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Abstract

Background

An increasing number of Chinese from mainland China have been coming to Australia for further education or for (temporary) employment in the last two decades. For example, recent government figures show that China is now Australia’s top source of immigrants with a record of 6,350 people arriving from China in the four months to October 2009 (BBC News, 2009). This trend has been encouraged by a number of factors. These include: the Chinese Government’s more relaxed policy in allowing people to go abroad, the improving economic position of many Chinese families, the proactive strategy of Australian higher educational institutions in attracting high fees paying overseas students, and the Australian government’s liberal immigration policy to combat skill shortages in certain sectors and occupations. However, a quick search of literature on Chinese immigrant workers in Australia shows that studies have primarily focused on the history Chinese labour in the late 19th and early 20th Century. Studies on the employment situation and career advancement of Chinese migrants in professional occupations in Australia in the last two decades remain rare, if exist. This is despite the fact that the occupational paths, career pursuits and associate obstacles experienced by highly educated professional migrants and less skilled migrants in the host countries differ significantly (Remennick, 2003). This lacuna is increasingly at odd with the growing trend of migration of highly educated Chinese into Australia and the socio-cultural implications this may have for both the Chinese as a social group and the Australian society.

The limited number of studies on Chinese migrant professionals in other parts of the world have pointed to a general conclusion: they often encounter difficulties in gaining quality employment and tend to be under-employed (defined here as being employed for jobs that are below their educational/professional qualifications and skill competence). For example, Man’s (2004: 135) study found that migrant Chinese intellectual elite women ‘are being deskilled in Canada […] and are being channelled into menial, part-time, insecure positions or becoming unemployed’. Similarly, Kim’s study (2004: 95) of Chinese accountants in the accountancy profession in New Zealand revealed that the Chinese accountants have been excluded from ‘the centre of the power structure within the accountancy profession’ because of their racial background. Cooke’s (2007) study of migrant Chinese academic couples in the UK also pointed to a similar picture of labour market disadvantage and under-employment, particularly for women.

It must be noted that the disadvantaged employment outcomes of migrant professional workers is not specific to ethnic Chinese. Studies on international migrants of other nationalities reveal a similar finding (e.g. Robinson and Carey, 2003; Raghuram, 2004). For instance, Remennick’s (2003: 715) study of migrant Russian IT engineers in Israel have to struggle to rebuild their career and that married Russian women ‘typically put their husbands’ career prospects in Israel above their own’ even though they have a similar level of human capital (e.g. education qualifications, occupational credentials, earnings and career achievements) prior to immigration as part of the familial advancement strategy. 

Cross-border migration often renders the loss of human and social capitals for the immigrants and their family. This is because these capitals are cultural-specific and are not always readily transferable across countries with markedly different institutional and cultural environment. Human capital, arguably more transferable than social capital, is but one labour market asset needed to advance one’s career. In many economies, cultural, social and even political capital display enduring, and in some countries and occupations crucial, influence in career advancement. Migrant Chinese professional men and women tend to lose much of their competitive advantage that they once held in the labour market in China. Being ethnic minorities may present a barrier to social and professional integration for migrant Chinese professionals. For some, language deficiency creates an additional barrier to labour market integration. 

The largely positive image of Chinese in Australia may mask the difficulties that Chinese immigrant professional workers may experience in seeking employment and career advancement in the country. Barriers may take the form of occupational segregation in the labour market with consequent disadvantages such as lower pay and glass ceiling in career advancement. These kinds of barriers not only restrict Chinese immigrant professionals from reaching their full potential, but also prevent the employing organizations from deploying talent effectively to raise their productivity and competitiveness. It must be noted that barriers are not necessarily a result of discrimination, but may be a consequence of insufficient support needed for international migrant workers to adapt themselves in the new environment. On the other hand, Australia may be a country that immigrants find it easier, compared with other developed countries, to integrate and thrive. But without a systematic study, it is difficult to make informed conclusions where good experience can be shared and improvement made. 

This paper seeks to fill this knowledge gap by addressing the following research questions:

1. What is the perception of individual Chinese migrant professionals in terms of the level of fairness in the HRM policies and practices of their employing organization, including for example: recruitment, opportunities to training and promotion, financial reward, and representation by professional and/or union organizations? 

2. How does this perception impact on their psychological wellbeing and organizational commitment/engagement?

3. What strategy do individuals deploy to re-acquire their human capital and re-build their career?

4. How can the gender differences, if exist, observed in the findings be explained?

5. What policy and regulatory recommendations can we derive from this study, with a view of promoting equality and social cohesion in an integrated way by taking into account of the needs of different ethnic groups?

Method 

The paper draws data from an on-going project that we are conducting. More specifically, we analyse information from over 30 in-depth semi-structured interviews that we have conducted with informants, who have migrated to Australia from China in the last 15 years. Informants are mostly in their 30s and 40s and are all in professional/managerial jobs. Interviews were conducted by the authors mostly face-to-face on an individual basis. 
Findings

A number of tentative findings have emerged from the interviews. First, most informants felt that language is the most important aspect for regaining and advancing their careers. Second, social network and personal contact proves vital in rebuilding their career, particularly in the early period of their migration. Third, few informants have encountered discrimination in their workplace either from the management or colleagues, indicating that Australia is a very tolerant society to different cultures. However, there is a gendered pattern in career aspiration in that few female informants are actively seeking career advancement for various reasons. 
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