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unsatisfactory skill level of graduates, unrealistic 
salary expectations and insufficient work experience. 

A recent newspaper article (Macdonald-Smith 2009) 
noted that one impact of the global financial crisis 
has been that many Australian expatriates looking 
to return to Australia need to be wary of unrealistic 
salary expectations. The survey responses from 
Australian and international employers suggest that 
both Australian and international graduates need 
to be cautious about their salary demands when 
searching for jobs in Australia or overseas. 

As one Australian employer noted in interview:

“In general it is difficult to find people with the 
right combination of skills and experience. In the 
current market however, there are a lot of people 
out there and this generally means we can get 
better candidates for the same money.”

Despite the difficulties faced by employers in finding 
graduates, 70% of Australian employers surveyed 
were looking to use international graduates with 
Australian qualifications to fill their skills shortages, 
as were 84% of international employers. Most (78%) 
Australian employers surveyed were looking to 
Australian graduates with Australian qualifications to 
help meet skill shortages, and 74% of international 

Skill shortages
Most employers surveyed both onshore (Australian) 
and offshore (international), were facing skill 
shortages or were expecting to face them in the 
near future. Only 28% of Australian employers and 
32% of international employers were not expecting 
skill shortages within the near future17.

More than half of employers surveyed were finding 
it difficult to find graduates with the right skills to 
suit their organisation. Table 10 below shows some 
of the most common reasons given by employers 
for difficulty in finding graduates.

As table 10 shows, the most common reasons  
that Australian employers had difficulty in  
recruiting graduates was a lack of graduates in the 
relevant industry sector, competition from other 
employers, and the skill level of graduates being 
unsatisfactory. An Australian employer elaborated 
on this at interview:

“It’s never easy to find qualified people to  
fill the vacancies – we are always looking to 
recruit people.”

For international employers, the most common 
reasons for difficulty in finding graduates were the 

Section 4. Employer views of graduates

17	  These views are shared by the Australian Industry Group (Ai Group), which released a report in October 2009 on the business skilling intentions of 
Australian businesses in 2009-10. At the release of this report, Ai Group Chief Executive Heather Ridout noted:  
“Despite the downturn and its impact on employment, skill shortages continue to be a major strategic issue for business, and industry remains alert to 
the problem. Indeed, over the next 12 months skill shortages are anticipated for a range of occupations.” (Ai Group 2009)

Table 10 Reasons employers found it difficult to recruit graduates

  Australian  
employers

International 
employers

Not enough graduates in the relevant industry sector 41% 47%

Competition from other employers 41% 24%

Skill level of graduates is unsatisfactory 39% 59%

Salary expectations are not realistic 35% 59%

Not enough work experience 24% 53%
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53% mentioned the graduate’s proficiency in the 
local language as reasons why they might recruit a 
locally educated graduate.

To quote one offshore employer:

“Australian qualified graduates are too confident 
and put too much value on themselves due to 
their international qualifications. They expect 
higher salaries but this is not specific to just 
Australian graduates.”

Importance of factors when 
employing graduates
Employers look for a number of different factors 
when they seek to employ graduates. 

Australian and offshore employers were asked to 
rank the importance of these factors when seeking 
to employ international graduates. Figure 3 below 
shows the four attributes that the greatest number 
of employers nominated as very important.

employers were looking to local graduates with local 
qualifications. Across all employers, 43% expected 
that the number of international graduates they 
employed would increase over the next five years, 
while only 9% expected that number to decrease.

Offshore employers were asked why they might 
recruit an overseas educated graduate (ie. a 
graduate with an Australian qualification) over a 
locally educated graduate. More than half (63%) 
stated that overseas educated graduates were more 
creative or had better problem solving skills than 
locally educated graduates; 53% thought overseas 
educated graduates had better life experience; 
and 47% nominated the English language skills of 
overseas educated graduates as an important reason 
for recruiting them over a locally educated graduate.

When offshore employers were asked why they 
might choose to recruit a locally educated graduate 
over an internationally educated graduate, 68% 
mentioned the more realistic salary expectations and 

Figure 3 Important attributes for employing international graduates
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Satisfaction with graduates
Most Australian and offshore employers were 
satisfied with Australian educated graduates, as 
shown in figure 4 below.

Australian employers were slightly more likely to 
be satisfied with an Australian graduate (91%) than 
with an Australian educated international graduate 
(83%), while offshore employers were more 
satisfied with Australian educated international 
graduates that they employed (79%) than with 
locally educated graduates (74%). 

Almost three quarters (74%) of Australian 
employers thought the English language 
competency of international graduates that they 
had employed was acceptable or better, and 
71% rated their effective communication skills as 
acceptable or better. One in five (21%) thought the 
English language competency of their international 

A comparison of table 4 and figure 3 shows a 
mismatch between what graduates thought were 
the most important attributes that employers look 
for and what employers actually thought. While 
graduates and employers both nominated effective 
communication skills and the ability to work as 
part of a team, only 24% of international higher 
education and 20% of international VET graduates 
nominated effective problem solving skills, and only 
19% of international higher education and 21% 
of international VET graduates nominated English 
language competency as important factors.

As one Australian employer noted, 

“the graduates need to understand how 
important English language skills are – this is 
sometimes not clearly understood and  
leads to frustration.”

Figure 4 Employers’ satisfaction with Australian educated graduates
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For international graduates, the most common 
reasons for dissatisfaction related to their 
communication skills and their standard of written 
and spoken English (67% respectively), their ability 
to adapt to the work environment, and their lack of 
relevant work experience (58% respectively). Only 
one employer was dissatisfied with the work ethic 
of international graduates.

Four offshore employers (21%) were dissatisfied 
with the performance of Australian educated 
graduates. Of these four employers, three were 
dissatisfied with the technical and job function 
related skills of Australian graduates, while two 
were dissatisfied with the graduates’ work ethics, 
two with their communication skills, two with their 
lack of work experience and two with the quality of 
their Australian qualifications.

Concerns about recruiting
Employers were asked about any concerns 
that they might have when recruiting Australian 
educated graduates.

Although three quarters of Australian employers 
were satisfied with the English language ability 
of graduates they had employed, 69% stated 
that they were concerned about the standard of 
written and spoken English of Australian educated 
international graduates in general. Half (51%) 
were concerned about investing training and 
development in employees who were unlikely to 
stay in the job, 48% were concerned about the 
ability of international graduates to integrate into 
the work culture, 47% were concerned about the 
difficulties or expense of sponsoring a work visa for 
an international graduate, and 42% had concerns 
about a possible lack of relevant work experience. 
While nearly half were concerned about difficulties 
with sponsoring work visas, 73% of Australian 
employers stated that they would employ an 
international graduate on a bridging or 485 Skilled – 
Graduate (temporary) visa.

graduates was poor, and 23% thought international 
graduates performed poorly in terms of effective 
communication skills. 

Two thirds (66%) of Australian employers rated the 
ability of international graduates to work as part 
of a team as good or very good, and 59% rated 
their problem solving skills as good or very good. 
Domestic graduates were rated slightly higher in 
terms of their ability to work as part of a team (72% 
were rated good or very good), and were rated the 
same in terms of problem solving skills (59% good 
or very good). Only 4% of employers rated the 
performance of international graduates as poor in 
terms of their ability to work as part of a team, and 
5% rated their problem solving skills as poor.

Overall, 74% of Australian employers thought that 
international graduates met or exceeded their 
expectations, while 88% thought that domestic 
graduates met or exceeded their expectations. For 
offshore employers, 74% thought that Australian 
educated international graduates met or exceeded 
their expectations, while 68% thought that 
graduates with local qualifications met or exceeded 
their expectations.

Reasons for dissatisfaction
Six Australian employers (8%) were dissatisfied 
with the performance of domestic graduates and 
12 (16%) were dissatisfied with the performance of 
international graduates educated in Australia. The 
reasons for dissatisfaction for these employers are 
explored below.

The most common concerns over the performance 
of domestic graduates were related to their work 
ethic (100% of dissatisfied employers), their 
perceived inability to adapt to the work environment 
(100%), and issues relating to their technical and job 
function related skills and their communication skills 
(83% respectively).
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Areas for more focus
Australian and offshore employers were asked 
to nominate any areas that they thought required 
more emphasis in an Australian education. The main 
areas identified by employers involved workplace 
skills and experience, and English language and 
communication skills. Figure 5 below shows the 
five most common areas nominated as requiring 
more emphasis.

Improving the workplace readiness of higher 
education and VET graduates from Australian 
education and training institutions can be facilitated 
through partnerships between education providers 
and employers. More than half (53%) of Australian 
employers surveyed were offering internships, 
apprenticeships or traineeships to students while 
they were studying in Australia, and of those that 
were not currently doing this only 38% were not 
interested in collaborating.

For domestic graduates, 35% of employers were 
concerned about their possible lack of relevant 
work experience and 31% were concerned about 
investing training and development in employees 
who were unlikely to stay in the job.

More than half (54%) of offshore employers were 
concerned about investing training and development 
in Australian educated international gradautes 
who were unlikely to stay in the job, 39% were 
concerned about the ability of Australian educated 
international graduates to integrate into the work 
culture, 39% were concerned about the different 
work ethic of Australian educated international 
graduates and 36% were concerned about a 
possible lack of relevant work experience.

Figure 5 Areas requiring more emphasis in an Australian education
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