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Overview and Summary of Key 

Findings 

In the context of government procurement policies that place requirements on 

suppliers to employ workers from disadvantaged cohorts, it is timely to consider 

demand-side strategies for achieving inclusive and sustainable employment. This 

report contributes to this effort by documenting employment and workplace-related 

barriers for jobseekers in groups targeted in the Victorian Government’s Social 

Procurement Framework. It draws on recent Australian and international literature to 

identify some of the most important of those barriers. 

This report identifies critical employment and workplace-related factors that act as 

barriers to sustainable employment outcomes for workers from groups in the 

community who have been identified as experiencing labour market disadvantage. It 

considers employer knowledge, employment practices, work organisation and 

employment arrangements in the context of other individual and external systemic 

and structural barriers to sustainable and inclusive employment. 

A key finding of the literature review is that sustainable employment outcomes for 

disadvantaged jobseekers can be highly dependent on workplace and employment-

related factors. A focus on sustainable employment requires looking beyond job 

availability and employment placement to consider workplace factors that affect 

people's opportunities for and likelihood of retaining work.   

How work is organised, how jobs are designed, job quality, equity and opportunities 

for decision-making in the workplace all matter for sustainable employment outcomes 

for people in disadvantaged jobseeker cohorts. Sustainable employment outcomes can 

also be dependent on the inclusiveness of workplaces and on opportunities employees 

have to acquire skills at work.  

There is a strong emphasis on supply-side barriers to employment in the relevant 

literature and in the design of employment assistance programs, along with a parallel 

emphasis on job placement. However, supporting people to develop relevant skills, be 

job-ready and matching them to job vacancies may not produce sustainable 

employment outcomes. Getting people into work is not enough to ensure they can 

stay in work.  

Employment and workplace-related barriers to sustainable employment identified in 

the review include: recruitment and selection practices; insecure work and 
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underemployment; poor job quality, poor working conditions, and non-inclusive 

workplace environments; and lack of access to flexible work arrangements.  

Victoria’s Fair Jobs Code standards provide a strong foundation for employment that is 

sustainable and inclusive. Assisting employers, unions and community groups to work 

collaboratively on workplace priorities and strategies to meet the Fair Jobs Code 

standards is a clear starting point for addressing workplace and employment barriers 

for disadvantaged jobseekers. Building on the findings presented in this report, further 

research and work with these groups should also identify specific targeted actions and 

include development of guidance and practice resources for workplace strategies and 

policies.  
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Introduction 

Employment assistance is often strongly focused on the supply-side of the labour 

market. Yet, frequently, for people experiencing labour market disadvantage, 

employment assistance and job placement do not lead to longer-term employment 

pathways and outcomes.  

In much of the employment program evaluation literature outcome measures of 

employment assistance interventions are often limited to job placement, with less 

attention paid to the sustainability of employment outcomes. The literature provides 

little insight into the ways in which the employment environment and employer and 

workplace practices might affect longer-term employment outcomes. However, it is 

clear that, while placement in employment can provide benefits and improve 

wellbeing, including through increasing income, providing routine and increasing social 

contact, it is also clear that poor employment experiences in bad jobs can have 

cumulative negative effects. 

This report documents barriers to inclusive and sustainable employment for 

disadvantaged Victorians, focusing on demand-side employment and workplace-

related barriers.  It adopts an understanding of inclusive and sustainable employment 

as employment that supports ongoing economic participation and decent work in 

environments where diversity and people’s unique perspectives and skills are 

recognised and valued. The report draws on findings of recent Australian and 

international peer-reviewed and other publicly available literature, including recent 

government and other public inquiries into barriers to employment. 

Workplace and job/employment barriers for disadvantaged jobseekers interact with 

and need to be considered in the context of the individual and external systemic 

barriers faced by jobseekers. To provide this context, following an introduction to the 

relevant Victorian policies, the report commences with an overview of common 

barriers to sustainable employment for jobseekers experiencing labour market 

disadvantage. It then summarises recent research findings relating to systemic and 

individual barriers for people in jobseeker cohorts identified in Victorian social 

procurement and employment policies.  

Following this are brief discussions of external barriers associated with employment 

assistance, income support payments and access to childcare. Employment assistance 

services, income support and childcare assistance can be very important for transitions 

to employment and for sustaining work. However, aspects of these systems can also 
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create barriers to sustainable employment outcomes. They can impact on jobseekers 

in ways that influence the employment options available to them. In addition, they can 

interact with particular work and employment opportunities to affect the likelihood of 

jobs being beneficial for individuals and/or the chances of employment being 

maintained. 

The main section of the report presents an overview of findings identified in the 

literature concerning external employment and work-related barriers for priority 

groups of jobseekers. Employment and workplace barriers identified include: 

recruitment and selection practices, insecure work and underemployment; job quality, 

job characteristics and the workplace environment; and access to flexible work 

arrangements. The report concludes with some brief comments on the potential for 

addressing employment and workplace barriers to support better employment 

outcomes.  

VICTORIA’S SOCIAL PROCUREMENT FRAMEWORK  

The Victorian Social Procurement Framework identifies employment and job-readiness 

outcomes for various population groups as desired outcomes to create opportunities 

for people in these groups. Specific employment outcomes sought are gender equality 

and the employment of Aboriginal people and people with disability by organisations 

supplying goods and services to the Government.1 The Government has also identified 

Aboriginal Victorians, people with disability, long-term unemployed people, women, 

disengaged young people, sole parents, migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, 

workers in transition and people in regions with entrenched disadvantage as priority 

groups for assistance in finding and keeping employment (Victorian Government 

2018). 

The Victorian Government is also committed to promoting ‘fair, safe, secure, 

cooperative and inclusive’ workplaces. Reflecting this commitment, the Victorian Fair 

Jobs Code promotes fair labour standards, secure employment and job security, equity 

and diversity, and cooperative workplace relationships and workers’ representation 

among businesses tendering for large or significant government procurement 

contracts and applicants for significant business grants.  

 
1 Other employment outcomes—including employment of Aboriginal Victorians and fair treatment of 

workers—rely on purchasing from social enterprises, Australian Disability Enterprises, Aboriginal 

businesses, and purchasers that comply with IR laws and promote secure employment (Victorian 

Government 2018).  
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Barriers to Sustainable 

Employment for Diverse Groups 

Individual, employment-related and structural and systemic barriers to sustainable 

employment interact and often multiply the disadvantages experienced by people 

seeking work. Experiences are diverse and each person seeking work has unique 

circumstances and faces different challenges. However, some challenges are common 

among people in particular population cohorts who are vulnerable to unemployment 

or exclusion from the labour market.    

External structural and systemic barriers to sustainable employment interact and 

overlap with individual and personal barriers, and with workplace and employment 

barriers. People from disadvantaged groups often face multiple barriers to gaining and 

staying in work. For example, a person with a chronic illness that limits their ability to 

work has a personal barrier to employment. That person could also experience 

structural or systemic barriers such as lack of available, accessible health care and lack 

of demand in the local labour market. Workplace and employment factors such as 

discriminatory practices, job design or inflexible work arrangements could also present 

barriers.  

In Australia, barriers to employment for people who are long-term unemployed or 

with weak labour market attachment commonly include having relatively little work 

experience, low skills and/or health limitations, and a scarcity of job opportunities 

(OECD 2017).  Unemployment itself creates barriers such as financial hardship or 

poverty—due to low levels of income support payments—that limit access to 

opportunities and resources that can improve employment prospects, as well as 

having significant effects on physical and mental wellbeing. Unemployment commonly 

leads to loss of confidence and self-esteem. These and other circumstances, such as 

lack of experience, can also make it difficult for people to manage new or difficult 

situations (Victorian Government 2020). 

Key findings in relation to barriers for priority groups in Victoria are outlined below in 

separate sections relating to women and gender equality in employment, people with 

disability, Aboriginal Victorians, and other groups experiencing labour market 

disadvantage (including recent migrants). 
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WOMEN AND GENDER EQUALITY IN EMPLOYMENT 

In general, women experience more barriers to participating in the labour market than 

men. For example, on average, it takes young women longer to gain employment than 

young men, even when women have more hours of work experience or more relevant 

skills (Foundation for Young Australians 2018, p. 28). Historically, discrimination and 

gender -coding of some jobs as masculine or more suitable for men have been barriers 

to women’s employment. They remain barriers for women to gaining entry and 

sustaining work in some male-dominated occupations. There is a very high level of 

gender segregation in the Australian labour force and women are over-represented in 

part-time employment and in casual employment (Littleton and Jericho 2023), 

especially when they are in their early career and prime working-age years. There are 

large gender gaps in both labour force participation and employment during the prime 

child-rearing ages. Among parents with dependent children under four years of age 

the unemployment rate for mothers is almost double that for fathers (4.5% compared 

with 2.8% in June 2021). Overall, women are also more likely to be underemployed 

than men (7.2% compared with 5.1% in June 2022).2  

In addition to caring for children, women provide most of the unpaid care for people 

with disability and older people requiring care. Seven in ten (71.8%) primary carers for 

older people and people with disability are women, and women are two and a half 

times more likely to be primary carers than men (ABS 2018). As women provide most 

unpaid care in families they are far more likely than men to move in and out of 

employment multiple times during their working lives, placing them at a disadvantage 

in relation to work experience, skills development and career opportunities.  

Caring responsibilities for children, older family members and family members with 

disability often limit jobseekers’ ability to find and retain suitable work. Barriers to 

employment cited by carers include: lack/cost of alternative available care, disruption 

to the person being cared for, loss of skills and lack of suitable hours of work (ACTU 

2020).  

In the context of considering how to support women’s equal participation in 

employment, caring responsibilities can be portrayed and treated as individual barriers 

to employment. However, sustainable employment outcomes for working carers 

require income support and employment assistance programs as well as employment 

and workplace arrangements that support work and care.  The persistence of gender 

inequality in employment and in lifetime incomes arises, in large part, from social 

norms and structural arrangements that maintain family and employment models that 

 
2 Multiple sources including: ABS 2020a, 2021b, 2022a, 2022b, Pennington and Stanford. 2020.  
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do not provide strong incentives for equal care and equal participation in employment 

by men and women. 

Single parents face particular barriers to gaining and keeping employment due to 

needing to manage work and care. The vast majority (82.8%) of single parent families 

with children and other dependents are headed by women, and they are much less 

likely to be in employment (61.3%) than men in single parent families with children 

and dependents (75.8%) (ABS 2021b). 

Experience of family violence is a systemic problem which can be a significant personal 

and employment barrier for some women. It can lead to a disrupted work history and 

increase the likelihood of women’s work experience being confined to casual roles. It 

can also lead to ill-health and loss of self-esteem. Workplaces can be sites for the 

perpetuation of family and domestic violence, but they can also be important sites for 

women to gain support and security (Victorian Government 2020). 

PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY  

The unemployment rate for people with disability is twice as high as the 

unemployment rate for people without disability. This is despite the fact that the vast 

majority of unemployed people with disability (82%) do not require additional support 

from their employer to work and most (82%) do not need to take time off work 

because of their disability (AIHW 2020, p. 283).  

Unemployed people with disability experience discrimination more than twice as often 

as employed people with disability, with 24 per cent of unemployed people reporting 

experiencing discrimination in the previous year (AIHW 2020, p. 138). Discrimination is 

a significant ongoing and systemic barrier to employment. At the workplace level 

barriers that lead to the exclusion of people with disability from employment are often 

present from the recruitment stage, when biased negative assumptions about 

capability, inaccessible processes and other factors prevent people from gaining access 

to work. 

Other barriers to employment reported by people with disability include lack of work 

experience, lack of availability of accessible transport, lack of assistance in finding, 

securing and maintaining employment, difficulty in accessing skills training and 

education and potential loss of income support (AHRC 2016). Disability itself can be a 

barrier for some people where this limits capacity to work.  
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ABORIGINAL VICTORIANS  

In 2018-19, fewer than half (49.1 per cent) of working-age Indigenous Australians were 

in employment, compared to three quarters (75.9%) of non-Indigenous Australians 

(Australian Government 2020, p. 66). Unemployment is associated with poorer mental 

health which in turn can be associated with intergenerational disadvantage and racism 

(Victorian Government 2020). Unemployment is also associated with low levels of 

social capital and civic engagement (Hunter 2000). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people are also more disadvantaged than other Australians on a range of 

socioeconomic measures (Qian et al. 2019).   

Barriers to sustainable employment for Aboriginal people include norms and 

expectations in services and in employment ‘that generally don’t acknowledge or 

accommodate the cultural norms of Indigenous Australians’ (Qian et al. 2019, p. 15). 

These factors can be barriers to both gaining and retaining employment. Indigenous 

jobseekers have been found to be more likely to have successful employment 

outcomes where training and employment services are provided in environments 

where their culture is acknowledged and incorporated. Poor cultural awareness in 

workplaces can be a barrier to retaining employment. For example, in Victoria, lack of 

workplace recognition of the extended family and cultural responsibilities that older 

Aboriginal people in particular have, has been identified as a significant barrier to 

employee retention (Victorian Government 2020).  

OTHER DISADVANTAGED JOBSEEKERS IN THE 

VICTORIAN LABOUR MARKET 

Priority groups identified for employment support in Victoria also include long-term 

unemployed people, disengaged young people, sole parents, migrants, refugees and 

asylum seekers, workers in transition and people in regions with entrenched 

disadvantage (Victorian Government 2018). Jobseekers in these groups also often face 

barriers that include limited work history and poor access to opportunities for the skills 

development, education and experience that employers want.  

Newly arrived migrants and refugees and people seeking asylum can face barriers to 

gaining and maintaining employment that include unfamiliarity with Australian 

systems, difficulty translating their skills and qualifications into the local context, poor 

English language skills, weaker professional networks, unfamiliarity with work cultures 

and norms and ongoing effects of trauma (Barraket 2014, Kong et al. 2018, Qian et al. 

2019).  
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External Barriers: Inadequate 

Services and Supports  

External structural and systemic barriers to sustainable employment include flaws and 

inadequacies in the design and operation of services and programs that are intended 

to support people. The barriers identified in this section all influence and/or interact 

with external employment and workplace barriers to support or diminish chances for 

sustainable employment outcomes. 

Income support, childcare and employment services are critical supports for people 

looking for work, gaining work and retaining employment. However, they may also 

contribute to barriers to inclusive and sustainable employment. Employment 

assistance that focuses on placement as an outcome, insecurity of income due to 

difficulty maintaining income support in transitions to work and when wages are 

uncertain, and lack of affordable childcare all operate to reduce the chances of 

workers from disadvantaged communities achieving sustainable employment 

outcomes.  

Addressing these barriers is likely to require significant policy change at the federal 

level. However, immediate steps can be taken to ensure advocacy and support for 

jobseekers and for sustainable employment outcomes give attention to these issues 

and barriers.  

EMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE  

Employment services have been found to be most effective when the specific needs of 

disadvantaged job seekers are treated as central, and when supports and activities are 

tailored to the person’s individual circumstances. Approaches should be holistic and 

include direct links to training and other support services (NESA 2019). The person 

must have agency in the development of plans for work that: 

… focus on pathways that enable the person to achieve their aspiration, 

adopt a holistic approach identifying vocational and non-vocational 

factors influencing employment prospects, and are informed by labour 

market conditions and opportunities. In monitoring implementation of 

return to work plans, the emphasis is on working in partnership with 

disadvantaged job seekers … . (NESA 2019, p. 11) 
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Australia has adopted a strong work-first approach to employment which gives priority 

to initial employment placement and can fail to reflect these aspirations for 

employment assistance. While a work-first approach has been shown to be effective in 

the short term, it can see some jobseekers ‘set up for failure’ (NESA 2019, p. 12).   

A strong focus on employment placement as an outcome of assistance services, as well 

as onerous job search requirements attached to income support payments, can see 

people placed in low-skilled, short-term jobs that interrupt efforts to gain skills and 

experience that support viable careers. Lack of job-readiness and training are some 

issues that may not receive adequate attention. In addition, placement of people in 

inappropriate jobs and lack of post-placement support can undermine jobseekers’ 

chances of staying in work. 

Post-placement support has been seen to be equally as important as placement for 

many disadvantaged jobseekers as it can play a critical role in assisting disadvantaged 

jobseekers to remain in employment (NESA 2019). Flexible and sustained support can 

assist disadvantaged workers who face continued challenges from personal or other 

issues to stay in employment. Post-placement support can help new employees adapt 

to job and workplace requirements (AHRC 2016, Hussein and Bloom 2015). There is 

considerable evidence that sustained post-placement support is needed for young 

people and some people with disability, with lack of this support identified as a major 

barrier to employment success (Gmtroski et al 2018).   

Skill development beyond placement can assist disadvantaged job seekers meet 

employers’ expectations and reduce the likelihood of job loss (NESA 2019). Mentoring 

and other tailored supports, including equipment and adjustments for individual 

workers, are also important. However, as noted in the later sections of this report, 

post-placement support cannot address all external workplace and employment 

barriers to sustainable employment outcomes. 

INCOME SUPPORT AND WORK 

Transitions from income support payments to wages, and reliance on combinations of 

income support payments and wages, can lead to financial hardship, deterring 

jobseekers (including those with dependents) from gaining employment. This is 

especially the case where work is casual or otherwise insecure, with variable working 

hours that cause wages to be insecure and unpredictable.  

Uncertainty of income in the longer-term is one issue, but for many jobseekers starting 

work, insecurity of income may be a problem from each week to the next. The 

complexity of the income support system and difficulty of re-accessing payments once 
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going off them, as well as the fear and risk of overpayments, contribute to these 

problems. For some groups, including single parents and others with dependents, 

potential loss of a Health Care Card providing concessions for medicines is also a 

significant issue (Hill 2022).  

ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE CHILDCARE SERVICES 

Access to affordable childcare services is critical for women’s participation in the 

workforce. Australia has one of the most expensive childcare systems globally, with 

services unaffordable for almost 40 per cent of families (Gromada and Richardson 

2021, Grudnoff 2022, Noble and Hurley 2021, p. 3). Availability of childcare services is 

poorest in lower socio-economic areas. Centre-based child care is only available during 

weekday day time hours (i.e. 6 am - 6 pm) which makes it unsuitable for women who 

work outside those hours. 

The current structure of child care subsidies—the primary mechanism by which the 

federal government assists families with the costs of childcare—creates disincentives 

for equal workforce participation by women as child care expenses can account for a 

large part of a mother’s wage. If a woman works full-time and is the lower-paid partner 

in a two-earner family the family is likely to be worse off than if she worked part-time, 

due to the higher costs the family will have to pay for formal childcare. This 

disincentive to work also exists for sole parents (Stewart 2018).  

The childcare subsidy activity test aims to encourage participation in the workforce. 

However, it can have the opposite effect by creating significant uncertainty for parents 

in casual employment due to the ongoing risk that they will fail to meet the activity 

test, thus generating overpayment debts.  
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Employment and Workplace 

Barriers  

A vast body of academic and other research, policy and program evaluation literature 

on barriers to employment for disadvantaged jobseekers has focused on identifying 

and addressing individual personal and vocational factors, and their association with 

employment outcomes. Demand-side factors are often recognised as creating barriers 

to employment. However, less attention is paid to the nature of jobs, the employment 

environment and workplace demands, and to how these factors and the broader 

organisation of work can present barriers to gaining and retaining employment for 

people experiencing disadvantage. 

As an example, one ‘comprehensive’ employment model for low-income mothers 

includes individual, family and community as employment factors for women with 

young children, including support for childcare. However, the model does not include 

any work-related factors that could impact on women’s ability to manage work while 

also parenting young children (Urban and Olsen 2005). This is despite the existence of 

a very large body of knowledge documenting the ways in which work cultures, working 

time, job design, flexibility policies and employment contracts are important in 

determining women’s employment experience. 

Employment has many benefits for people and, generally, has been shown to impact 

positively on individuals’ health and wellbeing (Victorian Government 2020). However, 

the benefits of employment are neither uniform nor guaranteed and are affected by 

external, in-work and personal factors. Having any job is not always better than having 

no job (Qian et al. 2019).   

This section focuses on workplace and employment-related barriers in the context of 

some of the common individual, personal and other barriers experienced by 

disadvantaged jobseekers that were outlined in the earlier sections of the report.  This 

discussion indicates the interconnectedness of barriers and draws attention to the 

importance of taking external demand-side employment and workplace-based barriers 

into account to address barriers to sustainable employment for jobseekers 

experiencing labour market disadvantage.  

Various job-related factors are associated with high turnover and with exit from jobs, 

including for people who are vulnerable to disadvantage. Characteristics of some jobs 

have negative impacts on health and wellbeing. Work environment, job quality, job 
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characteristics and other factors (including low pay, overwork and feeling 

undervalued) can affect employment outcomes, including whether someone stays in 

their job. Conversely, personal choice, sense of control and self-direction, and being 

valued in one’s employment situation can support retention in employment (Qian et 

al. 2019).  

Employers who are interested in providing sustainable employment for jobseekers 

experiencing disadvantage may have difficulty doing so due to particular job 

requirements. However, barriers to inclusive and sustainable employment also arise 

from employers’ choices and decisions and/or lack of knowledge, awareness and skills 

to develop positive, inclusive workplaces and good jobs or to implement retention 

strategies. Employment barriers can be reinforced as a result of unconscious bias, 

discrimination, non-inclusive recruitment practices or non-participative workplaces. 

The discussion that follows draws out the main findings of the literature review in 

relation to specific workplace and employment barriers.  

Recruitment and selection practices can be powerful barriers to inclusion. Some forms 

of employment and types of employment contracts also present significant problems 

for the goal of sustainable and inclusive employment. Insecure work and short hours’ 

part-time jobs in which people are underemployed and/or working time and earnings 

are unpredictable are one example. Other significant barriers discussed are poor 

quality jobs and non-inclusive work environments and lack of flexible work 

arrangements.  

RECRUITMENT AND SELECTION PRACTICES 

The experience of job seeking unsuccessfully in a competitive labour 

market where job seekers are unable to source vacancies at all or, in 

their line of work, or face repeated rejection … is discouraging, is 

demoralising, and leads to disengagement from the labour market. 

(NESA 2019, p. 6) 

Common recruitment practices can exclude disadvantaged jobseekers, potentially 

deepening disadvantage. Advertising practices and the use of automated decision-

making in recruitment are examples of aspects of recruitment and selection of 

employees that can create barriers.  

Job advertisements can exclude many jobseekers by including unnecessary, broad or 

vague selection criteria. Recruitment and selection processes may not be able to be 

accessed by some people. For example, some web-based processes can exclude 

people with disability and others with limited access to digital technologies.  The use of 
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automated systems that use computer algorithms to produce shortlists of candidates 

can increase efficiency in recruitment, but can also lead to unfair treatment and 

discrimination, including through reproducing existing biases and previous unequal 

treatment of particular groups based on age, gender, ethnicity, disability, health and 

other characteristics (Köchling and Wehner 2020).  

JOB CHARACTERISTICS AND WORK ENVIRONMENT  

There are a variety of factors related to characteristics of jobs and workplaces that are 

associated with decreased likelihood of a person staying in work. Some factors have 

been found to affect employees in general, while other factors are likely to affect 

particular groups of employees. While job satisfaction is likely to be higher in 

workplaces that value and foster employee engagement and wellbeing, conversely, 

people who work in bad jobs with poor working conditions experience higher risk of 

health problems and job dissatisfaction and are more likely to leave work (Kubicek et al 

2010).   

Research in Australia and elsewhere has found that, in general, workers in low-skilled 

occupations and in low-quality jobs are more likely to leave their jobs. Aspects of job 

quality found to be associated with increased likelihood of leaving work and with 

absence from work due to sickness are: having low control over work, having little 

opportunity for decision-making, unfair pay, high job demands and insecurity. For 

women and people with disability, an additional factor associated with intention to 

leave work and with taking more sick leave is low support from managers or 

supervisors (Milner et al. 2018, Stansfeld et al. 2018).  

For people with disability the likelihood of leaving work or being absent due to sickness 

is affected by the same work-related factors as those affecting people without 

disability. Research also suggests that people with disability are disproportionately 

likely to have poorer quality working experiences and that having a disability affects 

the likelihood of leaving employment, above any health effects (Milner et al. 2018). It 

is possible that people with disability are more exposed to stressors such as 

discrimination and bullying in workplace settings, leading to greater sickness absence 

and likelihood of leaving work (Milner et al. 2020). Supportive supervision has been 

found to be very important for some people with disability commencing work (Kubicek 

et al 2020, Milner et al. 2020). 

Barriers to retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait employees have been identified as 

including discrimination and racism, lack of recognition of skills and knowledge, non-

inclusive work environments, high workloads, poorly documented/understood roles 
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and responsibilities, low pay and unfair pay (Biddle et al. 2016, Lai et al. 2018). Non-

inclusive work environments in which there is a lack of cultural awareness and 

sensitivity and in which Aboriginal people experience a lack of cultural safety, are a 

particular barrier to retention (Deroy and Schütze 2019). The experience of racism at 

work is common. Appropriate support and remuneration and ensuring role clarity have 

been found to be important to support the retention of Aboriginal workers in the 

health industry (Lai et al 2018). 

Another barrier appears to be absence of employer action on Indigenous employment. 

A recent survey of 42 large employers—organisations with very poor representation of 

Indigenous employees—found a third did not provide any Indigenous-specific 

development programs and only half collected data on the retention of Indigenous 

employees (BCEC and Murawin 2022).  

There is a growing body of resources and support available to assist employers create 

more inclusive workplaces. One way of seeing the task has emphasised moving away 

from ‘an ideal worker’ model that assumes all employees are typically male, available 

all the time, have unbroken career records and no caring responsibilities. While 

strategies for achieving this shift will vary, some starting points include ensuring 

recruitment processes encourage diversity, working with the expectations of 

employees and introducing diversity through traineeships or structured work 

experience programs. Cultural and disability awareness training for all employees, 

including in induction courses, is important (AHRC 2020). Addressing general 

workplace culture issues may be critical to addressing racism and discrimination 

(Biddle et al. 2016).  

INSECURE WORK AND UNDEREMPLOYMENT  

Insecure, casual and temporary jobs that offer only episodic or short-term work can 

expose disadvantaged workers to financial hardship, especially since many of these 

jobs are low paid (Public Sector Research Group 2018). Casual employment is 

commonplace in Australia, especially in lower-paid jobs. Almost one in four (23%) 

employees is in a casual job (ABS 2021a). Casual jobs are without paid leave, mostly 

without certainty of ongoing work and often without security of hours and income 

from week-to-week. Average casual pay rates are much lower than for equivalent 

permanent part-time and full-time jobs, despite casual loadings (Pennington 2021). 

Nearly one-fifth of young people working full-time hours (35 hours or more a week) 

are in casual jobs. Often they hold multiple jobs, although this may not be their 

preference. Lack of job security and benefits (such as paid leave) impact negatively on 
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psychological wellbeing (Foundation for Young Australians, 2018). Compared with 

other workers, people with disability are much more likely to experience greater job 

insecurity than those without disability (Milner et al. 2018).  

Casual employment is more common among female than male employees and is 

highest among young people and among women aged to 34 years (ABS 2020b ,2021a). 

The challenges of combining work and care contribute to women’s over-

representation in casual employment as over half of part-time jobs are casual. Women 

are twice as likely to be in part-time employment than men (43.2% compared with 

18.5%) and are more likely than men to be underemployed (ABS 2022a).  

Casual work is sometimes considered as offering flexibility for parents and carers who 

need flexible carer-friendly employment to be able to stay in work. Some people with 

disability who need flexibility also seek to gain this through casual employment (AHRC 

2016).  However, many casual jobs do not offer employees much or any flexibility, 

including in retail, hospitality and care sectors where casual work is prevalent. Rather, 

many casual and part-time employees in these industries report they have very little 

control over their work hours. It is not uncommon for employees to report feeling 

obligated to work ‘on-demand’ to keep their jobs and/or earn an adequate income 

(Cortis et al. 2021, Macdonald et al 2018). Without paid leave entitlements, casual 

employees are vulnerable to income and job loss when they need to take time off, 

including due to illness or other health requirements, or to care for others or meet 

cultural responsibilities. 

Underemployment is not uncommon in casual jobs, especially for women.  It can 

contribute to insecurity and uncertainty for people experiencing disadvantage. 

Underemployed workers are in jobs in which they work less hours than they want. 

Underemployment can also entail people working in jobs that do not match their skills, 

expectations or experience. Women are more likely than men to be underemployed, 

with fewer hours than desired (7.1% compared with 4.9%) (ABS 2022b). Women 

returning to work after bearing children are also more likely than others to be 

underemployed in relation to their skills and experience, including as returning to part-

time work can mean returning to a lower-skilled job (ABS 2022a).  

Underemployment in relation to hours or to skills and experience is also more 

prevalent among people with disability than it is among the total workforce and it has 

been found to be ‘particularly damaging for the mental health and wellbeing’ of 

people with disability (Milner et al. 2017, p. 1198). Among young people, 

underemployment has been found to be associated with depression and chronic 

disease (Foundation for Young Australians 2018).  
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LACK OF FLEXIBLE AND PART-TIME WORK 

ARRANGEMENTS 

Flexible work arrangements can be very important for retention, with some people 

experiencing disadvantage particularly likely to rely on flexible work arrangements to 

stay in work. Parents of young children, especially single parents and others with 

significant care responsibilities, often require flexible arrangements on an ongoing 

basis to manage their care and work roles. Other workers may also require flexible 

arrangements, including to manage health or to meet cultural responsibilities.  

Lack of flexible work arrangements can lead to underemployment as people settle for 

insecure casual jobs with fewer hours than they need so as to manage care or cultural 

responsibilities, health or disability. Employees without flexible arrangements may use 

all their leave entitlements, including annual leave, which can lead to people leaving 

work altogether. Fear of discrimination or poor performance assessment prevents 

some employees from requesting flexible work arrangements and, in the case of some 

people with disability, from requesting workplace adjustments (AHRC 2016, Baxter and 

Kelly 2016). In some workplaces flexible work arrangements, while ostensibly 

available, are difficult to access due to individual managers’ attitudes, complex 

application processes, or full-time Monday-to-Friday 9-to-5 cultures that deter 

employees from requesting flexible arrangements or part-time hours. These barriers 

may be more significant for disadvantaged workers (Victorian Government 2020).  
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Conclusion  

This report has focused on external workplace and employment-related barriers to 

sustainable employment outcomes for disadvantaged jobseekers. Key findings of the 

literature review are that job quality, working arrangements, inclusivity and 

opportunity for participation at work all matter for sustainable employment. Emphasis 

on employment placement alone is not likely to produce sustainable employment 

outcomes. Action is required to tackle barriers present in workplaces and in 

employment arrangements. 

Employment can provide people with benefits that improve wellbeing in various ways, 

including through increasing income, providing routine and increasing social contact. 

However, where job quality, pay and working conditions are poor, employment can 

also have cumulative negative effects. Placing disadvantaged jobseekers in jobs in 

which they are insecure, underemployed, or cannot establish daily routines, or placing 

them in workplaces in which they experience poor or discriminatory treatment and 

disempowerment, are not likely to produce sustainable employment outcomes or 

create social value. 

Contemporary thought on good practice in employment assistance emphasises the 

importance of demand-led approaches to assisting disadvantaged job seekers (BSL 

2019). A demand-led approach entails working in partnership with employers to build 

effective support for disadvantaged jobseekers that can lead to sustainable 

employment outcomes that meet employers’ needs. 

Victoria’s Social Procurement Framework and Fair Jobs Code contain principles and 

standards that provide a strong foundation for engagement with employers to develop 

sustainable and inclusive employment. Advocacy and engagement with employers and 

unions on workplace strategies and policies for meeting these standards could include 

consultation and support to develop guidance and practice resources for achieving 

good employment outcomes for disadvantaged job seekers. This should include 

guidance and resources addressing the Fair Jobs Code standards: ‘promote secure 

employment and job security’, ‘foster cooperative and constructive relationships 

between employers, employees and their representatives’ and ‘foster workplace 

equity and diversity’ (Victorian Government 2022, Fair Jobs Code webpage). 

Some workplace and employment barriers for disadvantaged jobseekers may be more 

readily addressed than others. For example, there is currently some momentum for 

change to support greater employee-friendly flexibility in work arrangements. Recent 
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strengthening of employee rights to flexible work (DEWR 2022) provides an 

opportunity for awareness raising and training to support greater availability of flexible 

work arrangements that meet the needs of diverse groups of emplyees. Following the 

long COVID lockdowns in 2020 and 2021 many employers and employees have found 

ways to adapt to remote work. Many are better prepared and willing to consider how 

job redesign and work requirements can incorporate greater flexibility in work 

arrangements for all employees (WGEA 2021). Leave policies and provisions in 

enterprise agreements can be designed to suit specific workplace and employee 

circumstances and needs. Arrangements such as cultural leave can support Aboriginal 

employees who may have obligations to meet cultural responsibilities.  

Organisations such as Jobsbank that work with businesses to meet social procurement 

goals are ideally placed to facilitate and support collaborations between employers, 

unions and community representatives to identify priorities and develop workplace 

strategies. Further research and work with these groups could also include 

development of guidance and resources for workplace practice and policies to address 

the employment and workplace barriers faced by disadvantaged jobseekers that are 

identifed in this report. 
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