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Abstract 

Problem Statement 

Despite the possibility of major under-reporting, young workers are over-

represented in injury statistics. Among this group are international students, who 

constitute a significant and rising proportion of young workers in part-time, casual 

or seasonal jobs. International students may be at greater risk for occupational 

injury than their domestic peers because of cultural issues, language barriers, 

financial pressures and the nature of the work available to them. Thus, they 

represent a vulnerable segment of the workforce. There is a need to better 

understand their risk profile and develop evidence-based interventions to reduce 

risk. 

Gap Analysis  

There is a substantial body of literature on young workers, including 

migrant workers. However, limited research has been conducted regarding 

international students as a vulnerable subpopulation in the Australian workplace 

context. Furthermore, the role of the university as a potential (or actual) provider of 

occupational health and safety (OHS) awareness and education for international 

students has been poorly explored.  

Purpose Statement  

The ultimate goal of this research is to reduce accident and injuries among 

international students as young migrant workers. The aims are to explore their work 

experiences while studying at university, and understand their perspectives on 

OHS, including the role of the university in occupational illness and injury 

prevention. 
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Research Questions 

Two broad two research questions are proposed: 

1. What are the work health and safety experiences of international students as 

young migrant workers?  

2. What is the role of the university in terms of OHS awareness raising and 

education among international student employees? 

Methodology 

Four complementary approaches were employed to answer the research 

questions. These comprised two statistical reviews and two empirical studies in a 

parallel mixed methods research design. 

1. Statistical reviews: 

a. Injury claims experience from South Australian Workers Compensation 

data (2004-2013). For the purpose of this statistical review, an international 

student was defined as a worker between the ages of 15-24 years who was 

non-Australian born and of non-English speaking background. 

b. Working experience from the 2013 University of Adelaide International 

Student Barometer (ISB) Survey. The survey is run on a regular basis to 

gauge perceptions and to improve services for enrolled international 

students.  

2. Empirical studies 

a. An online questionnaire survey of international students at the University of 

Adelaide. This was designed to explore working experiences, injury 

experiences and work-study interference. 
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b. A qualitative focus group study of international students at the University of 

Adelaide. This explored the perceived current practice of OHS education in 

the University and its potential injury-preventive role for work outside of 

the University. 

Main Findings 

Statistical reviews of workers compensation data and ISB survey data  

Young workers were more likely to experience serious injuries if they were: 

Non-Australian born, Odds Ratio (OR) = 1.20 (CI: 1.07-1.35); Non-English 

speaking background (NESB), OR= 1.38 (CI: 1.09-1.76); Older young workers (20-

24 yr old), OR =1.38 (1.29-1.47); Female, OR =1.51 (1.41-1.61); Outdoor workers 

OR= 1.87 (1.73-2.02). These data are consistent with international students being 

at greater risk compared to local young workers.  

The majority of participants in the ISB 2013 survey (n=656) reported that 

they were being underpaid. Male students were more likely to be in paid 

employment compared to females, who were more likely to be in a voluntary job. 

In addition, this study found a gap between male and female overseas students 

concerning their average income.  

Online survey of international students 

This study (n=466) found international students worked in part-time jobs 

(55.3%), casual (39.2%) and seasonal employment (5.4%). The majority were 

engaged in restaurants (42.1%), supermarkets or grocery stores (21.1%) and in 

cleaning jobs (12.6%).  Sixty percent reported that they did not receive any OHS 

training before commencing the work and 10% reported that they had experienced 

an injury in an Australian workplace. Of those with OHS training, 43% experienced 
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injury after the training. About 65% of students felt that work adversely impacted 

on study, with tiredness being the main form of interference.  

Injury experience and perceptions of work-study interference were 

modelled with logistic regression. Significant predictors of injury were working 20 

hours or more per week, adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 2.20 (CI: 1.03-4.71); lack of 

confidence in discussing OHS issues, AOR = 2.17 (CI: 1.13-4.16); a perception of 

unfair wages or feeling exploited, AOR = 2.42 (CI: 1.24-4.71); and being a second 

year student in either undergraduate or postgraduate programs, AOR = 2.69 (CI: 

1.04-6.96). For work-study interference, the corresponding variables were working 

20 hours or more per week, OR=1.91 (CI: 1.08-3.41); a perception of unfair wages, 

OR=1.89 (CI: 1.31-2.75); being a second year student, OR= 1.80 (CI: 1.02-3.18); 

being a holder of a partial scholarship, OR=1.98 (CI: 1.14-3.43); and lack of 

confidence in discussing OHS issues, OR=2.05 (CI: 1.41-2.99). 

Focus group discussions 

This study (3 groups, n=21) found that international students had multiple 

reasons to work while studying, and it was not all about earning money. Improving 

their English, adapting to Australian culture and making friends were cited as other 

reasons to work. 

There were mixed experiences relating to work-study interference. Some 

participants revealed that they had experienced negative impacts of long working 

hours on study. However, other students argued that there was reduced impact when 

the jobs were flexible, were undertaken in a vacation period, on the weekends, or 

when the working hours did not exceed 20 hours a week. 
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Similarly, there were mixed views regarding OHS. Some participants were 

not concerned about the risks, even if they understood the hazard.  

Student perspectives on OHS training and education tended to be shaped by 

their experiences and study backgrounds. With regard to the current University of 

Adelaide practices on OHS education, it was found that there was a different 

emphasis between the schools of engineering and social sciences. The participants 

recalled OHS information and education being provided but felt that this tended to 

focus on student security and safety around the University environment. 

Participants felt that there was little or no consideration of work outside of the 

University. Some suggested that the institutional concern about students’ working 

life should be raised from “zero” to “hero”. The University should better prepare 

international students to work in the community as part of its social responsibility 

and duty of care. The role of the University was to provide generic or basic 

knowledge such as workers’ rights and responsibilities. However, this could never 

replace specific on-the-job training provided by employers. 

Novelty and Implications 

This research is the first to explore the combination of international 

students’ working experiences, injury experiences, work-study interference and 

perspectives on the role of the University in preventing injuries in students’ working 

life. 

The findings from statistical reviews and the online survey provide new 

evidence about international student vulnerabilities in the workplace. When these 

findings were integrated with the qualitative data, a conceptual framework for the 

prevention of injury was derived, identifying the University as a key stakeholder.  
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Finally, the research provides new evidence for improving the effectiveness 

of OHS education for international students.   

Conclusions and Recommendations 

On the basis of this research, it is clear that international students have 

multiple vulnerabilities and that there are particular risk factors for occupational 

injury and work-study interference. Students expressed the view that the University 

should do more to support their work activity while studying. It is highly likely that 

the findings from the University of Adelaide can be generalised to other 

universities. Universities are effectively sponsors of students into the local 

community, but have a limited awareness of their contribution to the local 

workforce. As such, there is a social responsibility which extends beyond academic 

and social support to encompass work life. A better understanding of work 

arrangements may also improve academic performance. 

A series of recommendations are made for the universities, OHS regulators, 

ISB providers and future researchers. These include: 

 better preparation of international students for integration into workplaces; 

 regulation of the hours of work and the prevention of exploitation; 

 continued use of the ISB as one means of monitoring student work experience, 

and benchmarking across universities and states; 

 a longitudinal study of international students; and 

 exploring the perceptions of academics and university administrators to 

complement the findings from students. 
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Thesis Overview 

Research Title: 

International students as young migrant workers in South Australia: The role of the 

University in OHS awareness and education 

Research aim 

This research employs a mixed method approach to understand work health 

and safety experiences among international students as young migrant workers in 

South Australia (SA) and to identify the role the university potentially plays in 

providing effective occupational health and safety (OHS) awareness and education 

for international students. 

Thesis outline 

For the first part of this research, a literature review was conducted to 

identify research gaps and develop the research questions. Following the literature 

review, three studies were carried out to answer the research questions.  

The first study was a pair of statistical reviews using secondary data 

analysis. The first dataset was a ten-year period of the Workers’ compensation data 

from SafeWork SA (SWSA) from 2004-2013 to explore young migrant workers’ 

(non-Australian born) serious injury experiences in South Australia. The second 

dataset is the International Student Barometer (ISB) 2013 data to describe 

information regarding international students’ working experiences focusing on 

working hours and rate of payment. 

The second study was an online survey to explore international students’ 

working experiences and its association with health and safety issues and work-

study interference.  
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The third study utilised a qualitative approach. Focus group discussions 

were conducted to explore international students’ perspective of the role of the 

university in terms of raising OHS awareness and education.  

The last part of this research comprised general discussion and conclusions 

and recommendations. This part outlines two conceptual frameworks (the layers of 

international students’ vulnerabilities; and effective OHS education for 

international students in the university sector), future research needs and 

recommendation for improvement flowing from the research. The detail of each 

chapter is as follows: 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

This chapter provides an explanation of what of this research has concerned 

with, the research background such as the benefits of international students 

engagement, international student profiles, the legislative frameworks of education 

provided for international students’ health and safety welfare, international 

students’ rights to work and the research aim and objectives. 

Chapter 2. Literature review 

This chapter provides the review of the literature to identify the research 

gaps and research questions development. This includes a review of migrant 

workers health and safety, young workers health and safety and international 

students as a working population. 

Chapter 3. Statistical reviews (Study 1) 

The chapter provides an analysis of the South Australian workers’ 

compensation dataset between 2004 and 2013. The focus was on young workers, 

those who were migrants and those who first language was not English. The 



 

xxxi 

 

analysis entails investigation of time trends, injury profiles, risk factors and the 

relative proportion of serious claims against total claims.  

Turning specifically to international students, the International Student 

Barometer (ISB) 2013 data was explored focusing on international students’ 

working hours and rate of payments.  

Chapter 4. International student online survey (Study 2) 

This chapter profiles the characteristics of international student workers by 

demographics, academic backgrounds, working experiences, OHS training 

experiences, injury experiences, work-study interference and their perception of the 

role of the University in OHS education.  

Bivariate and multivariate analysis were conducted to identify the risk 

factors and important predictive factors for the outcome variables; students’ health 

and safety issues and work-study interference. 

Chapter 5. International students’ perspective on the role of the university in 

OHS awareness and education (Study 3) 

This chapter presents international students’ perceptions of the concept of 

OHS education and training in the University. Furthermore, the current practices of 

OHS education, materials and curriculum and the role of the university in terms of 

OHS awareness raising and education together with recommendations to the 

University to improve the situation were explored.  

Chapter 6. General discussion 

This chapter critically assesses the previous studies related to serious injury 

profile of young non-Australian born workers, international students’ working 

experiences and injury experiences, the factors associated with health and safety 
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issues and work-study interference and international students’ perspectives on the 

role of the University in OHS awareness and education.  This chapter also discusses 

the importance of the findings in comparison with other research. Furthermore, the 

chapter proposes the development of a conceptual framework of young migrant 

workers vulnerability. And lastly, this chapter develops a conceptual framework for 

effective OHS education for international students in the University sector based 

on the research findings and other literature. 

Chapter 7. Conclusions and recommendations 

This chapter concludes all study findings and provides suggestions for 

future research needs together with recommendations to improve work health and 

safety among international students in the workplace. 
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