
What do employers want?
A research collaboration between 

Workways Australia and the University of Queensland 

1

In collaboration with Ms Ria Thornton

The UQ research team:  

Dr Arianna Gatta, Dr Rose-Marie Stambe, Dr Christine Ablaza, Dr Todd Stuart Morris, Professor Greg Marston



2

The University of Queensland (UQ) acknowledges the 
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on which we meet.

We pay our respects to their Ancestors and their 

descendants, who continue cultural and spiritual 
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We recognise their valuable contributions to Australian 

and global society.
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What do Employers Want 
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• Currently there is a lot of emphasis on clients, while we know a lot less on what works to get employers onboard

• We applied and successfully received a research grant from UQ to understand employers’ perspective of employment

services, the services they offer and the clients they refer

                                                     



Our work together
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1. Qualitative study with 22 employers and 11 clients. We interviewed clients at the Stones Corner office in 

Brisbane, hosted by the lovely team led by Todd Williams, that provided invaluable support in recruiting clients. 

Employers were interviewed mostly online. We are grateful to the Employer Engagement Officers in Brisbane that 

supported us in recruiting employers. 

2. Scenario experiment involving both employers from Workways and from a survey provider. About 1500 employers 

rated fictitious candidates profiles. Natalie Williams has been supporting us in crafting the email invites and sending 

out the survey to Workways employers. Big shout out to her!

3. Next steps….Quantitative analysis based on Workways/DEWR administrative data. We are in an ongoing 

negotiation with the department that was supported by the incredible work of Ria and Sharlene Beikoff. Thank you 

for getting us this far!



Qualitative interviews: 
employers, clients, employment services and the system in between
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Employers

Employment services 

and 

Workforce Australia rules
Clients

• PBAS and mutual 

obligations for clients

• KPIs on number of people 

put into work for 

employment consultants

• Experience shortages, but 

are not willing to adapt to 

employees’ needs

• Believe that people don’t 

want to work, but apply just 

to keep their benefits 

• Employment consultants 

put forward any candidate 

just to meet KPIs

• Yet find it hard to challenge 

the principle of mutual

obligations

• Not enough suitable jobs 

(especially for clients with 

health challenges or DV 

background)

• Meaningful work becomes

a luxury

• Shame and demotivation

in having to apply for 

unsuitable jobs

• Some do not want 

employment consultants to 

mediate for them



Survey of recruiters: perceived risks and benefits of employment services



What puts off employers and what gets clients an interview?

We presented to employers’ some profiles that look like this: This is what we found:

• Older workers (50-52), and those in with 24-26 months 

in unemployment are less likely to be invited for a job 

interview

• It is better to say nothing, than to say that you have been 

out of work because of mental health issues

• If you have been out of work because of caring 

responsibilities or firm shut down, it is good to say that

• When referring a candidate, emphasising their 

communication and soft skills is more likely to get 

them an interview than anything else (e.g., direct 

application, paying for expenses, support plan)

• Volunteering and training activities are more impactful 

for getting a job interview for older candidates
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Gender, age and unemployment gaps

Recruiters are less likely to interview and hire:

• Men

• Older candidates - age discrimination

• Long-term unemployed 

Employers matter

It is not just about job seeker or ECs putting 

the effort in

It is working around employers’ biases



What puts off employers and what gets clients an interview?

• Older workers (50-52), and those in with 24-26 

months in unemployment are less likely to be invited 

for a job interview

• It is better to say nothing, than to say that you have 

been out of work because of mental health issues

• If you have been out of work because of caring 

responsibilities or firm shut down, it is good to say 

that

• When referring a candidate, emphasising their 

communication and soft skills is more likely to get 

them an interview than anything else (e.g., direct 

application, paying for expenses, support plan)

• Volunteering and training activities are more 

impactful for getting a job interview for older 

candidates

This is what we found:



• Employers expect an explanation 

from long-term unemployed 

candidates 

• This becomes stronger the more 

workforce shortage there is

• Caring responsibilities are good 

explanations

• Mental and physical health issues 

are bad explanations
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Effect compared to candidate with 

short unemployment gap that did not provide a reason

Why have you been unemployed for so long?

To get outcomes job seekers/ECs 

need to know how to best frame 

why there is a long unemployment gap

and work around employers’ biases



What puts off employers and what gets clients an interview?

This is what we found:

• Older workers (50-52), and those in with 24-26 

months in unemployment are less likely to be invited 

for a job interview

• It is better to say nothing, than to say that you have 

been out of work because of mental health issues

• If you have been out of work because of caring 

responsibilities or firm shut down, it is good to say 

that

• When referring a candidate, emphasising their 

communication and soft skills is more likely to get 

them an interview than anything else (e.g., direct 

application, paying for expenses, support plan)

• Volunteering and training activities are more 

impactful for getting a job interview for older 

candidates
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Employment services toolkit: referrals

• ECs emphasizing candidates’ soft 

skills is most effective. Resonates 

with interviews from employers in 

other sectors as well

• Wage subsidies do not move the dial 

as much as expected

Some of these services are expensive 

and time consuming. 

This demonstrates 

which ones are most effective 



What puts off employers and what gets clients an interview?

• Older workers (50-52), and those in with 24-26 

months in unemployment are less likely to be invited 

for a job interview

• It is better to say nothing, than to say that you have 

been out of work because of mental health issues

• If you have been out of work because of caring 

responsibilities or firm shut down, it is good to say 

that

• When referring a candidate, emphasising their 

communication and soft skills is more likely to get 

them an interview than anything else (e.g., direct 

application, paying for expenses, support plan)

• Volunteering and training activities are more 

impactful for getting a job interview for older 

candidates

This is what we found:
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Employment services toolkit: activities

• Recruiters value applicants that 

undertake volunteering and 

training – although effects are 

small

• This is true regardless whether it 

is self-directed or through 

Employment Services

• Activities mitigate the negative 

bias against older candidates, 

that are perceived as less 

trainable

Important to target activities 

to who benefits most 



Some further reflections and take aways from employers

• From employers:

1. They would appreciate more regular contact and awareness on the services available. It 

would be worth spending more time getting employers on board than monitoring client 

compliance

2. Tell us why we should hire this person (not the various perks around the candidate, but the 

PERSON) and make sure the candidate is onboard

• From clients:

1. They want to be consulted and supported to go for jobs that are meaningful and appropriate 

to their individual circumstances

2. They appreciate the support of ECs in navigating the PBAS system to balance mutual 

obligations and their individual circumstances – which can be quite a draining exercise 



Stay tuned for more insights in 2025!
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