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Does Gender And Culture Combine To 

Increase Discrimination In The Workforce? 

In a period of rapid expansion over the past twenty years in the International Student market in 

Australia, little attention has been given to the experience of women.  While women have 

traditionally made up between forty-seven and sixty per cent of the total International Students 

market in Australia since the mid-1980’s, there is a lack of sustained and comprehensive 

discussion on gender and the international education experience in Australia, particularly in 

employment.   Their experiences range from vulnerabilities as employees in low paid and 

under-regulated industries to discrimination in their professional fields.  

Women entering Australia on education visas are faced with many of the same issues as their 

male counterparts.  But women from non-European countries are also faced with the impact of 

Australia’s historical gendered racism. We explore female international student experiences of 

work, and ways in which the categories of gender, ethnicity and temporary migration status 

interact in the Australian labour market.  

Introduction: where are the women in the research? 

International education is Australia’s third largest export industry, generating AUD$18.2 billion 

in export income in 2010-2011. This is a 14.5 per cent increase on the previous financial year1. 

Beyond their significant contribution international students enrich Australian communities, 

expand Australia’s global networks, contribute to Australia’s labour force and often go on to 

become Australian citizens.  

Researchers now recognize a diversity in the international student population. Cultural, social, 

ethnic and linguistic backgrounds of International Students have been recognized as influencing 

their experience in Australia but a ‘blind spot’ or gender blind exists in relation to consideration 

of gender in the international education experience. Since the expansion of the Australia 

international student market there has been an increase of the proportion of women entering 

Australia for education purposes.  This has ranged between 42 per cent and more than 50 per 

cent, in the years since 1985 and for some nations like Thailand, the female proportion 

increases to more than 60 per cent. This gender blind can be attributed to the tendency to look 

at male students at the norm, and the categorisation women students as an ‘other’.  This is not 

                                                
1 Australian Government: Department of Education and Training, Research Snapshot: Export income to Australia from international 

https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/Research-Snapshots/Documents/Export%20Income%20FY2014-5.pdf 
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unique to international students.  There is a lack of gender analysis in migration generally, both 

domestically and internationally.  

Added to the lack of consideration of women’s experiences in the international education 

sector is the fact that women have historically faced discrimination in the workplace.  This has 

been the case for low and unskilled women workers to highly skilled, tertiary educated women. 

The result is that women are more often economically disadvantaged than men.  Racially 

disadvantaged women are also faced with other barriers – low English proficiency, limited or no 

knowledge about work conditions can place women from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds at disadvantages in the labour market, both within Australia and internationally.  

The intersection of gender and race discrimination combine with low English proficiency, and 

cultural difficulties to reduce the bargaining power of women from culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds, particularly in a more deregulated workforce. Add to this mix current 

prohibitive visa restrictions around working hours and the results are that women International 

Students are subject to a complex cocktail of variables that can work to dramatically increase 

their vulnerability in the Australian workforce.  

Current context: what does the data say? 

The International Student market is a significant economic market in Australia and has been 

increasing in size since the mid-1980s. International student activity contributed $18.8 billion in 

export income to the Australian economy in 2014-15. By 2009 over one in five, or 22 per cent 

of tertiary students in Australia were international students.2 China continues to be the single 

largest nation of origin in the domestic international student population, with one fifth of all 

student visas lodged and granted (18% and 20%), followed by India (14% and 12% 

respectively) and South Korea (both 5%).3 

As at August this year, there are 507,656 international students in Australia4. 67 per cent of 

commencing students in the first half of 2016 are from North-East and South-East Asia, 

followed by 18 per cent from Southern and Central Asia.5  Bullet countries, or those with 

emerging markets include Brazil (38% increase to end of 2015 and 14.1% increase in 2016), 

                                                
2 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2011) 4101.0 – Australian Social Trends (International Students). 

mailto:http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features20Dec+2011  
3 Ibid  
4 Australian Government – Department of Education and Training (2016) Student Numbers, January-August 2016, 

https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/DataVisualisations/Pages/Student-number.aspx  
5 Australian Government – Department of Education and Training (2016) Monthly Summary of International Student Data January – 

June 2016, https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/International-Student-
Data/Documents/MONTHLY%20SUMMARIES/2016/06_June_2016_MonthlySummary.pdf 
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Malaysia (13.4% increase), Taiwan (20.3%) and Colombia (22.8%)6.  Almost forty per cent of 

this total number comprised students from China (28.1%) and India (11.2%)7.  

Gender data becomes harder to access as the Australian Government reports total student 

numbers. The monthly summary data published by Department of Education and Training 

offers student numbers by gender but for the top three source countries at the time, and not as 

a percentage of the total number of students.  At the time of the most recent ABS information 

on International Students in 2011, men represented 54 percent of the international student 

population and women 46 per cent8.  

The gender proportion varies significantly between countries of origin.  For example, in the first 

half of 2011 almost two-thirds of commencing international students from India and Nepal were 

men.  This contrasts with the 63 per cent of women from Thailand and 62 per cent from the 

USA9.  Significantly China and Korea, who make up the other two largest markets, had more 

women than men commencing in the same period.10  

Most international students’ study in NSW and Victoria (combined population of 58%).11  CQ 

University, Federation University (formerly University of Ballarat and Gippsland Monash), 

Murdoch University, RMIT and University of Wollongong had the highest number of 

international students in 201612.  However, the distribution of international students is not equal 

among universities.  For example, in 2010 almost half of the student population of the 

University of Ballarat (now Federation University) in regional Victoria were international 

students.  This will become an important point later in our discussion about the employment 

habits of international students.  

In the 6 months prior to 31 December there were 61,270 former student visa holders granted 

another substantive visa.13  

In the same period, most of the former student visa holders granted another substantive visa 

moved on to the following visa categories: 

                                                
6 Australian Government – Department of Education and Training (2016) Student Numbers, January-August 2016, op cit  
7 Australian Government – Department of Education and Training (2016) International Student Enrolment Data 2016, Table 7a: All 

Sector Year to Date Enrolments by Top 10 Nationalities by State/Territory for August 2016, 
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/International-Student-
Data/Documents/INTERNATIONAL%20STUDENT%20DATA/2016/2016Aug_0712.pdf 
8 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 4102.1 – Australian Social Trends, Dec 2011, International Students, 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/lookup/4102.0Main+Features20Dec+2011#WHO 
9 Boey, Janice (2014), IEAA Research Digest 6, December 2014, How does gender matter in the context of the international higher 

education experience? 
10 Australian Government – Department of Education and Training (2016) Monthly Summary of International Student Data January – 

June 2016, op cit  
11 Australian Bureau of Statistics, op cit  
12 University Rankings Australia, International Student University Enrolment Numbers,  Table 2: International Student Percentages 

Relative to On-Campus Students Only, http://www.universityrankings.com.au/international-student-numbers.html 
13 Australian Government Department of Immigration and Border Patrol, (2016), Student Visa and Temporary Graduate visa 

programme report: six monthly report ending at 31 December 2015,  
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 a tourist visa 30.3%;  

 a student visa 18.1% or  

 a temporary Graduate (subclass 485) visa 17.2%14. 

Areas of vulnerability for International Students. 

In 2010 the Institute for Social Research at the University of Queensland undertook a survey 

exploring questions of vulnerability for International Students.  They made the following 

findings: 

 the majority of Student visa holders planned to stay in Australia at the conclusion of their 

studies; 

 an overwhelming majority of Temporary Skilled Graduates (subclass 485) plan to seek 

permanent residency; 

 International students exhibit a lack of awareness of agencies that can provide assistance 

with work related issues; 

 Where there are workplace issues international students are more likely to turn to their 

families 57% and friends 84%, followed by Police 50% 

 They approach the Fair Work Ombudsman 24% and DEEWR 22% but low satisfaction 

when they approach these bodies DEEWR 10% and FWO 2.5%.   

The respondent profile found that 31 percent of International Students who took part in the 

survey were employed on a casual or part time temporary basis in hospitality (waiter/kitchen 

hand), and 19% are employed in retail.  Student expenditure included accommodation, tuition 

fees, food and groceries, transport, entertainment, and medical costs.  A small proportion of 

these students provide remittances to home country.  The survey also found that International 

students exhibit a lack of awareness of agencies that can provide assistance with work related 

issues. Again, this survey did not make a distinction between men and women students.  

The Fair Work Ombudsman and research from United Voice supports a lack of knowledge of 

the Australian industrial relations system and workplace rights among International Students.  

These factors combine with the visa restrictions that only allow for 20 hours of paid work per 

week compounding the vulnerability of international students generally in the labour market.  

                                                
14 ibid 
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The employment experience of International Students  

International students now represent between one and two per cent of the total Australian 

workforce.  As a group, they face acute problems of exploitation, particularly in poorly regulated 

employment markets.  International student workers are vulnerable due to a combination of 

personal attributes including: 

 Their relative youth 

 A lack of understanding of workplace rights in Australia 

 Inadequate English-language skills 

 Reliance on their employers to sponsor 457 visas or permanent residency applications 

 Financial pressure as a result of the combination of the requirement to pay substantial 

student fees with the high living cost in Australian centres were universities are based.  

A 2005 study based on 200 interviews concluded that 58 per cent of the international students 

interviewed were paid less than the minimum wage, earning between $7 and $15.15  United 

Voice’s more recent survey found that 60% of respondents earned less than a quarter of the 

minimum wage and were earning $10 or below an hour16.  

International student workers are vulnerable in the Australian legal context as well. They are 

concentrated in hazardous and non-regulated industries known for non-compliance, such as 

cleaning, hospitality and horticulture and agriculture.  The labour-hire and contracting 

employment practices that govern international student workers give rise to difficult 

enforcement. This is not simply an issue of unscrupulous or rogue employers.  Exploitation has 

become the norm in those industries where international students are concentrated.  

In 2013 United Voice released its report A Dirty Business: The Exploitation of International 

Students in Melbourne’s office cleaning industry. The union had found that reputable cleaning 

contractors cut costs by using sub-contractors who were exploiting international students who 

were employed as cleaners in Melbourne’s CBD office buildings. Many were being underpaid 

by up to $15,000 a year, most knew little or nothing about their rights at work and many were 

subject to abuse and intimidation. More than half of CBD cleaners in Melbourne are men and 

women in Australia as international students from counties like India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh 

and Colombia.  

                                                
15 Tham, Joo-Cheong, 2015, Sydney Morning Herald, Australia grows richer by exploiting foreign students, 

http://www.smh.com.au/comment/tackling-the-exploitation-of-international-student-workers-20150818-gj1ge3.html 
16 United Voice, 2013, A Dirty Business: The Exploitation of International Students in Melbourne’s Office Cleaning Industry 
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Fear, intimidation and secrecy mean that these workers remain hidden from both the union, the 

Fair Work Ombudsman and those responsible for the CBD buildings in which they work.  As 

with the data sets on International Students, the voice of women is hard to locate. For women 

international students, there are additional vulnerabilities and potential points of exploitation 

within the workforce.  

Australia’s historic gendered racism  

Traditionally scholarly articles with a focus on ethnicity, and the position of racism, particularly in 

settler societies like Canada, New Zealand and Australia, generally failed to examine the role of 

gender in social and institutional relations. This lack of consideration of the experience of 

Indigenous and minority women is a result of the dominance of histories written by men, 

combined with a European mistrust of oral accounts by oral cultures. From the 1970s the 

emergence of feminist scholarship has focused on the experience and world view of mainly 

non-minority women from Western countries.  

The history of gendered racism in Australia – where Indigenous women and other women of 

colour are subject to racist and abusive behaviour on one hand, and a disinterest or failure on 

the part of institutional authorities to pursue justice on their behalf – is impacting women 

International Students, or the female partners of International Students in Australia.17 

Heather Goodall from UTS has highlighted the vulnerabilities of Indian women in Australia, as 

students, the spouses of students, or on 457 visas working in contract gangs in the regional 

agriculture sector.    The case of Rashminka Patel was highlighted.  Mrs Patel arrived in 

Australia in 2005 with her husband. They had been directed to the Griffith area in NSW by 

Immigration officials and were working on a farm under a contractor who supplied mainly Hindi 

speaking couples and workers. In May 2007 Mrs Patel gave a statement to police saying she 

had been raped at her workplace. It took seven months for police to interview her alleged 

attacker.  This lapse of time to interview and pass the case onto the Director of Public 

Prosecutions meant the case collapsed.  In the meantime, Mrs Patel and her husband lost their 

jobs.  

Mrs Patel took her case to the Victims Compensation Tribunal which ruled in her favour in 2010 

and she was awarded damages under the Victims Support and Rehabilitation Act.  This allowed 

Mrs Patel to seek civil claims.  A journalist from The Sun Herald investigated the contractor’s 

history and found he had been the subject of four separate complaints of sexual abuse.  In 

2002, three years before Mrs Patel and her husband arrived in Australia, three women had 

instigated legal proceedings alleging sexual harassment.  This matter was settled out of court 

                                                
17 Goodall, H. Contract Gangs: Race, Gender and Vulnerability, Cosmopolitan Civil Societies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 7, NO. 
3, 2015, UTS ePress 
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by the farm owners and the contractor, without an admission of liability. In 2004, another Indian 

worker told police the contract had sexually assaulted her.  This case too apparently failed.  

Katri Uibu, a journalist and producer from Estonia, wrote for The Drum online last year on her 

experience on a 417 Working Holiday visa working on a northern Queensland cattle station.  Ms 

Uibu was threatened with sexual violence by a male farmer, while working 15 hour days for an 

hourly rate of $2.50 for 88 days straight without time off.  

She cited authorities saying that some employers abuse their legal privileges by refusing to sign 

off on visa application paperwork if backpackers did not consent to sex.  She worked with two 

female backpackers who had called police saying they felt unsafe.  The farmer’s response was 

to disconnect the only phone available to them in an isolated, no-mobile-signal area. He also 

refused to arrange a time to drive the women into town, suggesting they hitchhike.  

If this is the case for women on working visas or spouses, is there a difference in the situation 

for women on education visas? Women in positions of powerlessness, regardless of their visa 

category are potentially vulnerable to exploitation. Universities Australia has identified 

international students as particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment and assault due to cultural 

and language barriers, and that most do not wish to make an official complaint, fearing it would 

bring shame on themselves and their families, and put their studies in Australia at risk.  A 

related side issue is the statistics on the high number of pregnancy terminations being sought 

among international students, and the institutional response to the level of abortion claims on 

private health insurers.  Research from the University of Adelaide in 2009 found that one third 

of abortions performed at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital in Adelaide involved 

international students.  

From the late 2000’s evidence was emerging of high rates of pregnancy-related claims on such 

health cover. Insurance company Bupa claims about one third of international students’ health 

claims with them are pregnancy-related18.  University of Adelaide research from 2009 found 

that one in three abortions at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital is performed on 

international students.19 The Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health in Victoria also found high 

rates of unplanned and unintended pregnancy in the international student population.20 

International students on temporary, student visas are not entitled to Medicare and must 

purchase Overseas Students Health Cover while in Australia.  The response to rising levels of 

OSHC claims for terminations in the first twelve months of student visa coverage was changes 

to the Deed for the Provision of Overseas Student Health Care, the agreement between the 

Australian Government and registered health funds that that sets out the conditions for 

                                                
18 Cook, H & Jacks, T, The Age, Why so many international students are getting abortions, May 25 2016, 
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/why-so-many-international-students-are-getting-abortions-20160520-gp05au.html 
19 Shepherd, T, The Advertiser, Overseas students’ alarming abortion rates, November 3 2009  
20 Multicultural Centre for Women’s Health, Position Paper: International Student Access to Pregnancy-related Care  
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providing OSHC.  Section 8.1 (g) of the deed was added to scale back health coverage for 

pregnancy related claims in the first twelve months of health cover.   

Lack of adequate power to respond industrially or politically  

International students lack both industrial and political power.  While there are a plethora of 

International Student organisations, and they are represented at the national level, international 

students as a group have had little impact in terms of advocacy. The time limited nature of 

student politics, the dramatic reduction in funding for student organisations in recent years and 

the lack of any government support for a national International Student body that allows staff 

positions to remain to protect continuity of knowledge and campaigns through the changing 

student political leadership combine to weaken the potential advocacy power of international 

students as a group within the higher education sector.  

Industrially international students have even less power.  The realities of the high cost of 

Australian life, the limits on working hours and the potential ramifications for visa status, 

language barriers, lack of understanding of workplace rights in Australian and the level of 

exploitation faced by many students in the work place mean that International Students are less 

likely to speak out than almost any other group.   

Underpinning this is the traditional dominance of men in the workplace.  Cultural norms and 

expectations on women add a layer of complexity for women International Students when it 

comes to speaking out about their rights.  Added to this, they are studying in a country with a 

history of gendered racism that compounds the situation for many non-European women.   

Conclusion: Where to from here? 

The need to address the vulnerabilities of International Students is multifaceted.  Australia’s 

long term reputation as a study destination of choice for students from other countries is risked 

by exploitative behaviour by employees and subcontractors.  The economic contribution of the 

international student market can be balanced against a need to provide additional supports.  

Unless current employment vulnerabilities are addressed, the risk of international student 

exploitation becoming the norm in some industries is high.  

Addressing exploitation will require a variety of strategies including: 

 Properly informing students of their workplace rights (through DIBP and education 

providers) pre-departure and again on arrival. 

 Ensuring immigration laws do not contribute to the vulnerability of International Student 

workers (e.g. Breaching 40 hours/fortnight work restriction and visa implications). 

 Ensuring workplace rights are enforceable even where there are visa breaches. 
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 Closing compliance gap in hazardous industries. 

 Government support for International Student advocacy to address the political weakness 

inherent in lack of continuity due to constant turnover of student representatives (balanced 

against an economic contribution argument). 

 Examination of current visa restrictions for students and work and measure them against 

the cost of living. 

 Work with police in areas with IS populations and students themselves on safety and 

reporting and complaints.  

The position of women in the international student market in Australia requires comprehensive 

examination across the range of issues that impact the group – housing, visa restrictions, 

employment, post-study visa opportunities. Developing the research agenda with a specific 

focus on the experience of women in the International Student market in Australia is vital to 

ensuring that voices of half of this cohort are heard and their issues responded to.  A cross-

campus, cross-jurisdictional approach to building the research basis that brings together the 

various pieces of research and work already completed on female international students in one 

place for analysis, combined with qualitative and quantitative research based specifically on 

women in the cohort is suggested.  
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