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Abstract

While a growing body of literature focuses on international students, their post‐

study experiences and employment outcomes when they are on temporary

graduate visas in the host country are under‐researched. The article addresses

this critical gap by investigating international graduates' employment experi-

ences and outcomes. It is derived from a study that includes 50 in‐depth

interviews with employers, graduates and related stakeholders, and a survey

with 1156 international graduates from 35 Australian universities . The study

widens the lens of the discourse around international student graduates

operating in a labour market which is overgeneralised by high‐skilled and low/

unskilled segments. It shows that international graduates engage with a complex

labour market which can see them work in or out of their professional

disciplines in multiple forms of full‐time, part‐time, and casual jobs. In particular,

the findings indicate that international graduates on post‐graduation visas who

studied Information and Technology are more likely to secure employment in

their field of study and spend less time to gain the first job in their area of

expertise than those in Business and Engineering. This finding underscores the

various effects of the structural conditions in different industries on

international graduates' employability. The study also provides substantial

insights into the increased vulnerability, deskilling, and precarity experienced by

international graduates as migrant workers on temporary visas in the host

country. It highlights a concern not only for the students, who place a premium

on the acquisition of work experience, but also for host institutions and key

destination countries and their delivery on promise in such a competitive

international education market.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

International students are integral to host countries' education,

culture, society, and economy, especially in popular study destina-

tions such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the UK, and United

States. These countries are currently exploring a range of strategies

to secure the recovery of international student mobility due to the

dire impacts of the COVID‐19 pandemic which has exposed how the

higher education transactional model, especially in Australia, has

resulted in their over‐dependence on international student fees.

However, international students are not only an important revenue

source for host universities, but also a pool of young and well‐

qualified future workforce that potentially supports the socio-

economic development of the host countries. Research suggests

contemporary international education trends are driven by interna-

tional students prioritising graduate employability and future career

prospects in their selection of university and country destinations

(Blackmore et al., 2014). In response, the international education

sector has recently highlighted the value of overseas education in

relation to employment outcomes and placed graduate employability

for international students at the heart of their internationalisation

agendas (Berquist et al., 2019). However, for international graduates,

the value of international education to their post‐study lives and

employment prospects is largely influenced by the networks and

spaces that they engage in and enact (Collins et al., 2017).

In Australia, since the development of the National Strategy onWork

Integrated Learning in University in 2015, universities have rolled out

various schemes to support international student employability (Uni-

versities Australia, 2019). These include Work Integrated Learning

programmes (e.g., internships, work placements), English training and

language support courses, and student career development services to

help students hone employability skills, accumulate work experiences,

deepen their understanding of the local labour market, and strengthen

their professional networks. These components are regarded as part of

a process of capital accumulation that assists international graduates

with gaining a foothold in the labour market after graduation (Blackmore

et al., 2014). This also occurred at a time when the education‐migration

nexus was, to an extent, decoupled (Spinks, 2016) and post‐study work

rights (PSWR) were introduced, allowing international students to live

and work in Australia for a period. Post‐study work opportunities have

become a determinant in students' overseas study decision (Berquist

et al., 2019; Chew, 2019; Tran et al., 2019) as the PSWR policy implicitly

suggests that international students will be able to acquire relevant skills

and work experience in their host countries after graduation. The policy

is also viewed as a mechanism that enables host countries to tap into a

highly qualified and well‐educated labour force of graduating interna-

tional students (Blackmore et al., 2014). Yet, little is known about the

extent to which the temporary graduate visa serves these purposes.

This article aims to address a critical gap in the literature by

analysing the post‐study experiences and employment outcomes of

temporary graduate visa holders in the following fields of study:

Accounting, Business, Administration, Economics (Business related);

Computing, Information Technology (IT); and Engineering. These are

traditionally the most popular fields of study for international

students in Australia and accounted for 41.4%, 14.5%, and 10.7%,

respectively of all international enrolments in the higher education

sector in 2019 (Australian Government, 2020). This is also mirrored

by a significant proportion of temporary graduate visa holders with

Bachelor's and Master's degrees (86% and 72%, respectively) in these

fields (Australian Bureau of Statistics ABS, 2019). This article

addresses three research questions (1) what are the main labour

market segments that international graduates work in (2) are there

differences in employment outcomes between the graduate cohorts

in three fields: Business, IT, and Engineering; and (3) if there are, why

do these differences exist? The article draws on the findings of a

3‐year mixed‐methods study on the employment outcomes of

international graduates holding a temporary graduate visa in

Australia. We use institutional theory in the context of temporary

migration to interrogate the ways in which institutions and structural

conditions can lead to different employment outcomes of interna-

tional graduates across the above three disciplines. The paper first

reviews the relevant literature to provide the context and rationales

for the study, which is followed by a discussion on the theoretical

frame, hypothesis development, and data analysis. Results are then

presented, and the paper concludes with a discussion of the

theoretical contributions and practical implications of the study.

1.1 | Post‐study work in the host country

International graduates on the temporary graduate visas are a subset of

the temporary migrant labour force, which includes people on

temporary skilled visa programmes such as employer‐sponsored visa

or regional visas, working and holiday, or the seasonal worker

programme. Temporary graduate visa holders, in contrast to those on

employers sponsored visas, are neither tied to any employers nor have

guaranteed employment upon receiving this visa. That said, international

graduates have high expectations of post‐study employment outcomes

including gaining work experience in the host country and get a return

on their overseas study investment (Tran et al., 2020a,b).

Leading study destinations recognise the importance of post‐

study work rights in attracting international students (Sá &

Sabzalieva, 2018). The UK, for example, announced the reimplemen-

tation of the 2‐year PSWR for international graduates in September

2019, which reversed the 2012 decision that negatively impacted on

international enrolments (UKCISA, 2019). In Australia, the policy was

introduced in 2008 and revised in 2013 and it is often referred to as

temporary graduate visa subclass 485. This visa allows international

students graduating with a degree to live and work in Australia for

2–4 years (Department of Home Affairs, 2018). The number of

international students who stay in Australia after graduation on

temporary graduate visa is fast growing with nearly 92,000

temporary graduate visa holders as of June 2019 compared to

71,000 in June 2018, an increase of 29% (Tran et al., 2019).

International graduates face significant challenges in gaining a

foothold in the host labour market, given their competitive
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disadvantages. For example, only 39.7% of international graduates in

business and commerce were employed full‐time compared to 76.4% of

their local peers in 2009 and 2011 (Hawthorne, 2018). International

graduates are also reported to have a low rate of employment even in

industries facing skill shortages, such as health, engineering, and

accounting (Blackmore et al., 2017). In contrast with migrants arriving

via the skilled stream, international graduates are more likely to be

working in low‐skilled occupations despite possessing higher qualifica-

tions, which is concerning (Chew, 2019). International students and

graduates are often reported to work in unpaid or low‐paid jobs and

poor working conditions and handle work that is not in their field of

study because of their temporary and noncitizen status (Blackmore

et al., 2014; Tran et al., 2019). In addition, the emphasis accorded to

being a good “cultural fit” or “best fit” in current recruitment practices

disadvantages international graduates in the Australian labour market

(Coffey et al., 2021). The long‐held notion that international graduates

are ideal immigrants (Ziguras & Law, 2006) is at odds with the

discriminatory recruitment practices they experience, which are based

on assumptions that they lack local work experience and are unable to

acquire or enact certain forms of strategic knowledge (or “rules of the

game”) in the local labour market (Blackmore et al., 2017).

1.2 | International graduate employment viewed
from the lens of institutional theory as a conceptual
framework

This article draws on institutional theory in the context of

international graduates navigating the host labour market to interpret

the different ways that the policy discourse and the labour market

structure affect international graduates' employment outcomes.

Institutional theory denotes that structures, rules, and regulations

as institutions govern societal behaviours (Scott, 2005) in the ways

that actors' actions in social interactions are often shaped by these

institutions including environment contexts, rules, and norms.

Institutions can enable actors' social behaviours through stimulating

their thoughts, enabling actors' expectations and actions as well as

hinder their societal actions by imposing rules and regulations

(Hodgson, 2006). Within this study, the employment outcomes of

international graduates who stay in the host country on the

temporary work visa are influenced by the host labour market

structure and the wider macro factors including social, political,

economic, and cultural practices. According to Scott (2008, p. 48).

Institutions are social structures that have attained a

high degree of resilience [and are] composed of

cultural‐cognitive, normative, and regulative elements

that, together with associated activities and resources,

provide stability and meaning to social life.

Institutions comprise of three institutional pillars which are

regulative; normative; and cultural‐cognitive (Scott, 2008). The

regulative (or legal) pillar most commonly takes the form of

regulations that guide actors' actions and perspectives by coercion

or threat of legal sanctions. As for international graduates on

temporary graduate visas, the regulative pillar is broadly related to

immigration regulations around their work and temporary residency

rights in Australia for 2–4 years after their study. The normative (or

social) pillar determines the institution's norms and values and

defines the ways to pursue them, which is underpinned largely by

social obligation or professionalisation. The main ingredients of the

normative practices are sense of duty and moral obligations that

drive actors' perspectives, behaviours, and actions. The cultural‐

cognitive pillar (or cultural) refers to shared understanding, percep-

tions and belief of reality through which meaning is given and shapes

actors' view of reality which is often taken for granted (Scott, 2005).

Institutional theory has become a popular and powerful tool to

study policy and management topics with the focus on the

interaction between organisations as an actor and operating

environment (Cai & Mehari, 2015). In the healthcare industry, Pop

et al. (2018) posit that institutions affect organisational behaviours on

three levels: within a company as a micro level, within an industry as a

meso level and at a global/societal level as a macro level. These

scholars further argue that these levels are intertwined and a change

in one level can lead to change in other levels. In the education

sector, researchers have used institutional theory to explain

organisational interpretations of legitimate designs and templates

and investigate causes of institutional changes and organisational

responses to such changes (e.g., Clemens & Cook, 1999; Csizmadia

et al., 2008; Davies & Aurini, 2006). With regard to international

graduate employment, Cai (2013) argues that employers' beliefs

about the job market are developed within institutional frameworks

in which the three pillars of institutions are intertwined and referred

to as system structuring. This process of structuration occurs through

the interaction among organisations in the fields, information

exchange as well as shared norms and practices within the field

(Dimaggio & Powell, 1983).

In this study, we argue that the perceived complexities around

international graduates' non‐permanent status, English language profi-

ciency, and cultural unfamiliarity in the host country form part of the

normative practices relating to employer bias against temporary

migrants in general (UNSW Human Rights Clinic, 2015). This also plays

out when it comes to employers' preference for local Australian

graduates over international graduates (see Blackmore et al., 2014; Tran

et al., 2020a,b). The normalisation of such practices is to some extent

shaped by job advertisements in the Australia public service that often

list citizenship or permanent residency requirements. The Skilled

Occupation List (SOL), listing certain occupations facing labour

shortages (for immigration purposes), influences the demand for skills

which shapes the hiring processes in the labour market which is in turn

motivated by the regulative pillar. The SOL (previously Migration

Occupations in Demand List) is known to influence enrolment patterns

in specific courses (see Birrell, 2014) that would lead to positive

permanent migration outcomes. While the normative pillar is under-

pinned by norms and values, the cultural cognitive pillar is associated

more with cultures. By this we refer to the cultural aspects that
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underpin workplaces and employment practices which somewhat

overlap with the normative bias inherent towards temporary visa

holders in general. However, as we later argue, there are some variances

where fewer barriers exist when it comes to employing temporary visa

holders or having a more international and diverse workforce in some

industries or occupations.

In major destination countries, international students help

enhance host institutions' education, research, and ranking and

largely subsidise institutional operations (Lai et al., 2019; Tran et al.,

2020b). They make significant contributions to host countries'

educational, cultural, social, economic, and geopolitical capitals. A

proportion of international students are likely keen to invest high

tuition fees to acquire Australian qualifications that, alongside jobs,

reflect skill shortages listed on the SOL (Blackmore et al., 2014). This

results in their high expectations of post‐study employment

outcomes. Despite possessing internationally recognised tertiary

qualifications and other graduate attributes, international graduates

appear to struggle in gaining a foothold in skilled occupations.

Campbell and Tham (2013) argue that mainstream labour regulations

and rules governing their temporary migrant status (i.e., PSWR) are

barriers to their entry into the (skilled) labour market.

In this article, we investigate international graduates' host labour

market navigation across different market segments, for those who

work full‐time, part‐time and as casuals in and out of their field of

study, as well as those who have not been able to find a job at the

time of the survey. These different employment outcomes are

determined by structural factors and the institutional pillars including

the temporary graduate visa status, the supply, and demand of the

labour market, employers' attitudes towards employing international

graduates and the characteristics of the industry associated with

international graduates' field of study. Our findings serve to illustrate

not only the interdependence between these pillars but also the

tensions and dilemmas that exist between and within them.

While the structural dimensions influence graduates' participa-

tion in the host labour market, it is important to acknowledge the

growing body of research highlighting the wide range of agentic

manoeuvres adopted by international students and graduates in their

negotiation of migration policies and barriers to employment.

Examples include studying in regional migration zones to maximise

permanent migration outcomes (Tan & Hugo, 2017) or engaging in a

wide range of proactive strategies such as reskilling, networking or

simply explaining their work rights to potential employers (see Tran

et al., 2020a; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014) to increase

employability outcomes. Much of the literature on international

student/graduate agency tends to occur in the post‐migration or

graduation space as they “find ways to strategise and cope as their

desires for mobility, flexibility and capital interact with the desires of

the state” (Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014; 223). However,

building on Brotherhood's (2021) research on the influence of

regulatory frameworks on student‐migration, we dive deeper by

using institutional pillars through the lens of institutional theory to

tease out the nuances of the structure that exist in different

industries and how this can lead to different employment outcomes.

1.3 | International graduates, field of study, and
employment outcomes

The decline of domestic students in the fields of Business, Engineering,

and IT has been buffeted by increasing international enrolments which

has subsequently resulted in an increase in the supply for international

graduates and skilled migrant professionals. Across these fields, skills

mismatch and underutilisation are still a concern for both employers and

graduates (Engineers Australia, 2019b; Jackling & De Lange, 2009;

Norton et al., 2016). Business and Management continues to represent

the largest student population, with 25% (153,635) enroled across all

broad fields of study in Australia and 43% of these are international

students (TEQSA, 2019). The popularity of accounting (which falls under

the Business and Management sector) as a field of study for international

students is driven by three main structural factors. First, there have been

increasing shortages of domestic professional accountants as a result of

the low domestic enrolments and graduate supply, as well as the fact that

many domestic accounting graduates choose a career other than

accounting (Lewis et al., 2015). Second, together with this shortage, the

inferred increased likelihood of securing Australian permanent residency

thanks to accounting qualifications have led to the growth of international

enrolments in this field. The role of the Skilled Occupation List

underscored the link between education and migration with its inclusion

of accounting motivating international students seeking permanent

residency to enrol in this a field of study. Third, the rapid growth of the

economy in many Asian countries, which provide up to 80% of

international students to Australia (Australian Government, 2020), has

led to more employment opportunities and an increasing demand for

accountants with foreign qualifications due to the increased foreign direct

investment and the rapid growth of multinational companies (Unni, 2016).

In STEM, traditionally, IT used to represent the smallest proportion of

all STEM disciplines in the Australian job market (Office of the Chief

Scientist, 2016). However, this labour market grew rapidly, and reached

the highest growth of 26% across all the STEM fields between 2006 and

2011 (Office of the Chief Scientist, 2016), becoming significantly larger

than any other STEM professional groups in 2016 (Norton et al., 2016).

Not dissimilar to the accounting and engineering industries, the IT

workforce structure is characterised by a low supply of domestic

graduates and an increased supply of immigrant professionals. According

to Engineers Australia (2019a), between 2006 and 2011, Australia

experienced an engineering skill shortage as the average growth in

demand for qualified engineers was higher than supply in many field

specialisations which was subsequently and partly filled by skilled

migrants and international graduates. Over the past 17 years, the number

of overseas students completing university engineering courses has

increased, particularly post‐graduate ones (Engineers Australia, 2019a).

Employment outcomes depend on the structural interplay between

the demand and supply of graduates in different fields in the labour

market (Ballarino & Bratti, 2009). Broadly, research suggests that positive

labour market outcomes of graduates can vary according to their field of

study. The 2019 Graduates Outcomes Survey found that Australian

graduates in more generalist fields of study tended to take longer to gain

a foothold in the labour market as opposed to those in more vocationally
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oriented degrees (Australian Government, 2019). The inferior labour

market outcomes of fine arts, humanities, and social science compared to

“hard” sciences or quantitative fields were to some extent reflected in

Canada (Walters, 2004), the US (Yan & Berliner, 2011), and Italy (Ballarino

& Bratti, 2009). Graduates in technical disciplines in Czech Republic were

reported to have higher opportunities to work in their field of study than

those in economics disciplines and natural sciences (Stojanová &

Blašková, 2014). Graduates in technical disciplines in Canada were also

found to gain jobs with higher wages thanks to the ability to apply skills

learned from universities in the workplace whereas liberal arts graduates

are reported to work in lower‐paid jobs that require less postschool

training (Davies & Guppy, 1997). Buddelmeyer et al.'s (2013) analysis

shows that graduate outcomes for international students in Australia (this

included those on permanent visas) were largely comparable to those of

domestic graduates with “Society and Culture” graduates (e.g. languages

and humanities) reporting lower employment rates. The causes could be

the variation of language demands in different disciplines as technical

related areas are unlikely to require high command of English as

compared to social science (Yan & Berliner, 2011), the speedy absorption

of technical progress in the particular jobs and sectors (Ballarino &

Bratti, 2009), and the highly differentiated market demand on specific skill

shortages in different professions (Blackmore et al., 2017).

2 | METHODS AND DATA

This article draws from a three‐year research project on the

employment outcomes and experiences of international graduates

on the temporary graduate visa in Australia (see Tran et al., 2019,

2022 for more details). The study adopted a mixed‐methods

approach which includes in‐depth interviews and an online survey

with holders of the temporary graduate visas. Ethics approval was

sought from the university where the lead researcher was based. The

ethics application included the ethics form, plain language statement

and consent forms, indicative survey questionnaire, and interview

questions. The ethics document clarified that responses to the survey

were anonymised and pseudonyms were used to protect interview-

ees' identity and organisations were kept anonymous.

One of the primary advantages of mixed‐methods research is that

when statistical trends as quantitative data are combined with personal

stories and experiences as qualitative data, deeper insights into the

research problem are produced (Creswell, 2014). Mixed‐methods

approaches in international student migration research utilising surveys

and interviews (e.g. Sondhi & King, 2017; Tan & Hugo, 2017) or analysis

of student migration policy and interviews (Brotherhood, 2021) are not

uncommon as these approaches complement to each other to produce a

more comprehensive picture of the phenomenon under investigation

(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, p.462). The limitations of quantitative

approaches in understanding relationships between variables (Valentine,

2005; p.111) can be offset by qualitative methods that elicit information‐

rich data to shed light on quantitative findings (Winchester, 2005; p.17).

To illustrate, the focus of this article which primarily focuses on graduates'

employment outcomes based on data collected from survey questions

found that international graduates in IT were more likely to be in full‐time

employment in their field than those in other fields (see data analysis

below). By drawing on the data from in‐depth interviews with employers

and temporary graduate visa holders in the IT sector, we were able to

understand the factors that underpinned the positive employment

outcomes for international IT graduates.

2.1 | Online survey

The survey instrument was administered, using the Qualtrics secured

online platform. The questions and items were developed based on

the review of relevant literature on international graduates, and

interviews with visa holders, Australian employers, and in consulta-

tion with a wide range of stakeholders, including academics and

government consultants. The survey was piloted by participants and

stakeholders representatives for readability, logic, and accuracy. The

survey included questions that fall under the following themes. The

first one focused on collecting socio‐demographic data of partici-

pants, their motivations for applying for the temporary graduate visa,

and their employment outcomes. The second explored the usefulness

of the PSWR visa in the participants' job search. The third invited

participants to provide feedback and recommendations. For this

article, only responses to the questions relevant to the topic on

employment outcomes are explored.

The online survey responses were confidential and anonymous.

It was distributed via multiple channels such as international student

organisations, universities' alumni offices, and professional organisa-

tions involved with international graduates. While convenience

sampling facilitated by international student networks is helpful in

allowing us to access potential participants who meet the eligibility

criteria through networks that they have access to and the

recommendation of people, it might not ensure good representative-

ness of the sample and create biases. To mitigate this limitation, other

recruitment methods were employed to complement convenience

sampling, including advertisements circulated by alumni offices of

different Australian universities and members of various professional

associations. The combination of these multiple recruitment methods

enabled us to reach a sample of 1156 international graduates from 35

universities across six states and two territories in Australia. While

there were 1156 respondents who commenced the survey, the

number of responses to different questions varies in accordance with

the survey flow, which specified different questions for different

participant categories, and the number of participants in each

category who completed the survey.

2.2 | Semi‐structured interviews

In the qualitative study, the participants were invited for semi‐

structured interviews via combined recruitment channels, including

international student organisations, advertisements in magazines relat-

ing to international education, and a snowball approach. The interviews
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were semi‐structured and employed open‐ended questions

(Merriam, 1998). This method was chosen because it allowed a key

question related to a specific theme to be asked and the participants'

responses prompted the questions that followed. Each interview lasted

about 30–45min. A total of 50 interviews were conducted by phone.

This comprised of 32 temporary graduate visa holders (including some

who remained in Australia and some who had returned to their home

country) and 18 key stakeholders, including university staff, employers,

education and migration agents, government representatives, and key

industry groups. The interviews with international student graduates

primarily focused on the questions related to what challenges they

encountered when applying for a job while they were on temporary

graduate visas and how they navigated the labour market. The

interviews with stakeholders concentrated on what they saw as the

barriers facing international graduates in entering the Australian labour

market and what are employers' reasons underpinning their preference

to recruit/not recruit international graduates on temporary visas. All the

researchers were former international students so to some extent we

shared the experiences with the international graduates in this study.

However, we attempted to balance the insider biases by drawing on a

mixed methods approach to have a more comprehensive perspective on

the research topic and strengthen the research validity, as discussed

above.

NVivo version 10 was adopted to categorise the raw data and the

constant comparison approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) was used to

facilitate the thematic analysis of the data. Nvivo was used due to its

user‐friendly features. In the preliminary coding, we highlighted the

phrases, sentences, and paragraphs from the interview transcripts that

addressed the factors leading to more employment opportunities for

international graduates in IT. We then compared each of the phrases,

sentences, and paragraphs emerging from the interview transcripts

related to these factors with all of the other codes, which constitutes a

process of constant comparison of data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

Interview excerpts that most typically represent interviewees' voices

under specific categories were chosen for the article. The main themes

were identified and developed through an interactive process involving

the interview excerpts, interpretation of themes from the lenses of the

institutional theory and relevant literature, and constant comparison of

data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Employment outcomes

The primary purpose of the temporary graduate visa arrangement is

to provide international graduates with an opportunity to remain in

Australia for a limited time to access the Australian labour market.

The survey shows that, in total, 51% of the respondents who have

held the 485 visa and remained in Australia are in full‐time

employment, with 36% working full‐time in their field of study, and

15% out of it. 16% of the respondents are working part‐time, 15% as

casuals, and another 18% are still looking for a job (Figure 1).

The data shows that international graduates work in different

labour market segments that cover a wide range of sectors and

various types of job. These labour market segments spread from high

to low‐skilled employment under different types of jobs including

full‐time, part‐time, and casual as well as those who have not been

able to secure a job in Australia after graduation. However, it is

evident that for nearly one‐third of respondents who were working

outside their field of study, the majority were engaged in low or

unskilled sectors with a combined 59% working in the service sector

(e.g., baby‐sitting, aged care, and cleaning), fast food, transportation,

restaurants/cafes, and retail.

In addition, most of those who work in restaurants, cafés, and

fast food are under‐paid for their level of qualification with an

average hourly rate of $20.5 per hour, compared to an average

hourly rate of $30 (Australian Bureau of Statistics ABS, 2018) for

F IGURE 1 Employment status of past and current temporary visa holders (n = 808).
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graduates who secure jobs in their field of study. This not only adds

to the underutilisation of their skills but also underscores the

segmented labour market that international graduates operate in.

International graduates' chance of securing a full‐time job in their

field of study has improved with longer stay in Australia postgradua-

tion (Figure 2). While 52% and 49% of those who graduated in 2015

and 2016, respectively reported that they secured full‐time jobs in

their field in 2019, only 28% of the 2018 graduates secured a full‐

time job relevant to their discipline. The figure drops to only 18% of

full‐time employment in a relevant field for those who graduated in

the first half of 2019. Comparing the figures of full‐time employment

relevant to the graduates' field of study for 2017 and 2016 reveals

that full‐time employment in their field of study increased by 11%

with one further year of stay in that period. However, it is likely that

most of the cohort graduating in 2015 and 2016 but remaining in

Australia at the time of the survey in 2019 were on a form of

permanent resident visa since the temporary graduate visas for

undergraduate and Master by coursework graduates during this

period lasted for 2 years. Their position in the market is likely to

improve thanks to their permanent resident visa since existing

research evidence suggests that employers prefer domestic candi-

dates who are permanent residents or citizens (Tran et al., 2020a;

Blackmore et al., 2017). In addition, the figure of 2019 international

graduates' full‐time employment in our survey is significantly lower

than the 2019 national figure of 72.2% of domestic and international

undergraduates in full‐time employment 4 months after completing

their degrees, with domestic graduates predominantly representing

93.1% of this national survey sample, as reported by 2019 Graduate

Outcome Survey (Australian Government, 2019).

3.2 | Employment outcomes in three fields of
study: Business, IT, and engineering

There were gender differences in the three disciplines. Females

accounted for half of business graduates compared to approximately

one‐fifth in IT (18.5%) and Engineering (20.5%). This is consistent

with the broader research in the STEM industries in Australia and

around the world (McKinnon, 2020; Sassler et al., 2017). The majority

of the survey participants aged 25–29 years accounted for 54.3%,

67.9%, and 63.0% in Business‐related, IT, and Engineering, respec-

tively. Importantly, IT graduates appeared to be more likely working

in their field of study (55%), compared to Business (44%) and

Engineering graduates (42%) (Table 1).

3.3 | Employment outcomes and discipline
differences

To investigate the effect of field of study on international graduates'

employment status and time spent to gain first job in their field of

study for business, IT, and engineering fields, a one‐way ANOVA test

was performed in SPSS and the results were presented in Table 2

below.

The results show that there was a significant effect of field of

study on international graduates' employment status at the p < 0.05

level for the three fields of study: Business, IT, and engineering, F(2,

625) = 5.296, p = 0.005. Similarly, there was a significant effect of

field of study on time spent to gain the first job in their field of study

among international graduates at the p < 0.05 level for the three

fields of study: Business, IT, and engineering, F(2,464) = 10.594,

p < 0.001.

To examine any standardised mean differences in the employ-

ment status between the three groups, post hoc comparisons

using the Tukey test were carried out (see Table 3). Post hoc

comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean

score for IT graduates on work in their field of study was

significantly different than those in business (p = 0.008) and

engineering (p = 0.013). Similarly, the mean score for IT graduates

on time spent to gain the first job in their field of study was

significantly different than those in business‐related field

(p = 0.002) and engineering (p = 0.001).

F IGURE 2 Time postgraduation and employment status for international graduates in Australia (n = 814).
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Taken together, the results of the quantitative analysis showed that

there were statistical differences in the fields of study on international

graduates' employment status. That is, IT international graduates were

more likely to secure employment in their field of study after graduation,

compared to those from engineering and business fields. Ontime spent to

gain the first job in their field of study, IT graduates were more likely to

spend less time to gain the first job in their field of study after graduation,

compared to the other groups. The results of the statistical analysis also

showed that there were not statistical differences in employment status

and time spent to gain the first job in their field of study between

graduates in business and engineering.

3.4 | Employers' and graduates' perspectives

The QILT survey (Australian Government, 2019) shows that the

overall employment rate of engineering graduates in Australia

(domestic and international) to be slightly higher than IT graduates

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics broken down by each field of study

Group names
Business
graduates IT graduates

Engineering
graduates

Gender

Female 55.4% (n = 205) 18.3% (n = 24) 20.5% (n = 26)

Male 44.6% (n = 165) 81.7% (n = 107) 79.5% (n = 101)

Age groups

18–24 25.1% 16.8% 26%

25–29 54.3% 67.9% 63%

30–34 13.5% 9.9% 6.3%

35–39 3.5% 4.6% 0.8%

40 and over 3.6% 0.8% 4.0%

Employment status (n = 628) n = 370 n = 131 n = 127

Full‐time in my field of study 34% 47% 33%

Part‐time in my field of study 8% 2% 3%

Casual in my field of study 2% 6% 6%

Full‐time but not in my field of study 16% 14% 15%

Part‐time but not in my field of study 10% 7% 14%

Casual, but not in my field of study 10% 7% 14%

Still looking for a job 19% 18% 14%

Time spent to gain first job in their field of study (n = 467) n = 273 n = 103 n = 91

I had a job related to my field of study, before being granted the visa 18% 31% 13%

Less than 1 year 35% 33% 36%

More than 1 year 42% 16% 18%

I have not yet obtained a job in my field of study in Australia 31% 20% 33%

TABLE 2 ANOVA in graduate employment status and time spent to gain first job in their field of study by field of study

df Mean square F Sig.

Work in their field of study (N = 628) Between Groups 2 28.299 5.296 .005

Within Groups 625 5.343

Total 627

Time spent to gain first job in field of study (N = 467) Between Groups 2 13.005 10.594 .000

Within Groups 464 1.227

Total 466
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(85% vs. 83%). Contrasting this with our study which corresponds

with census data (Australian Bureau of Statistics ABS, 2019) showing

the opposite, suggests that international graduates have different

experiences in the labour market. Interviews with graduates and

employers in the field of IT indicate that demand for skills and the

abundance of contract and temporary positions in the IT sector

(albeit short‐term) help international IT graduates quickly secure a job

in their field of study than those in other fields. For example, a

graduate commented on the normative practice in the IT sector:

“Most IT company projects last from three to four months, and they

deliver, and then after that cycle they can hire another one to maintain

that project. So, if they can put more people to that workplace, that's

good because it will help them move faster.” International IT graduates

are also more readily absorbed by the IT sector due to the technical

transferability from university to jobs reducing the need for training/

retraining, compared to other fields.

Moreover, the IT industry is often seen to embrace a more globalised

workforce than other fields in contrast to the discriminatory recruitment

practices that international graduates often experience with employers

preferring candidates who are citizens or permanent residents (Blackmore

et al., 2017; Robertson & Runganaikaloo, 2014). Participants in the study

highlighted that the international background of many IT managers also

contributed to the welcoming culture towards international graduates in

the IT sector. This is supported by census data which shows that 45.2

percent of ICT managers were born overseas, compared to 38.5 percent

of Engineering managers born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics

ABS, 2016).

Traditionally, this industry [IT] have been using the labour

force from outside. It could be out of their location,

could be out of the town they are situated at from

abroad, so the employment culture is very much open…

non‐Australian citizen can come and join the national

projects. So, those who have undergone this process and

later become the employers or involved in recruitment

follows this path from their experience to get new

people in.

In addition, IT professionals with overseas qualifications ac-

counted for 30% of the Australian IT workforce in 2015 (Norton

et al., 2016). One employer articulated the value placed on one

having the required skills over their visa status:

Because even if the PR [permanent residency] holder is

employed, they cannot do the job [if they don't have the

relevant skills]. So I think those who are skilful in

programming, after two years, they can get a PR. So

because IT industry is in need of labour force. For

example, some of my colleagues were recruited from

Russia via job ads, and after 1–2 years of working, they

will be sponsored by the employer and get PR right away

without any waiting time.

The selection process in the IT industry which shortlists

candidates who fit the requirements of the job rather than those

who have permanent residency or local work experience levels the

playing field for international graduates:

One thing I would like to share is the shortlisting process

in IT is highly automatic. For example, those who want to

[be] an accountant or manager, it's hard to assess the

applicants' skills. In IT, those who can come up with

solutions for a given problem will be deemed to be skilful

and successful through the shortlisting process. That

TABLE 3 Post hoc tests in graduate
employment status and time spent to gain
first job in their field of study by field of
study

Dependent variable
(I) Field of
Study

(J) Field of
study

Mean
difference (I‐J)

Std.
error Sig.

Employment
status (N = 628)

Business IT −0.700** 0.235 0.008

Engineering 0.117(ns) 0.238 0.874

IT Business 0.700** 0.235 0.008

Engineering 0.818* 0.288 0.013

Engineering Business −0.117(ns) 0.238 0.874

IT −0.818* 0.288 0.013

Time spent to gain the
first job in field of
study (N = 467)

Business IT 0.431** 0.127 0.002

Engineering −0.127(ns) 0.133 0.606

IT Business −0.431* 0.127 0.002

Engineering −0.557** 0.158 0.001

Engineering Business 0.127(ns) 0.133 0.606

IT 0.557** 0.158 0.001

Abbreviation: ns, not significant.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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means the shortlisting process is easier [for international

graduate applicants].

Recruitment proceeds by sending all applicants an online test

before shortlisting those who performed well for a subsequent

interview. This recruitment process is scalable, where mass short-

listing can be done regardless of the number of applicants and their

visa status which underlines the focus on technical skills. Employers

explicitly stressed that in the IT field, work experience is not required

as much as in other fields but what distinguishes one candidate from

others is the capability to do the job. Another employer in IT

reinstates:

There are people who have been working for years, but

still, they cannot perform the job well. Thus, I think if the

employers can find an employee that meets the job

requirements, and can do the job well, they will employ

regardless of 2‐year visa.

Together, these factors explain why, international IT graduates

are less likely to be discriminated by employers on the ground of

not holding PR or citizenship. This cultural pillar as an institutional

element underpinned by common belief and shared understand-

ings from IT employers enables qualified international graduates to

enter the IT labour market without cultural barriers compared to

the other sectors such as Accounting. When asked whether they

would consider recruiting an international graduate, an employer

in Accounting used the metaphor “why buy the burden?”, referring

to the extra work needed to support or ‘re‐train’ a group thought

to lack local work experience and familiarity with the local

workplace culture. This need for local work experience by

employers highlights the paradox where international graduates,

already disadvantaged by the temporary nature of the PSWR visa,

struggle to gain employment to acquire relevant work experience

(Tran et al., 2019). In addition, as revealed by a temporary graduate

visa holder in Finance, employers in their field are concerned about

the temporality of their graduate visas and the insecurity

associated with recruiting them: “Of course some companies

especially in my major, finance, they will hesitate to hire you. They

don't want to train you and after two years you can leave the job and

go back to your home country”. For many international graduates

who are still looking for work a couple of months or a year after

graduation, the time remaining on their 485 visa would be less than

the minimum 2 years many employers seek, and current policy

does not allow graduates to extend or review their visa except

those have graduated with higher education qualification from a

regional campus of an institution.

However, as discussed in this section, varied normative and

cultural practices in the IT sector relating to their recruitment

process, application assessment, and employers' attitudes towards

international graduates which contribute to a more diverse work-

force, can result in more positive employment outcomes for

international graduates in the field of IT.

4 | DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND
CONCLUDING REMARKS

The barriers facing international students' and graduates' employ-

ment such as discrimination towards temporary migrant visa holders,

lack of local networks, local work experience, and English language

proficiency are well established (e.g., Berquist et al., 2019; Huang &

Turner, 2018; Tran, 2013; Tran & Soejatminah, 2016, 2017). Our

findings expand on the binary classifications surrounding the nature

of their employment to highlight the multiple labour market segments

that include high‐skilled to low/unskilled jobs, from full‐time in their

professional discipline to casual in jobs that are unlikely related to

their field of study, not to mention those unable to gain employment.

The fact that many international graduates work in jobs outside their

field of study as supported by our survey highlights the under-

utilisation of their skills. Furthermore, a high proportion of the

participating international graduates working in low‐skilled profes-

sions indicates that despite being highly qualified, this cohort of

temporary migrants could be exposed to exploitation, vulnerability,

and deskilling because of financial pressure, precarity, and employer

bias or lack of understanding about temporary graduate visas. This

underlines the challenge facing education providers and Australia's

international education sector as the employment outcomes of

international graduates are indicative of their capacity to deliver on

graduate employability promise and vital to their competitiveness in

the global education market.

The findings of the survey indicated that employment outcomes

of international graduates varied across different industries, with IT

graduates having more positive employment outcomes, compared to

those in Engineering and Business. The qualitative study using the

institutional theory framework allows the researchers to elaborate

and expand on the survey results and provide insights into why there

is such a difference in employment outcomes of international

graduates in IT and in other industries. In this paper, institutional

pillars were not classified into type of institution; rather, they were

viewed as a process by which institutions influence the employment

outcomes through the interaction of these three pillars as well as

between the institutional pillars and the main actors in the labour

markets including the employers and the international graduates. This

shift from an investigation of the individual effect of each of the

intuitional pillars to an interactional and plural approach enables us to

develop theoretical arguments that the different employment

outcomes among international graduates in different disciplines are

the result of the institutionalised processes associated with all the

three intuitional pillars which often happen simultaneously, although

not necessarily equally; and the magnitude and the dominance of the

influence of the three pillars in each of the industries varies.

In light of institutional theory, while the regulative pillar of the

post‐study work policy in terms of the residency and work rights

accorded to all international graduates is equal, its implications are

shaped by the normative and cultural practices that exist in each

industry. From the institutional lens, the paradox around the nexus

between the temporary graduate visa, employment, and migration
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(Tran et al., 2019) highlights the tension between the regulative pillar

and the normative and cultural practices framing the general

employment experiences and outcomes of international graduates.

That is, on the one hand, it is difficult for international graduates to

gain local work experience due to local employers' preference for

those with permanent status. On the other hand, without local work

experience, international graduates cannot acquire the five additional

points given to applicants with work experience in their field of study

for at least a year, which adversely affects their migration outcome.

However, this tension is less apparent for IT international graduates

who found more opportunities to work in their field of study and spent

less time landing their first job in their field of study compared to

Business and Engineering graduates. The diverse and highly globalised

workforce in the IT industry can be related to normative practices which

contribute to the perception that it is more receptive of international

graduates. The normative and cultural practices in IT sectors where

employers with an international background tend to be less worried

about the “international” and “temporary” status of 485 visa holders and

lower market entry barrier for IT international graduates to enter high‐

skilled market segment, as compared to other sectors. Our findings

further enrich the current understandings of the relationships between

field of study and employment outcomes. While technical related

graduates are often reported to have better employment prospects

compared to nontechnical disciplines, within in the international

graduate labour market, IT graduates had better employment opportu-

nities compared to engineering graduates due to the structural

conditions and practices of these industries in relation to the temporary

nature of the temporary graduate visa. This underscores how some

industries are better placed when it comes to employing international

students than others.

The findings of this study raise several major issues related to the

government policy and the reality of the labour market in which

temporary graduate visa holders are operating. First, the Australian

government positions the PSWR policy as a win‐win approach at the

structural level to create opportunities for Australian universities and

local businesses to boost the number of international students and

increase the pool of skilled migrants for Australia (Berquist et al., 2019).

Despite the residency and work rights provided by this visa, its

temporary status generally disadvantages international graduates from

entering the labour market with many Australian employers preferring

applicants with permanent residency (Tran et al., 2019; Tran, 2020). This

draws attention to the normative and cultural practices resulted from

the impacts of the PSWR regulative pillar. Therefore, despite the

objectives set out by the PSWR policy international graduates are often

marginalised in their job search or find themselves in insecure work.

There is a significant mismatch in international graduates' employment

outcomes and the reaction of the Australian labour market, in a way that

contradicts the intended goals of the PSWR policy and international

graduates' postgraduation expectations. Second, the high proportion of

temporary graduates who work in low‐skilled jobs, as shown in this

study, further confirms that as a host country Australia has yet to

effectively tap into this pool of capable and highly qualified workers. The

ways international graduates are regulated by the PSWR policy and the

unfavourable perceptions of the host labour market about this

temporary cohort compromises the sustainability of international

enrolments. Third, the characteristics of the labour force in the three

disciplines are to some extent indicative of how the shortages in

domestic skilled workforce (Engineers Australia, 2019b; Jackling & De

Lange, 2009) have led to Australia turning to skilled migrants and

international graduates. While it is debated that some jobs such as

Accounting are oversubscribed with graduates (see Birrell, 2014), the

point that international graduates have higher unemployment rates than

their domestic peers remains.

From the lens of institutional theory, the normative and cultural

practices experienced by international graduates raise the question of

how the PSWR policy could leverage a young and high qualified

workforce of international graduates to address the skills shortages.

While the normative and cultural practices experienced by international

IT graduates are certainly specific to the IT industry, it nevertheless

highlights the benefits to be gained if regulative, normative, and cultural

pillars are in sync. The fact that IT employers are among those who

rated very high satisfaction with IT graduates (87.2%) (Australian

Government, 2019) which reinforces the notion that international

graduates on temporary visas can be an asset to Australian organisations

and deliver benefits to the host nation if their productivity is effectively

capitalised on. By analysing employment outcomes of international

graduates across the Accounting, Engineering and IT sectors, this study

argues that to understand the barriers facing this cohort, it is useful to

note how the institutional system has different impacts on the labour

market of different industries, and how structural conditions of some

industries are more supportive and ready to accept international

graduates on temporary visas than others. This varying gap in

expectations and outcomes between industries suggests the need for

a more holistic approach to the internationalisation of graduate

employability at the heart of universities' strategies, and for more

attention to developing policies concerning international students and

graduates. The study underscores the importance of considering the

industry's conditions to understand employment barriers and opportu-

nities for international graduates on the temporary graduate visas.

5 | LIMITATION AND FUTURE STUDIES

While the study highlighted the structural differences in IT through the

lens of institutional theory, it is worthwhile to have future research into

exploring how international graduates' agentic manoeuvres can vary

across specific fields of work. In addition, cross‐sectional research was

designed for this study with the study variables measured at one point

in time. This design does not allow the researchers to capture possible

changes in employment status of the international graduates over time.

Future research could employ longitudinal study to enrich the current

findings and provide a nuanced understanding of employment

experiences of international graduates from a different angle.

The focus of this study is to explore if there are any differences in

employment experience between groups of different disciplines. Future

studies may consider investigating group differences in other variables
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such as graduates' gender and languages. They could also use Bayesian

estimation which allows the use of prior knowledge and information in

data analysis to overcome some limitations of the ANOVA approach.
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