
1

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

Settlement & 
Talent Symposium
DrivingDriving
ProductivityProductivity

November 2025



Settlement Council of Australia

2 3

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

The Settlement Council of The Settlement Council of 
Australia acknowledges the Australia acknowledges the 
traditional custodians of the traditional custodians of the 
land on which we operate, the land on which we operate, the 
Ngunnawal people. We also Ngunnawal people. We also 
acknowledge the traditional acknowledge the traditional 
custodians of the various lands on custodians of the various lands on 
which migrants and refugees settle which migrants and refugees settle 
across Australia, and on which across Australia, and on which 
our sector operates. We pay our our sector operates. We pay our 
respects to Elders past and present respects to Elders past and present 
and celebrate the diversity of First and celebrate the diversity of First 
Nations people and their ongoing Nations people and their ongoing 
cultures and connections to our cultures and connections to our 
lands and waters.lands and waters.

Acknowledgement 
of Country

We share a dream; a dream to 
not only find a home, but to 
find a place where we belong, 
thrive and live fulfilling lives. 
Through partnership, advocacy 
and collaboration, people 
are supported to be able to 
achieve this dream.

From across the waters, 
people carry their own history, 
connections and culture along 
their journey and arrive on 
new lands to be welcomed 

into 65,000+ years of history, 
connections and culture. This 
new way honours the homes 
that people have come from 
and builds a new home on 
foundations that acknowledge 
the sovereignty of the First 
Peoples.

True belonging can then 
flourish as knowledge, 
understanding, empathy and 
love make way for establishing 
a new shared home that was 
once just a shared dream. 
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The Settlement Council of The Settlement Council of 
Australia is grateful to Principal Australia is grateful to Principal 
Partner, the Department of Partner, the Department of 
Home Affairs and Symposium Home Affairs and Symposium 
Partners AMES and Thrive Refugee Partners AMES and Thrive Refugee 
Enterprises.Enterprises.

Acknowledging 
Our Partners & 
Sponsors
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   Introduction

Over three days on the 
Sunshine Coast, the Settlement 
Council of Australia convened 
the Settlement and Talent 
Symposium (19 November 
2025) followed by the National 
Settlement Conference (20–21 
November 2025). Together, 
these events brought together 
400 participants representing 
government, industry, 
researchers and community 
leaders into a single national 
conversation about Australia’s 
settlement system and its 
impact on core national 
priorities: productivity, housing, 
cohesion, safety, youth futures, 
health, disability and inclusion.  

The Settlement and Talent 
Symposium marked a 
pivotal moment in reframing 
settlement as a driver of 
national productivity. By 
making a compelling economic 
case to employers and 
policymakers, it highlighted 
why effective settlement is 
not just a social imperative 
but a strategic investment in 
Australia’s future.

This symposium initiated a 
national conversation around 

settlement as essential 
economic infrastructure 
focused on the key question:  

How does effective settlement 
build the skilled, adaptable 
workforce Australia needs?

Settlement practitioners, 
employers, and policymakers 
discussed settlement as 
workforce infrastructure, 
demonstrating how the sector 
drives economic participation, 
skills recognition, and 
productivity growth.

A clear and consistent 
message emerged across both 
events: there is an opportunity 
to better align Australia’s 
settlement and mainstream 
systems with the strengths, 
skills and contributions 
of migrant and refugee 
communities. Where alignment 
is limited, economic, social and 
community-level potential can 
remain underutilised.

What the Settlement and 
Talent Symposium established:
•	 Australia is facing major 

workforce shortages in 
engineering, teaching, 

health, care and essential 
services, shortages that 
skilled migrants and 
refugees already here could 
fill.

•	 621,000 permanent 
migrants are working below 
their skill level, representing 
$9 billion in lost productivity 
each year.

•	 Employers, unions and 
government agencies are 
now aligned around the 
need for skills recognition 
and licensing reform.

•	 Settlement must be viewed 
as workforce infrastructure, 
not a social adjunct.

•	 Reform is feasible, 
supported, and 
economically urgent.

Australia cannot meet 
its economic, social and 
community priorities without 
a settlement system that 
recognises capability, enables 
participation, and operates 
coherently across jurisdictions. 
The Symposium and 
Conference together provide a 
clear, evidence-based pathway 
for national system reform, 
addressing both productivity 
and social cohesion.
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This Settlement and Talent This Settlement and Talent 
Symposium report synthesises Symposium report synthesises 
contributions from all plenaries, contributions from all plenaries, 
breakouts, employer panels and breakouts, employer panels and 
lived-experience discussions, lived-experience discussions, 
aligning discussion with aligning discussion with 
settlement policy priorities and settlement policy priorities and 
proposing future work to address proposing future work to address 
identified areas for strengthening identified areas for strengthening 
settlement contributions to settlement contributions to 
Australia’s economic prosperity.Australia’s economic prosperity.

   Executive 
Summary

Settlement Council of Australia
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The Symposium proceedings 
asserted a key proposition:

Australia’s settlement system 
is already functioning as 
economic infrastructure but 
systemically is approached as 
a peripheral social service. The 
result is predictable and costly; 
systemic underutilisation of 
migrant and refugee skills, 
prolonged labour market 
exclusion, and a persistent 
drag on national productivity.

The Symposium did not 
surface new problems. It 
confirmed, with unusual 
clarity and consensus across 
government, employers, 

unions, social enterprises and 
people with lived experience, 
that limitations are structural 
rather than individual. 
Capability exists. Demand 
exists. What is missing is a 
nationally coordinated system 
that converts settlement into 
economic participation at 
speed and at scale.

The Symposium therefore 
marks a pivot point. The 
question is no longer whether 
reform is needed, but whether 
we can approach settlement 
as workforce infrastructure 
that is planned, governed and 
measured accordingly.

9
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   Findings
Unlocking Unlocking 
Australia’s Untapped Australia’s Untapped 
Productivity Productivity 
PotentialPotential

Across the Opening Plenary, Across the Opening Plenary, 
ministerial address and ministerial address and 
subsequent policy-focused subsequent policy-focused 
breakouts, a consistent diagnosis breakouts, a consistent diagnosis 
emerged:emerged:
Australia is simultaneously experiencing acute skills shortages 
and large-scale underemployment of migrants and refugees. 
This is not a paradox, it signals where system design has not 
yet fully adapted.

Across sessions, the evidence 
remained consistent: a 
substantial proportion of 
migrants and refugees work 
below their qualifications for 
extended periods, not because 
they lack skills, but because 
the systems responsible for 
recognising, translating and 
activating those skills operate 
in isolation. 

Skills recognition, settlement 
services, English language 
provision, employment 

services and employer 
engagement remain 
fragmented, each optimised 
for its own remit rather than 
for economic outcomes.

One speaker captured the 
consequence succinctly:
“We don’t have a talent 
shortage. We have a 
coordination problem.”

The economic implications 
include barriers to timely entry 
into skilled employment, which 

can affect career progression, 
earnings trajectories and 
the pace at which skills are 
fully utilised. Over time, this 
can influence workforce 
productivity patterns and 
public revenue outcomes.

Addressing these gaps 
represents a significant long-
term economic opportunity.
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   Findings
Settlement Settlement 
as Workforce as Workforce 
InfrastructureInfrastructure

The Settlement and 
Talent Symposium 
positioned settlement 
as a form of enabling 
infrastructure. 

“Settlement is not 
an afterthought. It is 
nation building.”

If settlement is infrastructure, 
three key implications follow: 

It requires national 
stewardship.

Infrastructure functions 
best when there is clear 
coordination. The current skills 
recognition landscape, with 
multiple authorities, numerous 
occupations, varied processes 
and decision pathways, 
highlights the opportunity 
for greater alignment and 
consistency.

It calls for end-to-end design. 
Infrastructure delivers greatest 
impact when its components 
are well connected.

Currently, there are points 
along the pathway where 
processes operate separately. 
For example, skills assessment 
for migration may not 
always align with licensing 
requirements for employment, 
English language learning may 
be sequenced independently 
from workplace entry, and 
employment services are often 
structured around participation 
measures rather than skill 
utilisation.

It requires performance 
measures linked to outcomes. 

Infrastructure is most 
effective when assessed 
by the value it enables, not 
only by levels of activity. 
Workforce participation that 
does not fully reflect skills 
and experience represents 
an opportunity for stronger 
productivity and economic 
contribution.

01 02 03
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Breakout Session 01 emerged 
as a central policy discussion 
point at the Symposium. 

Participants emphasised 
that while Australia’s skills 
recognition system plays 
a critical integrity role in 
upholding professional 
standards, it creates 
unnecessary barriers that 
are completely unrelated to 
people’s skills and end up 
blocking qualified people from 
filling skill shortages. 

The overseas skills and 
qualifications recognition 
system was described as 
complex and confusing, 
spanning more than 70 
authorities and professional 
licensing bodies, yet there 
is with no single point of 

national oversight for end-
to-end outcomes. Individuals 
navigate a complex landscape 
of assessing authorities, 
regulators and professional 
bodies, each of which set 
their own fees, timelines and 
assessment processes. This 
complexity does more than 
create administrative burden; 
it can contribute to delayed 
workforce entry, including 
in occupations experiencing 
shortages. Without national 
oversight of skills recognition, 
no single entity is responsible 
for ensuring quality, 
consistency and positive 
outcomes for Australia’s labour 
market and industries. 

Cost was identified as a 
significant barrier along this 
pathway. Assessment fees, 

   Findings
Skills Recognition: Skills Recognition: 
Roadblocks Needing Roadblocks Needing 
ReformReform

bridging requirements, English 
language testing, professional 
memberships and unpaid 
placements can accumulate 
quickly. For newly arrived 
migrants and refugees under 
financial pressure, these costs 
can influence employment 
decisions, often resulting 
in earlier entry into survival 
employment rather than skilled 
roles. Yet there is no national 
subsidy or loan scheme to 
help offset costs. 

Time is a critical factor. 
Extended processing and 
transition periods can affect 
professional continuity, 
confidence and labour market 
positioning. Migrants are 
often forces into low-skill 
work because of the time it 
takes to have their skills and 

qualifications recognised. From 
an economic perspective, 
participants emphasised the 
value of reducing avoidable 
delays so that existing human 
capital can be mobilised more 
effectively to fill workforce 
shortages and improve 
services.

Importantly, the Symposium 
highlighted the need to 
address these barriers while 
maintaining the existing high 
standards for skills recognition. 

The Symposium also noted 
that, while the problems with 
Australia’s skills recognition 
system have been around 
for decades, reforms made 
in comparable countries 
showed that progress was 

not only possible but can be 
achieved quickly with national 
leadership. International 
comparators were referenced 
to illustrate how national 
coordination, transparent 
criteria and navigation support 
can coexist with and support 
strong professional integrity. 
Examples cited included 
approaches adopted in 
Canada and Germany, where 
oversight and consistency 
have been strengthened 
alongside regulatory 
safeguards and resulted in 
improved recognition rates 
and greater productivity.

As noted in both the 
breakout and Closing Plenary 
discussions:
“Complexity is not an excuse 

“Complexity is not an excuse for “Complexity is not an excuse for 
inaction. Every complex system we inaction. Every complex system we 
rely on has a steward.”rely on has a steward.”

for inaction. Every complex 
system we rely on has a 
steward.”

There was strong 
consensus on the system-
wide solutions for reform 
including strengthened 
national stewardship, clearer 
review mechanisms, and 
performance measures 
linked to system outcomes 
in order to better meet 
workforce needs. Support to 
help migrants navigate the 
complex system and subsidies 
to reduce cost barriers were 
also raised. Participants 
emphasised that making skills 
recognition faster, fairer and 
more affordable is central 
to unlocking productivity, 
prosperity and potential. 
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   Findings
Employers Hire Employers Hire 
Solutions: What Solutions: What 
Practice Tells UsPractice Tells Us

16

The employer masterclass 
and panel were intentionally 
practical and implementation-
focused. Rather than 
centering on attitudes, the 
discussion highlighted how 
hiring decisions are shaped 
by operational realities and 
risk management in high-
volume, time-constrained 
environments.

Employers described 
recruitment processes 
designed for efficient 
filtering. At entry level, 
screening indicators such as 
communication, punctuality 
and immediate availability 
are often used because they 
are associated with retention 
and day-to-day operational 
stability. At skilled level, 
uncertainty around licensing 
pathways, supervision 
requirements and workplace 
integration can introduce 
additional considerations, 
particularly where employers 
lack access to clear 
information or support.

A consistent theme was 
not reluctance to hire 
migrants and refugees, but 
the challenge of navigating 
fragmented engagement 
channels. Employers noted 
being approached by multiple 
organisations, often with 
partial solutions, varying 
candidate preparation and 
limited post-placement 
continuity. Where outcomes 
were mixed, this was 
frequently linked to misaligned 
expectations or gaps in 
coordination rather than 
candidate capability.

Examples of strong practice 
showed a different model. 
Intermediary organisations 
invested upfront in 
understanding employer 
needs, preparing candidates 
for specific roles, supporting 
documentation and 
maintaining post-placement 
engagement. Structured 
approaches such as paid work 
trials and cadetships were 
highlighted as particularly 

effective, as they allow 
capability to be demonstrated 
in practice and reduce 
uncertainty for both employers 
and candidates.

One employer perspective, 
echoed throughout the 
session, captured this shift:
“Once we see someone in the 
role, the question stops being 
‘where are they from?” and 
becomes, “How soon can we 
keep them?”

The discussion pointed to 
an important system insight: 
employer engagement 
functions most effectively 
when embedded as a core 
element of workforce and 
settlement infrastructure, 
rather than treated as an 
add-on. Approaches that 
position employers as partners 
in pathway design, rather 
than recipients of candidates, 
were associated with stronger 
outcomes.

“Once we see someone in the role, the “Once we see someone in the role, the 
question stops being, where are they question stops being, where are they 
from?” and becomes, “How soon can from?” and becomes, “How soon can 
we keep them?”we keep them?”
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   Findings
Refugee Pathways Refugee Pathways 
Require Distinct Require Distinct 
DesignDesign

Across ecosystem discussions, 
lived experience sessions and 
focused analysis, a consistent 
theme emerged: refugee and 
humanitarian entrants often 
benefit from pathway design 
that reflects their specific 
settlement and workforce 
contexts.

Humanitarian entrants may 
navigate multiple, intersecting 
factors, including disrupted 
education, trauma exposure, 
developing English proficiency, 
unfamiliarity with formal 
labour markets and limited 
professional networks. 
Mainstream employment 

systems are often structured 
for job-ready cohorts with 
established networks, which 
can mean these interacting 
factors are not always 
addressed in a coordinated 
way.

Panellists observed that linear 
pathway models (for example, 
extended classroom-based 
language learning followed by 
training and then employment) 
do not always align with lived 
experience. In some cases, 
long preparation periods can 
delay workforce entry without 
strengthening labour market 
attachment, while financial 

pressure leads individuals to 
accept roles below skill level 
that are difficult to transition 
out of.

Evidence presented through 
the Economic Pathways for 
Refugee Integration (EPRI) 
analysis indicated that when 
programs are designed with 
these conditions in mind, 
combining navigation support, 
wraparound services, early 
workplace exposure and two-
way communication between 
employers and individuals, 
outcomes strengthen. 
Individuals moved into 
employment, self-employment 

or further training while 
also rebuilding confidence, 
professional identity and 
agency, factors closely 
associated with retention and 
progression.

The discussion highlighted 
an important design insight: 
where pathways are not 
differentiated, short-term 
settlement challenges can 
have longer-term workforce 
effects. Approaches that 
tailor pathway design to 
humanitarian entrants were 
associated with stronger 
participation, inclusion and 
productivity outcomes.
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   Findings
The System Reform The System Reform 
the Symposium the Symposium 
points topoints to

Read collectively, the 
Symposium contributions 
outline a coherent reform 
direction: a nationally 
connected settlement-to-
productivity pathway. This 
is not an additional program 
layer, but a realignment of 
existing system components 
around workforce and 
economic outcomes.

The pathway begins pre-
arrival, with clear and 
accessible information 
about occupational routes 
and licensing requirements. 
It continues through early 
settlement with supported 
skills recognition, affordable 
bridging options and English 
language learning linked 
to workplace contexts. It 
culminates in employer-
embedded entry points such 
as paid trials, cadetships 

and supervised pathways, 
where capability can be 
demonstrated in practice.

Panellists noted that where 
these elements are not 
connected, individuals 
can experience extended 
transitions between system 
points. A scenario described 
across sessions illustrated how 
this can unfold: a qualified 
professional receives a positive 
migration skills assessment, 
arrives without clear visibility 
of local licensing steps, 
navigates multiple processes 
over time, draws on savings 
to meet requirements, and 
enters interim employment 
that later becomes difficult 
to transition from. Each step 
is understandable in isolation; 
taken together, they show how 
gaps between systems can 
affect workforce participation 
and skill utilisation.

A connected pathway 
approach would address 
these transition points earlier, 
supporting continuity of skills, 
faster workforce participation 
and stronger productivity 
outcomes. Participants 
emphasised that without 
clear national stewardship for 
system flow and outcomes, 
pressure can shift between 
parts of the system rather 
than being resolved.

As one closing reflection noted:
“If we don’t join the dots, we 
will keep funding the same 
solutions in different places 
and calling it innovation.”

The reform focus emerging 
from the Symposium centred 
not on new ideas, but on 
strengthening coordination, 
accountability and shared 
intent across existing systems.

“If we don’t join the dots, we will “If we don’t join the dots, we will 
keep funding the same solutions keep funding the same solutions 
in different places and calling it in different places and calling it 
innovation.”innovation.”
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   Findings
What Success What Success 
Looks LikeLooks Like

Success means smoother 
transitions, clearer pathways 
and stronger alignment 
between capability and 
opportunity.  It looks like 
migrants arriving with clear, 
accessible information about 
professional pathways. It looks 
like recognition processes 
that are timely, transparent 
and open to review. It looks 
like employers experiencing 
settlement services as 
workforce partners. It looks 
like English language learning 
connected to real workplace 
contexts. It looks like more 
people entering employment 

that reflects their skills and 
experience, strengthening 
participation and long-term 
economic contribution.

The Settlement Employment 
Symposium pointed toward 
a clear strategic direction, 
emphasising the value of 
system alignment rather than 
incremental adjustment.

Australia has significant 
talent and capability. The 
opportunity identified through 
the Symposium is to ensure 
system design more fully 
enables this capability to 

As reflected in the 
Closing Plenary: “We 
are already doing the 
work. The question is 
whether the system 
will catch up.”

Across the Closing Plenary Across the Closing Plenary 
and final discussions, success and final discussions, success 
was framed in terms of system was framed in terms of system 
performance rather than activity performance rather than activity 
levels. The focus was on how levels. The focus was on how 
effectively systems enable people effectively systems enable people 
to move through pathways and to move through pathways and 
into roles that match their skills into roles that match their skills 
and aspirations.and aspirations.

translate into workforce 
participation and productivity 
outcomes. Framing settlement 
as part of national productivity 
infrastructure reflects both 
economic evidence and 
practice experience.

The discussions highlighted 
that much of the knowledge, 
practice and commitment 
already exists. The task ahead 
is to strengthen alignment, 
coordination and policy 
settings so that system 
performance matches this 
potential.
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Opening Plenary
Unlocking Global Unlocking Global 
Talent, Driving Talent, Driving 
Local Prosperity Local Prosperity 

MC:

Video Address:

Keynote 2:

Opening Remarks:

Keynote 1:

Maria Dimopoulos AM → CEO, SCOA 

Hon Andrew Giles MP → Minister for Skills and Training 

Amy Low → CEO, The Social Outfit

Melinda Collinson → CEO, AMES 

Michael Go → Chair & Non-Executive Director Connecting Global 
Markets, People & Purpose, Former CEO of Sydney Stock Exchange 

The Opening Plenary consistently The Opening Plenary consistently 
framed migrant and refugee framed migrant and refugee 
employment not as an inclusion employment not as an inclusion 
issue alone, but as a national issue alone, but as a national 
productivity imperative. Speakers productivity imperative. Speakers 
argued that the underutilisation argued that the underutilisation 
of global talent reflects systemic of global talent reflects systemic 
design failures, particularly in design failures, particularly in 
skills recognition, employer skills recognition, employer 
recruitment norms, and access to recruitment norms, and access to 
networks and first-job pathways.networks and first-job pathways.

Introduction
Across keynote contributions 
and lived experience accounts, 
the opening plenary and 
lived experience panel 
reinforced that settlement 
is economic infrastructure 
and that inclusion must be 
operationalised through 

integrated systems, not 
isolated pilots. A clear call 
to action emerged: build 
coordinated cross-sector 
reform mechanisms, test 
scalable recognition-to-
employment pipelines, and 
strengthen sector capability 
by translating effective models 
into mainstream practice. 
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Snapshot The Opening Plenary lived experience panel framed migrant and refugee 
employment as a national productivity imperative. Speakers emphasised that 
underutilisation reflects systemic barriers, especially skills recognition, employer 
recruitment norms, and limited access to networks, requiring coordinated cross-
sector reform and scalable pathways.

Settlement is national productivity infrastructure; Australia is losing economic 
value through systematic under-recognition and underutilisation of migrant and 
refugee skills.

•	 Skills underutilisation and workforce shortages exist in parallel (a system 
design failure).

•	 Skills recognition pathways are slow, expensive and opaque; ‘local experience’ 
acts as exclusionary gatekeeping.

•	 Employer risk aversion and weak social/professional networks create 
structural barriers.

•	 Mainstream employment systems are often not fit-for-purpose for migrant 
and refugee cohorts.

•	 Up to 49% of skilled migrants/refugees are not in roles that match their skills.
•	 Estimated $10 billion productivity loss over five years from underutilised 

talent.
•	 Government flagged new standards/guiding principles for assessing 

authorities (from October 2026).

Key Message

•	 Settlement as economic infrastructure, not charity
•	 From potential to productivity: recognition, bridging, first job, progression.
•	 Lived experience as system intelligence (not token representation).
•	 Innovation models (e.g., work-integrated social enterprise) as scalable 

pathways.
•	 Collaboration ecosystem across policy, academia, practice and employers.
•	 National Employment Pathways Reform (policy, industry, sector, lived 

experience).
•	 Recognition-to-Employment pipeline pilots in shortage professions (paid 

supervised practice).
•	 Sector capability uplift: Best Practice Playbook and micro-credentials for 

settlement employment supports.
•	 National Settlement Talent Network (mentoring, placements, employer 

commitments).
•	 Lived Experience Governance Standards for employment/settlement systems 

(co-design and evaluation).

•	 Coordinated dialogue 
•	 Sector capability 
•	 Evidence (lived experience and policy integration)
•	 Road to Belonging testing 
•	 Social capital and structured networking

Core Themes

Sector 
Priority 
Alignment
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Opening Plenary 
Summary

The Opening Plenary 
positioned settlement 
as national economic 
infrastructure; essential to 
productivity, labour force 
resilience, and social cohesion. 
Speakers consistently argued 
that Australia’s current 
approach is failing to convert 
migrant and refugee capability 
into economic participation 
at scale, despite persistent 
skills shortages. This was 
not framed as a deficit in 
individuals, but as a system 
design failure, particularly in 
skills recognition, employer 
risk aversion, and weak access 
to networks, local experience 
pathways and bridging 
mechanisms.

Across keynote contributions 
and lived experience accounts, 
the session highlighted 
that talent is universal but 
opportunity is not, and that 
Australia’s competitiveness 
depends on shifting from 
isolated programs and pilots 
to integrated systems that 
mainstream recognition, 
employer participation and 
locally embedded employment 
pathways. The plenary’s 
strongest message was the 
need to move beyond ‘talkfest’ 
commentary toward concrete 
reform agendas, including 
measurable actions for 
government, industry, and the 
settlement sector.

Overview 
The Opening Plenary 
began with a welcome and 
framing by the SCOA CEO, 
Maria Dimopoulos AM who 
explained that the purpose 
of the symposium was to 
build national momentum to 
address barriers preventing 
the realisation of migrant/
refugee and to reframe 
settlement as investment and 
productivity driver, not charity.  
Emphasis was given to the 
importance of connecting 
sector knowledge to policy. 

Opening remarks by the 
AMES Australia CEO, Melinda 
Collinson, positioned 
employment as a core 
settlement determinant and 
a national economic issue. 
The evidence base referred 
to included underemployment 
rates, productivity losses, 
and return on investment 
from targeted programs.  
Ms Collinson also outlined 
AMES’ employment programs 
and ‘Inclusive Employment 
Australia’ implementation. 

A video address from Hon 
Andrew Giles MP, Federal 
Minister for Skills and Training, 
confirmed the government’s 
focus on connecting skills 
and migration systems. The 
minister announced standards/
guiding principles for skilled 
migration assessing authorities 
(effective from October 
2026), with consultation 
across unions, employers 

and the multicultural sector.  
Highlighted measures included 
fast trades assessments, 
the ‘Your Career’ website, 
exploration of reducing 
recognition costs and a $1.5 
million investment for the 
Dandenong Employment Hub 
in Melbourne. 

The first keynote address 
was presented by Michael 
Go, Chair and Non-Executive 
Director Connecting Global 
Markets, People & Purpose and 
former CEO of Sydney Stock 
Exchange.  Mr Go argued that 
failure to recognise migrant 
skills is a ‘system failure’ 
shrinking national productivity.  
He emphasised diversity as 
a measurable advantage in 
innovation, risk identification, 
and opportunity capture and 
called for moving from pilots 
to systems; from settlement 
support to economic 
infrastructure.

The second keynote address 
was presented by Amy Low, 
CEO of The Social Outfit.  Ms 
Low presented a values-based, 
practical model of work-
integrated social enterprise 
which demonstrated how ‘first 
job pathways’ plus wraparound 
supports unlock progression.  
Her presentation included 
a strong focus on narrative 
change and community 
connection through public-
facing retail and creative 
storytelling. 
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Lived
Experience Panel
Stories of Starting Stories of Starting 
AgainAgain

Facilitator:

Panel:

Emeli Paulo → CEO, SoCo Collective 

Sam Matti → Director, Tawasul 

Chantal Mousad → Regional Director, APAC 

Antonio Michell → Migrant Physiotherapist & Research Associate, 
University of Sydney’s School of Public Health

33
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Session
Summary

The lived experience panellists The lived experience panellists 
outlined experiences of outlined experiences of 
prolonged job rejection, skills prolonged job rejection, skills 
non-recognition, and reliance non-recognition, and reliance 
on unpaid work/low-skilled on unpaid work/low-skilled 
work to survive. They identified work to survive. They identified 
the ‘first job’, network access, the ‘first job’, network access, 
and recognition pathways as and recognition pathways as 
decisive barriers to their ability decisive barriers to their ability 
to contribute to Australia’s to contribute to Australia’s 
economic prosperity. The panel’s economic prosperity. The panel’s 
key message emphasised that  key message emphasised that  
policy which isn’t informed policy which isn’t informed 
by lived experience fails, that by lived experience fails, that 
representation must be current representation must be current 
and meaningful and that and meaningful and that 
collaboration is essential.collaboration is essential.

01. Widespread skills underutilisation results in major productivity loss
The panel cited AMES research showing that up to 49% of skilled migrants/
refugees are not in jobs commensurate with their skills, with an estimated $10b 
productivity cost to Australia’s economy over five years. This positioned the 
problem as nation building capacity being lost, as well as an equity concern.

02. Skills recognition pathways are slow, opaque and costly
Recognition emerged as the dominant structural barrier.  Examples included 
that qualification recognition cannot be used or counted toward registration in 
some professions, that local experience requirements operate as exclusionary 
gatekeeping.

03. Lack of networks and local experience requirements result in structural 
discrimination
Speakers repeatedly highlighted that the labour market problem is not capability 
but access due to lack of networks and employers being reticent about migrant 
hiring. 

‘Experience in Australia appears as a proxy barrier and is perceived as 
discrimination’.

Key Issues 
Raised 
(Barriers 
and System 
Failures)

04. Mainstream employment systems are often not fit-for-purpose
The panel explicitly stated mainstream employment services are often not suited 
to migrant/refugee cohorts, and argued tailored supports are essential. 

05. Underutilisation is also a public health and service system problem
A notable insight from the lived experience panel was the non-recognition 
of health professionals. They argued that not only was this unfair but that it 
increased downstream pressure through preventable disease burden (non-
communicable disease costs, long waitlists).
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Settlement as economic 
infrastructure
Settlement was framed 
as strategic investment 
driving national productivity, 
innovation, and fiscal benefit. 

From potential to productivity
The consistent logic was 
that Australia selects people 
with skills, the systems fail to 
recognise and activate those 
skills so productivity is lost and 
individuals are harmed.

A B

Core
Themes

Lived experience is not 
‘inclusion’, it is system 
intelligence
A key panel argument was 
that it is not about diverse 
‘representation’  but rather 
about people with lived 
experience of the actual 
system shaping design and 
evaluation and ensuring 
reflection over time (not one-
off consultation).

Innovation and social 
enterprise models that work
The Social Outfit gave a 
concrete demonstration 
of effective paid work 
experience, wraparound 
supports, skills development 
and community interaction 
that shifts attitudes. They 
also showed scale ambition 
employing 300 women in 5 
years addressing retail/sewing 
skills gaps. 

Collaboration ecosystems 
(policy, academia, practice, 
private sector)
The panel repeatedly 
stressed that reform requires 
‘connected systems’; 
government in the room, 
employers shifting recruitment 
practices, settlement sector 
translating evidence and lived 
experience and, universities 
and training institutions 
partnering on recognition and 
bridging.

C D E
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Facilitator:

Panel:

Dane Moores → Head of Strategic Relations, SSI 

Tiara De Silva → Advocacy Lead, SSI 

Betty Belay → Head of Strategic Communications, The 
Association of Superannuation Funds of Australia 

Michelle Rae → Assistant General Secretary, Queensland Council 
of Unions 

Antonio Michell → Migrant Physiotherapist & Research Associate, 
University of Sydney’s School of Public Health
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Breakout Session 1
From Potential to From Potential to 
Productivity: Better Productivity: Better 
Leveraging Migrant Leveraging Migrant 
and Refugee Skillsand Refugee Skills
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Snapshot
Key Message

Key Issues

Australia’s costly and confusing system for recognising overseas skills and 
qualifications is exacerbating workforce shortages and preventing hundreds of 
thousands of skilled professionals from contributing fully to the economy. Making 
skills recognition faster, fairer and more affordable benefits everyone: businesses 
can fill critical skill gaps, communities gain better access to essential services 
with shorter waiting lists, and qualified professionals can work in the jobs for 
which they have trained. Australia’s systems are not converting migrant and 
refugee capability into productivity. Recognition barriers, employer uncertainty, 
and lack of navigational support create long delays, high costs and exploitation 
risks, despite acute skills shortages.

•	 No single body has end-to-end responsibility for governing or monitoring 
Australia’s skills recognition and professional licensing system. This 
fragmentation and lack of oversight has led to duplication, inconsistent 
requirements, high costs, lengthy delays and opaque processes, resulting in 
uneven and, at times, unfair outcomes.

•	 Skills assessments required for migration are separate from those required for 
employment and professional registration. This disconnect creates avoidable 
duplication, confusion and extended timeframes before workforce entry.

•	 The costs of obtaining recognition can be prohibitively high, with fees 
reaching up to $51,000 for GPs, $8,000 for dentists and $9,000 for skilled 
trades. There is currently no national subsidy, loan or financial support 
mechanism to help newcomers manage these expenses.

•	 Despite the system’s complexity, there is no central source of information to 
help migrants identify whether their profession requires skills recognition, or 
which authority they must contact for registration or recognition. 

•	 Fragmented and confusing recognition/licensing pathways, with no single 
authoritative information source to guide migrants on what is required and 
when.

•	 High direct and hidden costs (fees, translations, travel and accommodation), 
creating inequitable impacts, particularly for regional and low-income cohorts.

•	 Lengthy delays and shifting requirements, leaving people unable to practise 
their professions and eroding confidence, wellbeing and belonging.

•	 In the absence of clear information and system oversight, migrants and 
refugees face heightened risks of exploitation, including by unqualified 
intermediaries offering misleading services (such as requesting thousands of 
dollars for an invalid recognition certificate). 

•	 Limited transparency and accountability mechanisms across assessing 
authorities, including unclear fairness processes and difficult appeal pathways.

•	 Exploitation risk amplified for temporary visa holders and those lacking 
trusted guidance, including wage exploitation and process exploitation (eg. 
paying unnecessary fees).

Evidence 
Cited

Core Themes

•	 One-third of all occupations in Australia are in shortage, and two-thirds of 
these require professional licensing or formal skills recognition. 

•	 At the same time, 621,000 permanent migrants are currently working below 
their level of skill and qualification, including 253,000 who skills recognition to 
work in their trained professions. 

•	 If underutilised migrants were able to work in their fields, then it would 
substantially reduce shortages in critical services and industries. Australia 
would benefit from adding 47,315 engineers, 20,590 teachers, 16,430 
nurses, 5,040 psychologists, 2,560 pharmacists and 1,050 plumbers to the 
workforce.

•	 Each underutilised migrant who works in their licensed boosts productivity by 
$42,580 each year. 

•	 Up to 49% of skilled migrants/refugees are working below skill level; 
estimated $10 billion productivity loss over five years from underutilised 
talent.

•	 Not all occupations require licensing/recognition yet confusion enables 
misinformation, exploitation and unnecessary costs (eg. paying to ‘recognise’ 
degrees that do not require registration).

•	 International examples (such as eg. Canada’s Fairness Commissioners 
and; Germany’s Recognition Act, skills recognition portal and recognition 
advice centres and advice portals) show accountability, and streamlining 
transparency and tailored support can improve recognition rates are possible 
without lowering standards.

•	 System design failure (not individual deficits): underutilisation stems from 
fragmented institutions, misaligned incentives and high barriers rather than 
lack of capability.

•	 Recognition must connect to employment outcomes: the purpose of the skills 
recognition system should be to get quality expertise serving the community, 
but in many instances it has lost sight of that objective assessment should not 
be a compliance exercise; systems must include pipeline pathways into jobs 
and professional networks.

•	 Lived experience as system intelligence: meaningful co-design is required so 
reforms reflect real journeys, costs, decision points and failure points.

•	 Equity lens: barriers compound for women, temporary visa holders, regional 
cohorts, and those without networks and economic buffers.

•	 Collaboration ecosystem needed: policy makers, regulators, professional 
associations, employers, unions, settlement sector and academia must align 
for scalable reform. There is strong cross-sector consensus on the need for 
reform. 
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Session 
Overview

The facilitator positioned the 
session as a ‘mini solutions 
summit’ focused less on 
re-stating the problem and 
more on what reforms should 
look like in practice, with the 
explicit intent that ideas would 
feed into active government 
conversations through the 
Activate Australia’s campaign, 
an alliance of more than 130 
organisations advocating 
for changes to fix the skills 
recognition system. 

A short interactive quiz 
was used to ground the 
room in the scale of the 
issue, including that there 
is no single authoritative 
source of information to tell 
migrants whether they need 
skills recognition/licensing 
(and how), and that a large 
proportion of migrants are 
working below skill level, 
representing a major national 
productivity loss. 

Core problem statement: skills 
shortages and underutilised 
migrant talent

The session reinforced the 
central contradiction: Australia 
is experiencing significant 
skills shortages, while the 
system prevents qualified 
migrants from filling gaps, 
creating downstream impacts 
on services and the economy. 

Key barriers highlighted:
•	 Complexity and 

fragmentation (over 77 
assessing authorities 
across 650 occupations, 
and yet there is not 
one single source of 
information on where 
and how to get your skills 
recognised)

•	 Cost and repeated fees 
(multiple stages, often 
requiring travel and 
accommodation to sit 
in-person exams), without 
any national loan scheme, 
grant or financial support. 

•	 Time delays that block 
people from practice 
for long periods (for 
example, GPs can wait 
over 130 weeks, or 2.5 
years, before they get an 
outcome – during which 
they are locked out of their 
professions) 

•	 Limited fairness/
accountability 
mechanisms, including 
lack of independent appeal 
process

The panel repeatedly linked 
recognition barriers to dignity, 
family security, belonging, 
and long-term workforce 
participation, not simply 
‘employment outcomes’. Skills 
recognition is about system 
integrity, as a country, we 
invite skilled professionals to 
Australia because we say we 
value their expertise, but once 
they arrive, they encounter 
barrier after barrier that 
prevents them from putting 
those skills to work.
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Session 
Overview

Lived 
Experience

01. Moving goalposts, constant recognition roadblocks, and protective 
professions
The panel described what is like to navigate a skills recognition system with 
changing requirements over time, lack of clarity about next steps, high 
documentation burden (translations, certification, repeated submissions), 
and staged assessments and fees, with long waits between each stage and 
substantial hidden costs (travel, accommodation, logistics), amplified by 
centralised testing locations. 

They also highlighted a critical policy/evidence gap: we lack data on how many 
people exit Australia (or abandon their profession) because the skills recognition 
process is too costly, slow, or degrading, suggesting an important future research 
and advocacy priority.

02. Skills recognition intersects with migration insecurity and family wellbeing
Panel members’ accounts also underlined how uncertain pathways shape family 
life and belonging. Participants described the psychological toll of extended 
uncertainty, including the stress of not knowing when, or if, they would be able to 
practise in their profession. For families, this uncertainty can influence decisions 
about housing, schooling and long-term settlement. Parents spoke of the fear 
that visa complications or stalled recognition processes could disrupt their 
children’s education and sense of stability.

03. Perverse comparisons and ‘paper standards vs real competence’
A pointed theme emerged: the system can appear to privilege paper equivalence 
over demonstrated competence and experience, producing outcomes that 
feel illogical and unjust (especially when compared to graduates from certain 
countries who face fewer barriers). Participants noted that some requirements 
seem disconnected from actual skill level, such as being required to source a 
hard-copy certificate despite the availability of a certified digital version, or 
exams offered in only one location nationally, effectively excluding applicants who 
cannot absorb the travel costs.

Workforce 
fairness and 
exploitation 
risks

The union perspective emphasised that fragmented systems don’t just delay 
careers, they can create conditions for exploitation, particularly for temporary 
visa holders who fear job loss and visa cancellation. 

Two specific exploitation areas were named:
•	 Wage exploitation: underpayment, poor working conditions and limited 

bargaining power, especially for migrants and refugees working in low-skill 
roles while awaiting recognition outcomes

•	 Process exploitation: individuals paying for unnecessary or inappropriate 
recognition services, or turning to agents and intermediaries who exploit 
confusion about how to get their skills recognised. 

A practical example shared was people being charged large sums to ‘get a 
marketing degree recognised’ even when it is not a licensed profession, enabled 
by the absence of a clear source of information on which professions require 
overseas skills recognition and which do not. 

These accounts reinforce the case for stronger national oversight of the skills 
recognition system, active regulation to remove exploitative providers, and clear, 
accessible information that reduces confusion and closes the door to predatory 
practices. 

Implications 
for lifelong 
economic 
security 
(super-
annuation 
lens)

The panel reframed the issue as a lifetime earnings and equity problem: a broken 
skills recognition system, underemployment and delayed entry into appropriately 
paid work affects not only immediate settlement success, but also retirement 
outcomes and the ability to retire with dignity. If permanent migrants in Australia 
worked in jobs that matched their skills at the same rate as Australian-born 
workers, then they would earn $3.9 billion more each year, alongside $429 
million more in superannuation contributions. 

Skills recognition reform is therefore not only a matter of ‘labour market 
efficiency’. It is also a gender and equity issue with and long-horizon implications 
for financial wellbeing, including for cohorts who experience compounding 
disadvantage over time.
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Session 
Overview

Policy/
practice 
bridge: 
international 
models as 
proof of 
feasibility

Employer 
role and 
the missing 
‘employment 
purpose’ 
design

The panel referenced international models as ‘proof of feasibility’ and evidence 
that system-level change is both achievable and measurable. The discussion 
highlighted that Australia risks falling behind if it does not act now to modernise 
the skills recognition system as other countries have:
•	 Canada: Provinces including Ontario, Manitoba and British Columbia have 

appointed independent Fairness Commissioners to oversee professional 
regulators, strengthen transparency and address systemic bottlenecks. 
In some jurisdictions, recognition rates nearly doubled within eight years, 
demonstrating the impact of aligning incentives and accountability with 

Some panel members stressed that the system needs to be designed for 
employment outcomes; after all, the skills recognition system is meant to get 
quality expertise serving the community. Participants argued that employers are 
largely absent from the design and operation of the recognition process, despite 
being central to whether recognised qualifications convert into jobs. Without 
structured employer engagement, migrants may secure formal recognition yet 
still struggle to access interviews, local experience or professional networks. 

This theme aligned with the proposal for ‘career gateways’ or migrant 
employment pathway hubs to be set up across the country in areas with high 
migrant populations to guide people through the skills recognition process and, 
beyond that, connect migrants with industry networks and job opportunities 
matched to their skills. The hubs would include structured employer partnerships 
and pipeline-building, so recognition leads quickly into jobs, and migrants can 
build professional networks/social capital, not only credentials. 

Policy/
practice 
bridge: 
international 
models as 
proof of 
feasibility

The session 
outlined four 
major solution 
directions:

Strategic 
timing and 
coordinated 
dialogue with 
government

•	 Establish one national governance system for all overseas skills and 
qualifications recognition, including an Ombudsman or Commissioner to 
oversee the system and make it faster, fairer and more affordable. 

•	 Create a more joined-up system that links skills recognition for migration 
purposes with licensing and accreditation for employment purposes to reduce 
duplication and make the process more seamless. 

•	 Provide financial support for individuals to remove cost barriers and an online 
recognition portal to reduce information barriers on how to get skills and 
qualifications recognised. 

•	 Set up Migrant Employment Pathway Hubs, or career gateways, with skills 
recognition navigators providing practical, in-person assistance from 
recognition through to employment. 

A notable theme was the ‘policy window’: the panel described the macro-
environment characterised by persistent skill shortages and stagnant productivity 
as a strategically opportune moment to reform skills recognition, which panellists 
agreed was well overdue. By positioning skills recognition reform as a practical, 
ready-made solution to boost productivity, this issue emerged as one of the top 
areas of consensus at the Treasurer’s Economic Reform Roundtable in 2025. 
Since then, state and federal Treasurers have agreed, through the Council on 
Federal Financial Relations, to improve skills recognition processes for migrants, 
including committing to faster assessments and dedicated support to help people 
navigate the complex system. Building on this national momentum, the Activate 
Australia’s Skills campaign alliance of more than 130 organisations is working 
closely with government to translate in-principle agreement into concrete, 
system-level reform.  

labour market outcomes. Canada also operates a national loans program to 
help internationally trained professionals meet recognition costs, reducing 
financial barriers to entry.

•	 Germany: Germany’s national Recognition Act established a legal right to an 
assessment of overseas qualifications and requires outcomes to be finalised 
within two to four months. Its multilingual national portal includes an innovative 
“Recognition Finder” tool that provides tailored, step-by-step guidance based 
on occupation and location. Within four years of implementation, applications 
for foreign qualification recognition more than doubled. Germany has also 
funded around 60 recognition advice centres nationwide, providing in-person 
support to guide applicants through the process.

•	 Sweden and the United Kingdom: Other countries have focused on making 
changes in certain professions or industries. For example, Sweden ‘fast tracks’ 
skills recognition for industries with the biggest shortages – like healthcare, 
construction and energy – helping skilled migrants into full-time work in 
just over a year. The UK has switched to competency-based assessments in 
nursing, so real skills count more than paperwork. 
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Breakout Session 2 
Masterclass Masterclass 
and Employer and Employer 
Panel: Opening Panel: Opening 
Doors to Refugee Doors to Refugee 
and Migrant and Migrant 
EmploymentEmployment
Facilitator:

Panel:

Carmen Garcia AM → CEO and Founder, Community Corporate 

Josh Hanley → Senior Manager, Social Impact Pacific, Accor 
Group 

Harriet Pope → Refugee Workforce Inclusion Leader, IKEA 
Australia 

Suzanne Chileshe → National Talent Acquisition Manager, OTR 
Group
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Snapshot This session shifted the focus from ‘why inclusion matters’ to what it takes to 
make refugee and migrant employment pathways work in practice. It highlighted 
that employment outcomes are shaped not only by job readiness, but by 
onboarding infrastructure (digital ID, TFN, bank accounts), system literacy, 
employer recruitment processes (including AI filtering), and strong employer-
provider partnerships that reduce risk and support retention through probation.

Key Message

•	 Digital onboarding barriers are costing people jobs: myID setup, TFN, bank 
accounts and high compliance environments (e.g., 100 points of ID, security 
clearance) can prevent people starting work even when selected.

•	 Policy/system settings are poorly understood: Workforce Australia and mutual 
obligation requirements continue to evolve; settlement workers need practical 
guidance to prevent job refusals, compliance issues, and unrealistic travel 
expectations.

•	 Collaboration failures reduce outcomes: lack of interpreters and weak 
information-sharing/feedback loops between employment services and 
settlement providers undermine continuity and trust.

•	 Recruitment systems are tightening: high application volumes and AI-driven 
screening mean lack of local experience signals (or poor CV discoverability) 
can exclude candidates before any human review; concerns raised about AI/
name bias.

•	 Retention risks concentrate in probation: reliability, shift logistics (transport/
childcare) and realistic job matching strongly determine success, often more 
than formal qualifications for entry roles.

•	 Employment support often requires ‘heavy lifting’ beyond standard case 
management.  E.g. deep role matching, employer relationship-building, and 
practical onboarding support.

•	 A strong example of scalable paid pathways: 12-week paid cadetships (ICT 
model) where 49/50 participants gained extensions.

•	 IKEA inclusion model demonstrates how workplace design can overcome 
barriers: buddying, onboarding adaptation, and two-way capability building 
(including manager cultural confidence) supports retention and progression.

•	 Employment success depends on systems, not just individuals: onboarding 
infrastructure and policy navigation are now core employment determinants.

•	 Employer confidence is central: inclusion scales when employers see it as 
good for business (retention, service quality, customer engagement) not just 
goodwill.

•	 Language/communication barriers can be designed around: buddy systems 
and adapted onboarding enable rapid English confidence growth in-role.

•	 Social capital is an intervention: structured employer engagement and 
networking directly create pathways, especially for skilled migrants unfamiliar 
with Australian networking norms.

•	 Collaboration ecosystems matter: settlement providers, employment services, 
employers, unions, and policy actors must operate as a connected pipeline.

Key Issues

Insights/
Evidence

Core Themes
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Session 
Overview

The session was positioned as the The session was positioned as the 
‘what we can do today’ counterpart ‘what we can do today’ counterpart 
to earlier plenary discussions to earlier plenary discussions 
about big-picture reform, focusing about big-picture reform, focusing 
on practical, field-tested strategies on practical, field-tested strategies 
for improving refugee and migrant for improving refugee and migrant 
employment outcomes and employment outcomes and 
increasing the sector’s confidence increasing the sector’s confidence 
and capability to support pathways and capability to support pathways 
into work. into work. 

A central framing was that employment outcomes depend on 
coordinated effort across settlement providers, employers, and 
government systems because getting the first job is not only 
about candidate readiness, but also about policy constraints, 
digital access barriers, employer recruitment processes, and the 
quality of relationships between stakeholders. 

Key issues 
and systemic 
barriers 
highlighted:

02. Workforce Australia and mutual obligation settings are poorly understood 
(including by the sector)
The facilitator noted preliminary survey findings indicating frontline workers want 
more tools and confidence, particularly because Workforce Australia policies keep 
evolving. 

A practical example included that very few respondents knew the mutual 
obligation expectation that jobseekers may be required to travel up to 90 minutes 
even though this is often unrealistic and can lead to compliance consequences if 
someone refuses a job. 

03. Collaboration failures undermine outcomes 
A major concern raised was that Workforce Australia providers were reportedly 
not using interpreters in some cases and not sharing information back with 
referring organisations, even when settlement providers have done ‘the heavy 
lifting’ (CVs, confidence-building, readiness). 

The facilitator framed this as not just inefficiency but a failure of shared success 
and partnership practice.

01. Digital onboarding barriers are costing people jobs
The panel emphasised that digital and documentation requirements are not 
‘background admin’, they are deal-breakers that can cause job loss even after a 
candidate is selected. Examples included:
•	 the practical reality that providers spend significant time setting up myID and 

supporting digital onboarding 
•	 people losing jobs because they couldn’t produce essentials in time (e.g., bank 

account, TFN) 
•	 roles requiring high compliance thresholds (e.g., airport work requiring 100 

points of ID and security clearances), with one example where it took more 
than10 weeks to assemble required documents after an opportunity was 
missed
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Session 
Overview Key issues 

and systemic 
barriers 
highlighted:

05. ‘Reliability’ and ‘fit’ are now central employer decision factors
The panel shared employer feedback that reliability (answering calls, turning up, 
punctuality, sustaining attendance through probation) is increasingly a decisive 
factor, often more than formal qualifications for entry-level roles. 

The panel addressed this not as a character judgement, but as a systems and 
coaching challenge: transport planning, childcare logistics, and realistic job 
matching (including shift times and travel feasibility) determine whether a person 
can actually succeed.

04. Recruitment processes are changing and AI filtering makes ‘local experience’ 
even more decisive
The panel described a tightening recruitment environment:
•	 employers manage very high application volumes, making automated 

screening increasingly common 
•	 without visible ‘experience’ signals (even if gained through structured 

volunteering or simulations), candidates are more likely to be screened out 

The panel explicitly linked this to the need for content that is discoverable/
credible in AI-driven processes.  

A related theme in audience engagement was concern about AI bias in 
recruitment, including name-based bias and how applicants might be filtered 
before a human reviews them. 

06. English confidence is both a barrier and a solvable workplace design issue
The session challenged simplistic ‘English level’ gatekeeping. The Ikea 
representative provided an example of a participant with low initial English who 
succeeded because:
•	 they could demonstrate transferable skills
•	 the workplace adapted onboarding (e.g. a buddy supporting completion of 

mandatory training) 
•	 English confidence increased rapidly through daily interactions when the role 

design allowed it 

The facilitator reinforced that settlement providers often need to help employers 
understand how second-language processing affects communication and 
interview performance (translation time, confidence, interpretation). 
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Best-practice 
Models & 
Approaches

The ‘heavy lifting’ employment 
partnership model 
(Community Corporate)
Community Corporate 
described an approach 
centred on:
•	 deeply understanding 

the employer’s role 
requirements and 
operational realities 
(shift patterns, physical 
demands, compliance 
needs) 

•	 presenting employers with 
pre-matched, prepared 
candidates to reduce 
recruitment risk and 
burden 

•	 investing in relationship-
based recruitment 
(including picking up 
the phone and building 
trust), framed as a major 
differentiator 

This model implicitly argues 
that sector-employer 
partnerships are a form of 
infrastructure, not ‘nice-to-
have’ programs.

A
Structured paid pathways 
for skilled refugees/migrants 
(cadetships/work trials)
A standout example was a 
paid cadetship model:
•	 12-week paid cadetships 

where 49/50 participants 
were extended to six 
months or more 

•	 evidence that paid in-
role demonstration allows 
skilled candidates to move 
rapidly to higher salaries 
once capability is visible 

The facilitator also highlighted 
practical tactics to improve 
credibility and readability 
of overseas experience 
(e.g. hyperlinking unfamiliar 
employers, foregrounding 
major clients/projects, ‘results-
first’ interview storytelling). 

IKEA’s refugee workforce 
inclusion program as a 
scalable employer model
The Ikea representative 
described their program 
evolution over five years:
•	 270 participants 

welcomed into the 
business over five years 

•	 initial model: two months 
paid work experience 
designed as a bridge into 
stable employment with 
IKEA or elsewhere 

•	 high retention outcomes: 
80%+ retained into 
permanent contracts, 
supporting the business 
case 

•	 since 2023: shift to 
permanent, stable work as 
a standing part of IKEA’s 
recruitment strategy 

•	 explicit emphasis on two-
way integration: preparing 
candidates and building 
cultural confidence of 
buddies/managers to 

B C

strengthen onboarding 
success 

•	 diversity outcomes seen as 
operational value: access 
to 23 cultural backgrounds 
and 40 languages, 
supporting customer 
experience and business 
outcomes 

They highlighted that success 
depends on:
•	 values alignment and 

realistic expectations about 
the work environment 

•	 wraparound support during 
the probation period 
(described as the most 
vulnerable time) 

•	 continuous improvement 
informed by consultation 
with alumni (130+ still 
employed) 
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Breakout Session 3 
Bridging the Gap:  Bridging the Gap:  
Education, Training Education, Training 
and Pathways to and Pathways to 
WorkWork

Facilitator:

Panel:

Meena Naidu → General Manger Education and Social 
Participation, AMES

Dr. Ali Reza Yunespour → Academic, School of Social and Political 
Sciences

Karen Grice → Manager Education Services, TAFE Queensland

Yvonne Kelly → CEO, Glow Up Careers

Sonia Di Mezza → CEO, MARSS

59



Settlement Council of Australia

60 61

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

Snapshot

Key Message

Key Issues

Best Practice 
Models

This session positioned education and training pathways as national productivity 
infrastructure, critical to increasing labour force participation and reducing 
underemployment among migrant and refugee communities. Speakers stressed 
that strong outcomes require a coordinated pathway system (recognition, 
embedded English, vocational training, work experience, employer readiness), not 
fragmented programs. Social capital (mentoring, volunteering, teacher advocacy) 
was framed as a core pathway intervention, not an optional add-on.

•	 Pathways are fragmented: systems are not designed end-to-end (recognition, 
training, work experience, job conversion), leading to drop-offs at transitions.

•	 Changing education access settings for young arrivals: age-based eligibility 
and transition rules can exclude older humanitarian arrivals from intensive 
English schooling pathways.

•	 Mismatch between policy expectations and learning reality: cohorts with 
disrupted schooling/trauma often need ‘learn how to learn’ foundations, not 
immediate job readiness compliance.

•	 Visa/legal barriers to education: unresolved status and fee/eligibility 
constraints reduce university access and long-term progression for some 
cohorts.

•	 Employer barriers remain decisive: bias and ‘fear of getting it wrong’ can lead 
to disengagement from migrant/refugee recruitment.

•	 New labour market realities: AI-driven recruitment systems reshape 
employability support and the visibility of overseas skills/experience.

•	 Workforce capability gaps: teacher education often under-prepares for EALD 
in schools; limited synergy between AMEP, schools, VET and universities.

•	 Embedded English within VET training (TAFE Queensland) paired with career 
pathway guidance and mentoring.

•	 Tourism Career Launch model: 2 days/week paid workplace exposure in hotel 
partners and 2 days/week in class and pathway support.

•	 Stronger Women, Stronger Communities: targeted pathway building for 
refugee women with limited/no employment history.

•	 Intersectional pathway model: settlement and disability employment provider 
partnership for CALD communities with disability, including employer 
readiness and culturally safe adjustments.

•	 Career coaching model addressing values/strengths and digital labour market 
literacy (including AI recruitment realities).

Key Themes •	 Education-to-work must be a coordinated system: recognition, preparation 
and employer readiness are inseparable.

•	 Social capital is pathway infrastructure: volunteering, scholarships, teacher 
advocacy, mentoring networks can determine long-term success.

•	 Belonging is built through practical pathway scaffolding: confidence, networks 
and progression are part of settlement, not secondary outcomes.

•	 Employer readiness must be built (not assumed): inclusion requires job design, 
cultural confidence, and workplace adjustments, not just recruitment intent.

•	 Capability uplift must include educators and frontline workers: EALD expertise, 
trauma-informed learning, and pathway navigation are critical.

•	 Future-focused employability: success increasingly depends on understanding 
digital recruitment and AI screening environments.
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Session 
Overview

This session positioned education and training pathways as central to improving 
workforce participation and employment outcomes for migrants and refugees, 
explicitly reframing the conversation through an economic/productivity lens. 
The facilitator noted that with historically low unemployment, the challenge is 
fundamentally participation and system design, and migrants/refugees are ‘part 
of the solution’ to national workforce needs.

The discussion acknowledged persistent inequities: wage gaps for migrants from 
non-English speaking background communities, under-utilisation of overseas 
qualifications, lack of recognition, and the role of English (including accent 
discrimination) in shaping employability and earnings. 

Core ‘problem architecture’: Three pillars for bridging education-to-work
A key contribution from the facilitator was a clear ‘three pillars’ framing for 
education-to-employment:
•	 Recognition (cost/time/complexity of qualification recognition)
•	 Preparation for the local labour market (first job, work experience, interview 

expectations, understanding employer norms)
•	 Employer attitudes and bias (how international experience/qualifications 

are valued; employer confidence; shifting from deficit framing to value 
proposition). 

This framework was reinforced across panellists and audience contributions, 
with repeated emphasis that education interventions only work if employers 
and labour market settings are engaged as part of the system (i.e. education is 
necessary but insufficient).



Settlement Council of Australia

64 65

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

Session 
Overview

Effective 
pathways 
in practice 
(models 
shared)

02. Whole-of-community social capital as a ‘hidden’ pathway driver 
A major thread was the role of social capital and community support in enabling 
education progression and career formation. Dr Yunespour described how access 
to a school-based intensive English centre, scholarships, teacher advocacy, 
volunteering networks, and community organisations created enabling conditions 
for long-term success and argued that these ‘small steps’ (volunteering, 
mentoring, teacher investment) can be decisive in a refugee learner’s trajectory. 

This contribution grounded a key policy implication: pathways are not only 
technical, they are relational and networked, and require sustained community 
and institutional scaffolding.

01. Embedded English within vocational training (TAFE Queensland)
The TAFE Queensland representative reported that strong outcomes occur when 
English language learning is embedded inside vocational courses. This is paired 
with robust pathway guidance: teaching learners how to make career decisions, 
anticipate the ‘future of work’, and understand skills needed for emerging roles. 

Two practical models were highlighted:
•	 Tourism Career Launch (Gold Coast): partnership with four major hotels; 

students complete two days a week in the hotel and two days a week in class, 
plus intensive pathway support (resumes, mentoring). All eight participants in 
the cited round moved into paid work pathways within those hotels. 

•	 Stronger Women, Stronger Communities: targeted support for refugee women 
with limited education/no employment history, designed to build confidence 
and a first foothold in the workforce. 

Key lesson: pathway programs are very effective when they combine language, 
vocational skill, work experience, employer co-design and mentoring.

04. Intersectional employment pathways: disability and culturally safe practice 
A strong ‘system collaboration’ example was presented by the MARSS CEO.  
This involved a partnership with a disability employment provider to deliver a 
program supporting people from multicultural backgrounds living with disability, 
including those with undiagnosed or poorly understood psychosocial disability. 
The program’s design intentionally reduced barriers by not requiring the kind of 
formal assessment hurdles that often exclude people from support. 

Crucially, the model emphasised two-way capability exchange: the settlement 
organisation builds cultural safety capability for the disability employment 
provider, and the disability provider builds disability employment expertise for the 
settlement workforce. The speaker stressed the need for employer readiness as 
well as client support, including culturally safe workplace practices (e.g. prayer 
spaces, adjusted recruitment formats such as group interviews). 

03. Career coaching as capability-building  
The session foregrounded changing labour market realities, particularly the 
impact of AI/technology in job applications and hiring processes. The panel 
highlighted a structured coaching approach that starts with ‘meaningful work’ 
(strengths/values/aspirations) and then teaches jobseekers how to navigate AI-
mediated recruitment, and builds ownership of career pathways. 

A Glow up Careers initiative discussed developing a career coaching accreditation 
program (hundreds trained), and partnerships spanning community organisations 
and international actors. 

Key lesson: pathway capability must now include digital labour market literacy 
(how recruitment systems filter, how to present skills and experience, how to 
build visibility and professional narrative).
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Key Issues & 
Barriers Identified

Education access settings are 
changing, especially for young 
arrivals
A major concern raised was 
that policy and eligibility 
settings have shifted over time 
in ways that reduce access for 
young humanitarian arrivals. 
Dr Yunespour described how, 
at age 17, access to a school-
based intensive English centre 
created a pathway into Year 
11/12 and university, whereas 
now, young people arriving at 
the same age can be excluded 
from that schooling pathway, 
fundamentally changing their 
opportunity structure. 

‘Learn how to learn’: literacy, 
trauma, and unrealistic system 
expectations
Audience discussion pointed to 
a frequent mismatch between 
policy expectations (e.g. being 
placed on job seeker quickly) 
and a learner’s actual starting 
point, particularly for people 
with disrupted schooling 
or trauma histories. A key 
concept was that for some 
cohorts, the first step is not 
English alone, but learning how 
to learn (study habits, literacy 
foundations, confidence, 
cognitive load, trauma 
impacts). 

Structural/legal barriers: visa 
status, university access, and 
delayed resolution
Dr Yunespour highlighted 
legal/visa barriers as an 
ongoing education and 
employment constraint, 
particularly for asylum seekers 
with unresolved status for long 
periods and the downstream 
impacts on families and access 
to higher education (including 
where family members 
arriving later may be treated 
as international students for 
fee purposes).

A B C
Information barriers and 
‘system navigation’
A repeated theme was lack 
of awareness of pathways 
(e.g., foundation programs, 
alternative entry routes, 
what’s available beyond the 
obvious options). Dr Yunespour 
argued universities and 
institutions need to go beyond 
campus open days and meet 
communities where they are 
(schools, parks, festivals) with 
practical pathway information. 

D
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Key Issues & 
Barriers Identified

Geographic concentration and 
school-level cohort effects
A further barrier identified was 
the concentration of students 
from similar language/
social cohorts in particular 
schools/areas, creating peer 
effects that can limit English 
immersion and engagement, 
and shape role models and 
aspirations in ways that 
can reduce longer-term 
educational progression. 

Employer barriers: bias, fear, 
and capability gaps
Employer attitudes were 
framed as more complex 
than ‘employers won’t 
hire migrants’. The panel 
discussion distinguished bias 
(conscious/unconscious) 
from fear (‘what if I get it 
wrong?’), arguing that fear 
leads employers to disengage 
entirely, which is ultimately 
more damaging than bias 
alone. 

In parallel, recruitment is 
increasingly shaped by AI/
technology, changing what 
‘job readiness’ needs to 
include (e.g. digital literacy of 
hiring systems, how to make 
experience legible). 

Workforce capability gaps: 
teacher preparation and 
cross-system synergy
A refugee education strategist 
raised a blunt system critique: 
teacher education has limited 
focus on EALD in primary 
schools, there is inadequate 
recognition of the expertise 
of AMEP teachers, and 
there is insufficient synergy 
across schooling, vocational 
education, and university 
pathways. They called for 
a national, unified refugee 
education system spanning 
schools, TAFE and universities, 
requiring leadership from 
education ministers/
departments alongside 
settlement and multicultural 
systems. 

They also stressed the need 
for legacy resources and 
evaluation built into funding 
models so learning can be 
shared rather than re-invented 
in isolated pilots. 

E F G
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05. The AI labour market is reshaping what employability support must cover 
Career pathway support now needs to explicitly address the reality of AI-
mediated recruitment, application volumes, and technology-driven hiring 
processes. 

Session 
Overview

Core Themes:

02. Capability building must include frontline, educators, and employer-facing 
roles
The session implicitly defined “’sector capability’ as spanning:
•	 educators (EALD capability, trauma-aware practice, cohort differentiation) 
•	 frontline settlement workforce (pathway navigation; ‘learning how to learn’; 

practical scaffolding) 
•	 employer engagement specialists (cultural safety, job design, recruitment 

reform, AI-era hiring literacy) 

01. Pathways must be treated as a coordinated system 
Across contributions, the session repeatedly returned to the need for a whole-of-
system approach: recognition, education, work experience, employer readiness 
and wraparound supports. The risk is ‘fragmentation by funding stream’, where 
each service optimises locally but pathways break at handover points. 

03. Social capital is not ‘nice to have’, it is a pathway intervention
Mentors, volunteering, teacher advocacy, scholarships, community organisations, 
and structured networking were presented as decisive pathway enablers 
(particularly for first-in-family learners and people without inherited ‘system 
literacy’). 

04. Employer readiness requires shifting from deficit models to ‘asset and culture’ 
The panel highlighted that cultural diversity must be framed as an asset, but that 
asset framing fails if workplaces are not equipped to support inclusion (otherwise 
‘diversity hiring’ can produce discrimination and attrition). 
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Breakout Session 4 
Growing Innovation Growing Innovation 
and Collaboration:  and Collaboration:  
An Ecosystem An Ecosystem 
Approach to Approach to 
Economic Economic 
Participation Participation 
Pathways for Pathways for 
Refugee EntrantsRefugee Entrants

Keynote Speaker:

Facilitator:

Panel:

Closing Remarks:  

Huy Truong → CEO, Thrive Refugee Enterprise

Catherine Boekel → Managing Director Whereto, Ipsos Public 
Affairs

Zoe Williams → Assistant Secretary, Settlement Branch, Office for 
Multicultural Affairs

Sherryl Reddy → EPRI CoP Coordinator

Bernie Nott → Director, Strategic Projects, Thrive Refugee 
Enterprise Ltd

Chloe Elliott-Crenn → Program Manager, St Vincent de Paul 
Society NSW

Mohammadjavad Davoudianrobati → EPRI Participant

Alex Haynes → CEO, Whittlesea Community Connections

Mulham Georgeos Ghaith → EPRI Participant

Maria Dimopoulos AM → CEO, SCOA
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Snapshot

Key Message

Key Issues

This session positioned economic participation for humanitarian entrants as core 
settlement infrastructure, not a ‘post-settlement’ add-on. EPRI was presented as 
a high-value model because it operates as an ecosystem connector, combining 
real work environments with specialised wraparound supports, employer 
engagement, and social enterprise pathways. The evaluation findings suggest 
EPRI is particularly effective for cohorts underserved by mainstream employment 
systems (low English, low formal skills, trauma impacts, and those requiring 
microenterprise/finance pathways), while also building intangible outcomes that 
are foundational to settlement including confidence, identity, belonging, and 
system navigation.

•	 Persistent exclusion from employment for humanitarian entrants; without early 
intervention people can remain locked out for years.

•	 English proficiency and soft skills are decisive barriers, yet classroom-only 
approaches are often insufficient.  Workplace/community-based contexts 
may accelerate language acquisition.

•	 Entrepreneurship is both an asset and a forced pathway: high refugee 
enterprise participation may reflect labour market exclusion rather than pure 
choice.

•	 Capital access is a major systemic barrier (no credit history/banking 
relationship), blocking viable microenterprise pathways.

•	 Ecosystem fragmentation: EPRI’s effectiveness relies on integration with AMEP, 
settlement supports, employers and mainstream employment services, yet 
collaboration is not always resourced or designed into systems.

•	 Workplace inclusion risks: racism/discrimination and exploitation risks require 
employer capability-building, not just candidate support.

•	 Need for longer-term evidence: short-term outcomes are strong, but 
medium/long-term tracking (progression, retention, income growth) is still 
developing.

Key Insights

Core Themes

•	 EPRI’s unique strength is diversity of models: 20 providers (and auspiced 
partners) with diverse approaches, creating evidence on ‘what works for 
whom’.

•	 High-value intangibles were treated as real outcomes: confidence, self-
esteem, worker identity, sense of being backed, understanding workplace 
systems/norms.

•	 Strong examples included:
◊	 Thrive Refugee Enterprise: microenterprise support and finance; loan 

default <2% demonstrating viability when systems enable access.
◊	 Vinnies pathways: safe work experience and job readiness for low-English 

cohorts; Over 30 EPRI participants employed internally as Vinnies staff.
◊	 Whittlesea Community Connections: place-based ecosystem linking 

settlement, employment and volunteering; high participation of women 
highlights demand for gender-responsive models (early cohorts more 
than 84% women).

•	 EPRI should evolve from program to ecosystem: integrate with AMEP/HSP/
SETS and employment systems; connect people to employment options 
earlier than current practice.

•	 Flexibility is essential: rigid timelines undermine ‘whatever it takes/intensive 
support’ approaches needed for meaningful employment and settlement 
outcomes.

•	 Lived experience strengthens delivery: former participants in workforce roles 
increase trust, program relevance and motivation.

•	 Social capital is central: volunteering, mentoring, employer networks, and 
place-based partnerships are not extras, they are pathway infrastructure.

•	 Employer readiness must be built: inclusion requires workplace capability on 
cultural safety, discrimination response and safeguarding.

•	 Shift from individual agency to system agency: success depends on 
coordinated system responsibility and shared efficacy, not just jobseeker 
effort.
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Session 
Overview

This session positioned economic participation for refugee and humanitarian 
entrants as a strategically critical settlement issue, no longer an afterthought but 
something that must sit at the centre of settlement conversations and systems 
design. 

The session structure combined:
•	 Keynote (Huy Truong) on why economic participation requires a new 

approach and why EPRI exists 
•	 Evaluation findings (Catherine Boekel) from the EPRI evaluation and what EPRI 

2.0 could look like 
•	 Provider panel (including lived experience voices) demonstrating the diversity 

of EPRI pathway models (direct employment in work integrated social 
enterprise, supported employment, training, and self-employment) 

Audience discussion on integration across AMEP/settlement/social enterprise/
employers 

Closing remarks by Zoe Williams, Assistant Secretary, Settlement Branch, Office 
for Multicultural Affairs acknowledged economic participation as a government 
priority, and the value of EPRI examples. 
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Session 
Overview

Key issues 
and evidence 
base 
highlighted

02. English acquisition is presented as the core constraint for humanitarian 
entrants 
A central argument of this session was that for refugee/humanitarian cohorts, 
English proficiency and workplace soft skills are decisive.  Without these, skills 
recognition alone won’t translate into jobs. 

The keynote challenged the assumption that people should not engage with 
employment pathways in the first 12 months, arguing workplace/community 
contexts can accelerate language acquisition (especially for those not 
accustomed to classroom learning). 

03. Entrepreneurship as both strength and ‘forced pathway’
The session noted refugees outperform other cohorts in small business entry, 
noting also that this may partly reflect exclusion from mainstream employment 
and a ‘survival/necessity’ pivot to self-employment. 

01. Persistent and unacceptable employment exclusion for humanitarian entrants
The keynote argued that the sector has strong intentions, but system settings are 
not producing the outcomes needed, and that without early intervention people 
can remain locked out of work over the medium-to-long term. 

Lived 
experience 
and provider 
examples: 
what best 
practice 
looked like in 
practice

01. Thrive Refugee Enterprise (self-employment pathway)
Thrive described tackling a key barrier: no credit history/banking relationship, 
which blocks access to start-up capital. Their model combines:
•	 One-on-one exploration, education and business planning
•	 Practical system navigation (ABN, compliance, cashflow)
•	 Ongoing business health checks and monitoring over years

They reported a loan default rate under 2% (presented as evidence of capability, 
resilience, and viable enterprise when supports are in place). 
Best-practice features to scale:
•	 Capital and coaching bundled (not just microfinance)
•	 Longitudinal support (not a short intervention)
•	 Recognition that self-employment is a mainstream pathway for this cohort

EPRI works well for cohorts underserved by mainstream employment services.  It 
appeared particularly strong for people with:
•	 Low English
•	 Low formal skills but high need for soft skills
•	 Significant trauma/recovery needs
•	 Need for finance/capital for microenterprise/self-employment 

The EPRI evaluation reported strong short-term outcomes (employment, 
supported employment, self-employment, training and education transitions), 
while flagging that medium/long-term outcomes require longer monitoring. The 
evaluation elevated outcomes that matter for settlement but often sit outside 
employment metrics:
•	 Self-esteem and worker/learner identity
•	 Feeling ‘backed’ by providers/employers/government
•	 Practical translation of workplace norms and systems navigation (rights, 

admin systems, how workplaces operate) 

This directly supports sector capability-building because it clarifies what frontline 
workers often have to teach implicitly, and argues it should be designed in.

EPRI: design features and distinctive value
EPRI was a pilot designed as a learning lab across 20 social enterprise providers 
and auspiced partners.  The evaluation emphasised EPRI’s structural advantage: 
•	 20 funded social enterprises created 
•	 Multiple diverse models generating valuable insights into ‘what works for 

whom’, rather than a one-size-fits-all program.



Settlement Council of Australia

80 81

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

Session 
Overview

03. Whittlesea Community Connections (place-based ecosystem and 
wraparound)
WCC described EPRI as fitting ‘beautifully’ between their settlement and 
employment provider roles, strengthened by wraparound supports (legal, 
hardship, volunteering pathways) and multiple local social enterprises. They 
stressed:
•	 Tailored intake/assessment
•	 People moving in and out depending on readiness
•	 Integration with English learning (including learn-local)
•	 Volunteering as low-stress workplace entry and cultural learning
•	 Strong outcomes reported in their cohort over time (employment, training, 

enterprise roles)

Lived 
experience 
and provider 
examples: 
what best 
practice 
looked like in 
practice

02. St Vincent de Paul Society pathways (supply chain/logistics, sewing/retail)
St Vincent de Paul Society emphasised what mainstream employers often 
can’t offer: safe, supported first work experience, where language barriers are 
understood and the environment is deliberately welcoming. Participants gained: 
•	 Work experience, job readiness, job search support
•	 English gains from working in English-speaking settings
•	 Direct recruitment into roles within the organisation (reported over 30 

ongoing employment offers)

They also highlighted capacity to employ people with very low English who would 
struggle to place elsewhere. 

A lived experience speaker reinforced the settlement impacts (hope, confidence, 
stability), and the value of workers with lived experience in delivery, building trust 
and shaping program pathways.

Best-practice features to scale:
•	 Structured work experience inside a ‘safe employer’
•	 Lived experience workforce in delivery roles
•	 Direct-to-employer pathway with strong supervision and cultural safety
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Session 
Overview

They also identified a major gender insight: in early stages 84% of participants 
were women, revealing strong demand and the need for women-specific, 
culturally responsive settings and confidence-building supports. 

Best-practice features to scale:
•	 Place-based ecosystem model (settlement, employment, enterprise, 

wraparound)
•	 Gender-responsive design (women-only options, community-specific 

cohorts)
•	 Volunteering as a structured pathway (with references, induction learning, 

norms)

Key message: EPRI must be embedded in the broader settlement ecosystem 
(AMEP/HSP/SETS/youth supports) and also straddle settlement and employment. 

The Community of Practice lead described EPRI’s distinctive contribution as:
•	 Combining real work settings with specialised jobs-focused wraparound 

services
•	 Supporting not only participants but employers, including building workplaces 

that prevent/respond to racism, discrimination, exploitation, and modern 
slavery risks. 

They gave practical examples of breadth (links to Community Refugee Integration 
and Settlement Pilot (CRISP), councils, cross-referrals between social enterprises, 
co-ops, and industry partnerships). 

What the session implies for EPRI 2.0 (future directions)

The strongest design advice themes (beyond funding) included:
•	 Flexibility and outcomes-based design: Providers argued against rigid 

program prescriptions (6 weeks then 12 weeks), advocating flexibility to do 
whatever it takes for meaningful life and employment outcomes. 

•	 Design an ecosystem, not a program: A panellist explicitly said ‘don’t design 
a program, design an ecosystem’,  integrate EPRI assets into settlement and 
language systems and connect people earlier in their journey. 

•	 Build collaboration into the program architecture: One speaker argued 
collaboration must be resourced and designed in from the start (not reliant on 
goodwill). 

•	 A central platform to navigate pathways: A lived experience speaker proposed 
a central platform listing programs across the state so refugees can choose 
the right pathway, avoid repeating courses, and reduce system waste. 

•	 Shift from individual agency to system agency: A closing comment argued 
EPRI should become embedded and move beyond individual self-efficacy 
to include shared/system efficacy and system agency because barriers are 
systemic. 

The closing remarks by the Assistant Secretary, Settlement Branch, Office for 
Multicultural Affairs reinforced that economic participation is a key government 
priority and that the examples shared were ‘inspiring’, with particular emphasis 
on backing entrepreneurial drive because the outcomes can be ‘enormous’.



Settlement Council of Australia

84 85

Driving ProductivitySettlement & Talent Symposium

Closing Plenary

MC:

Closing Remarks:

Georgia Prattis → Principal, Myriad Global

Meena Naidu → General Manger Education and Social 
Participation, AMES

Maria Dimopoulos AM → CEO, SCOA

Dane Moores → Head of Strategic Relations, SSI

Sherryl Reddy → EPRI Community of Practice Coordinator

Carmen Garcia AM → CEO and Founder, Community Corporate

“Settlement is the story of the nation “Settlement is the story of the nation 
and must be written next around and must be written next around 
capability, contribution, and collective capability, contribution, and collective 
prosperity, together.”prosperity, together.”
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Snapshot

Key Message

Key Issues

Key Quotes

The Closing Plenary synthesised the day’s discussions into a clear call to 
action: settlement is nation-building infrastructure, and unlocking migrant and 
refugee talent requires system-level collaboration, practical employer-connected 
pathways, and reform ambition that treats complexity as solvable. Panellists 
stressed that progress will not come from isolated programs or goodwill alone.  
Future work must prioritise ecosystem design, shared learning infrastructure, and 
employment pathways that move beyond ‘charity’ framing to a strategic national 
productivity agenda.

•	 System fragmentation and competition pressures: organisations are busy 
in the doing and operating in competitive environments, which undermines 
knowledge-sharing and coordinated impact.

•	 Recognition and pathway complexity: systems involve many bodies and 
processes; complexity is real but cannot be used as a reason for inaction.

•	 Collaboration is under-resourced: deep collaboration requires deliberate 
infrastructure (time, funding, good governance, shared learning, connected 
platforms, intersectional approach), not informal goodwill.

•	 Employer fatigue and burden: employers want to help but are over-
approached; success requires reducing employer load through curated 
pathways and strong due diligence.

•	 Employment pathway intensity: practical employment support is high-touch 
(onboarding documentation, ID requirements, compliance), requiring matched 
capability and resourcing.

•	 Skilled migrants still struggle to access interviews: qualification recognition 
does not automatically translate into hiring; network gaps and screening 
persist.

•	 “Let’s not mistake complexity for complacency.”
•	 “Not charity but strategy.”
•	 “I’m not asking for charity, I’m asking for a chance.”
•	 Settlement framed as Australia’s “engine of possibility”, talent is everywhere, 

opportunity requires systems that see potential first.

Core Themes •	 System-wide approach is essential: settlement, education and employment 
actors must work as one ecosystem; families and community supports are 
part of the enabling environment.

•	 International proof points show reform is feasible: examples from Germany 
and Canada reinforce that faster, fairer recognition and pathway navigation 
can be designed at scale.

•	 Collective intelligence extends beyond funded programs: grassroots and 
volunteer-driven organisations are critical parts of the settlement ecosystem 
and should be recognised in systems planning.

•	 Employer partnership is the lever for change: solutions must engage 
employers through trust, practical support, and workforce-need alignment.

•	 Proof pathways work: cadetships and work trials help overcome bias/
screening barriers by letting skilled candidates demonstrate competence in-
context.
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Session 
Overview

01. A system-wide approach is the only path to scale (Meena Naidu, AMES)
Meena’s central insight was that no single actor can achieve the outcomes alone: 
different parts of the system need to come together, industry, settlement, and 
education, and the supporting sides (family and other influences) must not be 
forgotten. 

She named the key implementation barrier: the sector is so busy in the doing and 
operating under competitive pressures, but the only way to make headway is to 
work collaboratively as a system, share understanding and knowledge, and stop 
reinventing the wheel. 

This directly affirms a sector priority that future progress depends on coordinated 
dialogue and cross-system alignment, not isolated best-practice pockets.

Takeaways 
that Matter

The Closing Plenary functioned as a strategic synthesis of the day, shifting 
the room from ‘what we heard’ to what we will carry forward into practice, 
leadership, and system reform. The MC framed settlement as nation-building and 
‘one of Australia’s greatest engines of possibility’, stressing that while talent is 
everywhere, opportunity requires ongoing effort and systems that see potential 
first. 

The panel was prompted with a single forward-looking question designed to drive 
commitment and shared accountability:
What is your one insight or challenge from today that you hope every person in 
this room carries forward in their everyday practice and leadership? 

Panellists’ responses landed as four complementary calls to action:
•	 Build a system-wide approach (not siloed doing)
•	 Treat complexity as solvable (not an excuse for inaction)
•	 Invest in collaborative infrastructure and ecosystem design
•	 Keep an action-focused, employer-connected chance mindset (not charity 

but strategy)

02. A system-wide approach is the only path to scale (Meena Naidu, AMES)
Dane reinforced that the skills/qualifications recognition system is genuinely 
complex (many authorities and bodies), but delivered the session’s sharpest 
reframe: ‘Let’s not mistake complexity for complacency’.

He grounded the claim in comparative examples from the day’s earlier 
discussions:
•	 Germany: recognition act, decisions within 2to 4 months, national advice 

centres guiding refugees/migrants through the process
•	 Canada: provincial fairness commissioners overseeing recognition bodies for 

fairness and transparency 

He concluded that other countries have shown this is not too big, and that with 
skills shortages, Australia must act now to harness every skilled worker. 

This is a clear mandate for a policy reform project pipeline, especially on 
recognition and fast, fair pathways.

03. The sector’s collective intelligence is bigger than funded programs 
Sherryl expanded the definition of the ‘system’ beyond Commonwealth-
funded services, noting that settlement and employment support also includes 
grassroots, volunteer-powered organisations operating daily across local 
communities. 

She named a strategic challenge: how do we move from scarcity mindsets and 
divide and conquer dynamics towards abundance, connecting and collaborating 
organisations, programs and businesses to maximise outcomes? 

Their concrete forward proposal was essentially a design brief:
•	 Co-design an ecosystem connector across member-based settlement, social 

enterprise, employers/industry 
•	 Resource deep collaborative infrastructure (with appropriate human, financial, 

technical, and time resources) to share knowledge, practice and learning for 
continuous improvement and intersectional innovation

•	 Avoid duplicated evidence-building/research that gets repeated year after 
year because programs, initiatives and learning is not joined up 
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Session 
Overview

04. Don’t lose the dream, open doors through practical action today (Carmen 
Garcia, Community Corporate)
Carmen anchored the ‘practice and action’ perspective: keep fighting for the 
aspiration that every refugee and migrant can live a full life and participate as 
they choose. She emphasised that the session earlier was deliberately ‘what can 
we do today’, and that outcomes depend on deep employer relationships, but 
employers are also over-approached and tired, so success requires making it 
easy: understand the business, do due diligence, and ensure job readiness. 

Carmen was frank about resourcing: employment work is highly intensive 
(onboarding, 100 points of ID, compliance steps), and if organisations want 
results, they must accept the workload and build the capability to do it.  For 
skilled migrants/refugees, she noted that qualification recognition alone doesn’t 
guarantee interviews, even for highly experienced engineers, so the practical 
solution is cadetships and work trials that put people in front of employers to 
demonstrate capability. She closed with a business case message: doing good is 
good for business and urged the sector to approach employers with solutions to 
their workforce needs. 

Cross-Cutting Themes 
Settlement as nation-building infrastructure (not an afterthought)
The MC’s framing and panellists’ comments collectively positioned settlement as 
national capability-building: a system that recognises potential first and unlocks 
prosperity through contribution. 

Systems change requires collaborative infrastructure (not just goodwill)
A consistent message: collaboration is essential but currently under-designed 
and under-resourced; deep collaboration requires governance, time, shared tools, 
shared evidence-building and shared learning systems.

Complexity is manageable when reform is treated as urgent and normal
The ‘complexity not complacency’ message reframed system-wide reform 
as achievable and not beyond our ambition, citing international models and 
highlighting that Australia can and should adopt proven approaches that work 
overseas.

Employer partnership is both the bottleneck and the lever
Employer engagement must be high-trust, low-burden, solutions-oriented, and 
supported by high-touch onboarding and job-readiness work. 

‘Proof pathways’ for skilled cohorts: cadetships/work trials
Work trials and cadetships were positioned as a practical bridge between 
recognition and hiring, particularly when bias, network gaps, and screening block 
interviews. 

Keep an action-focused, employer-connected chance mindset (not charity but 
strategy)
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