. Correa-Velez 

et al., 2010; Neumann et al., 2014).  Yet, refugee and humanitarian entrants are a diverse 

group and have unique individual, family and community circumstances affecting their 

health and wellbeing. While trauma experience does not always predict worse mental health 

outcomes, and many refugee children appear to grow up to be well-adjusted adults, post-

migration stressors, such as mandatory detention, can exacerbate the impacts of other 

traumas (Murray, Davidson & Schweitzer, 2008; Paxton, 2011). 
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Investigating the SWB of young people ‘at risk’ of disengaging from school, Tomyn (2014) 

found that average wellbeing was lower for at-risk participants than other students. 

Furthermore, female students reported lower levels of wellbeing than male students. Older 

participants (age 19) had lower levels of wellbeing and were more likely to be at risk of 

depression than younger participants. Although levels of subjective wellbeing of 

humanitarian entrants/refugees were higher than those of the non-refugee migrant at-risk 

participants, they were still lower than the average for the broader sample of young people. 

Tomyn’s (2014) findings concur with those from earlier research (see Piccinelli & 

Wilkinson, 2000). 

Improved collection of comparative data will assist in identifying young people who are 

most at risk for experiencing low personal wellbeing and who are in the greatest need of 

support (Tomyn, 2014; Tomyn et al., 2015). Cole, Daly and Mak (2009) advocate the early 

identification of ‘at risk’ young people so that interventions to enhance wellbeing could be 

implemented. Thus, further examination of key factors affecting the wellbeing of sub-

groups, such as students or migrants is potentially useful.  

A limitation identified in the refugee wellbeing research is that specific comparative 

information with other migrants and the broader Australian youth population is not available. 

Additionally, data on refugee background, student retention, goal attainment and degree 

completion are also not readily available. In a wide-ranging review of all Australian refugee 

settlement literature from 1952 to 2013, Neumann and colleagues (2014) concluded there 

was a need for comparative empirical work. 

My research examines whether the wellbeing of young people traversing the Australian 

education system into employment varies according to migrant status. The focus of this 

chapter is on whether migrants from refugee source countries have lower levels of subjective 

wellbeing than other groups and the extent of differences between genders. 

 

 

 



Chapter 7:  Wellbeing 

198 

7.1.3  Research questions 

Research questions  

7. Variation in wellbeing 

a) Is migrant status associated with wellbeing at age 25? 

b) Does the association between migrant status and wellbeing vary according to 

gender? 

Research question 8 is answered in Phase 2 in earlier chapters.46 Then, following the results 

identified in research question 7, explanations are sought in Phase 2 addressing: 

9. Why are there differences in levels of wellbeing and groups of young Australians 

particularly between genders and those from migrant backgrounds?  

7.2 Method 

7.2.1 Phase 1 
As outlined in Chapter 4, and referred to in chapters 5 and 6, the Longitudinal Surveys of 

Australian Youth (LSAY) provide the data source of 10,370 students aged 15 years who 

were attending secondary schools located throughout Australia in 2003 (Australian 

Government Department of Education and Training [AGDET], 2014a). I control for the 

clustering of students within schools in the analysis. The LSAY03 project collected data 

from participants via annual follow-up surveys providing a longitudinal dataset covering 11 

years: 2003‒2013. The analytical sample is restricted to respondents with values in both 

Wave 1 and Wave 11 (n=3,697). In Wave 11 (2013), the average age of respondents was 25 

years. 

 

 
46 Research question 8a is in the Education chapter (5). Research question 8b is in the Employment chapter (6). 
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7.2.2 Data 
To examine education and employment transitions including wellbeing, I again conduct 

analysis of the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth 2003 cohort (LSAY03). The 

sampling design and other relevant information is discussed in the Methodology chapter - 

see Section 4.3.1. Key demographic variables were drawn from Wave 1 (2003) including 

gender, SES and migrant status. Other contributing variables were drawn from Wave 11 

(2013) of LSAY03. 

There has been Australian analytical work using the LSAY wellbeing items (Dockery, 2010, 

Nguyen, 2011; Ramia, 2012; Stanwick & Liu, 2012). According to Stanwick and Liu (2012), 

LSAY contains a set of happiness/satisfaction questions which form three clear factors 

relating to young people’s wellbeing: social wellbeing, material wellbeing and career. 

However, wellbeing is more complex than happiness and satisfaction with life. It includes 

physical and mental health, as well as social components. Therefore, a general health 

measure and a psychological distress measure have been included in LSAY (Australian 

Government Department of Education and Training, 2014a) 

7.2.3 Variables 

7.2.3.1 Key independent (predictor) variables 

The key independent (predictor) variable is migrant status which is derived from the country 

of birth and parents’ countries of birth variables. Additionally, gender is included as a 

predictor variable. Details of these variables are provided in the Methodology chapter 

(Chapter 4, Section 4.4.3).  Interactions will be examined for these variables, and where 

necessary to further understand their relationships categorising by migrant status and gender 

– forming 10 categories, that is male longer-term Australian student, female longer-term 

Australian student, then male first generation student from a refugee source country, female 

first generation student from a refugee source country and so on. 
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7.2.3.2 Control variables 

Previous research indicates that psychological wellbeing varies according to socio-economic 

status, levels of social support47, general physical health, education and employment (AIHW, 

2011; Fleche et al., 2011; Song, 2011). Therefore, I include measures of these characteristics 

in the analysis. 

Socio-economic status 

Socio-economic status (SES) is a continuous variable based on the PISA Index of Economic, 

Social and Cultural Status (ESCS) included in 2003, Wave 1. The ESCS Index is derived 

from a mix of factors including parental occupation, parental education and possessions 

available in the family home. The distribution of this SES variable was explored previously 

in chapters 3, 4 and 5. 

Partnership status 

A main provider of social support is a close intimate relationship. Social or personal support 

is based on partnership status in 2013, Wave 11 (XMAR2013). This dichotomous variable 

was created by collating into one category those that were married or in a de facto 

relationship, coded as 1. Those that were single, separated or divorced were coded into the 

alternate category (coded 0).  

Table 7.1 Shows that longer-term Australians at age 25 were the most likely to be in a 

relationship (43.85%), with first-generation young people from refugee source countries 

being the least likely to be in a relationship (26.98%). 

Figure 7.1 illustrates the differences in partnership status according to migrant status and 

gender. In each category of migrant status, a lower proportion of males than females are 

partnered. There appears to be little difference between migrant sub-groupings. However, 

first-generation men from refugee source countries are the least likely to be partnered. 

 

 
47 I also included the community involvement index as a measure of social capital in preliminary analysis. However, given the 

results in the Employment chapter, I was sceptical of the soundness of this as a social capital indictor. This will be referred to 
later as further work required.  An alternate conception of social support related to social life as part of life satisfaction will be 
discussed later in the chapter 
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Table 7.1  Partnership status by migrant status at age 25, 2013 

Marital status in 2013 Refugee or migrant generation status %  

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 

n= 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

 % % % % % % 

Single 56.15 73.02 69.74 69.28 68.40 58.99 

Partnered 43.85 26.98 30.26 30.72 31.60 41.01 

Pearson X2(4) = 45.41   p≤0.0001 

 

Figure 7.1  Weighted proportions of partnership status by migrant status - by gender at age 
25, 2013, (n=3,697) 

 

General health 

The general health variable is derived from one question asking individuals to self-assess 

their general health on a five-point scale: ‘In general, would you say your health is… 1 - 

excellent, very good, good, fair to 5 - poor?’ (LKH026), an ordinal scale. The most common 

response was very good (39% - refer Table 7.2). Some skewness is in the distribution is 

apparent with higher proportions rating as excellent or very good health (W = (1, 3697) = 
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0.996, p<.001).48 However, in samples with at least 40 cases this is not a significant issue 

according to the central limit theorem (Ghasemi & Zahediasl, 2012). Additionally, the vce 

option in regression estimation is a conservative approach, and using more stringent 

probability levels (i.e. p<.05) is recommended with checks of the residuals (Acock, 2014). 

Table 7.2  General health by migrant status at age 25 

Self-assessment of general 

health in 2013 

Refugee or migrant generation status %  

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 

n= 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

 % % % % % % 

Excellent 21.99 17.46 21.71 26.28 18.40 21.96 

Very good 39.95 42.86 34.87 38.23 36.11 39.36 

Good 28.02 31.75 30.26 25.26 32.64 28.32 

Fair 8.07 7.94 12.50 8.19 11.11 8.49 

Poor 1.96 0.00 0.66 2.05 1.74 1.87 

 

Although gender differences are not clearly apparent (see Figure 7.2), second-generation 

male refugees and first-generation male migrants reported the highest proportions with very 

good health.  

 

 
48 Shapiro-Wilk W test for Kurtosis, and qnorm for normality conducted. Residuals were checked for the dependent - outcome 

variable - measure for wellbeing - Psychological distress Kessler13 - and found to be normally distributed. Additionally using 
vce (clustering) the standard errors are conservatively adjusted for tests of significance (Acock, 2014). 
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Figure 7.2  Box plots of general health item by migrant status by gender in 2013 

 

Highest qualification - educational attainment 

In this chapter, relating wellbeing to education as discussed in the literature review, I provide 

additional information on education attainment. The highest level of education has four 

categories related to the Australian Qualifications Framework (AGDET, 2014b; NCVER, 

2014a). Other research indicates that males who have completed vocational education 

apprenticeships tend to have higher levels of wellbeing and satisfaction than other males 

(Dockery, 2010). Therefore, I distinguish between VET Certificates III/IV (which includes 

apprenticeships) and other VET qualifications. The categories are 1) school only (including 

VET certificates I and II, and those who did not complete Year 12); 2) VET certificate III or 

IV; 3) VET diploma/advanced diploma/associate degree; and 4) university qualifications. 

Table 7.3 shows the distribution of highest qualification by migrant status. 

Focussing on gender differences Table 7.4 shows that male migrants are less likely than 

longer-term Australian males to complete vocational education certificate III or IV 

qualifications. For example, 7 per cent of first-generation male refugees; 14 per cent of 

second-generation male refugees; 14 per cent of first-generation male migrants; and 11 per 

cent of second-generation male migrants completed a VET Certificate III/IV compared to 31 
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per cent of Australian males. On the other hand, migrants, particularly female migrants, were 

more likely than longer-term Australians to complete university qualifications. For example, 

85 per cent of first-generation female refugees; 70 per cent of second-generation female 

refugees; 61 per cent of first-generation female migrants; and 68 per cent of second-

generation female migrants completed a university qualification compared to 58 per cent of 

longer-term Australian females. 

Table 7.3  Highest qualification educational status by migrant status in 2013 (n=3,697) 

Highest qualification in 2013 Refugee or migrant generation status %  

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 

n= 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

 % % % % % % 

School only 17.41 6.35 12.50 15.02 12.85 16.47 

VET - Cert. III or IV 24.65 4.76 9.87 13.31 11.46 21.77 

VET Diploma or Ass. Degree 9.72 11.11 11.84 11.25 9.38 9.93 

University qualification 48.22 77.78 65.79 60.41 66.32 51.83 

Pearson X2(12) = 100.96   p≤0.0001   

Table 7.4 shows the considerable variation across migrant and gender groupings, which are 

less easy to identify with the combined categories in Table 7.3. 

Table 7.4  Highest qualification educational status by migrant status by gender in 2013 

Highest 
qualif-

ication in 
2013 

Refugee or migrant generation status % 
 

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 
Gender Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

n= 1,441 1,460 30 33 66 86 137 156 161 127 1,835 1,862 

 % % % % % % % % % % % % 

School 
 only 

19.64 15.21 13.33 0.00 15.15 10.47 12.41 17.31 16.15 8.66 18.53 14.45 

VET cert 
III/IV 

31.09 18.29 6.67 3.03 13.64 6.98 13.87 12.82 10.56 12.60 26.98 16.65 

VET dip/ 
Ass. degree 

10.48 8.97 10.00 12.12 10.61 12.79 13.87 8.97 8.07 11.02 10.52 9.34 

University 
qual’tion 

38.79 57.53 70.00 84.85 60.61 69.67 59.85 60.90 65.22 67.72 43.98 59.56 
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Employment status 

The employment status in the 2013 variable has three categories: employed full-time; 

employed part-time; not employed (either unemployed or not in the labour force). The 

distribution of this employment variable was explored previously in Chapter 6. 

7.2.3.3 Outcome variables - wellbeing 

Previous work on wellbeing has focused on different conceptualisations of subjective 

wellbeing (Diener et al., 2013; Hendriks & Bartram, 2017; Luhmann, Hoffmann, Eid & 

Lucas, 2012; Ramia, 2012) with the component roles of cognition and affect. Reviewing the 

literature, although debated, the major direction of influence is that cognitive processes are 

involved in the generation of affective responses (Forgas, 2008). The development of SWB 

is thought to be driven by cognitive discrepancies - that is, the difference between how 

things are (or how we think they are) and how we would like them to be, and an affective 

component (Davern, Cummins & Stokes, 2007; Galinha & Pais-Ribeirio, 2011, see also 

social comparison theory - Hendriks & Bartram, 2016). If there is a life crisis then subjective 

wellbeing reduces, and then, over time and with assistance or resilience, will adjust to a more 

homeostatic set point for that person (Tomyn, 2014; Tomyn, Weinberg & Cummins, 2015). 

Affective wellbeing refers to the presence of feelings of happiness and the absence of 

psychological distress. Cognitive wellbeing (based on discrepancies) refers to the evaluation 

of life overall (life satisfaction) as well as of specific life domains (e.g., job satisfaction or 

social relationships). These conceptualisations have been identified as having some 

association but are considered distinct constructs (Luhmann et al., 2012). For example, a 

cognitive strategy - demonstrating that life satisfaction influences psychological distress - 

used in well regarded therapies (such as cognitive behaviour therapy (Covin, Oumimet, 

Seeds & Dozois, 2008)) is to challenge negative thoughts which influence negative emotions 

(such as anxiety or worthlessness). This is based on the premise that an individual’s 

cognitive evaluations of their self and their life influences their emotions, that is their 

affective wellbeing. 

In this chapter, I investigate affective wellbeing represented by ‘psychological distress’ and 

cognitive wellbeing represented by ‘life satisfaction’. I examine the association between the 

two constructs to better understand subjective wellbeing, that is, examining the influence of 
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life satisfaction factors on psychological distress to aid our understanding of young 

Australians’ transition from youth to full adulthood. 

Psychological distress 

Psychological distress is measured using the Kessler 6 - Psychological Distress Scale. The 

scale is a brief measure identifying non-specific psychological distress. Respondents rate six 

items on a scale between 1 (all of the time) and 5 (none of the time), relating to recent 

distress: ‘In the past 4 weeks how often did you feel: nervous, hopeless, restless, sad, loss of 

energy, and worthless?’ The values were reverse scored to match the Kessler scoring 

protocol and then summed to create the Scale ranging from 5 to 30. Therefore, a higher score 

(maximum of 30) indicates greater psychological distress. The Kessler scale has sound 

psychometric properties and is stable across minority sub-samples in large surveys (ABS, 

2012; Slade, Grove & Burgess, 2011). It is used broadly in Australia and internationally in a 

range of post-adolescent age groups (Kessler et al., 2010) and across cultures (Chan & Fung, 

2014; Kang et al., 2015; McNamara et al., 2014; Rioseco & Liddy, 2018), however, caution 

is advocated in cross-cultural clinical groups, and other culturally sensitive diagnostic 

assessments are recommended (Stolk, Kaplan, & Szwarc, 2014). In this analysis, Wave 11, 

that is when participants are about 25, will be the focus of the investigation. 

Researchers generally agree that a score of 12 to 18 (out of 30) indicates moderate 

psychological distress, but no probable mental illness. However, a score of 19 to 30 indicates 

probable mental illness (ABS, 2012; Prochaska, Sung, Max, Shi, & Ong, 2012). Controlling 

for other covariates, Prochaska and others (2012) found that moderate or serious mental 

distress was significantly more likely among adults who were: aged 18-25; women; 

members of the non-majority race/ethnicity; less educated; living below the poverty level; 

unemployed, looking for work; not married; and had significant health issues such as binge 

drinking, smoking, lack of physical exercise and obesity. 

The distribution of the Kessler 6 scale for LSAY03 in 2013 ranged from 6 to 30, with a 

mean of 10.10, and a standard deviation of 3.93. There were no missing values for 

respondents for the Kessler 6 scale in Wave 13. Twelve and half per cent of the of the young 

people in LSAY03 reported moderate and high psychological distress. A small proportion 

had scores 19 and above (referred to in Appendix 7.1: 165/3697=4.46%). This is below the 

8.6 per cent of Californian adults identified as having serious mental distress in 2007 
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(Prochaska et al., 2012). It is roughly equivalent to the Australian population as a whole aged 

16‒25 years, similarly with women reporting higher levels (ABS, 2008 in Rioseco & Liddy, 

2018). Additionally, when comparing to the Building a New Life in Australia survey with 

humanitarian entrants, the LSAY sample was much lower than recent arrivals, where over 30 

per cent of the migrants reported having moderate to high levels of psychological distress 

(Rioseco & Liddy, 2018). The tests for normality assumptions indicated a non-normal 

distribution with positive skewness (Shapiro - Francia W test [p <0.001]) (Acock, 2014; 

Statacorp, 2015). Data transformation with logs was considered; however, given the large 

sample size, residuals were examined and found to be close to normally distributed 

(skewness 0.95 – acceptable range between -1.0 to +1.0, kurtosis 4.64 – acceptable range up 

to 3, suggests peaks in the middle, plus using visual plotting and histogram checks [Acock, 

2014]). As discussed in the Methodology chapter and the analytical strategy, regression 

using robust standard error techniques were used, including checks using non-parametric 

bootstrapping to verify findings. 

Table 7.5 illustrates the levels of variation in psychological distress, as measured by the 

Kessler 6 scale scores according to migrant status and gender in 2013. A higher score 

indicates greater likelihood of psychological distress. As shown in Table 7.5, females report 

higher levels of distress than males in each category of migrant status, except for second-

generation migrants from non-refugee source countries. First-generation male migrants, 

including those from refugee source countries, had the lowest mean level of distress. 

Prior to using the Kessler 6 scale as an outcome variable, reliability checks estimating 

Cronbach’s alpha for each migrant status category ensured that the scale has similar levels of 

reliability, with alpha scores ranging between 0.80 and 0.86 across each group. This, and the 

item tests for the total analytical sample, indicate a sound scale with internal consistency 

(alpha=0.84) (Acock, 2014) (refer appendices 7.2 and 7.3).  
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Table 7.5  Summary of psychological distress scores (Kessler 6) by migrant status for Wave 
11(2013)  

Note: a: the term ‘refugee’ refers to migrants from refugee source countries.  
Source: Derived from LSAY03 data - au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111, Australian Government Department of 

Education and Training (AGDET), 2014a, National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) - 
Australian Data Archive. 

Life satisfaction 

As mentioned earlier, an alternate cognitive evaluation of wellbeing is the assessment of 

satisfaction or happiness with various components of life. Dockery (2010) and Ramia (2012) 

investigated the life satisfaction items using earlier cohorts of LSAY. Dockery used the 

general item: how satisfied are you with - ‘your life as a whole’, whereas Ramia (2012) 

proposed that the average score across a range of life satisfaction variables would be more 

indicative of wellbeing than single-item measures of subjective wellbeing (such as overall 

satisfaction, or overall happiness). For example, when a multiple-item measure of subjective 

wellbeing was computed as the average of the levels of satisfaction across key domains of 

life (and controlling for other factors), the tertiary educated were more satisfied than those 

undertaking apprenticeships, counter to Dockery’s conclusions (2010). Therefore, I consider 

the distribution of scores on several life satisfaction questions for the current sample to 

ascertain the most valid and reliable measure. 

Psychological distress score - 
Kessler 6 (2013) n Mean Std. Err. 95% Conf. Interval 

Migrant status –   
   

  
Male Australian student  1,460 9.48 0.14 9.21 9.75 
Female Australian student  1,441 10.36 0.14 10.10 10.63 
Male first-generation refugee 
student   

30 7.74 0.35 7.06 8.43 

Female first-generation 
refugee student   

33 11.82 0.99 9.88 13.77 

Male second-generation 
refugee student  

66 10.08 0.59 8.93 11.23 

Female second-generation 
refugee student  

86 10.15 0.50 9.16 11.13 

Male first-generation non-
refugee migrant student  

137 8.97 0.31 8.36 9.57 

Female first-generation non-
refugee migrant student  

156 10.38 0.45 9.51 11.26 

Male second-generation non-
refugee migrant student  

161 10.32 0.59 9.16 11.48 

Female second-generation 
non-refugee migrant student  

127 9.85 0.48 8.92 10.79 
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Table 7.6 shows the distribution of the responses to the 12 life satisfaction items included in 

the survey. More than 20 per cent of participants were very happy with the work that they 

did and a further 60 per cent were happy. Almost 17 per cent of participants were very happy 

with the money that they got each week and a further 60 per cent were happy. Overall, just 

three per cent of participants were unhappy or very unhappy with their life as a whole. 

Table 7.6  Levels of happiness for each of the life satisfaction items in 2013a 

 Life satisfaction item: ‘How 
happy are you with…?’ 
n=3,433 a b 

1  
Very 

happy % 
 

2  
Happy  

% 

3  
Unhappy  

% 

4  
Very 

unhappy  
% 

5  
Can’t 

say/don’t 
know; & 

missing (a) 
% 

1 Your future 40.82 50.80 2.68 0.40 5.30 
2 The work you do - at study, at 

home or in a job 
23.40 62.29 7.76 1.22 5.33 

3 What you do in your spare 
time 

34.89 54.10 5.52 0.76 4.73 

4 How you get on with people 
in general 

43.68 48.96 2.41 0.30 4.65 

5 The money you get each 
week 

16.77 59.70 15.12 3.19 5.22 

6 Your social life 33.13 53.04 7.84 1.14 4.84 
7 Your independence -being 

able to do what you want 
51.64 39.52 3.41 0.73 4.70 

8 Your career prospects 29.27 56.21 7.84 1.22 5.46 
9 Your life at home 43.25 48.17 3.49 0.35 4.73 
10 Your standard of living 42.93 49.63 2.49 0.32 4.62 
11 Where you live 37.76 50.58 5.95 0.92 4.78 
12 Your life as a whole 40.52 51.69 2.57 0.32 4.89 
13 Total item average (including 

Item 12) 
36.51 52.06 5.59 0.91 4.94 

14 Total item average 
(excluding Item 12) 

36.14 52.09 5.86 0.96 4.94 

a As an ordinal scale with no midpoint, summary information is presented as a distribution rather than central 
tendency. bAdditional missing responses from the 3697 total sample relate to 165 from a pilot sample that did 

not include the life satisfaction items, and those who responded ‘can’t say/don’t know’ (NCVER - LSAY, 
2014b). 

With reference to Dockery (2010) and Ramia’s (2012) work, I have compared item 12 ‘your 

life as a whole’ ratings with the average ratings for the other items. There is minimal 

variation due to the different analytical approaches (refer Table 7.5: Rows 13 and 14). Item 

12 appears to have a potential halo effect of increasing positive responses and being less 

discerning about negative influences (Kim, Schimmack, Oishi, Tsutsui, 2017). As I am 

interested in different components of life experience and how they might vary between 
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migrant groups, further analysis excludes the general item of ‘your life as a whole’ to 

increase the discriminant ability. 

Factor analysis  

Prior to conducting further analysis using the psychological distress and life satisfaction 

items, I check the validity of the psychological distress construct to distinguish it from life 

satisfaction. Construct validity refers to how well a scale or index measures the construct (an 

explanatory variable which is not directly observable) it was designed to measure, that is, 

whether the operational definition and measurement of a variable reflects the theoretical 

meaning of the concept.49  

Given that the individual life satisfaction items and the Kessler psychological distress items 

are based on Likert scales with ordinal responses, it is more appropriate to use polychoric 

factor analysis (Kessler et al., 2010; Sunderland, Mahoney & Andrews, 2012).  Therefore, to 

determine the convergent and discriminant validity of the life satisfaction and psychological 

distress items, I conducted a factor analysis. This technique identifies items with shared 

variance, and those that are unique. Using principal factors and oblique rotation (where it is 

assumed that there is some correlation between factors [items]) the best solution is presented 

in Appendix 7.4. The results of the factor analysis indicate that independence did not load on 

any factor except for uniqueness. Money had mixed loadings, just over the 0.40 threshold for 

factors; however, it loaded more highly on uniqueness. The factor analysis also shows that 

the six items from the Kessler scale load only on the psychological distress factor. 

The preferred solution retains four factors, as shown in Table 7.7 and 7.8: Factor 1: 

sociability; Factor 2: career; Factor 3: home situation; Factor 4: psychological distress. 

Satisfaction with spare time, people and social life loaded onto Factor 1. Satisfaction with 

future, work, money and career loaded onto Factor 2. Satisfaction with home and standard of 

living and where they live loaded onto Factor 3. Responses to questions about feeling 

nervous, hopeless, restless, effort, sad and worthless loaded onto Factor 4 (Kessler 6). Refer 

 
49Empirical tests of construct validity include assessing: 1) convergent validity: where measures of the same trait should be 

strong, often assessed through different methods including factor analysis; and 2) discriminant validity: or divergent validity, 
tests whether concepts or measurements that are not supposed to be related are actually unrelated.  
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to Appendix 7.4. This life satisfaction factor analysis confirms previous LSAY03 analysis by 

Stanwick and Liu (2012). 

Table 7.7  Three-Factor Solution - Life satisfaction items 2013 (n=3,433) 

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Life Satisfaction Sociability Career Home Situation 

Spare time 0.82 0.04 0.01 

People 0.58 0.16 0.06 

Social 0.88 -0.01 -0.05 

Future 0.08 0.54 0.18 

Work 0.09 0.76 -0.02 

Money 0.07 0.44 0.19 

Career 0.04 0.80 -0.05 

Home 0.37 0.04 0.49 

Standard of living 0.16 0.12 0.59 

Where live 0.28 0.04 0.53 

 

Table 7.8  Psychological Distress - Kessler 6, 2013 (n=3,433) 

 Factor 4 

Kessler 6 
Psychological 

Distress 

Nervous 0.52 

Hopeless 0.82 

Restless 0.44 

Effort 0.58 

Sad 0.88 

Worthless 0.88 

 

After determining the potential item candidates for each factor, I conducted tests to 

determine the Cronbach’s alpha for each index. The Cronbach’s alpha for the career index 
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improved after I removed ‘money’. Therefore, the career factor has three items: your future; 

the work you do - at study, at home or in a job; and your career prospects. The Cronbach’s 

Alpha is 0.77 (n=3,455).50 

The social factor has three items:  what you do in your spare time; how you get on with 

people in general; and your social life. The Cronbach’s Alpha is 0.76 (n= 3,511).  

The home situation factor has three items:  your life at home; your standard of living; and 

where you live. The Cronbach’s Alpha is 0.74 (n=3,441). 

Each of the factor indexes is created by taking the mean score on the relevant variables. 

Therefore, each index is a continuous variable that can be incorporated into bivariate or 

multivariate analysis. A higher score indicates lower life satisfaction51. The career life 

satisfaction factor recorded the lowest average level of satisfaction with a mean of 1.75 (s.d. 

0.49). Table 7.9 shows the variation in means for each life satisfaction factor by migrant 

status. There is little variation in the social life satisfaction factor according to migrant status 

(means vary from 1.63 to 1.74). The distributions for the other life satisfaction factors are 

more dispersed: career Factor - 1.64 to 1.84; home situation - 1.54 to 1.79.  

 

Table 7.9  Life satisfaction factors mean scores by migrant status: 2013 

Life satisfaction Factors  Refugee or migrant generation status 
 mean (s.d) 

 

 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total 
Social 1.67 

(0.50) 
1.63 

(0.50) 
1.74 

(0.44) 
1.66 

(0.50) 
1.74 

(0.48) 
1.68 

(0.50) 
Career 1.74 

(0.49) 
1.64 

(0.52) 
1.88 

(0.49) 
1.74 

(0.49) 
1.84 

(0.49) 
1.75 

(0.49) 
Home Situation 1.60 

(0.48) 
1.54 

(0.49) 
1.79 

(0.43) 
1.60 

(0.50) 
1.72 

(0.48) 
1.62 

(0.48) 
missing 197 3 11 13 18 242 
n 2901 63 152 293 288 3,697 

 
50 There are 242 missing for career factor scale, 186 missing for social factor scale, and 185 missing for the home situation 

factor scale. As noted from Table 7.5 a proportion between 4.6 and 5.6 per cent were missing due to the don’t know/can’t say 
category. Additionally, non-inclusion of items for a pilot sample resulted in a total reduced sample of 264 missing (7%) due 
to listwise deletion for later regression analysis. 

51 As the standard coding of the Kessler Scale is that higher scores indicate higher psychological distress, I thought it less 
confusing to also have the life satisfaction score in the same direction and hence not reverse scored. 
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7.2.4 Phase 2 
As outlined in the Methodology chapter (4), commentary on the findings by experienced 

service providers was sought to inform the statistical analysis to answer research question 9: 

‘Why are there differences in levels of wellbeing between groups particularly for those from 

migrant backgrounds?’ 

7.2.5 Analytical strategy 

7.2.5.1 Phase 1 

All analyses are performed using Stata 14 statistical software (StataCorp, 2015). Each model 

includes the vce option (vce[cluster schoolid]) to estimate the variance-covariance matrix 

accounting for within-school clustering when calculating standard errors . This technique 

overcomes the assumption of the variable having a normal distribution and of each case 

being independent. Therefore, although the point estimates stay the same (e.g. the 

coefficient), the standard errors are adjusted for tests of significance (Acock, 2014). This is 

especially important when sample sizes are less than 100. Outlier checks were conducted 

(see Chapter 4), using Stata commands scatter, plot and extreme.52  Results were cross-

checked with the bootstrap option with 500 replications with varying seed start points. This 

is considered sufficient replications for estimates of standard error (Statacorp, 2015).  

Research question 7a: Is migrant status associated with wellbeing at age 25? 

As mentioned earlier in the thesis, Lindert and others (2009) found that skilled migrants and 

those from refugee backgrounds differed in depression and anxiety prevalence, with the 

expectation that those from refugee source countries would have the poorest level of 

wellbeing (highest psychological distress). I conducted multiple linear regression analyses, 

expecting that all categories would have lower levels of wellbeing than longer-term 

Australians as the reference category. The first model using weighting and adjusting for 

school clustering (as in the other regressions) includes just the migrant status variable. 

Previous research shows that subjective wellbeing and psychological distress vary according 

to gender, and that gender could interact with migrant status (Seedat et al., 2009; Sulaiman-

 
52 Two students were removed from the analysis due to what appeared to be reverse coding based on their previous wave 

responses. Missings due to responses can’t say/don’t know (and 165 of pilot group that did not complete the life satisfaction 
items). Therefore, samples sizes were reduced in some analyses. Residuals were checked and found to be normally 
distributed. 



Chapter 7:  Wellbeing 

214 

Hill & Thompson, 2010; Tomyn, 2014). Therefore, the second model includes the control 

variable of SES, and gender to determine if there is a main effect for gender or migrant 

status, and interaction effect. If so, then research question 7b can be considered. 

Research question 7b: Does the association between migrant status and wellbeing vary 

according to gender? 

To further examine whether the effects of migrant status vary according to gender, I created 

a composite variable from migrant status and gender: categorising individuals by their 

country of origin migrant status by gender for example, longer-term Australian male, longer-

term Australian female, male first-generation from refugee source country; female first-

generation from refugee source country, and so on. Therefore, I am able to compare 

differences in self-reported psychological distress across migrant categories and gender. I 

conducted multiple linear regression analyses, with first-generation male from a refugee 

source country as the reference category, expecting that all categories would have higher 

levels of wellbeing except for their gender counterparts, that is, first-generation females from 

refugee source countries. 

7.2.5.2 Phase 2 

In Phase 2, key quotes from the experienced providers provide a more in-depth interpretation 

of the findings from the quantitative results in Phase 1. 

7.3 Results 

7.3.1 Phase 1: LSAY - Wellbeing 

7.3.1.1 Regression - Psychological distress 

Simply using the migrant status variable to predict psychological distress did not show a 

significant association (F(4, 312)= 0.29, N=3,697, P>0.887, Adjusted R-squared – 0.0005, 

(Std. Err. adjusted for 313 clusters in schooling variable)) (refer Table 7.10a). Therefore, the 

response to research question 7a, for Model 1 compared to longer-term Australians indicates 

no main effect between migrant status for the combined male and female results, with 

psychological distress. However, examining the standard errors and confidence intervals 

indicated substantial variation. Model 2 investigated the role of gender to determine if this as 
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an explanatory variable identified whether there is an interaction, including the control 

variable of SES.  

Table 7.10a  Model 1 - Linear regression of migrant status and Kessler 6 Psychological 
distress Scale Wave 11 (2013), Model 2 – including interaction with gender, SES. 

Kessler 6 - Wave 13 Coef. P>t t Std. Err. 
MODEL 1   
Migrant status: 
Longer Term Australian (ref.)   
First-gen. refugeea   0.14  0.18 0.75 
Second-gen. refugeea 0.20  0.58 0.35 
First-gen. non-refugee migrant  -0.19  -0.66 0.29 
Second-gen non-refugee migrant  0.18  0.47 0.39 
Constant 9.91  0.00 0.10 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001.  Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3,697 
F(4,312)=0.29, P>0.887, R2=0.0005 
MODEL 2   
Female  0.88 *** 4.58 0.19 
Migrant status: 
Longer Term Australian (ref.)   
First-gen. refugeea   -1.69 *** -4.05 0.41 
Second-gen. refugeea 0.72  1.19 0.61 
First-gen. non-refugee migrant  1.57  -1.47 0.33 
Second-gen non-refugee migrant  2.02  1.37 0.60 
Interaction gender by migrant status:  
Longer-term Australian (ref) and male     
First-gen. refugeea   3.24 ** 2.79 1.16 
Second-gen. refugeea -0.79  -1.09 0.72 
First-gen. non-refugee migrant  0.54  0.94 0.58 
Second-gen non-refugee 
migrant  -1.31  -1.71 0.77 
SES 2.33 * 2.11 0.11 
Constant 9.41 *** 64.29 0.14 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001.  Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3,697 
F(10,312)=8.79, P<0.001, Adjusted R2=0.0223 

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: a: migrant from refugee source country. Source: LSAY03: Derived 
from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - Australian Data Archive.  

The results of Model 2 indicated that there was a main effect for gender ((β=0.88, p<.001) 

being associated with psychological distress. Compared to longer-term Australians, there 

was also an interaction effect for migrant status with gender, with those first-generation 

young people from a refugee source country varying by psychological distress ((β= 3.24, 

p<.01) F(10,312)=8.79, P<0.001, R2=0.0223). However, the direction of the relationship to 
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the reference group varied for the interactions. In order to understand these effects better, I’ll 

now move to the results of the next research question. 

The results of the analysis to research question 7b are presented in Table 7.10b.  Migrant 

status by gender is the independent (predictor) variable, SES is a control variable and general 

health, employment status, partner presence, and highest educational qualification are 

explanatory variables.53 

First-generation males from refugee source countries reported the lowest level of 

psychological distress of all categories of the composite migrant status and gender variable, 

with first-generation females from refugee source countries reporting the highest level (refer 

also table 7.5). Refer to Table 7.10 for the analysis with the interaction by migrant status and 

gender (F(17, 312)= 31.46, N=3,697, P< 0.001, Adjusted R-squared - 18.54 , (Std. Err. 

adjusted for 313 clusters in schooling variable)).  

Net of the effects of general health, SES, employment status, educational attainment and 

partner status, first-generation female migrants from refugee source countries scored, on 

average, 3.5 points higher on the Kessler scale than first-generation male migrants from 

refugee source countries (β=3.53, p<.01); and male first-generation migrants from non-

refugee-source countries scored, on average, 1.6 points higher on the Kessler scales than 

first-generation male migrants from refugee source countries (β=1.57, p<.01). Furthermore, 

psychological distress is associated with poorer general health (β=1.47, p<.001), higher SES 

(β=0.26, p<.05), not being employed on a full-time basis (β=1.35, p<.001 Not employed; 

(β=0.92, p<.001 Part-time employed), and being single (β=0.59, p<.01). Net of the other 

factors, highest level of education was not associated with levels of psychological distress.  

A post-estimation comparison between first-generation males and females from refugee 

source countries identified a significant difference with the women having a higher level of 

psychological distress (F (2,312) =9.77, N=3,697; p<0.001). As women tend to have poorer 

levels of wellbeing, using the longer-term Australian women as the reference category, a re-

run of the regression showed that first-generation young women from refugee source 

countries, and first-generation young women from non-refugee source countries had higher 

 
53 As noted earlier, the community involvement index in 2008 and 2013 was included in preliminary analysis and was not 

significant. This is not included in the analysis due to concern with its suitability as a proxy for social capital.   
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levels of psychological distress than the longer-term Australians. That is, the first-generation 

migrant women had poorer wellbeing. 

Table 7.11b Linear regression of migrant status by gender and Kessler 6 Scale - 
Psychological distress - Wave 11 (2013)   

Kessler 6 - Wave 13 Coef. P>t t Std. Err. 
Migrant status: 
First-generation male migrant from Refugeea Source Country 
(reference)   
Male longer-term Australian  1.86 *** 4.26 0.44 
Female longer-term Australian  2.34 *** 5.48 0.43 
Female First-generation refugee a   3.53 ** 3.3 1.07 
Male Second-generation refugee 2.13 ** 3.27 0.65 
Female Second-generation refugee  1.94 ** 3.34 0.58 
Male First-generation non-refugee migrant  1.57 ** 3.28 0.48 
Female First-generation non-refugee migrant  2.57 *** 5.26 0.49 
Male Second-gen non-refugee migrant  2.02 ** 3.08 0.66 
Female Second-gen non-refugee migrant  1.34 * 2.24 0.60 
General Health 1.47 *** 15.2 0.10 
SES 0.26 * 2.44 0.11 
Employment: Full-time employed (ref)    
Not employed 1.35 *** 4.45 0.30 
Part-time employed 0.92 *** 3.9 0.24 
Highest qualification: University qual. (ref.)    
School only 0.00  -0.01 0.25 
Certificate 3 or 4 -0.40  -1.79 0.22 
Diploma/Associate Degree -0.40 -1.49 0.27  
Partner Status: Partner (ref.)     
Single 0.59 ** 3.37 0.18 
Constant 3.88 *** 9.25 0.42 
*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001.  Source: LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25: N=3,697 
F(17,312)=31.46, P<0.001, Adjusted R2=0.1854 

Note: Weighted data. Abbreviations used: a: migrant from refugee source country. Source: LSAY03: Derived 
from LSAY 2003 data au.edu.anu.ada.ddi.01111 AGDET, 2014a, NCVER - Australian Data Archive.  

Furthermore, when the life satisfaction factors were added this accounted for an increased 

proportion of variance (Adjusted R2=0.288). Coefficients of association are included in 

Table 7.10c and Appendix 7.5. The significantly associated factors are shown 

diagrammatically in Figure 7.3. From Table 7.10b different variables are identified as 

significantly associated with psychological distress for females (β=0.59, p<.001). This 

includes being single (β=0.46, p<.05), and home life (β=0.69, p<.05). As the interaction with 

migrant status was identified earlier, further investigation by migrant and gender category 

was conducted to assist understand relationships.  
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Table 7.12c Wellbeing by sex - Linear regression of Kessler 6 Scale - Psychological distress - 
Wave 11 (2013) with total analytical sample in wave 11, plus split by male and 
female participantsa. 

Psychological Distressⁱ 
 

All Male  Female 

Total (n)  3697   1835   1862   
missingⁱⁱ  264   138   126   
Adjusted R² 0.288   0.244   0.308   

 Coeff. 
Robust 
St Err. 

p 
Coeff. 

Robust 
St Err. 

p 
Coeff. 

Robust 
St Err. 

p 

General Health   0.87 0.09 *** 0.76 0.13 *** 0.96 0.15 *** 
Life Satisfaction            
  Career 

factor 
1.74 0.21 *** 1.72 0.31 *** 1.80 0.30 *** 

  Social 
factor 

0.94 0.20 *** 0.71 0.31 * 1.15 0.27 *** 
  Home life 

factor 
0.54 0.23 *    0.69 0.30 * 

Socio-economic status 0.27 0.09 *       
Employment Full-time emp’d 

(ref) 
        

  Not 
eemployed 

1.12 0.31 *** 1.27 0.51 * 0.88 0.36 * 
  Part-time 

emp’d 
0.67 0.22 *** 0.97 0.37 **     

Highest 
qualification 

University qual'n 
(ref) 

        
  School 

only 
      0.80 0.37 * 

  Cert 3 or 4    -0.56 0.24 * -ve     
  Dip/ Ass 

Degree 
          

Demographics            
  Single 0.42 0.16 **    0.46 0.21 * 
  Female 0.59 0.16 ***        
  Migrantb 

status 
  ≤**         

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. aSignificant associations included only.    i Note: using 
[pweight=WT2013], and robust estimate: vce(cluster SCHOOLID) ii Missing - This is 165 cases who were part of a pilot 
sample, plus those that responded as 'can't say/ don't know' and coded as missing. b given that there are 10 groups based on 
migrant status and gender, further analysis follows in Appendix 7.6. 
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Figure 7.3  Factors positively associated with psychological distress (Kessler 6) at age 25 - 
Total sample in 2013 (Wave 11). Also refer Table 7.10c and Appendix 7.5 

 

Migrant status and gender interactions 

As outlined in the analytical strategy, I conducted multiple linear regressions for each 

migrant status group by gender (10 regressions). I also included the life satisfaction factors 

to provide additional information on where associated satisfaction or dissatisfaction 

occurred. Given that some of the sample sizes for those from refugee source countries were 

less than 100, I checked and confirmed results with a sensitivity analysis, by conducting two 

types of regression with differing variance estimators: sandwich estimator - vce (robust - 

cluster) and replication-based estimator - bootstrap. If the coefficient for each variable was 

significant and in the same direction in both types of analyses (the coefficient test 

significance was p<.05) I indicated this with a cross (X) in Table 7.11. That is, that there was 

a significant association between the variable and psychological distress for that migrant and 

gender category. Comments for each migrant group follow providing further explanation. 
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Table 7.13  Multiple linear Regression Analysis: Psychological distress by migrant status by 
gender, for analytical sample in 2013. Significant association identified using two robust 
regression methods (vce (robust – cluster) and bootstrap) 

Psych. Distress 
Aust 
male 

Aust 
female 

1stref 
male(a) 

1stref 
fem(b) 

2ndref 
male 

2ndref 
female 

1stmig 
male 

1stmig 
female 

2ndmig 
male 

2ndmig 
female 

 
Total (n) 1,441 1,460 30 33 66 86 137 156 161 127 

General Health X X    X X X   
Life 
Satis’n Career  

X X 

  

X 
 

X X 

 
X 

  Social  X    X   X  

  Home life    X X       

SES   X         

Employed 
FT empl’d 
(ref)   (a)        

  Not emp’d 
X X 

 X       

  PT emp’d         X  

Ed. Qual'n 
Uni qual'n 
(ref)    (b)       

  School only X X         

  Cert 3 or 4 X  X   X     

  
Dip/ Ass 
Degree      X    X 

Demographics   Single           
Notes: Missings due to responses Can’t say/Don’t know, and 165 of pilot group that did not complete the life 

satisfaction items. (a) and (b) due to only single respondents in some categories - I had to collapse categories. 
Refer to Appendix 7.6: A-E. 

For example, in column four, migrant gender category: 1stref fem refers to first generation 

females from refugee sources countries, and the Xs indicate there was a significant 

relationship between their reporting of (dis)satisfaction with their home-life situation, 

unemployment and psychological distress.  

For more information, coefficients for the overall sample and the breakdown for men and 

women is included in Appendix 7.6. This is then followed by each of the migrant status 

groups with reference to the analysis based on linear regression using vce (clustering by 

schools and weighting), then bootstrap results. There are different sample sizes based on 
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proportions within the community and the respective sample referred to in Table 7.11. This 

has implications for identifying significance especially for the smaller groups - an impact on 

standard errors and comparability. As mentioned above, the results from the original 

regression were checked using nonparametric bootstrap regression, which also does not 

assume normal distribution. The proportion of variance accounted for varies between 26.8 

and 59.3 per cent. Sixty per cent is considered very high in social research, given the small 

sample size more confidence should be placed on the bootstrapped result of 29 per cent for 

first-generation females from refugee source background. Outcomes overall indicate there 

are different significant predictors for each migrant by gender grouping.  

I now outline the outcomes by migrant grouping for the individual regression findings, 

coefficients and comparisons (refer Appendix 7.6 A-E). 

1. The longer-term Australian male and female categories demonstrate diversity. For 

longer-term Australian males: poor general health, poor career satisfaction, not being 

employed compared to the full-time employed, are significant predictors for 

psychological distress, controlling for other factors. For the education variables: 

completing a certificate III or IV, as well as those who did not complete post-school 

qualification, reported lower levels of psychological distress compared to the 

university qualified. 

For longer-term Australian females: poor general health, poor career and social life 

satisfaction, higher SES, not being employed compared to the full-time employed, and 

not having a post-school qualification, are significant predictors for psychological 

distress, controlling for other factors (refer Appendix 7.6A). 

2. First-generation migrants from refugee source countries. Due to single 

respondents in some education and employment categories, I created dichotomous 

variables - that is, full-time employed compared to not, or part-time employed. This 

migrant group shows a different pattern in the life satisfaction items to the longer-

term Australians (refer Appendix 7.6B).  

The clearest indicator is the life satisfaction factor for home life - that is, their life at 

home, standard of living and where they live. Although their overall wellbeing scores 

were the most different between genders, with males having the best psychological 
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wellbeing and females the poorest, they both indicated that dissatisfaction with their 

home life situation was associated with higher psychological distress. The other life 

satisfaction factors were not significant, nor was general health. In contrast to longer-

term Australian males, males from refugee source countries with certificate III or IV 

were more likely to be psychologically distressed, relative to the university qualified 

(refer Appendix 7.6B). 

Figure 7.4  Factors positively associated with psychological distress (Kessler 6) at age 25 for 
First-generation migrants from refugee source countries 

 

3. Second-generation migrants from refugee source countries had a different pattern 

from first-generation migrants. Controlling for other factors for male second-

generation migrants from refugee source countries (at age 25) the only significant 

predictor for psychological distress was poor career satisfaction. This contrasts with 

female second-generation migrants from refugee source countries, whose significant 

predictors were poor general health and dissatisfaction with their social situation. The 

only other predictors were education variables; those that completed VET 

qualifications (certificate III or IV, and diploma or associate degrees) were less 
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psychologically distressed relative to those that completed university qualifications 

(refer Appendix 7.6C). 

4. First-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries, both males and 

females, had a similar significant explanatory variable pattern. Only poor general 

health and dissatisfaction with career situation were associated with psychological 

distress. Employment and education conditions were not significantly related to 

psychological distress (refer Appendix 7.6D). 

5. For second-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries, the findings 

differed according to gender. Males’ dissatisfaction with their social environment, as 

measured by the social life satisfaction factor, was associated with psychological 

distress. Part-time employment was also associated with psychological distress 

compared to the full-time employed. Female second-generation migrants’ satisfaction 

with their career was associated with psychological distress. Additionally, compared 

to the university qualified, those with a diploma or associate degree were more likely 

to report being in psychological distress (refer Appendix 7.6E). 

Although in the combined sample being single was associated with poorer psychological 

distress, with the separate migrant groupings this was not a significant predictor in any of the 

regressions. 

7.3.1.2 Summary of wellbeing by migrant status and gender 

In summary, while there are differences in explanatory variables of psychological distress by 

migrant grouping and gender, no typical pattern is apparent. Prevalent associations include 

poor general health associated with psychological distress in five of the 10 migrant by 

gender groupings. The association between migrant status and dissatisfaction with career 

(that is: your future; the work you do - at study, at home or in a job; your career prospects) 

was statistically significant for six of the 10 migrant by gender groupings.  This aligns with 

health and unemployment literature (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Nguyen, 2011; Renzaho et 

al., 2016). The social satisfaction factor was statistically significant for three groups: longer-

term Australian women, second-generation migrant females from refugee source countries, 

and second-generation migrant males from non-refugee source countries. 



Chapter 7:  Wellbeing 

224 

The association between dissatisfaction with the home life factor (that is: your life at home; 

your standard of living; where you live) and psychological distress for first-generation 

migrants from refugee source countries at age 25 is particularly revealing. This is when the 

young people have been in Australia for more than 10 years and was the only group where 

this was a significant indicator. This finding aligns with other research suggesting the 

difficult settlement conditions for refugees, particularly stable housing, has longer-term 

effects (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2003; Crul & Schneider, 2010; Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). 

Additionally, unemployment is also associated with psychological distress, controlling for 

other factors, compared to the full-time employed in three of the 10 groups - the longer-term 

Australians and the female first-generation migrants from refugee source countries. 

The outcomes of the associations between psychological distress and education 

qualifications are mixed. For longer-term Australian males having certificate III or IV 

qualifications relative to having a university qualification was associated with positive 

psychological health.  However, for first-generation male migrants from refugee source 

countries, completing these qualifications is associated with poorer psychological health. 

To conclude, psychological wellbeing for different migrant groups was predicted to a greater 

or lesser degree by general health, employment, career satisfaction, social satisfaction, and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

satisfaction with their home life. Education qualifications provide a more complex picture, 

with a range of qualifications predicting wellbeing. To assist with interpreting these findings 

feedback from experienced education, settlement service and other migrant service providers 

was sought. 

7.3.2 Phase 2: Explanatory findings from provider interviews 
Following review of key Phase 1 results that were sent to experienced providers (refer 

Appendix 4.5), in order to then address research question 9 - ‘Why are there wellbeing 

differences between groups and for genders, particularly for migrant groups?’, provider 

comments displayed an integrative quality, linking the family background, personal 

expectations, education, employment, life expectations and wellbeing together. Where 

possible comments are separated into those relating to expectations, education and 

employment; family and home issues - often relating to migrant background; and gender 

differences. 
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7.3.2.1 Wellbeing and expectations - related to education and employment: 

Phase 1 quantitative results indicated that career dissatisfaction and unemployment was 

associated with psychological distress. Providers commented that family and personal 

educational and occupational expectations, and hard work, is driving higher educational 

attainment. However, this is not without challenges, and in some cases personal cost. All 

providers identified that many young people from migrant backgrounds have high 

aspirations, and very aspirational rather than realistic goals. Well-known traditional 

occupations that parents are comfortable with, and know about, are considered safe 

occupations. 

Experienced counsellors commented on young people or students being distressed around 

expectations, including the longer-term Australians. Additionally, not only do those from 

migrant backgrounds have to settle in a new country, those from refugee backgrounds have 

more challenges involved in, often disrupted, education plus experiences of trauma. 

Educational and occupational expectations may not align with the availability of jobs, or 

with the young person’s own preferences and capabilities. Additionally, there may be a 

disjuncture between commercially popular programs and job vacancies. 

Settlement services manager, National migrant settlement organisation:  

Those that do [leave school], in my experience … would be young males who were 
dealing with identity issues. They feel alienated often in the environment that 
they're placed in, but they don't necessarily leave to pursue a sound pathway to 
employment.  

Those that do complete Year 12 and consider further education options, face other 

challenges. 

Careers education consultant, major NSW university  

[Many students have] … Vastly overstated expectations … Then there is a 
discrepancy between catering to the customer and providing something that is 
valuable and realistic. 
 … [family says] ‘we want you to complete higher education’, but then they don’t 
find that they’re getting work, then that might cause distress … Very much when I 
see people, unless they clinically have a psychological disorder, most of the 
students I would see would be distressed around expectations.  
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Particularly within those from refugee background communities there are additional 

pressures. 

Policy advisor, Refugee advocacy organisation: 

They have high aspirations. I think at times they are very aspirational, rather than 
realistic. 

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services:  

You've got expectation and then you've got the actual confronting the reality… 
They still have very high expectations but they're having to cope with an awful lot 
of stuff, more so than perhaps the general migrant population would all have. 

Policy advisor, Refugee advocacy organisation:  

I think there's a misconception within refugee communities … that you have one 
chance that you have to fight for. People [are] not often open to options of doing 
later studies or mature age studies … The ideal narrative [is] study, get married, 
have kids, work … They feel like they're reaching some kind of deadlock where 
they're running out of options. Their expectation was that at this age they … 
envision themselves to be here. They're not there, and so I think that kind of 
deadlock of uncertainty about the future is something that also affects people's 
wellbeing in a very big way. 

Another issue is the time taken to complete qualifications and the wellbeing of young 

people. Those who have completed a university degree and taken three or four or more years 

to complete the qualification, could find themselves still unemployed at age 25. If they had 

completed a vocational qualification, they could have completed it two or three years earlier, 

and if they have a job they would then have some income to support themselves and their 

family. Other research suggests a need for caution in encouraging a larger proportion of Year 

12 completers into university study especially where good employment opportunities exist 

for apprentice-trained or other VET skilled workers (Daly et al., 2015; Leigh, 2008). 

Youth projects coordinator, National settlement organisation: 

[young male migrants] …  have significant issues that they deal with at home and 
that interrupted, or that compounded their education experience, leaving school … 
[I]t impact[s] those … where the single mother is the only person here, and they 
don't have their dad. It has an impact on their education, because culturally, in some 
communities, that leadership comes from the father. If that is not there, the young 
man that is in the house becomes the head of the house. All of that impacts on the 
education… (and employment). 
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7.3.2.2 Family and home issues 

As commented on above there are particular challenges for young men who may struggle 

with an academic program, and do not have strong role models to support alternative 

education or employment options and have the responsibilities of the extended family. This 

may result in the young men not pursuing further education, and thus having less prestigious 

or well-paid employment in the short term. 

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services:  

The tension between the individualistic West and Australian culture and the 
collectivists… [as a generalisation]. A lot of the young men that I speak to, their 
family is them. They don't actually separate from their family, but, in this 
[Australian] culture, clearly, they are separate from their family. That's a real 
tension I think for both the males and the females. 

Home life satisfaction 

Compounding the educational challenges are the cultural, community and family 

responsibilities that may rest particularly on the eldest male and female. For young men 

there may be pressures about looking after other families overseas, and hence employment of 

any kind may be a priority rather than higher education. For young women, there are 

household responsibilities, domestic and child care for younger siblings. It may depend on 

the family structure and country of origin where, if there is only one young male, his 

achievement is considered a family’s success, not just an individual responsibility. 

If this pressure does not result in perceived success, this can lead to additional stress, with 

the conflict between expectations, aspirations and actual outcomes. There is the focus on 

achievement and attainment in secondary school. Then the transition beyond Year 12 to 

further education or employment becomes more difficult. 

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services:  

The young men have those particular pressures about looking after other families 
overseas and all this. Young women have the pressure of marriage and beginning a 
family, and so, for them, they have to just make the choice about whether or not 
they're going to ... how they're going to balance those sorts of challenges against 
wanting to achieve academically. 

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services:  

From word go, even when they're 15, 16, when you first meet them at high school, 
especially if they're the eldest girl, they'll often have ... a lot of responsibilities 
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around the household. A lot of responsibility for cooking and cleaning and looking 
after the younger ones ... 

Providers commented on the high cost of housing and the precarious nature of rental 

accommodation. For those from a refugee source country background, who may have 

experienced pre-arrival trauma, and new migrants with lower incomes, housing issues are an 

added stress that impacts on wellbeing. The ability to settle into a new environment is 

dependent upon both the physical infrastructure in place and the circumstances of their 

arrival in Australia.  

Personal qualities - personal agency 

Providers also described the hard work and persistence necessary for overcoming obstacles 

to achieve success. 

Careers education consultant, major NSW university  

The secondary school score is not typically the indicator of success, except in 
something like medicine … Often, the successful ones are the ones who are 
disciplined and have a rigour about approaching [study]… On the whole I think it 
comes down to hard work to succeed.  

Research officer, National migrant education organisation:  

It's the migrant story everywhere around the world. 

Policy advisor, Refugee advocacy organisation:  

They're very aspirational, and I think that coming from background of forced 
migration, it makes sense because these people have lost that self-determination and 
it's only natural for them to aspire to find it again. That kind of self-autonomy and 
agency in their lives, and now opportunities are presenting themselves to them. 
They want to make sure that they take the most advantage from them… 

However, what proportion achieve success? Drive, personal agency, employment 

opportunities and wellbeing are not equally distributed.  

Gender differences and wellbeing 

The finding that levels of reported psychological wellbeing were higher for males than 

females was described as ‘intriguing’ by one experienced provider. However, another 

provider commented that males from refugee source countries were unlikely to report 

experiencing psychological distress due to cultural expectations.  
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The first response was that it is potentially the limitation of the self-reporting 

technique. That is, males under-report and do not acknowledge individual distress. This 

could be a combination of under-reporting or not recognising the existence of that distress. 

They may be more likely to engage in antisocial behaviour as a result of their psychological 

distress. Furthermore, before males would acknowledge experiencing psychological distress, 

an environment of trust would need to be developed. 

An alternate explanation is that it is a limitation of the longitudinal technique in the 

LSAY survey. Through the sampling of the young people and those that have persisted with 

the survey, the group of young people that remain in the survey are not representative of the 

cohort due to attrition. As discussed in the methodology section, known attrition has 

occurred in two aspects: there have been higher rates of attrition of respondents from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds; and higher rates of attrition of those with lower levels of 

achievement at age 15. Therefore, the more successful students persisted until the last wave 

of the survey, and therefore a biased sample is present. 

The third explanation is that these findings are representative and reflect the 

experiences of young men who by comparison to their former living situation, are 

coping well in Australia. It is interesting to note the differences across the generations and 

to compare first-generation migrants from refugee source countries with those from non-

refugee source countries. The second-generation males from refugee source countries had 

the second-best psychological wellbeing across all the migrant groups, but there was more 

variation with this than within the first generation. So, there was an increasing proportion 

indicating some level of distress. The young men from other non-refugee source countries 

displayed equivalent wellbeing to the longer-term Australian males, which was the third best 

level of wellbeing. More investigation is required to try to unpack these findings. 

First-generation females from refugee source countries 

The poor levels of wellbeing reported in this LSAY analysis for young women from refugee 

source countries were consistent with the expectations of providers. The higher level of 

psychological distress was explained as being attributable to a range of known factors 

including: that self-reporting of distress is much more acceptable in women, and that they 

have an emotional vocabulary to describe that distress; that the mismatch between career 

expectations, and the achievement of those expectations or aspirations, is much larger than 
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for males; and that this is driven by cultural and gender expectations, with domestic 

responsibilities taking primacy, leading to increasing social isolation. 

Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services:  

With the young women, that makes a lot of sense, just because of the sorts of 
pressures that they're under. They're much more willing to talk about emotions and 
about their psychological health. They're traumatised quite a bit, so you'll get a lot 
of physical descriptions of the psychological.  

Policy advisor, Refugee advocacy organisation:  

You struggle through things when trying to reconcile some cultural differences with 
your new environment. It's like fighting a big battle, whether they're aware of it or 
not, and then coming out of it not triumphant is perhaps something that could lead 
to their distress. Obviously, that followed with unemployment could be a big factor.  

Research officer, Migrant education:  

The issues around social isolation are pretty high, especially for women. We're not 
just talking about youth … but that lack of that extended family and networks … 
That can make a really big difference ... 

7.3.2.3 Economic independence 

Providers commented that the culmination of reduced access or engagement in employment 

is leading to a range of poorer outcomes: 1) reduced personal economic independence, 2) 

loss in productivity to the broader Australian society and economy, 3) reduced wellbeing as 

a result of mismatched aspirations and expectations, and reduced financial independence and 

workplace and/or social engagement. This leads to reduced opportunities to thrive in 

Australian society. 

Policy advisor, Refugee advocacy organisation:  

I think that a lot of wellbeing … flows from just economic independence, they 
expect to be economically independent here. I think realising the prospect of not 
becoming [so] … leads to their anxiety. 

Acknowledging that all interviewee opinions are developed from a range of personal, 

professional and organisational experiences, the policy advisor’s comments were particularly 

poignant knowing their refugee background. Words of ‘struggle’,’ reconcile’, ‘fighting a big 

battle’, ‘not triumphant’ leading to distress and anxiety, suggest a much more visceral 

understanding of concerns with economic independence and the link with wellbeing. 
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7.4 Synthesis 

The factor analysis conducted for this chapter confirmed that cognitive wellbeing (life 

satisfaction) and affective wellbeing (psychological distress) are related but distinct 

constructs of subjective wellbeing. 

Subjective wellbeing, as measured by the Kessler 6 psychological distress scale, differed 

according to migrant status and gender. Controlling for a range of factors including general 

health, socio-economic status, education, employment and partner status - first-generation 

males from refugee source countries had the highest level of psychological wellbeing and 

first-generation females from refugee source countries had the poorest. 

Psychological research reviews suggest that, in the main, ‘time is a powerful healer’, and 

that the prevalence of mental health problems drops over the course of settlement. On the 

other hand, individuals who have experienced high levels of pre-migration trauma may 

remain at higher risk of psychological distress through their life (Luhmann, et al., 2012; 

Murray et al., 2008). Meta-analyses examining demographic factors found that refugees 

from rural backgrounds, those with higher levels of education, and higher levels of socio-

economic status in their country of origin, had poorer psychological outcomes (Porter & 

Haslam, 2005). That higher SES was also associated with higher levels of psychological 

distress in this study (although a small effect) indicates that lower SES is not necessarily 

associated with poorer wellbeing. 

This chapter’s results are consistent with other research indicating gender difference in 

psychological wellbeing, with women having poorer levels of wellbeing (Porter & Haslam, 

2005; Slade et al., 2011). Internationally, migrant differences are also observed; however, 

there has been limited migrant and gender research in Australia to confirm the findings of 

significant differences between migrant categories and the broader Australian population 

(Sulamain-Hill & Thompson, 2010). In this study the analysis reveals gender differences 

among first-generation migrants both from refugee source countries and other countries. 

Gender differences in depression (as one example of psychological distress) across countries 

have been found to be related to the timing of the emergence of social roles, and changes in 

the traditionality of female gender roles (Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000; Seedat et al., 2009). 

Countries with greater gender differentiation had larger differences in depression rates, with 
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females reporting higher rates. Australia is often considered to be a more egalitarian country 

than many nations. However, traditional cultural norms may well persist with the first 

generation of migrants. International rankings on the Global Gender Gap Index measuring 

the economy, education, health, and politics, have shown Australia slipping from 15th 

(2006) to 24th (2013) (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2015; World Economic 

Forum (WEF), 2013). However, this role strain is considered unlikely to account entirely for 

gender differences. Further investigation of the associations between gender and migrant 

status in the Australian context is warranted. 

Although the community involvement index was not considered sound enough to be a 

reliable indicator of social capital, other results included in this chapter provide evidence of 

the benefit of personal and social connections. Overall, the presence of a spouse or partner 

was associated with higher levels of wellbeing. Additionally, satisfaction with social life 

(including what you do in your spare time, and how you get on with people in general) may 

compensate for the lack of a specific partner. When the social life satisfaction factor was 

included in the migrant groupings by gender regressions, the presence of a specific partner 

was not significantly associated with psychological wellbeing. 

Although more complex measures of social networks were not included in this analysis 

(because of the absence of appropriate data), Australian qualitative research sheds some light 

on possible explanations for different levels of wellbeing. Studies of social inclusion 

emphasise the importance of individual migrant resources or agency in settlement outcomes, 

facilitating adaptations by the migrant in adjusting to the host settlement community. The 

importance of the host community in supporting a multicultural environment has also been 

recognised. An active approach by the individual and by support services: encouraging 

personal development through enabling a greater sense of control; enhancing social capital 

through peer and cultural community networks; and gaining employment, appear more 

successful in achieving social and emotional wellbeing as part of resettlement (Colic-Peisker 

& Tilbury, 2003; Pittaway, et al., 2015; Schweitzer, Melville, Steel & Lacharez., 2006).  

Overall, young people who were in full-time employment had higher levels of subjective 

wellbeing than those who were not employed or part-time employed. When broken down by 

migrant grouping this held for the longer-term Australians and for female first-generation 

migrants from refugee source countries. The qualitative comments expanded on this finding, 
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referring to a clash of expectations and reality contributing to psychological distress. This is 

consistent with other employment research including research on migrants using a 

Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia (LSIA). Unemployment appears to 

significantly adversely affect the mental health of migrants. Other characteristics associated 

with reduced wellbeing include: age, being female, having a humanitarian visa, and being 

single or separated. Males’ responses to adverse life events may differ to females, with some 

researchers indicating that men tend to distract themselves with other activities, whereas 

women tend to ruminate (Cole et al., 2009; Fleche et al., 2011; McKee-Ryan, Song, 

Wanberg & Kinicki, 2005; Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000).  

The career life satisfaction factor adds to our understanding of psychological distress in 

young people and the impact of dissatisfaction with their career, including thoughts about 

their future; the work they are doing including study, being at home or in a job, and their 

career prospects. The experienced providers commented on the mismatch between family 

and community expectations and their experiences of reality at age 25, when some are just 

starting out in their career or struggling to find work. 

More significant factors for those from refugee source countries include the home life 

situation, with a very telling quote from a counselling team leader (refugee trauma service 

provider): 

… their family is them. The tension between the individualistic West and Australian 
culture, and the collectivists … where [young people] don’t actually separate from 
their family, is a real tension for both the males and females.  

Controlling for other factors, my analysis shows differing relationships between education 

qualification and subjective wellbeing across migrant groupings. Some young people with a 

VET qualification were less likely to report psychological distress than the university 

graduates; for other groups they were more likely to report psychological distress, than the 

university graduates. There was not consistency by gender or generation. Some Australian 

studies have also found that university students had poorer levels of wellbeing (Stallman, 

2010); whereas, others have found that the tertiary educated have higher levels of wellbeing 

than non-tertiary educated (Dockery, 2010; Stanwick et al., 2006). Given the range of 

measures used and variations in the analysis, more research is required across the lifespan, 

for migrant and gender grouping, and for type of educational qualification.  
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As higher levels of education (human capital argument) are generally associated with 

improved employment outcomes, the role of education should be further tested to determine 

if it operates in an indirect or moderator role in the relationship with wellbeing (McKee-

Ryan et al., 2005; Nguyen, 2011). Other international analyses have found only weak 

association between levels of education and wellbeing. Education was found to be a  

virtually universal correlate, although often its effects are substantially reduced or 
even absent, when other variables are included. This suggests that education may be 
largely instrumental, acting mainly through its effects on human and social capital.   
(Helliwell & Putnam, 2004, p. 1440) 

In summary, the work presented in this chapter provides a comparative analysis of migrant 

status and wellbeing across the young Australian population, identifying contributing factors 

of gender, general health, career and their home life situation, social support, and 

employment. The proportion of variance accounted for within these regression models 

suggest there are other factors contributing to wellbeing that need to be further investigated. 

The next chapter (Discussion) continues synthesising the findings from the three empirical 

chapters on education, employment and wellbeing. 
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Chapter 8  Discussion 

8  

8.1 Introduction  

This thesis responds to the identified need for comparative work on young migrants’ 

transitions in Australia through school to work. Using a sequential explanatory mixed-

methods design, I analysed data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) 

2003 project to examine differing outcomes of education, employment and wellbeing 

according to migrant status and gender for a diverse national sample reflective of young 

Australians aged 15 in 2003 to age 25 in 2013. Additionally, I interviewed experienced 

service providers to elaborate on the quantitative findings. In this chapter, I summarise the 

findings of analyses presented in the education, employment and wellbeing chapters 

(chapters 5, 6 and 7) and then discuss the alignment of my results with three theoretical 

perspectives: human capital theory, segmented assimilation theory, and comparative 

integration context theory within the Australian context of purported multiculturalism. This 

discussion leads to the development of a model of transitions for young people based on 

educational and occupational expectations, gender, family and community connections, 

economic conditions and the social environment. The limitations of my research, policy 

implications and directions for further research are discussed in the concluding chapter 

(Chapter 9). 

8.1.1 Overview  

Before discussing the key findings it is important to emphasise that, although this is 

comparative work, it is the individuals and the variation in their life experiences that form 

the basis of these broad comparisons. Some of the service providers commented that even 

though young people have diverse backgrounds there are similar barriers and transition 

patterns across a range of migrant groups that may differ to those of longer-term Australians. 

For example, difficult home situations, wanting a better life in Australia, and considering 

commitment to education as a prime opportunity to improve the likelihood of achieving 

economic independence. However, difficult home situations and wanting a better life 

similarly apply to many longer-term Australians including Indigenous Australians.  
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8.2 Key findings 

8.2.1 Education 

8.2.1.1 Occupational expectations 

Responding to research question 1 - Is migrant status associated with occupational 

expectations? - young people expecting to be managers or professionals at age 30 were 

more likely to be first or second-generation migrants, including those from refugee source 

countries. They also tended to be female, have higher SES backgrounds, higher academic 

scores, and/or attend non-government schools. These findings align with more recent PISA 

analysis on educational expectations (Hillman, 2018). With respect to migrant status, the 

service providers I interviewed suggested that these findings may be due to high parental 

expectations and in some cases, communities relying on young people to graduate from 

university and enter high-status and high-paying professions. In terms of differences in 

expectations according to gender, the service providers confirmed that many females have 

higher initial occupational expectations than males and want to make the most of new 

educational opportunities. 

8.2.1.2 Secondary school achievement age 15 

Responding to research question 2a - Is migrant status associated with academic 

achievement at age 15? - in terms of educational achievement at age 15, I found that 

students from refugee source countries had, on average, the lowest level of academic 

achievement at age 15. Service providers indicated that they expected students from refugee 

source countries to have slightly lower achievement levels and that there would be a broad 

range of capability. It was also not surprising that first-generation migrants from non-refugee 

source countries had higher levels of achievement, given that these migrants typically had 

highly educated parents. Research question 2b asked whether sense of belonging is 

associated with migrant status and academic achievement at age 15. The analysis 

confirmed that sense of belonging is associated with academic achievement supporting other 

research in this field (Ma, 2003; OECD, 2013a; 2013b; Pittman & Richmond, 2007). 

However, there was no significant association with migrant status and sense of belonging. 

This finding will be discussed more in the theory discussion later in this chapter (Section 

8.4). 
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8.2.1.3 School attainment and TER  

The analysis conducted for the third research question - Is migrant status associated with 

educational attainment at age 20?   - shows that students from refugee source countries 

were more likely to complete Year 12 schooling with a TER compared to longer-term 

Australians. Service providers commented that low achievement at age 15 does not 

necessarily deter Year 12 attainment. Their expectations were that young migrants were 

more likely than longer-term Australians to finish school. Furthermore, service providers 

were concerned that migrant students and their parents may not be aware of the options 

available within the VET system. 

With regard to the association between sense of belonging and Year 12 completion, my 

analysis confirms other research (De Bortoli, 2018). As sense of belonging increases, the 

likelihood of leaving school before completing Year 12 decreases, net of other factors.  

8.2.1.4 Further education 

The results of the analysis conducted to answer the fourth research question about the 

association between migrant status and educational qualifications at age 25 indicate that 

migrant status is associated with reduced likelihood of only completing school or a VET 

qualification relative to completing a university qualification by age 25 in 2013. First- and 

second-generation migrants from refugee source countries and non-refugee source countries 

were less likely than longer-term Australians to complete a VET qualification relative to 

completing a university qualification. This was independent of being female, academic 

achievement and SES at age 15. Low SES was also associated with a lower likelihood of 

completing educational qualifications.  

Although young migrants, particularly those from refugee source countries, were more likely 

than longer-term Australians to have low academic scores at age 15, they were no less likely 

to undertake post-secondary study. The service providers observed that families from 

migrant backgrounds’ motivation for higher status careers, accompanied by students’ 

personal drive and hard work were key indicators of longer-term education success.  

The migrant outcomes presented in this chapter is consistent with other work suggesting that 

young migrants to Australia do strive to achieve educationally. This may be driven by 

respect for parents’ sacrifices as well as parents’ encouragement and expectations (Stepick & 
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Stepick, 2010). The educational persistence of first- and second-generation migrants concurs 

with earlier analysis of the 1995 LSAY cohort (Marks, 2010a). Marks (2010a) reported that 

migrant students were more likely than their longer-term Australian peers to transition into 

university, concluding that this resulted from a combination of educational factors such as 

having more positive attitudes to schoolwork, completing more homework, and the strategic 

selection of subjects associated with higher university entrance scores. Hugo et al. (2014) 

found that 18 to 24 year old first-generation migrants from CALD countries, including 

refugee source countries, were more likely to be either full-time or part-time students 

compared to other young Australians. From a policy perspective, these are areas that can be 

supported for all students through programs at the educational and community level to 

provide information that may influence parental expectations and student aspirations 

(Gemici et al., 2014). 

Responding to the Phase 2 research question 8a investigating why there are gender 

differences in educational outcomes, service providers remarked that it was considered a 

huge opportunity for first-generation females from refugee source countries to undertake 

tertiary education. Other differences were attributed to migrants tending to be unclear on 

vocational education and training (VET) options, and perceived status differences. 

Therefore, many young migrants may be unaware of non-university options that may align 

more closely to their capabilities. This is consistent with the findings of other research 

(Miralles, 2004; Nilsson, 2010; Webb et al., 2015). 

While accessing higher education is an ideal for many, people continue to face enormous 

policy and cost barriers (Hartley, Fleay, Baker, Burke & Field, 2018). Although more than 

20 Australian universities offer scholarships to cover the cost of tuition to people seeking 

asylum to study in 2018, young people in certain visa categories continue to face significant 

challenges to access any further education and complete their studies. 

Taken together these results suggest that migrants and refugees are aiming for economic 

independence and integration into professional positions. They are focused on improving 

their employment prospects and avoiding downward social mobility. 
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8.2.2 Employment 

Results for the fifth research questions - (5a) Is migrant status associated with 

employment status at age 20? - confirmed that there were significant differences for most 

migrant groups compared to longer-term Australians (except first-generation from non-

refugee source countries), with lower employment levels at this age. Results for research 

question 5b - whether social capital is associated with employment status at age 20 - 

indicated that although all the migrant groups had higher levels on the community 

involvement index (as a proxy for social capital) this was not associated with higher levels of 

employment. The prevalence for those from migrant background of high faith-based scores 

on this index may suggest that bonding social capital is not conducive to building networks 

for employment in the broader Australian economy. (Further discussion was included in 

Chapter 6 - Discussion.) 

To address the sixth research question on migrant status association with employment 

status at age 25, I examined the transitions into employment separately for men and women 

due to differences in life course paths for men and women in Australia. There continue to be 

differences in labour market participation rates as well as pay disparity between men and 

women (ABS, 2018a & b; Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 2019). As one provider 

commented:  

Research office, National migrant education organisation: 

Completing further education does not appear to provide distinctive 
employment advantages for women.  Women's Equality and Gender Agency (is) 
continually reporting on these very facts as well at a population level saying we've 
got highly qualified women who are not achieving the same employment outcomes 
let alone pay equality. 

For males, there is a strong correlation between having high levels of human capital, as 

measured by highest level of education and employment status at age 20, and being 

employed full-time at age 25, regardless of migrant status, family SES, study status and 

parental status. For males, migrant status is not generally associated with the likelihood of 

being not employed, or of being part-time employed relative to being full-time employed. 

The exception was a greater likelihood of being not employed compared to being full-time 

employed for second-generation males from non-refugee source countries. As predicted by 

human capital theory, males with university degrees were less likely to be not employed or 
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to be part-time employed. Furthermore, males who were part-time employed or not 

employed at age 20 were less likely than those who were full-time employed at age 20 to be 

full-time employed at age 25.  

Overall for women, completing school and a post-school qualification, or having earlier 

employment experience improved the likelihood of full-time employment at age 25. 

However, for young women, the effect of migrant status is more varied. First-generation 

females from refugee source countries and second-generation females from other countries 

had poorer full-time employment outcomes than longer-term Australian females. This result 

is net of the effects of parental status and whether they were studying at age 25. This could 

imply that there is a risk of poor economic outcomes for young women from migrant 

backgrounds due to poorer employment outcomes. The impact of earlier employment on 

later employment could be considered as a potential policy lever. The role of social capital 

(bonding and bridging) was considered by the providers to be a contributing factor given the 

need for work experience and volunteering for later employment. Other Australian research 

confirms unemployment adversely affects the mental health of migrants (Kennedy, 2003). 

Therefore, addressing employment is an economic as well as a health concern. 

Responding to the Phase 2 research question (8b) on why are there gender differences in 

employment, particularly for those from migrant background? - service providers 

acknowledged that although both males and females from migrant backgrounds have family 

responsibilities, there are differences according to gender. For males, it is essential to earn 

money, even while completing further study. This pressure is not so apparent for young 

women, with some parents saying: ‘Don't get distracted with part-time work, focus on your 

study’. However, this could lead to further disadvantage in the labour market following 

education completion. 

The finding that second-generation non-refugee migrant men and women have a lower 

likelihood of full-time employment is unexpected. This may be explained by having the 

worst of both worlds for attaining economic independence, that is, losing the driving 

persistence from first-generation migration and parental pressures, experiencing 

discrimination in the labour market and at the same time aligning more closely to Australian 

work/study cultures. 
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Overall, the results of my analysis indicate that young migrants, including those from 

refugee source country background are less likely to drop out of school and are more likely 

to complete a university degree than their longer-term Australian peers. This contradicts the 

predictions of some media commentators who see young people from refugee and migrant 

backgrounds as disengaged, and thus not making a positive contribution to Australian 

society. On the contrary, rather than being a threat to social cohesion, the ambitions and 

achievements of these young men signals their aim for integration into the Australian 

community through education and employment. For the young women, completing further 

education does not appear to provide distinctive employment advantages at age 25, which 

may have a negative effect on their wellbeing. If young people are not able to gain 

employment, their chances of achieving high levels of wellbeing may be reduced.   

8.2.3 Wellbeing 

My analysis shows that subjective wellbeing differed by migrant status and gender at age 25 

during a key transition time between education and employment. This addresses research 

questions 7a and 7b - Is migrant status associated with wellbeing at age 25? And does it 

vary according to gender? Just examining migrant status alone did not reveal the 

differences in wellbeing, the interaction between migrant status and gender is important. The 

starkest finding, controlling for a range of factors including general health, socio-economic 

status, education, employment and partner status, was that first-generation males from 

refugee source countries had the highest level of psychological wellbeing, and first-

generation females from refugee source countries had the poorest. This may be attributable 

to: (1) males, and in particular males from refugee source countries, being less likely to 

disclose psychological distress; (2) that due to LSAY being a longitudinal survey, the 

relatively small sample at Wave 11 (2013) is somewhat skewed by attrition; and (3) the 

conditions that young males from refugee source countries experience in Australia are 

comparatively better than those of the country of origin, and are more satisfied than longer-

term Australians with the conditions in Australia. Other case study work has similarly found 

that those from refugee backgrounds have positive views regarding wellbeing and a social 

relativity effect (Fozdar & Torezani, 2008), but gender was not discussed. 

Meta-analyses of previous research show that gender differences in psychological distress 

are genuine and are not artefacts of measurement (see Drapeau et al., 2010 for Canadian K6 
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analyses; and Piccinelli & Wilkinson, 2000). However, psychological assessment with 

refugees is relatively undeveloped and there has been limited cross-cultural use of the 

Kessler scales, therefore more validation is required to discount the lower disclosure 

hypothesis (Kang et al., 2015; Lindert, Bain, Kubzansky & Stein, 2015; McNamara et al., 

2014; Murray et al., 2008). 

The rate and type of attrition are also possible explanations. With only 30 males, the first-

generation migrant from refugee source countries is a small group for comparative purposes. 

Checks of socio-economic status by migrant groupings indicate that attrition for those from 

refugee source backgrounds was lower than for the longer-term Australian cohort. 

Furthermore, there is representation across all SES quartiles (refer also Table 7.1). An 

alternative regression was run with the longer-term Australian males as the reference group 

and similar results were obtained, confirming explanation (3). That is, potentially aligning 

with social comparison theory (Hendriks & Bartram, 2016), compared to their former 

situation they feel more positive about their Australian settlement experience (Colic-Peisker 

& Tilbury, 2007). This theory could assist explain why in the second generation the males 

from refugee source countries are more distressed as, relating now to the broader comparison 

group of longer-term Australians, they perceive/experience more inequality.  

Therefore, all three explanations contribute to our understanding of the association between 

gender, migrant status and wellbeing. Other research using the Kessler 6 scale and focusing 

on more recent humanitarian migrants in Australia, also found gender differences in 

psychological distress, with young women reporting higher levels of distress (Rioseco & 

Liddy, 2018). Additionally, the severity and impact of trauma on young women may be 

longer lasting (Kaplan et al., 2016). 

Addressing research question 9a - Why are there wellbeing differences between migrant 

groups and by gender?, the differences were not specific to just those from first and second 

generation migrant background; although the gender differences were more apparent for 

those first-generation migrants from refugee sources countries and non-refugee source 

countries. A key theme noted by the service providers was the mismatch between 

educational aspirations and expectations and the reality of employment at age 25. Lower 

levels of female wellbeing were confirmed by the quantitative analysis. Contributing factors 

identified in the qualitative interviews for all migrant groups included: family responsibility, 
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social isolation, and discrimination. The result that levels of wellbeing for second-generation 

migrants do not differ according to gender may be an indication of less conflict between 

family/community expectations and the adoption of new cultural norms. These findings and 

insights support Hendriks and Bartram’s (2017) call for greater focus on subjective 

wellbeing in the study of migration and its consequences. 

Australian research using the HILDA survey found that, overall for Australians, the 

relationship between employment and health and wellbeing is complex and involved 

intermediate variables such as education, income and socialisation (Cole et al., 2009). The 

importance of the educational environment in helping people to interact with others and 

build networks has been identified as an indirect effect. Building relationships and networks 

is thought to have positive impacts on health and wellbeing (Stanwick et al., 2006). The 

clearest finding was that there was a small but significant effect in that those with degree 

qualifications were more likely to have better physical and mental health than the reference 

group of low-educated people (with Year 11 or below level of education). The effect was 

larger for males. The indirect effect of education through increased income contributed 

substantially to the total effect. 

8.3 Settlement outcomes 

The three theme chapters (5, 6 and 7) provided details on a range of outcomes for young 

people in Australia, and the links with previous research were discussed more fully in those 

chapters. The quantitative results are summarised in Table 8.1 tracking expectations, 

educational achievement and attainment, employment and wellbeing. Although this is a 

summary table, it illustrates the diversity of experiences, whereby differing environments 

and times create challenges and opportunities for groups and individuals.    

The table outlines whether, compared to the reference group of longer-term Australians, 

those from first or second-generation migrant background attained higher, similar or lower 

outcomes. Where differentiating by gender the reference is to the respective longer-term 

Australian gender. 
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Table 8.1  Summary transition outcomes by migrant/gender status 

Migrant status group (by gender) 
 Longer-term 

Australians 
1st 
generation 
from refugee 
source 
countries 

2nd 
generation 
from refugee 
source 
countries 

1st 
generation 
from non-
refugee 
source 
countries 

2nd 
generation 
from non-
refugee 
source 
countries 

Outcome      
Occupat’l 
expectation 
2003 

Similar Higher Higher Similar Higher 

Academic 
achievem’t 
2003 

Similar Lower Similar Similar Lower 

School 
attainment 
2008 

Similar Higher Higher Similar Similar 

Employm’t 
2008 

Similar Lower Lower Similar Lower 

Highest education qualification 2013 
University 
 

Similar Higher Higher Higher Higher 

VET 
 

Similar Lower Lower Lower Lower 

Employm’t 
2013 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Lower 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Lower 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Similar 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Similar 

Male 
Lower 

Female 
Lower 

Wellbeing 
2013 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Lower 

Male 
Higher 

Female 
Similar
/lower 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Similar 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Similar
/lower 

Male 
Similar 

Female 
Higher 

Legend: Similar, higher or lower than equivalent longer-term Australians (LTAs): NB: Outcome summary 
includes controlling for other factors - e.g. SES, general health, employment status, highest qualification, 

marital status. Gender differences are outlined when this was a focus of the analysis. Refer to the individual 
chapters for more information. 

Overall, the data generated by the qualitative interviews support the findings from the 

analysis of the quantitative data. Furthermore, they assist with the interpretation of the 

findings. For example, providers commented on many migrants’ individual qualities, such as 

persistence, hard work and striving to achieve, being more likely to be associated with 

successful outcomes.54 However, these qualities do not appear to ensure employment and 

wellbeing due to other challenges. Although pre-arrival and settlement circumstances, such 

as experience of trauma, may differ according to country of origin and timing of arrival, 

according to the service providers, some challenges to successful settlement exist for all 

 
54 Data limitations prevented exploring individual qualities such as persistence in the Phase 1 analysis. 
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migrant groups. These challenges include language, cultural context, family and community 

responsibilities, and physical and mental health. All of which have been investigated to some 

degree in this research. Additional challenges mentioned were: physical security; and 

housing security, a major issue given limited income and rental history (De Maio, Gatina-

Bhote, Hoang & Rioseco, 2017b; Fozdar & Hartley, 2013). Accessing the security provided 

by stable employment would assist in addressing these challenges as well as supporting a 

greater sense of belonging, including personal wellbeing. Figure 8.1 maps out these aspects 

of the migrant experience, highlighting the various factors that contribute to wellbeing. 

Young people from differing countries, language and cultural backgrounds need to navigate 

through this complex process drawing on their economic, cultural, social capital and 

individual qualities to achieve economic independence and long-term wellbeing. Navigating 

through one development journey and one culture is challenging; however, given that 

migrants are required to negotiate multiple cultural contexts to achieve economic 

independence, they need to become adept at moving between their worlds:  

…bridging two worlds both in their movement between countries and cultures, and 
in their movement between home and school when they may have to develop 
different ways of being for a range of environments. (Miller, Ziaian & Esterman, 
(2018), p. 347) 

The metaphor of bridges arises not only in the transitions and cultural analogies, but also 

with references to social capital and discussions of linking, bonding and bridging. The 

importance of social bonds and bridges relates to the social climate. Without such supports 

to navigate pathways into meaningful employment, young people from migrant backgrounds 

are at risk of feeling alienated from the Australian community. Both economic infrastructure 

and social inclusion are integral to migrant settlement success and wellbeing. 
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Figure 8.1  Transitions narrative - Summary of qualitative analysis based on providers’ 
interpretation of quantitative LSAY findings and further elaboration 

Confirmation or dissonance with idealised transitions narrative

Formative influences: 
Family & Migrant 
background, SES, 

generation

Host Environment: 
Support/constraints

Outcomes at age 25 
and 30

Young person:
  gender, health

Housing 
and 

transport

Education

Social and 
cultural 
supports

Family 
Responsibilities

Hard work and 
persistence

Employment, 
economic 

independence
WELLBEING

Occupational 
Expectations 

Transitions Narrative

AJ Childs, May 2018

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

 

8.4 Theoretical considerations 

The outcomes from the quantitative analysis and qualitative interviews indicate that migrant 

background, gender and generational status interact with the host environment to influence 

wellbeing and settlement success.  

In all migrant groups in Australia there is a higher likelihood of young people achieving 

university qualifications. However, the employment and wellbeing outcomes for first-

generation female migrants from refugee source countries are lower than those of their peers. 

This confirms other research in Australia and internationally that early educational and 

occupational expectations are important predictors of subsequent education success for both 

males and females. However, employment outcomes differ significantly for men and 

women, showing that paths are segmented not only by background, but also by gender 

(Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; McDonald & Day, 2010; Smart, De Maio, Rioseco, Edwards, 

2017).  
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That all migrant groups also had lower comparative participation in vocational education and 

training qualifications at age 25 aligns with differing occupational expectations specified at 

age 15. Service providers also commented that those from migrant backgrounds were less 

likely to understand or value trade or vocational education qualifications, even when those 

qualifications were associated with higher levels of employment and monetary returns. 

Although occupational expectations appeared to drive higher education qualifications, at age 

25 a significant proportion of young women were not able to fulfil their occupational 

expectations. Although first-generation young women from refugee source countries, even 

those with lower achievement at age 15, all achieved higher education qualifications, they 

were less likely than their peers to be employed. 

Service providers attributed this outcome to cultural and family challenges, as well as 

discrimination. The tight bonds to family, community and culture may override the 

significant investment in human capital that these young women have made. Table 8.2 

provides an overview of the findings and their alignment with the theoretical perspectives 

discussed in this thesis and outlined in Chapter 3 (Section 3.3). In Table 8.2, the ticks (✓) 

indicate an alignment between the outcomes of my analysis and the theoretical concepts; and 

the crosses (X) indicate no alignment. 

  



Chapter 8:  Discussion 

248 

Table 8.2  Theoretical congruence with LSAY03 thesis analysis 

 Theoretical perspective 
 

Outcome from 
LSAY 03 

Human capital 
(International) 

Segmented 
assimilation (US) 

Comparative 
integration 

context 
(Europe) 

Context of 
Multiculturalism 
(Australian ideal) 

Occupational 
expectations 
2003 

X X ✓ X 

Academic 
achievement 
2003 

✓ ✓ ✓* ✓ 

School 
attainment 2008 X X ✓ ✓ 
Employment 
2008 X ✓ ✓* X 
Highest 
education 
qualification 
2013 

X X ✓ ✓ 

Employment 
2013 X ✓ ✓* X 
Wellbeing 2013 X X ✓ X 
Overview 
 X* X ✓ X*a 

*SES, gender, migrant and generational influences.  
aMulticulturalism appears to hold for education but not for employment. 

8.4.1 Human capital theory 

The main assumption of human capital theory (HCT) (Becker, 1964) is that those with 

higher levels of education and skills will be more productive and will therefore be rewarded 

by higher wages and improved employment outcomes. Thus, investment in education and 

skills should be rewarded in the labour market. A corollary found in some research is that 

higher levels of education, leading to better employment outcomes has been associated with 

higher levels of wellbeing (Cole et al., 2009; Currie, 2009). The findings of this study 

suggest that a positive association between education, employment and wellbeing cannot be 

assumed, and varies according to migrant group, generation and gender.  

One finding consistent with HCT is that those who only completed school had poorer 

employment outcomes than those with post-school educational qualifications. This is also 

consistent with the findings of other Australian and international research (Junankar, 2015; 
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Leigh, 2008, Marks, 2017; OECD, 2017). The higher educational and occupational 

expectations of all the migrant groups were associated with graduation from Year 12 and 

university. However, comparing across all outcomes, all the migrant groups did not 

uniformly achieve higher levels of employment (refer Table 8.1). Although women were 

more likely than men to complete higher education (refer Table 5.11 - less than 1.0 RRR for 

females), they were less likely to have full-time employment, and in half the migrant groups 

female migrants had poorer employment outcomes than the longer-term Australian women 

(refer Table 8.1). In terms of wellbeing, women mostly had equivalent or lower levels of 

wellbeing than men, and again, in half the migrant groups female migrants had poorer 

outcomes than the longer-term Australian women. Therefore, wellbeing did not align with 

higher levels of educational achievement. Additionally, unemployment or dissatisfaction 

with their career was associated with psychological distress, therefore additional education 

alone is no guarantee of economic security and successful settlement. 

Explanations from the research interviews suggest that settlement satisfaction and economic 

independence are influenced by differing country backgrounds, occupational expectations, 

educational patterns, social connections, employment experience, and challenges in the host 

environment. Therefore, HCT does not provide a sufficient explanation for the outcomes 

reported here. 

8.4.2 Segmented assimilation theory 

Segmented assimilation theory (SAT) proposes there are distinct patterns of integration into 

social classes by generations of migrants. Portes and others (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Portes & 

Rivas, 2011) challenge the immigrant paradox (see Chapter 2) indicating that it cannot be 

assumed that there is a uniform assimilation or acculturation path reflecting advantage. 

Developed in the US, Haller, Portes and Lynch’s (2011) theory proposes that a sizeable 

proportion of legal migrants with high levels of human capital integrate into the middle 

class. Their children tend to achieve high levels of education and enter the professions (refer 

Chapter 3, Section. 3.2.1, path 1 - full acculturation in the second generation). In Australia, 

skilled migrants and their children would be expected to either follow this pathway or a 

selective acculturation pathway characterised by the preservation of original culture and the 

attainment of middle-class status through educational credentials (path 2).  At the other end 

of the continuum, unskilled migrants with few individual resources, and little in the way of 
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external assistance, experience downward assimilation (dissonant acculturation and low 

educational achievement (path 3). Refugees with few assets may follow this pathway. 

Segmented assimilation experienced in the second generation leads to educational and 

occupational stagnation in subsequent generations (Haller, Portes and Lynch, 2011). These 

researchers highlight the importance of family background and the modes of incorporation of 

the host country as contributing to the patterns of integration.  

Although Australian society is considered to have a relatively flat social structure, it is 

stratified by differences based on cultural, social and economic capital represented by socio-

economic status (SES). The Australian ideal of a class-less society ignores the growing 

inequalities (Sheppard & Biddle, 2017). 

The findings of this study partially support segmented ‘class’ assimilation integration theory. 

Academic achievement results in 2003 indicate differentiation in levels of academic 

achievement with migrants from refugee source countries having lower levels of 

achievement than longer-term Australians. Additionally, the 2008 employment outcomes of 

first-generation men and women from refugee source countries, and the 2013 employment 

outcomes of first-generation women from refugee source countries, are poorer than those of 

their longer-term Australian peers. However, my analysis of educational expectations, school 

attainment and highest educational qualifications do not align with SAT. Occupational and 

educational expectations, academic achievement, school attainment, highest educational 

qualifications and employment status in 2013 of second-generation migrants from refugee 

source countries are equivalent to, or higher than, those of longer-term Australians. 

Furthermore, in the second-generation, wellbeing levels are equivalent to those of longer-

term Australians.  Rather than dissonant acculturation this more closely aligns with the 

selective acculturation path. 

The pattern of findings for migrants in the first- and second-generation from non-refugee 

source countries is somewhat different. Consistently there are higher proportions of young 

people gaining university qualifications. Yet the pattern on other outcomes varies more 

between the generations. For first-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries, 

occupational expectations, academic achievement in 2003, school attainment in 2008, 

employment in 2008 and 2013 are equivalent to those of longer-term Australians. Therefore, 

one could assert that there is full acculturation into the Australian economic mainstream as 
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described by SAT. However, for second-generation migrants from non-refugee source 

countries the path does not seem as favourable. Although occupational expectations are 

higher than those of their longer-term Australian peers, their academic achievement in 2003 

and their employment outcomes in 2008 and 2013 were poorer. Consequently, the path of 

integration into the social and economic mainstream seems questionable and a description of 

dissonant acculturation or downward assimilation does not seem appropriate. 

In this study, there was little evidence of young migrants with very low educational 

achievement and low employment outcomes. However, some of the service providers 

expressed concerns about a sub-group of young people who were not achieving 

educationally or gaining meaningful employment and hence becoming alienated.  As 

discussed in the wellbeing chapter (7), differences between the quantitative results and 

qualitative interviews may be attributable to sample attrition, with lower SES and lower 

achieving students being more likely to discontinue their participation in the project or to 

nondisclosure of relevant data by participants. Countering this, other qualitative research has 

found that male migrants report having higher levels of satisfaction with Australian life 

(Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2007). 

Additionally, as Reitz, Zhang and Hawkins (2011) also found, the relegation of migrants into 

the lower classes does not occur when relatively high-quality educational opportunities are 

freely available, and others suggest, combined with an orientation to scholarly practices, 

valuing excellence driving improved academic performance (Watkins and Noble, 2013). As 

Xie and Greenman (2011) conclude, segmented assimilation theory does not fully explain 

the differential processes of assimilation nor does it consider how different institutional 

settings mediate the effects of social class in country of origin and levels of resources upon 

arrival in the host country.  

Portes and Haller’s work refers to several factors as predictors of downward assimilation 

including: single-parent families, low SES, lower educational expectations and low school 

achievement (see also Haller et al., 2011; Portes et al., 2009). Young males are often linked 

with downward assimilation and reactive responses to perceived injustice, but gender was 

not significant in the Haller and colleagues’ (2011, p. 756) study of high and low SES 

schools. However, also reporting in the US, Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) concluded their 

work on educational and occupational careers of second-generation young migrants with: ‘… 
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paths of assimilation are segmented not only by class and ethnicity, but also by gender’. 

Given that segmented assimilation theory does not explicitly consider gender differences, 

consideration needs to be afforded to the importance of the intersection of gender with 

country of origin as a marker for culture; SES as a marker for class; and visa type as a 

marker for migrant status.  

Segmented assimilation theory’s focus on three paths of settlement - full acculturation, 

selective acculturation and dissonant acculturation - appears to be less relevant in the 

Australian context. As mentioned, the work of Haller and Portes (2011) extends SAT, citing 

that the most plausible explanation for enduring differences is due to the distinct modes of 

incorporation into society. The modes are linked to the unfavourable contexts, such as 

schooling, encountered by various groups in the United States. Therefore, the integration 

context, in conjunction with background characteristics of the migrant, combine to determine 

settlement outcomes. In other words, policy settings and support measures to respond to the 

needs of migrants from various backgrounds are an important component of settlement 

outcomes.  

Other classifications of class are considered more recently in Australia. Sheppard and Biddle 

(2017) describe six class types in the Australian society signalling that older class 

categorisations are outdated in current economic structures.  In their analysis based on 

cultural, social, and economic capital, they distinguish between the precariat - with high 

numbers of retired pensioners; ageing workers with the highest mean age of employed 

persons; new workers with a low rate of unemployment; the emerging affluent class which 

has the youngest mean age of employed persons; the established mobile middle class 

accounting for one-quarter of the adult population; and the established affluent being the 

most advantaged (Sheppard and Biddle, 2017). This is more nuanced than the working-class, 

middle-class and ethnic enclaves proposed in SAT. However, my contention is that their 

measure of cultural capital remains highly UK/Euro/US centric associated with the Western 

canon and does not consider the array of cultural activities or cultural capital representative 

of a multicultural society (Noble & Ang, 2018). Another Australian researcher identifies that 

there is an increase in a ‘multicultural middle class’ created from two sources: the intake of 

highly skilled NESB migrants and upwardly mobile second and third migrant generations 

(Colic-Peisker, 2011). The results presented here are more consistent with a conception of 
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class that has multicultural dimensions. Additional measures of cultural capital would assist 

in making Sheppard and Biddle’s (2017) more relevant to the Australian context. 

8.4.3 Comparative integration context theory 

The results of my analysis confirm the importance of the Australian context to interpret 

outcomes both at the individual and the broader group level. Reflecting on immigration 

patterns in the US and European countries suggests that social and political settings are 

important for social, cultural and economic participation and belonging (Schneider & Crul, 

2012). Integration contexts are affected by differing institutional arrangements governed by 

legislation and enacted in citizenship and migration rules; for example, education, the labour 

market, housing and freedom to observe religion. The background characteristics of 

migrants, such as parental education or coming from a rural rather than city environment, or 

refugee background, interact with the integration context to amplify differences. 

In Australia, a considerable proportion of most migrant groups in my study held 

occupational expectations for professional or managerial positions, that is, looking through 

the window to perceived higher status future prosperity. This was matched by similarly 

higher rates of completion of high-level educational qualifications and low rates of 

completion of VET qualifications. Using education to attain professional positions appears 

to be the common aspiration and was confirmed by the migration service providers that I 

interviewed. However, the somewhat lower than expected academic achievement levels (at 

age 15) of second-generation migrants from non-refugee source countries goes against this 

trend. This group also had lower levels of employment in 2008 and 2013. The more expected 

path would be improved outcomes for the second generation based on the assumption that 

they would have stronger social networks within the broader community, and higher English 

levels and understanding of the Australian education and labour market systems compared to 

first-generation migrants. 

Solely categorising by first generation or second generation to distinguish outcomes is 

insufficient due to the influence of other factors, as argued by comparative integration 

context theory (CICT) (refer Table 8.1) and may offer a more relevant insight. CICT does 

not describe specific trajectories such as upward mobility, straight-line integration or 

downward assimilation. Rather, settlement results are reflective of the integration context 

and are, thus, descriptive and potentially tautological (it is what it is). CICT emphasises the 



Chapter 8:  Discussion 

254 

background, processes or institutional arrangements to explain the differences in settlement 

outcomes.  

Comparative work across seven European nations examining one ethnocultural group of a 

lower SES level shows the impact of different institutional arrangements (Crul & Schneider, 

2012; Schneider & Crul, 2012). Holding background demographics constant, their research 

revealed that country-specific institutional practices such as recognition of originating 

country qualifications, impact of childcare support, expectations of parental involvement in 

school, university or vocational streaming at school, and differing employment access, were 

associated with later employment and social outcomes (Crul and Schneider, 2012; Schneider 

and Crul, 2012). They and other researchers (Hendriks & Bartram, 2016; Reitz, 2002, 

1998/2018) therefore conclude that the integration context is paramount, enabling the 

capacity of individuals or a group to improve their position in society. However, these 

researchers do not present a coherent typology of the specific features that are advantageous 

to specific migrants. The findings of my analysis suggest that the integration context is 

playing a significant role in the education, employment, and wellbeing outcomes of young 

migrants. 

8.4.4 Multiculturalism 

Although Australian governments’ settlement ideals reflect the goals of multiculturalism, the 

results of the analysis presented here do not unequivocally indicate the achievement of 

multiculturalism, in terms of supporting cultural identity, social justice, and economic 

efficiency; that is, the rights of all Australians to equality of treatment and opportunity; the 

removal of barriers of race, ethnicity, culture, religion, language, gender or place of birth; 

and the need to maintain, develop and use effectively the skills and talents of all Australians, 

regardless of family background (Commonwealth of Australia, 1989; DHA, 2017; DSS, 

2017). 

The pattern of results from these analyses provides only partial support for the ideal of 

multiculturalism with respect to occupational expectations, academic achievement, school 

attainment in 2008, and highest education qualifications in 2013. Moreover, that there was 

no association between migrant status and sense of belonging is consistent with a 

multicultural society. The equivalent or generally higher levels of attainment suggest 

equality of educational opportunities across the groups. However, when comparing migrant 
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employment outcomes with those of male and female longer-term Australians, employment 

and wellbeing outcomes are mixed due to differences according to gender. Colquhon (on 

behalf of the Migration Council of Australia, 2015) documents the significant gender 

imbalances across a range of indicators: lower workforce participation rates, low-status jobs 

with greater wage gaps and poorer working conditions. As shown in this study, the gaining 

of equivalent or higher levels of academic achievement is indicative of overall equality of 

opportunity, suggesting that the institutional settings allow and enable individuals from 

migrant backgrounds to reach their educational potential. However, migrants need to be 

persistent and may incur considerable personal and family costs such as those mentioned 

during the service provider interviews.   

Whereas in education there does not seem to be widespread evidence of separation or 

marginalisation, segregation or exclusion, the data are less conclusive for employment and 

wellbeing. Galligan, Boese, and Phillips (2014) comment on the key role of employers, 

beyond providing a source of income, in supporting societal integration and successful 

settlement in ‘becoming Australian’. Employers are considered gatekeepers of workforce 

entry and are reported as offering pastoral care where the state does not sufficiently provide 

services. However, this can potentially lead to dependant exploitative relationships in a 

‘regulatory vacuum’ (Galligan etal., 2014). 

Berry (2005) provides a more nuanced interpretation of multiculturalism as one outcome of 

acculturation.  Berry’s model of acculturation considers the relationships among groups by 

focusing on strategies of ethnocultural groups, and strategies of the larger society. It 

implicitly refers to the background of the migrant group and explicitly to the host society 

context. When diversity is an accepted feature of the society, including all the various 

ethnocultural groups, then ‘multiculturalism’ is fostered as shown in Figure 8.2.  
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Figure 8.2  Acculturation model 

 
Source: Adapted from Berry, 2005, Acculturation: Living successfully in two cultures, Figure 3, p. 705.  

Conflicts between these various conditions or preferences create difficulties for individuals 

producing acculturative stress. The integrative (acculturation) approach has been found to be 

the least stressful, and marginalisation the most stressful (refer Figure 8.2) (Berry 2005, 

2006; Wu et al., 2018). Although multiculturalism is a stated aim, some of the political and 

media discourse in Australia suggests that assimilation, or the melting pot with Anglo-Celtic 

dominance, remains a competing goal. The findings on a range of outcomes in the two 

research phases of this thesis do not support an assertion that multiculturalism has been 

achieved. The most liberal interpretation would be that cultural pluralism55 is present: 

migrant groups are pursuing their interests in gaining professional and managerial positions 

through the completion of higher educational qualifications but, in some cases, differences in 

values and practices result in gender differences in employment outcomes. 

 
55 As described in the literature review - Multiculturalism is distinct from cultural pluralism, with multiculturalism not requiring 

a dominant culture. Cultural pluralism entails when smaller groups within a larger society maintain their unique cultural 
identities, and their values and practices are accepted by the wider culture provided they are consistent with the laws and 
values of the wider society (Galligan et al., 2014). If the dominant culture is weakened, societies move from cultural 
pluralism into multiculturalism - see also in the school setting - Schachner, Noack, Van de Vijver & Eckstein, 2016. 
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Young women reported lower levels of wellbeing which may be the result of dissatisfaction 

with their employment situation, career issues and/or social life. For first-generation women 

from refugee source countries, poor home life conditions may also contribute to their lower 

levels of wellbeing. Galligan and colleagues (2014) identify that pre-migration expectations 

of gender roles continue to be reinforced in Australia, often against the wishes of the recently 

arrived themselves. 

Berry’s view of acculturation is more focused on the receiving context than segmented 

assimilation theory and is more in tune with calls for a greater consideration of 

intersectionality (Atewologun, 2018; Colquhon, 2015; Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Harris, 

2013); that is, the interconnectedness of race or ethnicity, SES or class, language or religion, 

age and gender within local and national environments. Although comparative integration 

context theory provides more emphasis on process and institutional arrangements, it does not 

sufficiently consider the impact of gender when explaining differences.  

Taking institutional arrangements as a given affects the way we perceive problems of 

participation among young people. Comparing different groups in the same local or national 

contexts focuses on the migrant groups themselves to examine how they perform as 

compared to the dominant longer-term Australian group. The results presented here show 

that the usual dominant group - white males - do not necessarily achieve at the highest levels 

in education but do have, on average, better employment outcomes. Understanding the 

reasons for this anomaly may assist policy makers to develop strategies for all to achieve 

better outcomes, not only in the integration of migrants into the labour market but in society 

more generally. As Colic-Peisker and Tilbury (2007) commented, interpreting different 

outcomes for groups of migrants, rather than assuming that the job market is ‘blind to 

ethnicity’ they consider it is based on both structural and interpersonal racism. The findings 

presented here suggest that the Australian labour market is ‘not blind to ethnicity or gender’. 

In comparing the US, Canada and Australia, Reitz (1998/2018, 2002) emphasised that, in 

addition to immigration and education policy, it is important to consider pre-existing cultural 

relations, changing international boundaries and globalisation, government policy and 

programs, and labour markets and related institutions (Colquhon, 2015). The results of my 

analysis support the view that it takes more than an individual’s capacity or a specific 

cultural group’s ability to consistently achieve their expectations or aspirations. Rather we 
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need greater understanding of the interplay between communities - such as specific migrant 

or local environments, the opportunity structures such as institutional arrangements that 

support or hinder, and an individual’s agency to set goals, counter barriers, and persist in 

attaining their economic, social and wellbeing aims.   

8.4.5 Windows and Bridges 

8.4.5.1 Windows – looking for opportunities and pursuing expectations 

Central to findings of this thesis are that many students from all migrant backgrounds 

aspired to a grand future – peering through a distant window - going beyond restricted 

locally bounded options to ‘horizon(s) of possibility’ (Shah et al., 2010). This thesis research 

supports other findings on parental expectations and young people’s own expectations 

playing an important role in determining educational attainment (Chesters, 2015; Khattab & 

Modood, 2018).  

A strength of the longitudinal research design enables assertions including that migrant 

status, including country of origin background, influenced educational and vocational 

outcomes to varying effects dependent in part on gender and generation. Where for the 

longer-term Australians, location and socio-economic background may have limited young 

peoples’ expectations, because of the strong support from migrant family and communities, 

young people from migrant background overcame limits in economic capital especially 

through education and “hard work” (Naidoo, 2015b). Such outcomes support the concept of 

‘ethnic capital’ or community cultural wealth (Shah et al., 2010; Yosso, 2005).  This aligns 

with motivation for upward social mobility by encouraging participation in university 

education and high-status careers (Basit & Modood, 2016). 

The effects of the intersection of gender and migrant background are apparent in this thesis 

relating to education and employment. Young women, particularly those from more recent 

migrant backgrounds exemplify the vision and determination to achieve economic 

independence through educational attainment in Australia. In the UK, there is some 

discussion of a gendered aspect to ethnic capital, with some parents concerned of possible 

negative impacts of ‘western’ education for daughters, also associated with faith beliefs and 

impropriety (Khattab & Modood, 2018), that is – closing the window. However, this was not 

explicitly reported in this thesis. It appears those daughters and the next generation of young 
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women have higher expectations of achieving university education, greater than the majority 

longer-term Australian group. Extended family relationships, sometimes with negative 

examples of others’ experiences of struggle, may assist shape aspirations. Based on 

comments by the providers as key informants, this is potentially driven by the need for a 

greater educational advantage to counter potential labour market discrimination. Knowledge 

of more accessible Australian education opportunities helps shape higher expectations and 

attainment.  

8.4.5.2 Bridges – home, community, schools, further education and employment 

As mentioned earlier, the metaphor of bridges arises in discussing education to employment 

transitions, and social and ethnic capital. Linking, bridging and bonding relationships 

connect the young person to family members, communities, schools, further education and 

employment.  For example, if there are older siblings, they can provide additional support, 

knowledge and connections as part of inter-generational family resources. High status role 

models of similar background, and other systems of support, such as migrant homework 

clubs provide additional ‘ethnic capital’ (Basit & Modood, 2016; Shah et al., 2010). These 

connections align most closely with bonding descriptions. In Australia, the results of this 

thesis counters what some have described pejoratively elsewhere as ‘ethnic ghettoes’ (Harris, 

2013; Naidoo et al, 2015) or ethnic enclaves (Edgar, 2013) especially in terms of education.  

One concern is where such social or ethnic capital is not available to individuals potentially 

entrenching multi-generational disadvantage. Ideally, bridging gaps through educational 

systems and infrastructure to support those with more limited connections or opportunities to 

careers and employment should be available. That there were different proportions of 

migrant status groups in different educational sectors (with those from longer-term 

Australian background having the highest proportion in independent schools, refer 4.4.3.2), 

combined with lower academic achievement of those from government schools, suggests 

that there is stratification in the Australian education system with differing effects. This 

potentially leads to creating greater inequality, with fewer resources to support those from 

refugee background, as this migrant group had the highest proportion attending government 

schools (Miller et al., 2018). 

It appears that student UK and European experience of early selection of migrant students 

into differing school tracks – that is stratification into vocationally oriented compared to 
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university careers - has led to differences in higher education participation, with an under-

representation of more SES disadvantaged students in elite universities (Basit & Modood, 

2016). The type of university was not considered in this thesis, so that could be considered 

for future work, examining backgrounds interacting with migrant status and gender. 

Additionally, stratification appears to have occurred relating to vocational education and 

associated careers. As young women from first-generation refugee source country 

backgrounds had lower full-time employment levels at age 25 compared to longer-term 

Australian women, the bridges from education to employment do not appear to have been as 

effectively formed. 

Many girls have high aspirations for education and employment motivated by changing 

societal norms and values in the wider community, as well as individual ambition. This 

focus on education first is reported as being generally supported by their peer culture (Shah, 

et al., 2010). Gender identity of young men appears a more complex issue, influencing 

expectations which may explain the more diverse outcomes of schooling, vocational 

education qualifications and university employment. A key influence is cited as their peer 

group culture (Shah et al., 2010).  

Shah and colleagues (focussing on young British Pakistanis in the UK, 2010) comment that 

dominant models of social capital theory do not address gender sufficiently, and need to go 

beyond country of origin discussions to address broader issues of identity and class:  

Not only gender (hierarchies, ideologies and identities) and religion 
(identities and practices) but also structural disadvantages (such as 

experiences and perceptions of racialized gendered labour markets) … in 
achieving social mobility must be placed within wider debates about the 

social locations of individuals and groups, and social divisions in society. 
(Shah, Dwyer, & Modood, 2010, p. 1123) 

8.4.5.3  Intersectionality 

In this thesis, class represented by SES, also demonstrated its effects with those from lower 

SES backgrounds having lower levels of academic achievement, were less likely to complete 

school, were more likely to complete a VET qualification rather than attend university, yet 

there was not a significant relationship with full-time employment, only part-time 

employment (controlling for other factors). Yet identified from this study were that those 

from refugee source countries were more likely to be from lower socio-economic conditions, 
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attend government schools, and contra to the overall sample findings also completed school, 

and for young women of that background attained university qualifications and yet were less 

likely to have full-time employment at age 25. The importance of considering 

intersectionality and recognising the challenges of identifying with or identified as 

possessing two or more attributes needs greater focus.  

Marjoribank’s (2005) work on education considering aspirations, social status, gender and 

ethnic background (based on geographic regions) also found complex relationships between 

education aspirations and attainment. He found gender differences in educational attainment 

are moderated in part by young adults’ family background (including Anglo Australian, 

Asian, and Middle Eastern families but did not include visa category) and social status. At 

lower family social status levels, there continued to be ethnic groups’ differences in 

attainment at all aspiration levels. This could in part explain the educational outcomes for 

those from refugee source country background in this thesis. In contrast, for young adults 

from higher social status families, ethnic group differences in attainment were minimised at 

high aspiration levels (Marjoribanks, 2005). The current work extends these findings to 

consider the next stage in transition journeys from education to employment, identifying that 

a fuller narrative needs to be explored. 

Considering interactions (multiplicative) rather than additive approaches is required to 

address future data collection and policy challenges. That is, the potential effects of one’s 

identity occur simultaneously and are amplified by multiple considerations (Jang, 2018). For 

example, young women from first-generation refugee source countries (e.g. ‘visible 

minority’ from Mynamar - Karen with EAL[D]) experiences compared to second-generation 

young men from non-refugee source countries (e.g. from Denmark with EAL[D]) but both 

would be considered migrants from NESB (a frequently used category). Their experiences in 

employment are shaped by power relations related to gender, whether of visible difference to 

the majority of the host nation, economic status of country of origin, likely employment and 

commercial familiarity, and with English and education systems as a child, as part of the 

social context (Jang, 2018). 

Discussion of gender, ethnicity and educational leadership in the US (Fitzgerald, 2003), 

identifies considerable imbalances with concerns about the homogenous impact of policy 

reforms. Australian advocacy in education, employment and wellbeing needs to increasingly 
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scrutinize ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, and age to address imbalances. For 

example, the Australian Human Rights Commission (Patterson, 2018) has current concerns 

about older women’s financial security which is a legacy of reduced employment and 

changing home-life and housing conditions. Potentially, this could continue to be a growing 

concern including more women from CALD backgrounds. From this study there needs to be 

additional focus on country of origin concerns and associated reduced wellbeing. 

Individuals’ experiences and acculturation over time are shaped externally and internally - 

by their birth identity and context-specific factors including social and institutional forces in 

which they live (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Dahmoon, 2011; Jang, 2018; Lopez-Class 

et al., 2018).  

It is important to consider how identity relates to structures and systems. Sometimes identity 

is what individuals identify with, but it can also refer to what individuals are identified as. 

Differences within an identity category, such as women, can be as significant as the 

differences between, for example, women and men (often used as the reference category). It 

is crucial to look within categories for more explanation of diversity. Identifying some 

groups as “vulnerable” can hide the fact that they are made vulnerable. Considering migrant 

education, employment and wellbeing, we need to look beyond the individual to the systems 

and structures that these individuals and their identities exist within. That is immigration and 

settlement policy, educational support, employment conditions and institutions, and access to 

culturally sensitive healthcare, as well as considering individual experiences of 

discrimination. 

Using the longer-term Australian category, as the reference, in some cases is a questionable 

choice as the filter of (male) whiteness English speaking background has been constructed 

and positioned as the privileged ‘norm’ (Fitzgerald, 2003, p. 433; Yang, 2018; Yosso, 2005). 

It focuses on the perceived monoculture of the powerful rather than the full richness and 

recognition of the benefits of the values of a more diverse student population. In the 

quantitative study of this thesis it was used as a more reliable reference indicator given the 

respective sample sizes. In later analyses (employment) separate analyses for men and 

women were conducted to have an alternate perspective, and in wellbeing analyses the 

refugee source country migrant status group as a reference was used followed by individual 

migrant status group analyses to provide further description. Also demonstrated by this 

analysis, is that some gender and migrant groups that may have previously identified as 



Chapter 8:  Discussion 

263 

having poorer outcomes (for example, all migrant women), are now setting the higher 

benchmark, especially regarding educational attainment, and challenging the status quo as to 

what appropriate recognition and reference should be observed. There is a need for broader 

discourses to re-shape the perspective of non-dominant groups (pursuing ideas of community 

cultural wealth, Yosso, 2005). 

A shift from studying identities and categories to studying transition processes and systems 

should foster a more rigorous review of how and why differences in settlement outcomes are 

interpreted and acted upon (Dhamoon, 2011). Given the increasing proportion of Australians 

from diverse international backgrounds there is also a call for more recognition in health, 

law, and financial arenas to address the intersection of identities (Patterson, 2018). This has 

implications for policy and leadership which will be discussed more in the next chapter – 

Discussion. Through advocacy, ideally quicker responses to addressing inequalities could be 

achieved, if decision makers are committed to do so. 

8.5 Youth summary  

Overall, the results presented in this thesis add to our understanding of the interplay between 

the individual, community and society as part of settlement for young people. As discussed 

in the Literature Review and Theories, Concepts and Context chapters (chapters 2 and 3), a 

National Youth Settlement Framework has recently been developed to guide settlement 

policy and service delivery for young people (MYAN, 2016). The goal of this framework is 

to address specific concerns of young people not adequately considered in other migrant 

settlement policies. The framework promotes active citizenship in four domains: economic, 

social, civic participation and personal wellbeing - and suggests that a multicultural society 

would support active citizenship. This entails providing an Australian context that enables 

young people to: navigate a multi-cultural identity; enact a sense of belonging in Australian 

society; enable positive cultural and religious expression; understand Australian culture and 

society, and, importantly, be able to access and navigate a range of services to foster 

personal and economic independence (MYAN, 2016). Greater explicit recognition of the 

power relations embodied by institutions and systems, and the simultaneity and multiplicity 

of young peoples’ identities within the advocated Australian multi-cultural social context 

could assist direct further research into transition outcomes (Jang, 2018). The results of my 
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analyses provide additional baseline comparative information to then enable future 

evaluation of the effectiveness of policies and practices associated with this framework. 

8.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of my key findings and their relationships to four 

theoretical perspectives relevant to my analyses. Although each of the theoretical 

perspectives discussed here provides a partial explanation of the findings, a more contextual 

focus on the intersection of migrant status and gender is required for the development of 

theories providing a more nuanced understanding of the complexities of the integration of 

first- and second-generation migrants into Australian society. My analysis of 11 waves of 

data collected from LSAY 2003 participants between 2003 and 2013 guided by 13 research 

questions on education, employment and wellbeing, shows that many young Australians 

from migrant background attain higher levels of educational qualifications than their longer-

term Australian peers. However, the employment and wellbeing outcomes of young migrants 

are not equivalently positive with variations in gender and generation. Young migrants’ 

educational outcomes are likely to be attributed to occupational expectations associated with 

positive attitudes to educational achievement, dedication and persistence, and course 

selection. However, background factors relating to gender roles, the home circumstances of 

those from refugee source countries, weaker connection to employment options, and the 

integration context (such as labour market conditions, social factors and prejudice) are still 

likely to influence how young people are settling and acculturating in Australia in the 21st 

century. My research suggests that the comprehensive goals of multiculturalism have not yet 

been achieved. 

In the final chapter, Conclusion, I will discuss the limitations of my work, directions for 

further research, and some of the policy implications arising from my results.  
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9  

In this final chapter, I summarise my main findings and then discuss the limitations of my 

research, directions for further research, and policy implications arising from the results. For 

this study, I conducted analyses of longitudinal data collected by the Longitudinal Surveys 

of Australian Youth (LSAY) project (AGDET, 2014a) from the cohort of young Australians 

who participated in the PISA in 2003. The sample included all students aged 15 years 

attending selected schools throughout Australia in 2003 (n=10,370). As with all longitudinal 

surveys of young people attrition was an issue and by 2013 there were 3,697 participants 

(35.7 per cent). Based on country of origin of the participants and their parents, I identified 

five migrant groups within the cohort: longer-term Australian; second-generation migrant 

from non-refugee source country; second-generation migrant from a refugee source country; 

first-generation migrant from non-refugee source country; first-generation migrant from a 

refugee source country. I also investigated these five groups according to gender for some 

education, employment and wellbeing outcomes. Thus, I was able to examine outcomes for 

10 groups of young people and consider the intersecting effects of gender and migrant status. 

The four theoretical perspectives relevant to my analysis all provided partial explanations, 

indicating that further research and theorising are required. The use of the mixed 

methodology enhanced my understanding of the complexities of education-to-work 

transitions. Analysis of data generated by qualitative interviews provided an elaboration of 

the findings from the quantitative data. An overview of the thesis structure and focus was 

provided in Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1. 

9.1 Summary of findings 

The primary goal of this study was to examine differences in education, employment and 

wellbeing outcomes of young people according to migrant status and gender as they 

transitioned from adolescence to adulthood and economic independence. Using an 

innovative method from the field of demography and sequential explanatory mixed methods, 

I identified factors that influence education-to-employment transitions for young migrants 
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based on country of origin as well as generational effects. A series of 13 research questions 

guided my analyses, and the full details of the findings are provided in Chapter 8. 

Addressing the first five research questions on education, the results presented in this thesis 

indicate that educational qualifications vary according to migrant status. The higher levels of 

occupational expectations of first-generation migrants from refugee source countries and 

non-refugee source countries appear to drive higher levels of educational attainment as these 

young people seek to improve their opportunities for employment in managerial and 

professional positions. Furthermore, a sense of belonging was associated with improved 

educational outcomes. The finding that young people from migrant and refugee backgrounds 

were less likely than longer-term Australians to leave school before completing Year 12, 

even if they had poorer achievement results at age 15, is consistent with the findings of other 

researchers (Cardak & McDonald, 2004; Marks, 2010a; Watkins & Noble, 2013) suggesting 

that expectations and persistence in accessing education opportunities can assist overcome 

perceived earlier disadvantage.  

Not engaging in any employment until after completing further education does not appear to 

be a successful employment strategy, particularly for women. The results addressing the four 

employment research questions highlighted migrant and gender differences. Women were 

less likely than men to be employed if they were parents. Female first-generation migrants 

from a refugee source country were less likely than their longer-term Australian female peers 

to be employed, and second-generation migrants were less likely than their longer-term 

Australian respective male and female peers to be employed.  

Addressing the wellbeing research questions, my results show that wellbeing at age 25 is 

associated with employment, satisfaction with career, social and home life but not with level 

of education. Young women reported poorer levels of wellbeing than men, which is widely 

documented elsewhere (AIHW, 2011). Qualitative data generated by the interviews with 

service providers suggested that career and employment achievement (or lack of) and family 

expectations influence the lives of young migrants, particularly those from refugee source 

countries. highlighting the intersection of gender and migrant status. One of the service 

providers commented on the existence of: 
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Counselling team leader, Refugee trauma services: 

… the tension between the individualistic West and Australian culture and the 
collectivists… [as a generalisation]. A lot of the young men that I speak to their 
family is them. They don't actually separate from their family, but, in this 
[Australian] culture, clearly, they are separate from their family. That's a real 
tension I think for both the males and the females.  

Transitions between education and employment have become more complex in Australia, 

particularly since the global financial crisis (GFC) of 2008 (Junankar, 2015). Changing 

employment practices, such as higher rates of casual and part-time jobs, create challenges for 

young people seeking full-time work and aiming to build financial security. This has 

implications for labour force engagement, civic participation and the wellbeing of young 

people in Australia. For example, without employment, young people are constrained in their 

ability to participate in the economic and social lives of their communities, having less of a 

sense of connectedness or inclusion. 

Such a sense of belonging, inclusion and participation are components of Jenson’s (1998) 

dimensions of social cohesion. Having equal access to education, employment, health care, 

and housing are necessary components for any person. In addition, confidence in institutions 

such as the political system, government departments, and the broader environment are 

needed to ensure that a young person’s identity is accepted (Dandy & Pe-pua, 2015). 

The thesis highlighted that the potential effects of one’s identity occur simultaneously and 

intersect with multiple considerations including gender, family background including 

country of origin, age, generation in the host country, and SES. The variation shown in 

outcomes (for example, in academic achievement or psychological distress) within an 

identity category, such as women, can be as significant as the differences between, for 

example, women and men (Yosso, 2005). Considering interactions of intersectionality, it is 

crucial to look within categories for more explanation of diversity. First-generation young 

women from refugee background with limited social and economic support may differ 

significantly in outcomes compared to first-generation young women from skilled migrant 

background with ample connections and social and economic resources. Yet both are 

described as first-generation migrant women with non-English speaking background in many 

data collections.  
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In contrast to studies based on language background other than English (LBOTE) or broad 

geographic continental groupings, the analysis presented here is based on 10 migrant status 

by gender groups, in order to provide a richer insight into the transitions between education 

and employment experienced by young Australians. An analysis of other results on 

psychological distress echo the findings on gender differences following settlement, with 

higher proportions of young women exhibiting psychological distress when compared with 

their male counterparts. The current work considers the next stage in transition journeys 

from education to employment, identifying that a fuller narrative needs to be explored that 

includes wellbeing.2 

More sophisticated data linking is required to address future data collection and policy 

challenges. Considering migrant education, employment and wellbeing, we also need to look 

beyond the individual to the systems and structures that these individuals and their identities 

exist within, ensuring that they are enabled where necessary, for example in employment, to 

facilitate belonging. Identifying some groups as “vulnerable” can hide the fact that they are 

made vulnerable, by limiting their access to resources and support, perhaps because of the 

distance and expense of transport or affordable housing, or by pre-conceived views on their 

agency and abilities.  

For this thesis I drew upon theoretical perspectives to consider the paths of young people: 

looking through the window of expectations to crossing bridges as part of their transition and 

settlement journey: human capital theory, segmented assimilation theory, and comparative 

integration context theory, within the context of Australian multiculturalism. I found some 

support for human capital theory, in that the employment outcomes for young migrant and 

refugee males did not differ from those of longer-term Australian males. However, the 

outcomes for young migrant and refugee women were less consistent suggesting other 

factors influence the relationship between human capital and employment outcomes.  

In contradiction to segmented assimilation theory, in the Australian context first- and 

second-generation migrants and refugees were more likely than their longer-term Australian 

peers to achieve university-level qualifications. Although those from refugee source 

countries tended to have lower socio-economic status this did not dampen their enthusiasm 

for pursuing educational pathways into professional roles. These findings also suggest that 

the nature of Australian culture, institutions and underlying social processes influence the 
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efforts of young migrants and refugees to achieve their goals, aligning more closely with 

comparative integration context theory. Combined with the findings on psychological 

distress as an indicator of wellbeing, this thesis indicates that the ideal of an Australian 

multicultural society has not yet been fully realised. 

9.1.1 Contributions to research 
This thesis makes four important contributions to research on migrants’ transitions from 

education to employment.  Use of the ‘refugee source countries’ migrant status categories is 

an original and innovative approach use of the LSAY. This has not previously occurred and 

is a significant contribution to education and migration research. The research design with 

the quantitative comparative analysis based on a longitudinal survey of Australian youth 

from 2003 to 2013 with comparisons by migrant status and generation to the longer-term 

Australians was also novel. This approach identified that young people from migrant 

backgrounds showed educational persistence, with comparatively higher occupational 

expectations and higher educational attainment than their longer-term Australian peers. For 

employment, there were differing outcomes according to migrant background, gender and 

generation. Additionally, with respect to wellbeing there were also varying outcomes with 

young women from refugee source countries having the poorest levels of wellbeing. The 

qualitative comments provided explanatory insights into these outcomes. 

Secondly, exploring the three key dimensions of education, employment and wellbeing in 

the transition from education to employment will assist understanding the integration context 

of settlement in Australia. This should provide a more holistic view of migrants, guiding 

policy and practice to focus on all desired outcomes. For example, without the longer-term 

view of employment and wellbeing outcomes, educational and training strategies early in the 

life course may not appropriately address the complexities of securing employment in later 

years. The lower employment rates for those of migrant backgrounds are particularly 

concerning when many of these young people have done all that has been recommended in 

terms of gaining higher level qualifications (with the accompanying debts). Their lack of 

success in gaining appropriate employment requires further investigation using data 

collected over a longer term than 11 years. The transitions narrative presented in Figure 8.1 

exemplifies that journey. 
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The third contribution of this thesis is its interrogation of three theoretical perspectives: 

human capital theory, segmented assimilation theory, comparative integration context theory 

within the background of proposed Australian multiculturalism. These theories take 

insufficient account of the interaction of gender, migrant status and individual agency 

components in settlement and transition outcomes. The use of intersectionality was 

considered to aid further understanding. Further development of theoretical perspectives that 

focuses on intersectionality is warranted within the Australian environment to examine the 

interplay between identity and structural components to address employment and wellbeing 

outcomes. 

Fourthly, this thesis has identified the need to address gaps in available longitudinal 

quantitative data sets which hamper research and analysis of migrants’ transitions from 

education to employment. For example, improved measures of personal demographic 

attributes, social capital, cultural capital and psychological considerations, with consistent 

follow-up in later waves across the life course in the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian 

Youth (LSAY) project, would aid model development to link settlement and transition 

outcomes. Through such research, attention could be focussed earlier on young Australians, 

and particularly those from a migrant background, to ensure their wellbeing needs and career 

employment goals are met. 

9.2 Limitations 

Although the data selected for this project are the best available, there are several limitations 

that were identified and discussed in some detail in the Methodology chapter (Chapter 4, 

Section 4.4). Attrition from the sample over the 11 years of data collection diminishes the 

generalisability of the results, with lower representation from lower SES backgrounds 

potentially inflating the likelihood of completing further education (Chesters, 2018; Tolliver, 

2013). Although the analyses were conducted using weighted data, there are some concerns 

that the results may not comprehensively reflect those that would be obtained from 

population data - if that were available. This issue of attrition continues to be investigated for 

PISA and LSAY data (NCVER, 2016). Recommendations include strengthening links from 

the first wave (PISA) to the second wave (LSAY) in future collections to improve the ability 

to analyse sub-populations (such as those from refugee backgrounds, or Indigenous 

Australians), and potentially link to other administrative data. 
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I conducted a comparative study of migrant sub-groups by using longitudinal data, using 

controls from earlier waves to assist with interpretation of findings. There are alternate ways 

to conduct the analyses, such as hierarchical linear modelling, functional data analysis or 

growth mixture modelling, assuming methodological assumptions are met (Huta, 2014). The 

small numbers of participants in some groups prevented other statistical analysis, such as 

structured equation modelling. As discussed in the Methodology chapter, I did consider 

pooling the 2003, 2006 and 2009 cohorts from the LSAY project; however, the sample sizes 

in the male and female first-generation refugee groups were even smaller in the 2006 and 

2009 cohorts. Furthermore, the consequences of period effects (for example, the GFC in 

2008) may have had different effects on the 2003, 2006 and 2009 samples. Additionally, as 

the questions for the survey varied per wave, and there were less than three repeated 

measures per individual for the psychological distress variable, longitudinal growth 

modelling was not suitable. The linkage of LSAY data with other administrative datasets 

may enhance analyses of the educational and employment outcomes of migrants (Parvazian 

& Semo, 2018). Further work could investigate these alternate approaches and data sets. 

Another data limitation was difficulty in gaining access to experienced service providers. 

The interviews with service providers generated qualitative data which contributed to a more 

nuanced understanding of the results of the quantitative analyses. The participants, as key 

informants (Fagan et al., 2018), provided a range of opinions, and a larger sample of service 

providers would strengthen the results reported here. That said, the interview data played an 

important role in informing my understanding of some of the unexpected results including 

differences in the education, employment and wellbeing outcomes between longer-term 

Australian males and first-generation male migrants from refugee source countries. Further 

work, synthesising the quantitative and qualitative information focussing on each of the 

themes would provide further insight.  

Although I conducted mixed-methods research, I was not able to interview the LSAY 

participants to gain a more in-depth understanding of their family backgrounds or their 

educational and occupational expectations, challenges and achievements. However, one 

quarter of the interviewees were from refugee background, of similar age to the LSAY 

participants, and provided an alternate perspective. The ability to integrate quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies, to provide a more comprehensive perspective on what it means to 

be a young person transitioning from education to employment during the early part of the 
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21st century, is necessary for the development of youth policies in Australia. The voices of 

young Australians themselves would enhance our understanding of their lives. 

Another limitation of these analyses is that I was not able to examine the quality of 

employment. For example, being in full-time employment may or may not be associated 

with the type of university qualification achieved. Given that in many cases transitions 

between education and employment now span more than a decade (Cuervo & Wyn, 2011; 

NCVER, 2018), having access to data up to age 30 would enable better matching of 

occupational expectations with employment and wellbeing outcomes. Given the limitations 

of the data, further research is required.  

An examination of variations in outcomes between migrants located in metropolitan and 

regional or remote areas was not possible due to the smaller sample sizes in some migrant 

status groups. This is a limitation of the study given that the size and composition of 

Australia’s future immigration program continues to be debated (COAG, 2018). Reductions 

in Australia’s permanent migration program have been proposed to address concerns 

regarding congestion in capital cities (Morrison, 2019). However, the business community 

and others seek the benefits of growth to the broader economy (Productivity Commission, 

2016). Encouraging migrants to relocate to regional centres has been announced as a solution 

to this dilemma. Whether young migrants would benefit from such a policy is unknown. 

Therefore, the collection of longitudinal data from young migrants from a range of countries 

of origin and located in various regions of Australia should now be a high priority. 

Furthermore, examining the mobility patterns of young people, their educational pathways, 

human capital development, employment outcomes, and settlement according to country of 

origin, socio-economic status, gender, and the interactions between these dimensions, is 

warranted (Miller at al., 2017; Rowe et al., 2015; Webb et al., 2015). 

9.3 Future research 

One of the challenges of this thesis was the need to take an overarching view on the themes 

to address the research goals. Refinement and focussing on issues raised would benefit from 

future research. The findings presented here suggest further research is needed to examine 

why levels of wellbeing differ according to gender, generation and migrant status in addition 

to SES, that is, to improve understanding along more than just one dimension such as non-

English speaking background. For example, a closer examination of the role of family and 
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cultural expectations given the availability of opportunities, and the influence of 

discrimination in the labour market, would be worthwhile. More expansive analysis of the 

interview comments could also be considered for future work.  The role of psychological 

capital (Cole et al., 2009; Luthans et al., 2010; Newman et al., 2014) as part of individual 

agency would also be of interest given the increased focus on wellbeing in policy circles. 

The inclusion of the Kessler 6 scale in comparable waves of LSAY data for each cohort 

would allow for an examination of period effects (such as the GFC) on wellbeing56. 

Additionally, gender differences across cultures, generations, visa type and country of origin 

could be further examined. 

Given the thesis findings on differential education and employment outcomes, recently 

implemented pilot programs designed to assist young migrants and humanitarian entrants 

with developing contacts and skills to improve their employment outcomes should be 

evaluated. For example, the Youth Transitions Support program provides services to 

improve workplace readiness, provides access to vocational opportunities, and aims to create 

strong social connections through education and sports engagement (DSS, 2018a). 

Furthermore, being able to gain employment and have a satisfying career provides positive 

role modelling and social cohesion outcomes for subsequent generations. The results of such 

initiatives may guide future practice and research. 

The lower participation of those from migrant and refugee backgrounds in vocational 

education options also suggests further research is needed into migrants’ perceptions of 

careers associated with VET, as is research specifically examining their education-to-

employment pathways. This could extend the work of Karmel and colleagues (2014) that 

examined gender differences and the role of SES in transitions to employment. Together 

with ABS data (ABS, 2018b) this highlights continuing significant educational and 

occupational bifurcation in choices. Some findings in this thesis, relating to social and 

cultural capital, suggest that improved personal bridges or links with further education, 

including vocational education providers and employers would be advantageous. Mentoring 

programs enhancing students’ sense of belonging, support and links to other networks 

provides another avenue for research.  

 
56 As the Kessler 6 scale was only used twice in this LSAY cohort and it didn’t align with the Time 2 analysis, further work 

could investigate changes over time.  
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Adopting an analytical approach based on intersectionality theory (Atewologun, 2018; Cho 

et al., 2013; Dhamoon, 2011; Patterson, 2018), that considers people’s overlapping 

identities, would complement this thesis’s work. Such an approach would be supported by 

collecting more primary data (such as the approach adopted by Harris [2013] in Young 

People in Everyday Multiculturalism). Understanding the complexity of challenges or 

opportunities that people of diverse backgrounds experience requires the collection of both 

quantitative and qualitative data from migrants over their life in Australia (recommended by 

intersectional researchers in the US [Jang 2018]). As mentioned, given the importance of the 

comparative integration context, identifying macro level (state policy and practice), meso 

level (the practices of institutions and organisations) and micro level (individual 

characteristics in successful settlement) requires mixed methodology research.  Therefore, 

more research based on intersectionality, and using mixed methods would advance such 

understanding. 

Such research could enhance the implementation of the MYAN National Youth Settlement 

Framework (2016) and provide platforms to test and build further knowledge. 

9.4 Policy implications 

Population growth coupled with changing demographics has implications for many 

government policies related to education, employment, settlement, health and wellbeing 

across federal, state and local boundaries. Based on assumptions of future levels of fertility, 

life expectancy and migration (which currently contributes about 60 per cent of Australia’s 

population growth), Australia's population is projected to reach 30 million people around 

2030 (ABS, 2018c). As outlined in the Introduction chapter, responding to the needs of 

young people from various countries and different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds 

creates challenges and opportunities. Further exploration is warranted of the implicit 

assumptions by policymakers that lead to misunderstandings of students from migrant and 

refugee backgrounds’ prior experiences and strengths (Fagan et al., 2018). Given the growth 

in the number of young people from migrant background, great attention needs to be 

assigned to responding to their differing needs. 

That the lower academic achievement at age 15 was identified for young people from 

refugee source countries, supporting improved performance should lessen stress and assist in 

transitions and wellbeing. Given that the Australian Government manages the migration 
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program, programs designed to provide greater support for young migrants and especially 

refugees as they transition into mainstream high school and higher education should be 

supported.  

The positive gains that many young people from refugee source countries achieve shows 

their strength in overcoming adversity. Ideally, barriers are reduced, and more support is 

provided for all young people struggling to progress through school and into employment 

and independence. As there is no 'standard' student pathway to achievement, then varied 

policy responses need to address our diverse population. Educational leadership that 

recognises the intersectional nature of young peoples’ identities and adopts and values 

gender and ethnic diversity may provide greater empathy and recognition for effective 

responses (Fitzgerald, 2003). Valuing, supporting, and promoting scholarly practices for all 

students to encourage educational persistence (Watkins & Noble, 2013) is appropriate. 

However, solely academic goals need to be complemented with alternate learning options 

embracing VET and other creative pursuits to suit young people and their aspirations. 

The findings from this thesis indicate that early employment is more likely to lead to full-

time employment. Strategies to increase this likelihood should be vigorously supported. 

Promoting the value of volunteering and work experience to parents, and increasing 

participation, needs to be embraced by families and employers if they wish for young 

Australians to achieve their goals, and enable productive and capable future workers. These 

policy suggestions are not new as partnerships with industry have long been advocated (e.g. 

MCEETYA, 2008). However, the focus on those from migrant background, and specifically 

refugee background, needs to occur earlier in schools rather than waiting until young people 

are unemployed and seeking assistance from jobactive (Australian Government employment 

services).  

There are Australian initiatives that demonstrate commitment such as corporate diversity 

partnerships, including the Friendly Nation Initiative. Recent publications, including an 

Australian Employers Guide to Hiring Refugees, that assist employers support those from 

migrant background should be promoted and advocated. Migration councils in Australia also 

recommend a national multicultural employment strategy, and targeted expertise that is 

culturally appropriate (Migration Council of Australia, 2019; RCOA, 2017; SCOA, 2016a). 

Other international initiatives focus on the acculturation and integration context, for example 
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UNHCR/OECD (2018), a 10-point plan that addresses the environment to ensure a 

sustainable model of refugee employment with a need for legal certainty on the status of 

refugee workers. It includes support for employers having to navigate the administrative 

framework regarding work rights of refugees, ensuring equal opportunities and preparing 

workplaces to welcome and integrate new refugee colleagues. Although these publications 

are specifically targeted to recent refugees many of the recommendations would apply more 

widely to those of migrant background. 

That second-generation migrant outcomes are not equivalent to longer-term Australians or, 

in some cases, lower than their first-generation migrant peers should be a policy concern. 

The need to focus greater attention and resources on the cultural diversity of Australia’s 

young people with the intent of achieving multicultural goals is supported by other research 

(De Maio et al., 2017b; MYAN, 2016; Rioseco & Liddy, 2018). One of the implications of 

the results presented in this thesis is the need to ensure culturally appropriate supports to 

enhance employment and foster wellbeing, especially for young women. 

The findings of this thesis highlight the lower employment rates of young women, in 

general, and particularly for some groups of women from migrant backgrounds including 

those from refugee source countries. There appears to be a general absence of gender focus 

in immigration policies, especially in the skilled migrant categories (Colquhon, 2015). The 

lack may be, in part, due to the inability to access disaggregated data, and the lack of 

research on links between immigration, gender, labour equality, integration and settlement. 

Similarly, within Australian vocational education, policy has neglected women migrants 

(Webb, 2015). For an overall response to migrant women’s situations to be effective there is 

a need for gendered policy development that recognises the challenges women and their 

families face when settling in Australia, enabling them to maximise their educational 

investment for personal and national prosperity.  

As outlined earlier, the home situation of many new arrivals in Australia may be challenging 

especially for those seeking asylum. This was illustrated in this thesis by the association 

between poor home life satisfaction and psychological distress for those from refugee source 

countries. The lack of financial and social capital impacts on the ability of migrants to access 

stable housing and opportunities for themselves and their children, which then is associated 
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with greater distress and poorer employment. Settlement support needs to be enhanced by 

targeting funds appropriately. 

Support of policies, strategies and services need to be in a gender responsive and culturally 

appropriate manner. These should be developed in conjunction with migrant communities in 

collaboration with specialist settlement and mainstream service providers. The focus should 

be on strength-based approaches to service delivery. Although existing labour policy and 

immigration programs in Australia aim to be gender neutral, they could, in effect, be 

segregating and marginalising. Addressing these issues would assist in realising the potential 

for personal satisfaction and economic contribution of all young people in Australia, 

including young migrant women. 

9.5 Finally 

The conclusions presented here indicate that there would be value in using a broader set of 

indicators up to age 30 to compare levels of wellbeing of young migrants to their longer-

term Australian peers within the context of education and employment transitions.  To 

further identify causal links, longitudinal analysis of other data sets would enable the 

development of path models of the relationships between indicators and longer-term 

outcomes, allowing for comparisons between groups in Australia and internationally (Khoo, 

2012; Lee, 2010; Stone, et al., 2003). Such research would extend the current work 

addressing the need to:  

… connect the anecdotal and qualitative evidence with the statistical evidence on 
job seekers, and which examines the longitudinal path of job seekers through 
support services and into employment over time. (Settlement Council of Australia 
[SCOA], 2013, p. 1)   

This thesis draws on quantitative and qualitative data to examine the transitions from 

education to employment and advances research on young migrant populations by including 

wellbeing as part of successful settlement. It highlights differences in wellbeing according to 

migrant status and employment status. Interventions focusing on higher risk groups such as 

female first-generation migrants at a younger age may lead to improved longer-term 

settlement outcomes. The importance of individual characteristics, context, connections and 

confluence needs to be emphasised. 
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Much of the discussion has focused on the educational components of supporting young 

people in their transition through school to work. However, as specified in multicultural 

ideals, the need to maintain, develop and use effectively the skills and talents of all 

Australians, regardless of background, should be a focus of the Australian labour market and 

supporting institutions and practices. The conclusions of this thesis indicate that Australia is 

some way towards achieving multiculturalism in terms of supporting cultural identity, social 

justice, and economic efficiency; that is, the rights of all Australians to equality of treatment 

and opportunity and the removal of barriers of race, ethnicity, culture, religion, language, 

gender or place of birth. 
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Appendix 4.2 Refugee source countries  

List of countries included as refugee source countries from Hugo et al. (2011, 

2014).   

Country of Origin Birth Place 
First Generation 

Ancestry  Total  
Second Generation 

Groups Arriving 1946-60  
Bulgaria  2,627  2,123  4,750  
Croatia*  50,996  64,916  115,912  
Estonia  1,934  5,584  7,518  
Hungary  20,161  35,484  55,645  
Latvia  5,611  12,750  18,361  
Lithuania  3,072  7,484  10,556  
Romania  13,878  6,131  20,009  
Russian Federation  15,354  31,606  46,960  
Slovakia  3,323  3,112  10,435  
Ukraine  13,666  20,832  34,498  
Groups Arriving 1960s and 
1970s  
Chile  23,304  9,911  33,215  
Czech Republic  7,179  10,178  17,357  
Groups Arriving 1980s and 
1990s*  
Bosnia and Herzegovina  24,631  3,614  28,045  
Cambodia  24,528  7,240  31,868  
East Timor (Timor Leste) 9,317  2,123  11,440  
El Salvador  9,397  1,709  11,006  
Laos (People’s Democratic Republic)  9,375  3,444  12,819  
Lebanon  75,849  107,561  182,410  
Vietnam  159,850  54,305  214,155  
Recent Arrivals  
Afghanistan  16,751  3,304  20,055  
Burma (Myanmar)  12,378  5,022  17,400  
Burundi  753  356  1,109  
Congo  521  675  1,196  
Eritrea  2,015  513  2,528  
Ethiopia  5,034  1,045  6,679  
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 22,549  4,404  26,953  
Iraq  35,520  3,317  38,837  
Liberia  1,523  51  1,574  
Sierra Leone  1,809  63  1,872  
Somalia  4,314  1,720  6,034  
Sri Lanka  62,256  19,974  82,230  
Sudan  19,049  1,692  20,741  
Total Refugee Groups  658,126  432,323  1,090,449  

Source: Adapted from Hugo et al. (2011) p. 55. Reproduced with permission: Table 2.1: Australia: Number of 
persons born in a country which has sent significant number of refugees to Australia and Australia-Born persons 
indicating their ancestry was in one of these countries. *Update from Hugo et al. (2014) includes Croatia and 
FYR of Macedonia due to Balkans conflict from 1992-2007. Countries of Origin bolded are included in analysis 
to align with LSAY03 cohort first and second generation. 
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Appendix 4.2a Student country of birth and percentage of 2013 total 

sample, n=3697 

Country of birtha aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total % of total 
2013 
sample 

Australia       2,901 0 141 0 288 3,330 90.07 

New Zealand          0 0 0 39 0 39 1.05 

Papua New Guinea           0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Fiji 0 0 0 5 0 5 0.14 

Samoa 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

England    0 0 2 33 0 35 0.95 

Scotland    0 0 0 4 0 4 0.11 

Wales   0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Ireland     0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Germany           0 0 1 2 0 3 0.08 

Netherlands          0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Switzerland           0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Denmark     0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Sweden    0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina         

0 6 0 0 0 6 0.16 

Bulgaria     0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Croatia     0 2 0 0 0 2 0.05 

Former Yugoslav 
Republic 0f Macedonia 

0 3 0 0 0 3 0.08 

Greece   0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Romania    0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Yugoslavia, Federal 
Republic           

0 0 0 7 0 7 0.19 

Hungary      0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Poland   0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 
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Country of birtha aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total % of total 
2013 
sample 

Russian Federation          0 0 0 4 0 4 0.11 

Slovakia  0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Ukraine     0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Egypt 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Sudan 0 1 0 0 0 1 0.03 

Gaza Strip and West 
Bank 

0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Iran 0 5 0 0 0 5 0.14 

Iraq 0 12 0 0 0 12 0.32 

Israel 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Kuwait 0 0 1 1 0 2 0.05 

Lebanon 0 6 0 0 0 6 0.16 

Saudi Arabia 0 0 1 0 0 1 0.03 

Turkey 0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

United Arab Emirates 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Burma (Myanmar) 0 2 0 0 0 2 0.05 

Thailand 0 0 4 0 0 4 0.11 

Viet Nam 0 4 0 0 0 4 0.11 

Brunei Darussalam 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Indonesia 0 0 0 4 0 4 0.11 

Malaysia 0 0 0 14 0 14 0.38 

Philippines 0 0 0 23 0 23 0.62 

Singapore 0 0 0 7 0 7 0.19 

China (excludes SARs) 0 0 0 32 0 32 0.87 

Hong Kong (SAR of 
China) 

0 0 1 5 0 6 0.16 

Taiwan (Province of 
China) 

0 0 0 5 0 5 0.14 

Japan 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 
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Country of birtha aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig Total % of total 
2013 
sample 

Korea, Democratic 
People's Republic  

0 0 0 3 0 3 0.08 

Korea, Republic of 
(South) 

0 0 0 3 0 3 0.08 

Bangladesh 0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

India 0 0 0 31 0 31 0.84 

Nepal 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Pakistan 0 0 0 6 0 6 0.16 

Sri Lanka 0 13 0 0 0 13 0.35 

Afghanistan 0 2 0 0 0 2 0.05 

Uzbekistan 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Canada 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

USA 0 0 0 8 0 8 0.22 

Argentina 0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Colombia 0 0 0 2 0 2 0.05 

Peru 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Venezuela 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

El Salvador 0 3 0 0 0 3 0.08 

Honduras 0 0 1 0 0 1 0.03 

Kenya 0 0 0 3 0 3 0.08 

Somalia 0 4 0 0 0 4 0.11 

South Africa 0 0 0 7 0 7 0.19 

Swaziland 0 0 0 1 0 1 0.03 

Zimbabwe 0 0 0 7 0 7 0.19 

Total 2,901 63 152 293 288 3,697 100 
a ordered according to geographic regions as listed in LSAY03 
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Appendix 4.3 Project summary  
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Appendix 4.4 Consent to participate  

 

 



Chapter 4 appendices  

290 

  



Chapter 4 appendices  

291 

Appendix 4.5 Preliminary findings December 2016  

- LSAY Young Australian’s Education to Employment Transitions  
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Appendix 4.6 Semi-structured interview format   
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Appendix 4.7 Word cloud summary based on initial 50 of 100 most 

frequent words from 6 interviews with 8 participants 

Education to 
Employment 

 
Provider summary 

Qualitative Interviews - December 2016 
Raw Word Frequency - 100 most reported (conjunctions etc.  excluded) from six interviews 
Word Count Weighted 

% 
Similar Words 

people 292 1.78 people 
young 242 1.47 young 
working 239 1.45 work, worked, working, works 
employment 214 1.30 employability, employed, employer, employers, 

employing, employment 
refugee 164 1.00 refugee, refugees 
educational 160 0.97 educated, education, educational 
school 152 0.92 school, schooling, schools 
groups 143 0.87 group, grouped, grouping, groupings, groups 
different 139 0.85 differ, differed, difference, differences, different 
time 134 0.81 time, times 
migrant 121 0.74 migrant, migrants, migrants' 
expectations 120 0.73 expect, expectation, expectations, expected, expecting, 

expects 
know 115 0.70 know, knowing, knows 
males 99 0.60 male, males, males' 
family 94 0.57 families, family 
age 91 0.55 age, aged, ageing 
find 89 0.54 find, finding, findings, finds 
women 89 0.54 women 
want 85 0.52 want, wanted, wanting, wants 
countries 85 0.52 countries, countries', country 
job 84 0.51 job, jobs 
generation 82 0.50 generation, generational, generations 
experiences 81 0.49 experience, experiences 
interesting 79 0.48 interest, interested, interesting 
parts 79 0.48 part, partly, parts 
Australian 78 0.47 Australian, Australians 
background 78 0.47 background, backgrounds 
life 69 0.42 life 
years 68 0.41 years 
levels 67 0.41 level, levels 
studying 66 0.40 studied, studies, study, studying 
talking 66 0.40 talk, talked, talking, talks 
making 65 0.40 make, makes, making 
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Education to 
Employment 

 
Provider summary 

Qualitative Interviews - December 2016 
Raw Word Frequency - 100 most reported (conjunctions etc.  excluded) from six interviews 
Word Count Weighted 

% 
Similar Words 

university 61 0.37 universities, university 
programme 60 0.36 programme, programmes 
research 57 0.35 research, researching 
outcomes 56 0.34 outcome, outcomes 
females 55 0.33 female, females 
higher 55 0.33 higher 
community 54 0.33 communities, community 
completing 53 0.32 complete, completed, completely, completeness, 

completing, completion 
achievement 52 0.32 achieve, achieved, achievement, achievements, achieving 
support 51 0.31 support, supported, supporting, supportive, supports 
Australia 51 0.31 Australia 
distress 51 0.31 distress, distressed, distressful 
students 51 0.31 student, students 
issues 50 0.30 issue, issues 
services 49 0.30 service, services 
source 48 0.29 source, sourced 
probably 46 0.28 probably 
way 45 0.27 way, ways 
settlement 44 0.27 settlement 
report 44 0.27 report, reported, reporting, reports 
children 43 0.26 children 
psychological 43 0.26 psychological 
challenge 42 0.26 challenge, challenges, challenging 
across 42 0.26 across 
parents 42 0.26 parent, parental, parenting, parents 
analysis 40 0.24 analysis 
generally 40 0.24 general, generally 
sense 40 0.24 sense, senses 
thoughts 40 0.24 thought, thoughts 
happening 39 0.24 happen, happened, happening, happens 
home 39 0.24 home 
qualifications 39 0.24 qualification, qualifications 
men 38 0.23 men 
cultural 37 0.23 cultural, culturally, culture, cultures 
need 37 0.23 need, needed, needs 
role 37 0.23 role, roles 
start 37 0.23 start, started, starting, starts 
certainly 36 0.22 certain, certainly 
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Education to 
Employment 

 
Provider summary 

Qualitative Interviews - December 2016 
Raw Word Frequency - 100 most reported (conjunctions etc.  excluded) from six interviews 
Word Count Weighted 

% 
Similar Words 

comparing 36 0.22 comparative, compare, compared, comparing 
second 36 0.22 second, secondly 
use 36 0.22 use, used, useful, using 
finish 35 0.21 finish, finished, finishing 
proportions 35 0.21 proportion, proportionally, proportions 
saying 35 0.21 saying 
youth 35 0.21 youth, youths 
help 34 0.21 help, helped, helpful, helping, helps 
career 34 0.21 career, careers 
course 34 0.21 course, courses 
data 34 0.21 data 
skills 34 0.21 skill, skilled, skills 
social 34 0.21 social, socially 
survey 34 0.21 survey, surveyed, surveys 
factor 32 0.19 factor, factors 
health 31 0.19 health 
transition 30 0.18 transition, transitioned, transitions 
order 30 0.18 order, orders 
broader 29 0.18 broader 
cohort 29 0.18 cohort, cohorts 
language 29 0.18 language, languages 
mean 29 0.18 mean, means 
particular 29 0.18 particular, particularly 
guess 28 0.17 guess, guesses, guessing 
relative 28 0.17 relate, related, relates, relating, relation, relative, 

relatively, relatives, relativity 
responsibility 28 0.17 response, responses, responsibilities, responsibility 
important 28 0.17 import, importance, important 
reason 27 0.16 reason, reasonable, reasons 
comment 26 0.16 comment, commentators, commenting, comments 
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Appendix 4.8 Qualitative analysis - thesis nodes - themes  

Codes and Themes loaded into Nvivo based on Qualitative Interviews - December 2016  

NB: maximum sources listed as 7 as two transcripts from one interviewee 

Theme Name     Sources   References 

Well-being      7   100 

Well-being reasons    7   41 

trauma     3   3 

responsibilities    3   5 

Relatively better in Australia  3   3 

isolation_alienation_racism  4   7 

cultural conflict_expectations  4   10 

Aspirations versus reality  5   11 

Employment aspirations versus reality 1  1 

Well-being gender differences   4   5 

Psychological     2   4 

self-report    1   1 

Survey limitations     3   7 

Programs responding     4   18 

Specific youth services    4   8 

Settlement services    2   2 

mentoring     1   1 

Housing     1   1 

community responses e.g. hubs_partnerships 2   2 

Opportunities in Australia    4   6 

Employment challenges    2   2 

Education and work    2   2 

Easier life     1   1 

Better family life    1   1 

META-THEMES      7   69 

TRANSITONS NARRATIVE   7   48 
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Transitions    7   48 

CAPITAL     6   21 

Social     3   7 

Psychological    3   3 

Human     2   3 

Financial    2   2 

economic independence 1   1 

Cultural     3   6 

Employment      7   73 

Work exposure     4   7 

Australian workplace understanding 2   3 

unemployment     3   4 

part-time employment    3   7 

Occupations     7   24 

Education      6   29 

Vocational education    5   9 

University     5   8 

Achievement     6   11 

Cultural differences     7   234 

Multicultural education    3   6 

English-language   1   1 

Gender      6   90 

Males      7   10 

Females     6   6 

children    2   3 

Family      6   67 

home life    3   10 

Demographics     7   63 

Visa type    4   5 

socio-economic status   3   3 

refugee source country   7   7 
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Migrant- other background  3   3 

Generations    6   32 

cohort     4   6 

Career Expectations     6   104 

Family responsibilities    5   10 

Family expectations    4   10 

Employment expectations   6   14 

Education expectations    6   19 
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Appendix 4.9 Summary of qualitative interviews to participants - 

February 2017   
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Chapter 5 appendices  

Appendix 5.1 Major group occupational titles, International Standard 

Classification of Occupations, ISCO-88 

ISCO 
     

1000 Legislators, Senior Officials and Managers 
 

2000 Professionals 
    

3000 Technicians and Associate Professionals 
 

4000 Clerks 
    

5000 Service Workers and Shop and Market Sales Workers 
6000 Skilled Agricultural and Fishery Workers 

 

7000 Craft and Related Trades Workers 
  

8000 Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers 
 

9000 Elementary Occupations 
   

More detail on ISCO and Major and sub-major codes is available through: 
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/isco/isco88/major.htm 

Note: PISA 2003 also included a re-coding of ISCO classifications into an International Socio-
economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI), and then recoded into another blue/white collar and 
high/low skill index (BSMJ). However, the BSMJ index appears to have been mislabelled as although 
it indicates it is based on ISCO codes it based on ISEI codes. Additionally, when I investigated the 
ISEI, the construction of the scale at this time was based only on men’s data of status and income 
(Ganzeboom, 2010: http://www.harryganzeboom.nl/isco08/qa-isei-08.htm, and Ganzeboom & 
Treiman, 1996). Therefore, I considered the more inclusive and robust approach to use the ISCO 
coding, without potentially introducing additional error with two sources of coding manipulations.  
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Appendix 5.2 Socio-economic quartile status by migrant status at 

Wave 1 in 2003, for 2013 analytical sample, LSAY, n=3697 

 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Socio-Economic Status 
 

 Quartile 1 - Low Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 - High 
 % % % % 
Aust 15.27       22.34       27.96       34.44 
1stref  33.33       20.63       22.22       23.81 
2ndref  42.11       23.68       17.11       17.11 
1stmig  21.84       19.11       26.96       32.08 
2ndmig  13.54       20.49       28.13       37.85 
Total 17.07       21.96       27.35       33.62 

 

5.2A Weighted proportions on estimation sample (n =3697) 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Socio-Economic Status 
 

 Quartile 1 - Low Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 - High 
 % % % % 
Aust 22.47 24.17 26.77 26.58 
1stref  34.17 32.73 17.45 15.65 
2ndref  54.60 23.22 12.77 9.41 
1stmig  29.32 21.81 26.22 22.64 
2ndmig  19.88 28.35 24.45 27.32 
Total 24.69 24.55 25.57 25.19 
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Appendix 5.3 Secondary school education attainment at Wave 6 in 2008 

by migrant status by gender for analytical sample, LSAY, n=3697 

 

Migrant  
Generation 
status 

Early School 
leaver 

Complete Year 
12, no TER 

Complete 
Year12 TER 

 % % % 
Aust -  male 15.13 23.59 61.28 
 female 9.04       21.44       69.52 
1stref - male  3.33     20.00 76.67 
 female 0.00       21.21       78.79 
2ndref - male 6.06       27.27 66.67 
 female 2.33            17.44 80.23 
1stmig - male 3.65       24.09 72.26 
 female 7.05       23.08       69.87 
2ndmig - male 6.21       14.91 78.88 
 female 8.27       21.54       70.19 

 

5.3A Weighted proportions on estimation sample (n =3697)  

Migrant  
Generation 
status 

Early School 
leaver 

Complete Year 
12, no TER 

Complete 
Year12 TER 

 % % % 
Aust -  male 21.46 25.37 53.17 
 female 12.22 25.92 61.86 
1stref - male  2.43 28.93 68.64 
 female 0.00 34.50 65.50 
2ndref - male 10.27 31.10 58.63 
 female 3.44 24.77 71.80 
1stmig - male 3.70 36.22 60.07 
 female 15.59 23.04 61.37 
2ndmig - male 11.65 18.12 70.23 
 female 13.35 34.43 52.22 
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Appendix 5.4 The index of sense of belonging (BELONG) at Wave 1 in 

2003 by migrant status by gender for analytical sample, LSAY, n=3697  

- weighted estimation sample 

 

Migrant  
Generation 
status 

Mean Linearized 
Std Err. 

N=3,694 
95% CI 

Aust -  male -0.04 0.04 -0.11 - 0.04 
 female 0.06 0.04 -0.01 - 0.13 
1stref - male  -0.09 0.18 -0.44 - 0.26 
 female -0.18 0.22 -0.60 - 0.25 
2ndref - male 0.14 0.18 -0.21 - 0.49 
 female 0.12 0.13 -0.14 - 0.38 
1stmig - male -0.04 0.08 -0.20 - 0.12 
 female 0.25 0.10 0.04 - 0.45 
2ndmig - male -0.12 0.10 -0.31 - 0.07 
 female -0.24 0.13 -0.50 - 0.02 

 

5.4A - Combined categories - Survey weighted (pweight=WT2013) 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Mean Std Err. N=3,696 
95% CI 

Aust   0.01 0.03 -0.04 - 0.06 
1stref  -0.14 0.15 -0.43 - 0.15 
2ndref  0.13 0.11 -0.08 - 0.34 
1stmig  0.11 0.07 -0.02 - 0.25 
2ndmig -0.18 0.08 -0.34 - -0.02 
Total male -0.04 0.03 -0.10 - 0.03 
Total female 0.04 0.03 -0.02 - 0.11 
Total 0.003 0.023 -0.043 - 0.048 
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Appendix 5.5 Occupational expectations at Wave 1 in 2003 by migrant 

status for analytical sample in 2013, LSAY, n=3697 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Occupational Expectations 
 

 Other Professions 
inc. Technical & 

Service 

Managers & 
professionals 

Missing Total 

 % % % % 
Aust 39.74 51.98 8.27 100 
1stref  23.81 69.84 6.35 100 
2ndref  36.18 57.89 5.92 100 
1stmig  34.47 59.04 6.48 100 
2ndmig  27.08 64.24 8.68 100 
Total 37.92 54.04 8.03 100 

 

5.5A. Weighted proportions on estimation sample by migrant status (n =3697) 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Occupational Expectations 
 

 Other Professions 
inc. Technical & 

Service 

Managers & 
professionals 

Missing Total 

 % % % % 
Aust 44.75 44.11 11.14 100 
1stref  31.65 59.59 8.77 100 
2ndref  40.30 53.96 5.74 100 
1stmig  39.00 49.51 11.49 100 
2ndmig  33.72 50.58 15.70 100 
Total 42.76 46.01 11.23 100 

 

5.5B Weighted proportions on estimation sample by gender (n =3697) 

Migrant 
Generation 
status 

Occupational Expectations 
 

 Other Professions 
inc. Technical & 

Service 

Managers & 
professionals 

Missing Total 

 % % % % 
Male 46.37 40.14 13.49 100 
Female 39.14 51.88 8.98 100 
Total 42.76 46.01 11.23 100 
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Chapter 6 appendices  

Appendix 6.1 Community involvement  
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Chapter 7 appendices 

Appendix 7.1 Kessler 6 distribution for analytical sample in 2013 

 

Score on Kessler 6 Scale, n=3697 
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Appendix 7.2 Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) of Kessler 6 in Wave 11 in 

2013 by migrant status 

(test scale = mean (unstandardized items)) 

Test Scale reliability Refugee or migrant generation status Total 
 Aust 1stref 2ndref 1stmig 2ndmig  

Observations (n) 2901 63 152 293 288 3697 
Average inter-item Covariance 0.38 0.27 0.32 0.36 0.41 0.36 
Alpha 0.84 0.80 0.82 0.84 0.86 0.84 
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Appendix 7.3 Reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) of Kessler 6 items and 

scale in Wave 11 in 2013  

(test scale = mean (unstandardized items)) 

Kessler 6 
Item: Feel… 

n Sign Item-test 
correlation 

Item-rest 
correlation 

Average 
interitem 
covariance 

alpha 

Nervous 3697 + 0.71 0.56 0.36 0.83 
Hopeless 3697 + 0.81 0.72 0.34 0.80 
Restless 3697 + 0.71 0.53 0.36 0.84 
Loss of energy 3697 + 0.78 0.65 0.33 0.81 
Sad 3697 + 0.78 0.70 0.37 0.81 
Worthless 3697 + 0.76 0.66 0.38 0.81 
Test scale     0.36 0.84 
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Appendix 7.4 Factor analysis for Kessler and life satisfaction items  

Table A7.4a. Factor analysis - Initial Rotated factor loadings (pattern matrix) and 
unique variances using five factor solution and polychoric analysis, analytical 
sample Wave 11, 2013 (n =3697).  

Rotated factor loadings (pattern matrix) and unique variancesa 
 

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Factor3 Factor4 Factor5 Uniqueness 

Life Satisfaction Social Kessler Career Home Sit'n Anxious 
 

Future 0.08 0.25 0.54 0.18 -0.14 0.27 

Work 0.09 -0.05 0.76 -0.02 0.10 0.37 

Spare time 0.82 -0.03 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.31 

People 0.58 0.07 0.16 0.06 -0.06 0.41 

Money 0.07 -0.09 0.44 0.19 0.18 0.59 

Social 0.88 0.03 -0.01 -0.05 0.00 0.28 

Independence 0.34 0.05 0.10 0.37 -0.05 0.44 

Career 0.04 0.08 0.80 -0.05 -0.02 0.30 

Home 0.37 0.10 0.04 0.49 -0.08 0.29 

Standard of living 0.16 -0.04 0.12 0.59 0.06 0.37 

Where live 0.28 -0.08 0.04 0.53 0.06 0.44 

Kessler  6-       

Nervous 0.06 0.52 -0.14 0.05 0.30 0.50 

Hopeless 0.04 0.82 0.03 0.00 0.08 0.20 

Restless -0.09 0.44 0.00 0.02 0.41 0.51 

Effort 0.06 0.58 0.02 -0.02 0.26 0.40 

Sad -0.03 0.88 -0.01 0.07 0.02 0.18 

Worthless 0.03 0.88 0.18 -0.11 -0.04 0.12 

aBolding is where loading is >0.40. 
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Table A7.4b Four factor solution - Life satisfaction items removing independence 
and reordered, analytical sample, 2013, n=3697 (264 missing) 

Variable Factor1 Factor3 Factor4 

Life Satisfaction Social Career Home Sit'n 

Spare time 0.82 0.04 0.01 

People 0.58 0.16 0.06 

Social 0.88 -0.01 -0.05 

Future 0.08 0.54 0.18 

Work 0.09 0.76 -0.02 

Money 0.07 0.44 0.19 

Career 0.04 0.80 -0.05 

Home 0.37 0.04 0.49 

Standard of living 0.16 0.12 0.59 

Where live 0.28 0.04 0.53 

 

Table A7.4c Four factor solution - factor 2 - psychological distress - Kessler 6, 
analytical sample, 2013, n=3697 

Kessler 6-  Factor 2 

Psychological 
Distress  

Nervous 0.52 

Hopeless 0.82 

Restless 0.44 

Effort 0.58 

Sad 0.88 

Worthless 0.88 

 

Cronbach’s test scale analysis was then used to estimate alpha (α) reliability of the life satisfaction 
factors (the Kessler scale has already been reported on). Reworked as polychoric reliability. 
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The Life Satisfaction factors are confirmed as 

Career factor α = 0.77:  Your future; The work you do - at study, at home or in a job; Your career 
prospects. Money was removed as lowered alpha. (n=3455)57 

Social factor α= 0.76: What you do in your spare time; How you get on with people in general; 
Your social life (n= 3511)  

Home situation factor α= 0.74: Your life at home; Your standard of living; Where you live; (n=3441) 

Given that responses to the items are ordinal categorical, there is criticism that Cronbach’s alpha is 
not the appropriate analysis as there are less than 10 categories. Additional analysis using alternate 
interitem polychoric correlations ranged between 0.59 to 0.73 across pairwise correlations indicates 
moderate to high reliability. The sample sizes match the Cronbach’s alpha samples.   

To further test the discriminant validity additional analysis determined goodness of fit of the 
separate factors and models. This confirmatory structural equation model (maximum likelihood 
with vce(cluster)) supports the alternate factor analysis technique. Based on guidance of thresholds 
(Hu & Bentler, 1999) RMSEA, SRMR and coefficient of determination (CD) indicate a reasonable fit 
for the combined sample (refer Figure A7.4d). This demonstrated a reasonable fit (Chi squared: 
3160.9, df=102) RMSEA: 0.09, SRMR: 0.08; CFI:0.85; CD:0.98). 

  

 
57 There are 242 missing for Career factor scale, 186 missing for Social factor scale, and 185 missing for the Home situation 

factor-scale. A proportion between 4.6 and 5.6 per cent were missing due to the Don’t’ know/ Can’t say category. 
Additionally, non-inclusion of items for a pilot sample resulted in a total reduced sample of 264 missing (7%) due to listwise 
deletion for later regression analysis. 
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Figure A7.4d Model fit for Kessler and life satisfaction factors. 
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Table A7.4d - Factor analysis solution for life satisfaction and Kessler 6 items using 

analytical sample in Wave 11. 
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Appendix 7.5 Wellbeing by gender - Linear Regression of Kessler 13 

with total analytical sample in wave 11, plus split by male and female 

participantsa. 

Psychological Distressⁱ 
 

All Male  Female 

Total (n)  No. of obs 3697 3443  1835 1697  1862 1763  
missingⁱⁱ  264   138   126   
Adjusted R² 0.288b   0.244c   0.308d   

 Coeff. 

Robust 
St Err. 

p 

Coeff. 

Robus
t 

St Err. 

p 

Coeff. 

Robust 
St Err. 

p 

General Health   0.87 0.09 *** 0.76 0.13 *** 0.96 0.15 *** 
Life Satisfaction            
  Career 

factor 
1.74 0.21 *** 1.72 0.31 *** 1.80 0.30 *** 

  Social 
factor 

0.94 0.20 *** 0.71 0.31 * 1.15 0.27 *** 
  Home life 

factor 
0.54 0.23 *    0.69 0.30 * 

Socio-economic status 0.27 0.09 *       
Employment Full-time emp’d 

(ref) 
        

  Not 
eemployed 

1.12 0.31 *** 1.27 0.51 * 0.88 0.36 * 
  Part-time 

emp’d 
0.67 0.22 *** 0.97 0.37 **     

Highest qualification University qual'n 
(ref) 

        
  School only       0.80 0.37 * 
  Cert 3 or 4    -0.56 0.24 * -ve     
  Dip/ Ass 

Degree 
          

Demographics            
  Single 0.42 0.16 **    0.46 0.21 * 
  Female 0.59 0.16 ***        
  Migrantb 

status 
  ≤**    ≤**    * 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. aSignificant associations included only.   
b F(12,312) =45.36; p<0.001, Adj.R2=0.2881), c  F(15,278) =27.94; p<0.001, Adj.R2=0.2444), d F(11,280) =40.07; 
p<0.001, Adj.R2=0.3082). i Note: using [pweight=WT2013], and robust estimate: vce(cluster 
SCHOOLID). ii Missing - This is 165 cases who were part of a pilot sample, plus those that responded 
as 'can't say/ don't know' and coded as missing. b given that there are 10 groups based on migrant 
status and gender, further analysis follows in Appendix 7.6. 
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Appendix 7.6. Wellbeing by migrant status group by gender - Linear 

Regression of Kessler 13 with sub-samples in wave 11. 

Table A7.6A - Australian males and females 

Males: a - F(11,271) =25.72; p<0.001, Adj.R2=26.8; b - Wald Chi2(10)=402.6; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 27.67. 
Females: a - F(11,272) =23.12; p<0.001, Adj.R2=31.4; b - Wald Chi2(10)=430.6; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 32.38. 
For each variable in the regression analysis only significant results are reported: first line a. weighted and 
clustered, using vce robust Std. Error; F(11,272) =23.12; p<0.001, Adj.R2=31.4; second line - b. Bootstrap Std. 
Error.; Wald Chi2(10)=402.3; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 27.67. An X in this table and in Chapter 7, Table 7.11, denotes 
that the coefficients produced by both methods of analysis are statistically significant. Note: Missing 
responses due to category - can’t say/don’t know, and 165 of pilot group that did not compete the life 
satisfaction items. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. 

Psychological Distress 
Aust. 
male Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

Aust. 
female Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

 
Total (n) 1441    1460    

General Health  a X 0.71 0.14  *** X 1.07 0.16 *** 

   b  0.89 0.11 ***  1.26 0.13 *** 
Life Satis’n Career  X 1.66 0.33 *** X 1.72 0.37 *** 

Factors   1.64 0.22 ***  1.76 0.24 *** 
  Social  -   X 0.88 0.29 ** 

   0.90 0.21 ***  1.03 0.26 *** 

  Home life   -    0.75 0.36 * 

   -    -   

SES   -   X 0.43 0.15 * 

   -    0.38 0.13 ** 
Employed FT empl’d (ref)         

  Not emp’d X 2.21 0.68 *** X 1.18 0.40 ** 

   1.35 0.39 **  0.83 0.33 * 
  PT emp’d  -    -   

   0.64 0.25 *  -   
Ed. Qual'n Uni qual'n (ref)         

  School only X -0.78 0.33 * X 0.91 0.38 * 

   -0.69 0.25 **  0.80 0.33 * 

  Cert 3 or 4 X -1.03 0.27 ***  -   

   -0.88 0.17 ***  -   

  Dip/Ass Degree  -    -   

   -    -   
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Table A7.6B - First generation males and females from refugee source countries 

Males: a - F(10,19) =15.71; p<0.001, Adj.R2=36.2; b - Wald Chi2(9)=44.51; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 34.12. 
Females: a - F(9,25) =32.66; p<0.001, Adj.R2=59.3; b - Wald Chi2(8)=31.94; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 29.29. 
For each variable in the regression analysis only significant results are reported: first line a. weighted and 
clustered, using vce robust Std. Error; second line - b. Bootstrap Std. Error. An X in this table and in Table 7.11 
Chapter 7, denotes that the coefficients produced by both methods of analysis are statistically significant. 
Note: Missing responses due to category- ‘can’t say/don’t know’, and 165 of pilot group that did not compete 
the life satisfaction items. Also (i) and (ii) due to only single respondents in some categories, I therefore had to 
collapse categories. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. 

 

Psychological Distress 
1stref 

male(i) Coefficient 
Std. 

Error p 
1stref 
fem(ii) Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

 
Total (n) 30    33    

General Health  a  -    -   

   b  -    -   
Life Satis’n Career   -1.69 0.77 *  -   

Factors   -    -   
  Social  -    -4.66 1.52 *** 

   -    -   

  Home life  X 4.72 1.11 *** X 5.51 1.41 ** 

   3.66 1.83 *  3.88 1.67 * 
SES   -    -   

   -       
Employed FT empl’d (ref) (i)        

  Not emp’d  -   X 5.75 0.92 *** 

       4.87 1.90 ** 
  PT emp’d  -    -   

       -   
Ed. Qual'n Uni qual'n (ref)     (ii)    

  School only  -    -   

       -   

  Cert 3 or 4 X 2.11 .57 **  -   

   2.24 1.13 *  -   

  
Dip/Ass 
Degree  -2.53 1.17 *  -   

       -   
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Table A7.6C - Second generation males and females from refugee source countries 

Males: a - F(11,40) =15.87; p<0.001, Adj.R2=45.1; b - Wald Chi2(10)=38.52; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 42.40. 
Females: a - F(11,50) =21.00; p<0.001, Adj.R2=43.2; b - Wald Chi2(10)=4.23; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 34.69. 
For each variable in the regression analysis only significant results are reported: first line a. weighted and 
clustered, using vce robust Std. Error; second line - b. Bootstrap Std. Error. An X in this table and in Table 7.11 
Chapter 7, denotes that the coefficients produced by both methods of analysis are statistically significant. 
Note: Missing responses due to category- ‘can’t say/don’t know’, and 165 of pilot group that did not compete 
the life satisfaction items. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. 

 

 

Psychological Distress 
2ndref 
male Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 2ndref fem Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

 
Total (n) 66    86    

General Health  a  -   X 1.04 0.49 * 

   b  -    1.09 0.46 * 
Life Satis’n Career  X 4.68 1.16 ***  -   

Factors   4.67 1.30 ***  -   
  Social  -   X 4.07 0.81 *** 

   -    4.16 0.98 *** 

  Home life   -    -   
   -3.15 1.43 *  -   
SES   -    -   

   -    -   
Employed FT empl’d (ref)         
  Not emp’d  -    -   

   4.04 1.90 *  -   
  PT emp’d  -    -   

   -    -   
Ed. Qual'n Uni qual'n (ref)         

  School only  -    -   

   -    -   

  Cert 3 or 4  -   X -3.59 1.11 ** 

   -    -3.38 1.09 ** 

  
Dip/Ass 
Degree  -   X -2.44 0.58 *** 

   -    -1.47 0.74 * 
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Table A7.6D - First generation males and females from non-refugee source countries 

Males: a - F(11,88) =5.96; p<0.001, Adj.R2=38.2; b - Wald Chi2(10)=38.52; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 42.40. 
Females: a - F(11,98) =10.35; p<0.001, Adj.R2=40.9; b - Wald Chi2(10)=96.80; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 36.47. 
For each variable in the regression analysis only significant results are reported: first line a. weighted and 
clustered, using vce robust Std. Error; second line - b. Bootstrap Std. Error. An X in this table and in Table 7.11 
Chapter 7, denotes that the coefficients produced by both methods of analysis are statistically significant. 
Note: Missing responses due to category- ‘can’t say/don’t know’, and 165 of pilot group that did not compete 
the life satisfaction items. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25. 

 

 

Psychological Distress 
1stmig 
male Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

1stmig 
female Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

 
Total (n) 137    156    

General Health  a X 0.95 0.27 ** X 1.39 0.38 *** 

   b  1.14 0.28 ***  1.33 0.35 *** 

Life Satis’n Career  X 1.60 0.56 ** X 2.75 0.86 ** 

Factors   1.29 0.60 *  2.43 0.77 ** 

  Social  -    -   

   -    -   

  Home life   -    -   
   -    -   
SES   0.48  0.22 *  -   

   -    -   
Employed FT empl’d (ref)         
  Not emp’d  -    -   

   -    -   
  PT emp’d  -    -   

   -    -   
Ed. Qual'n Uni qual'n (ref)      -   

  School only  -    -   

   -    -   

  Cert 3 or 4  -    -   

   -    -   

  
Dip/Ass 
Degree  -    -   

   -    -1.42 0.60 * 



Chapter 7 appendices  

339 

Table A7.6E - Second generation males and females from non-refugee source countries 

Males: a - F(11,76) =6.53; p<0.001, Adj.R2=28.2; b - Wald Chi2(10)=74.93; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 30.64. 
Females: a - F(11,79) =8.31; p<0.001, Adj.R2=37.5; b - Wald Chi2(10)=78.86; p<0.001, Adj.R2 = 30.70. 
For each variable in the regression analysis only significant results are reported: first line a. weighted and 
clustered, using vce robust Std. Error; second line - b. Bootstrap Std. Error. An X in this table and in Table 7.11, 
Chapter 7, denotes that the coefficients produced by both methods of analysis are statistically significant. 
Note: Missing responses due to category- ‘can’t say/don’t know’, and 165 of pilot group that did not compete 
the life satisfaction items. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, *** p<0.001. LSAY03: Wave 11: Age 25.

Psychological Distress 
2ndmig 

male Coefficient 
Std. 

Error p 
2ndmig 
female Coefficient 

Std. 
Error p 

 
Total (n) 161    127    

General Health  a  -    -   

   b      -   
Life Satis’n Career   -   X 3.18 0.63 *** 

Factors   2.13 0.71 **  2.84 0.72 *** 

  Social X 2.92 1.09 **  -   

   2.87 0.82 ***  -   

  Home life   -    -   
   -1.87 0.91 *  -   
SES   -    0.78 0.38 * 

   -    -   
Employed FT empl’d (ref)         
  Not emp’d  -    -   

   -    -   

  PT emp’d X 4.41 2.12 *  -   

   3.93 1.19 **  -   
Ed. Qual'n Uni qual'n (ref)         

  School only  -    -   

   -    -   

  Cert 3 or 4  -    2.37 1.13 * 

   -    -   

  
Dip/Ass 
Degree  -   X 3.06 1.40 * 

   -    2.90 1.05 ** 
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