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Introduction 

For more than 60 years AMES has worked to support migrants and refugees to settle successfully, 

with strong focus on new arrivals with limited proficiency in English.  AMES works at all levels of 

government, business, and community to provide individual pathways for our clients to improve 

their economic and social participation. This approach to client empowerment is embodied in the 

AMES vision, which is, ‘full participation for all in a cohesive and diverse society’. 

On this basis, AMES has constantly explored inclusionary platforms relevant and effective to the 

needs and aspirations of its culturally and linguistically diverse clients.  One approach that AMES has 

embarked on to creating training and employment opportunities is the establishment of social 

enterprises.  

AMES social enterprises are operating on Intermediate Labour market (ILM) model. Whilst at the 

core of the business are long term employed staff required for a solid and sustainable business 

operation, the remainder of the staff are in transition, trained to be ready for open labour market 

opportunities. These enterprise transitional streams include casual work, traineeship, work 

orientation, work placement, and work experience. 

Currently, AMES social enterprises are in the catering and cleaning industries.  

In 2010 AMES was awarded a one-year grant of more than a million dollars for the Catering@AMES 

project, provided under Round 2 of the Australian Government Jobs Fund – Get Communities 

Working Grants through the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

(DEEWR).  Funds were allocated for two purposes;  (1) to further strengthen and develop the ILM 

activities offered by the two existing businesses within Catering@AMES, which are Sorghum Sisters 

and Global Cafe (formerly operating as Cultural Cooks), and; (2) to establish a new social enterprise 

called ’56 Threads Cafe’ located on Kensington Redevelopment Estate.  

The subject of this evaluation is the ILM activities of the current Catering@AMES enterprises.  One of 

the key purposes of this evaluation is to identify and document the existing good practices of these 

enterprises, as well as any potential challenges, in order to develop successful business and social 

outcomes for the future, including at the 56 Threads cafe. 

AMES has previously reviewed the range and effectiveness of ILM activities (AMES, 2009), and this 

paper is intended to provide a deeper focus on the activities and outcomes of ILMs situated in the 

hospitality industry.  

The Catering@AMES social enterprises 

Since 2002 AMES has been working to develop a series of commercially viable and sustainable social 

enterprise model with emphasis on ILM.  Social Traders, Australia’s peak body for social enterprise 

development, defines a social enterprise as “.... organisations that: 

a. are led by an economic, social, cultural, or environmental mission consistent with a public or 

community benefit; 

b. trade to fulfil their mission; 

c. derive a substantial portion of their income from trade; and 

d. reinvest the majority of their profit/surplus in the fulfilment of their mission. 
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Social Enterprises take a number of forms and deliver outcomes as diverse as employment for the 

disadvantaged, goods and service delivery or fundraising for other charitable activities and 

community projects.  “Social enterprises build a more just, sustainable world by applying market-

based strategies to today's social challenges” (Social Traders 2011).  

The primary aim of Catering@AMES is to generate employment for migrants and refugees through 

operating sustainable businesses that provide a high level of service to the community. This means 

also producing good quality, value added food products.   Currently the Catering@AMES hospitality 

enterprises include the Sorghum Sisters and the Global Cafe described below.  

Sorghum Sisters 

The Sorghum Sisters provides a corporate and community catering service and a healthy school 

lunch program with a focus on cuisine from the Horn of Africa.  The business operates out of 

kitchens located at Carlton Primary School in inner Melbourne.  The enterprise was started in 2005 

in partnership with four African-Australian women originally from the Horn of Africa region. One of 

the initial purposes of the enterprise was to provide traditional North African food for many of the 

local residents in a nearby housing estate. Over the last six years, with AMES support, the enterprise 

has expanded its catering and healthy school lunch activities. The Sorghum Sisters is currently 

staffed by a managing chef, several permanent staff members, including two of the original 

operators, as well as casual positions for a delivery driver and kitchen-hand staff.  Three trainees 

were based at Sorghum Sisters during the funding period 2010 - 2011. 

Global Café  

Global Café is co-located with the AMES Settlement and Education Centres at Noble Park in 

Melbourne’s southeast. The café serves a variety of sandwiches, snacks and hot food for the staff 

and students. It also delivers a healthy school lunch program for two nearby primary schools.  In the 

three years of operating the enterprise has also offered a corporate catering service for the south-

eastern suburbs under the Cultural Cooks branding.   The Global Cafe is currently staffed by a 

supervisor along with three trainees. 

Social Enterprise Unit 

In addition AMES has a team of staff, in the Social Enterprise Unit, whose role is to support the 

enterprises, as well as develop new ideas and new business for the future.  The Social Enterprise 

Unit itself functions as an ILM, and assists people to transition into business, finance and 

administration positions.  This unit oversees the operations of the different enterprises and provides 

a direct link to the corporate support provided by AMES, including human resources, project 

management, communications and marketing, and specialist business analysis.      

Green Credentials 

An important aspect of AMES social enterprises is a commitment to operating environmentally 

sustainable ventures.   A comprehensive sustainability management plan was implemented at each 

business site 2010-2011 and Catering@AMES has also been accredited by Green Table. This means it 

meets the industry standard for best practice in environmental sustainability (Green Table 2011).   
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Intermediate Labour Markets: A pathway to work 

Intermediate Labour Markets and other similar initiatives were developed in the late 1980s as a 

strategy to transition long term unemployed people into ongoing work. These projects recognised 

that some people are so far removed from the labour market that they are unable to compete for 

jobs effectively for range of reasons including the consequences of long-term joblessness.  ILM 

projects are specifically designed to provide employment in order to increase people’s employability 

skills and credentials. ILMs can be summarised as “initiatives that typically provide temporary waged 

employment in a genuine work environment with continuous support to assist the transition to 

work” (Finn 2003).  

Intermediate Labour Markets in Australia often operate as social enterprises and tailor their trade to 

the specifics of their locality; either competing with other small businesses or providing services 

required by the local or state government.  Many also offer accredited training as part of the 

conditions of employment, and many rely on additional assistance from funding bodies or 

government to start up or maintain operations (Kernot 2011). The ILM model has been shown to be 

more effective than the standard strategies of mainstream employment agencies for those people 

excluded from mainstream labour markets (Marshall 2000).  Investment in these projects is also very 

cost effective. For example an evaluation report by the Brotherhood of St Laurence estimated that 

every $1 invested in their ILM project generated $14 of direct benefits to society (Mestan 2007).        

 The effectiveness of ILM projects is usually measured by how long a person remains in work 

following participation in the program as well as the level and quality of their employment.   While 

an ILM is often an important place for people to receive support and encouragement to step into a 

mainstream job, it is also a job. In the short term this can in itself be effective in providing immediate 

relief from the social exclusion that often accompanies protracted difficulty in finding work.   

A review of some of the key ILM evaluation reports (Bickerstaffe 2004, Finn 2003 & Marshall 2000) 

and previous work by AMES (AMES 2009) suggests that the important elements for a successful ILM 

project include: 

 a well established business and delivery structure that is a good fit with the local context 

 clear objectives and priorities  

 effective managers who are well resourced 

 robust partnerships and support from a lead body 

 replication of the real labour market as far as possible (including wages, disciplinary 

procedures, worker expectations) 

 voluntary participation 

 flexible training that includes transferable skills  

 building job search activities early into the work activity 

A focus on people from a migrant or refugee background  

AMES priority is to assist people from migrant or refugee backgrounds with low levels of English to 

find work.  Not all are highly disadvantaged, long–term job seekers. Many people who have recently 

arrived in Australia would prefer to start working as soon as possible (AMES 2011), before becoming 

long term unemployed.  However, as is well documented, many people, particularly those outside 

the Skilled Migration Program, find it very difficult to find work in their early years in Australia 

(Barraket, 2007) and are often effectively excluded from labour market.  
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Some of the reasons people have difficulties finding work, are related personal factors and individual 

circumstances (AMES 2009, Olliff 2011). These can include:  

 limited English proficiency 

 lack of Australian work experience 

 no referees or other job networks and connections in Australia 

 lack of knowledge of Australian workplace culture and systems  

 low or interrupted education in country of origin  

 few transferrable skills to the Australian labour market 

  being unemployed for a long period of time or having large gaps in work history 

 limited access to transport and affordable housing close to employment 

There are also a range of structural issues that can result in discrimination in the recruitment and 

hiring practices of Australian employers. In practice, this can lead to employers being reluctant to 

hire someone without local experience, or someone who obtained their qualification overseas, or 

someone who is perceived to be culturally different from others in the workplace (Tilbury, F & Colic-

Peisker, V 2006, Johnstone, R 2011).  This discrimination may contribute to the persistent differences 

in employment outcomes for refugees and some migrant groups, which occur even when people’s 

circumstances are highly favourable for employment in Australia (Hugo 2011). Women often face 

even higher barriers to employment particularly if they have had limited education in their country 

of origin and then difficulties in Australia accessing education and English classes while managing 

home duties and childcare. 

There is much research identifying barriers to employment for refugees.  However, AMES works with 

people arriving on both migrant and refugee visas and who have a low level of English. We have 

found that similar issues affect many migrants, including those who come on Family Visas (AMES 

2011, 2009).  

AMES Intermediate Labour Market model 

AMES offers both Traineeships and Work Placements in hospitality and business administration. 

Both industries provide a range of opportunities, including entry-level jobs. Hospitality is also an 

industry with strong growth prospects and a wide availability of jobs. The project is designed for 

people without a strong work history or without a lot of experience and qualifications. This means 

the opportunities offered are not generally suitable for people with professional backgrounds and 

qualifications, and to assist them AMES has a separate series of programs working with a range of 

corporate partners. 

Traineeships in hospitality and business administration 

AMES traineeships consist of a real job in a supportive workplace with an opportunity to gain a 

certificate in hospitality or business administration. The traineeships are one year in duration. 

Participants learn both practical skills on the job and about the cultural expectations of an Australian 

workplace.   All positions are supervised by experienced managers and are designed to help people 

gain a recognised qualification and develop the key skills they will need for their next job.  These 

include general employability skills like teamwork, self management, planning and organising, 

communication, and problem solving, along with the types of personal attributes known to be 

valued in Australian workplaces (Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry & Business Council 

of Australia 2002, VECCI 2009). Activities to develop and acknowledge these are factored into formal 

work plans and assigned tasks. 
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The traineeship is also designed to provide intensive job search assistance. Trainees receive help 

preparing their resume and expert advice on interviews and presentation. They are given a personal 

letter of reference and details of a referee.   Managers also have the capacity to use their own 

contacts within industry to assist trainees find new employment. 

Work placements  

Work placements are primarily designed to provide participants with a general introduction to the 
Australian workplace, including workplace rights and responsibilities and a basic introduction to 
occupational health and safety.   AMES offers a range of work placements up to ten days in length as 
well as shorter one-day work orientations.  These give people a chance to familiarise themselves 
with the work involved in hospitality or business administration in Australia. 

Participants are mentored during this period and formal feedback and a letter of reference is 

available on completion.  Work placements are unpaid. Participants are considered, when 

appropriate, for other longer-term ILM activities or enterprise positions. 

A work placement provides people with an opportunity to gain some extra confidence while they are 

looking for work.   It provides a break from usual job search activities and a chance to find out how 

well they can fit into the Australian workplace.  It does not necessarily lead directly to employment 

outcomes in the short term.  It may however assist people to move one more step along in their 

journey to finding work in Australia.   

AMES also has the capacity to offer work experience to help long-term job seekers to meet their 

mutual obligations in relation to Centrelink through Work for the Dole. However this opportunity has 

not been used to date. For this to be effective in the future job seekers who are genuinely interested 

in working in either hospitality or business administration will need to be identified. 

Evaluation methodology 

The specific objective of this evaluation was to find out how well the Catering@AMES project is 

working as an Intermediate Labour Market.   We also wanted to document the way the project 

works best and provide useful feedback to the Social Enterprise Unit about anything that could be 

improved.   Although the main purpose is to provide useful feedback to improve current and future 

operations, the evaluation also contributes to the wider pool of research on Intermediate Labour 

Markets and social enterprise in Australia.    

Our approach was informed in part by the work of Australian researcher and evaluation expert 

Yoland Wadsworth.   In particular, we used as a guiding principle Wadsworth’s advice to orient any 

evaluation to those people for whom a project is designed: 

...those who the effort, activity or service is all for – in the sense of being able to help 

or assist overcome their problematic situation, resolve problems, overcome 

disadvantage or meet the group’s needs. (Wadsworth, 1997) 

This evaluation therefore focused primarily on the Intermediate Labour Market component of the 

project and how well it worked as a transitional space from unemployment to employment for 

people with low levels of English and a migrant or refugee background.  

The evaluation was approved in accordance with AMES research and ethics policy in June 2011. 
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Participant and staff interviews 

The most important source of data for this evaluation was a series of interviews with the people 

involved in the catering enterprises.  We interviewed 19 people to canvas their perspectives and 

views about Catering@AMES. This included nine participants in the project and nine staff members 

as follows.    

 All current trainees 

 A former trainee 

 Work placement participants 

 Staff from the Social Enterprise Unit 

 Social enterprise managers 

 Staff who refer clients to the project 

 Staff in finance and administration 

Unique question sets were developed for participants and the staff members. Interviews were fairly 

structured; however an attempt was made to create an informal atmosphere when asking 

questions.  Interpreters were provided according to interviewees’ preferences.  Most interviews 

took between 20 and 30 minutes.     

The interviews themselves and specific questions within the interviews were voluntary.  

Interviewees were informed at the beginning of each interview that they were free not to answer 

any or all of the questions.  The interviews were also confidential.  Interviewees were made aware 

that notes taken during their interviews would be seen by two officers in the AMES Research & 

Policy Unit.  All interviewees gave their consent for quotations from their interviews to be used 

anonymously in this report.     

Other data sources 

Additional information that informed this report included project documentation such as business 

plans, environmental reports, funding agreement and reports to DEEWR, previous social enterprise 

evaluations, as well as project materials such as the trainee work plans, promotional material and 

recruitment documentation.    Current reports and research relating to social enterprises and 

Intermediate Labour Markets in Australia and overseas were also an important source of 

background information for this report. 

Limitations of the evaluation  

A key limitation to this evaluation is the fact that it occurred within the final months of the funding 

period and information and insights from earlier months of the project were not systematically 

available. At the time of writing most trainees were still completing their traineeships, so it was also 

not possible to completely assess the final employment outcomes of the project. 

Other limitations included: 

 AMES staff members conducted the evaluation and interviews, and this could potentially 

influence people’s responses to some interview questions. 

 The need for interpreters and the availability of participants to speak to us within a limited 

timeframe meant that we were only able to talk with three work placement participants. 

 Some people preferred to be interviewed in English even when offered the use of an 

interpreter.  It is possible a more in depth interview would have occurred in first language in 

some cases. 
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Whilst all interviewees shared their views generously, for the reasons outlined above, our 

understanding of the operation and outcomes of the enterprises remains partial.  We anticipate that 

many of the recommendations we make in this report are issues already being considered by the 

Social Enterprise Unit and AMES.   

Evaluation findings 

In this part of the report we provide a summary of the number of traineeships and work placement 

opportunities generated by this project. We then discuss the social outcomes of the project from the 

point of view of the participants and also the perspective of a range of AMES staff. 

Traineeships 

By October 2011, nine trainees will have completed their catering or business administration 

traineeship.  Three hospitality trainees are based at Sorghum Sisters, three at Global Cafe, and three 

people are completing business administration traineeships with the Social Enterprise Unit.   At the 

time of writing one hospitality trainee and one business administration trainee had completed. The 

remaining trainees are due to complete within the next one to three months. The traineeships 

ranged from 2-4 days per week depending on business requirements and individual trainee 

preferences.    

In addition to the nine trainees we spoke to as part of this evaluation there were a number of people 

who started but did not complete their traineeship over the period of funding.  They left for a range 

of reasons, including finding full time employment. 

Table 1: Trainee background summary 

 Nine Trainees 

Number of Men 2  

Number of Women 7  

Age 
Approximate range 

30 – 55 years 

Countries of Origin 

East 
Timor 

Azerbaijan 

Egypt 

India 

China 

Japan 

Vietnam 

Australia 

Length of time In 
Australia 

Range:  2 – 20 years 

Average:  9 years 

 
Hospitality trainee background 

For those completing a hospitality traineeship, their overseas background varied from no formal 

work experience or qualifications to a career in journalism or to a university level degree.  The 

majority of people in this traineeship program had some difficulties in using English, and saw this as 

a clear barrier to finding work in Australia.  Each had experienced a substantial period of 

unemployment prior to starting the traineeship.     
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Business administration trainee background 

The Business Administration trainees also came from a range of backgrounds. In contrast to the 

hospitality group, each person had a formal qualification in business or substantial experience in a 

family business before arrival in Australia.  Despite their background, these trainees had not been 

able to secure employment commensurate with their skills and experience, and had also 

experienced long periods of unemployment.   One person in this group had a high level of spoken 

and written English. 

Perspectives from hospitality trainees 

The general feedback on the traineeships from these participants was extremely positive. The 

experience was very valuable to them particularly as it provided a steady job in a supportive 

environment for a year. Many of the trainees spoke about increased confidence and improvements 

in their English language skills as a result of the traineeship. 

Across the interviews, trainees nominated the following benefits of doing their traineeships. 

 Gaining a range of practical skills  

 Being in a highly supportive work environment  

 Having an encouraging and kind manager 

 Learning theory from effective and supportive teachers  

 Gaining experience of being in an Australian workplace 

 Learning about the hospitality industry  

 Improving one’s English 

 Having an income 

Some examples of comments in relation to these benefits included: 

I have learned a lot.  I learned a lot of cooking – different dishes.  I came to know 

about hospitality.  (...) I’m meeting many good people.  

Whatever I’m feeling, I get listened to.  We have a really good team.   

I actually really give my gratitude to this place here.  (...) People have treated me so 

nicely here even though I have some barriers.  

My trainer is very kind.  The content is not difficult... but English is difficult.  My 

trainer knows I find it difficult.  

Sometimes I find it hard to understand but step by step I understand. (...)  I feel my 

English is changing.  My listening is getting better.  Speaking is still hard.  *I’m 

getting] a lot of experience.  

When asked in what ways the traineeships were “not so good” interviewees nominated the 

following. 

 Traineeships not being long enough  

 Intermittently having theory trainers who are not good 

 Some gaps in supervision and management at one enterprise  

 Not having all one’s learning expectations fulfilled 
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What the hospitality trainees told us related largely to their experience of the traineeships.  Most 

had yet to complete their traineeship and were not actively looking for work at the time of 

interview. It was difficult for them to be precise about how well the traineeship was preparing them 

for work, when this reality had yet to occur.  However, when directly asked the following types of 

observations were made. 

Definitely, [I am] confident about my cooking skills, my talking skills. I think references will 

definitely help. 

 

Yes of course. Especially how to talk to people, how to write a resume and confidence with 

people ... before I didn’t know how to talk with people ... now it’s completely different. 

The current structure of the traineeship, with supported and secure work and a goal of completing a 

year-long training outcome, means that the job search activities are inevitably less likely to be 

prioritised by participants until the end.  Although the traineeship does include a range of activities 

designed to help find future work, such as developing a resume and practising interviews, this is not 

tested until the project ends. Some participants rely on the possibility of continuing to work at 

AMES.  

I want to work in hospitality. I haven’t started looking seriously. It’s too soon to apply now. I 

do want to look at my *previous work background+ too. I don’t know... 

 

If I have an opportunity to have a job [with the current enterprise] I am more than happy. 

After I have finished the training here I don’t know where I’m going, so I still worry about 

that. 

At the time of writing this report the trainee who had recently completed her traineeship had just 

secured a job as a kitchen hand at an aged care facility near to her home.  She reported being very 

happy about this outcome. 

Perspectives from business administration trainees 

The person who had completed her traineeship (in June 2011) gained employment in the field of her 

traineeship shortly after finishing and is now working 0.8 EFT as well as studying for a professional 

accreditation.  She directly attributed finding this new position to the experience, skills and networks 

developed during the traineeship. 

It was an excellent start for me.  I understand *the industry+, how it works, I’ve improved my 

skills.. .(...) I learned [things] that helped me find another job.  So I appreciate that AMES is 

doing this – it’s the right way to start.  

This interviewee strongly recommended AMES continue to offer traineeships through the 

social enterprises. 

I had so many good stuff from AMES.  I would like AMES to do more traineeship like mine.  

Without AMES I wouldn’t have got into this job.  More traineeships so people like me can get 

into the real world.  

Although she attributed her employment to doing the traineeship, this former trainee was 

proud of the fact that she had managed to find this job by herself at the end of her 

traineeship, even despite initial reservations about leaving the security of the traineeship. 
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When I was doing my traineeship I didn’t want to leave AMES. But when I left I 

learned so much stuff.  Now I’m glad. I found the job through an employment 

agent.  It was a normal recruitment. 

Those people still completing their traineeships in business administration were also very positive 

about their experience.  They reported feeling that they were learning a lot and that the AMES work 

environment was very supportive.  They all wished to work in business administration in the future. 

Admin work is my dream job.  Even if I didn’t get this traineeship I would have done 

an admin course.  In a traineeship I can do learning and have experience at the 

same time.  

The trainees said they were learning a lot both in relation to business administration and to working 

in an Australian office.  They also said they felt their English was improving considerably by doing the 

traineeship.   

Whilst these trainees said they wanted to find work following completion of their traineeship, they 

also said they expected to have to do further study in order to find a job. 

I feel better and more confident than before I did the traineeship.  But still I think 

[this certificate] is not too valuable for finding a job.  But I feel better.   

I feel more confident but I know I need to improve.  I know it will be difficult to work 

in a normal company.  Maybe I will have a chance to work in a company, which has 

[my language], or a workplace like AMES.  

Work placements 

Ninety people have participated in a work placement activity over the last 12 months. The majority 

of these were whole classes attending for a 1 day orientation session about working in Australia. 

There were a smaller number of people who completed a 10 day work placement. 

Table 2: Work Placement Activity 2010 - 2011 

 
2-10 day Work 
placement 

1 day Work 
orientation 

Total 

Sorghum Sisters 8 1 9 

Global Café 8 73 81 

Total 16 74 90 

 

Work placement and work orientation participants were referred to the Catering@AMES enterprises 
by AMES staff including employment consultants, an Industry Liaison Officer, and English language 
teachers.   In some cases participants were students in Employment Pathways classes at AMES 
centres. 

Demographic and background of work placement participants 

Participants came from a wide variety of countries, including refugee source countries such as Sudan 

Burma and Sri Lanka.  According to the referring staff and project coordinator, often the participants 

who are referred for work placements are struggling to find work because they have low English 
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language skills, limited experience and few of the networks they need to find employment in 

Australia.   

Work placement participants’ perspectives 

We spoke with three of the 16 people who had completed a work placement at Sorghum Sisters or 

the Global Cafe during the period of funding.  Two had completed the maximum 10 days of 

placement.  All the work placement participants reported finding the placement useful.   

It was useful. I got new knowledge. I am proud of what I can do now. I liked learning about 

the ways of cutting, cooking and cleaning – I liked this. 

And at the time of our interviews, approximately 6 months following the placements, two people 

were studying, in childcare and hospitality respectively.  Two people were working (providing Family 

Day Care and packing vegetables) and the other person was still looking for work.  Both identified 

their level of English as a major impediment to finding work.  

  I need more English.  I talk very well but I have to improve my writing. 

The person who was not working at this time had held high expectations about finding work through 

the placement and reported feeling very disappointed that it had not led to a job. This persons 

experience highlights the challenges in successfully communicating with clients about job prospects 

following work placements.  

Perspectives from AMES staff  

There was a great diversity in the roles of the staff we interviewed and as a consequence question 

sets were reasonably divergent.  On the whole, there was a reasonably high level of consensus in 

relation to some of themes described below.  We have indicated when some staff members raised 

more specific themes.   

The catering enterprises are worthwhile and provide valuable opportunities   

Almost without exception, AMES staff spoke about the catering enterprises positively, with almost 

every person saying that AMES should continue to run them.  The main reason given by people was 

that the catering enterprises provide work experience to people who need it in a real but supportive 

business environment. 

Generally speaking, when I’m considering the use of the catering facilities I’m considering 

them for students who are not quite ready for an outside environment.  We know they’re in 

AMES and will be looked after.   

It’s very important.  People are getting real life experiences.  In social enterprises they’re 

actually creating things.  

This is a place where they build their confidence and life skills (...). We always tell them 

realistically what the outside world is like whilst developing their skills.   

People also said they felt the catering enterprises were of value because they provide good food to a 

range of groups.  AMES catering was viewed as a viable and healthy alternative to commercial 

catering businesses.  The healthy school lunches being provided to children, though not referred to 

often, were also seen in this light.   
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On the other hand there were also some reservations about the range of job opportunities available 

at the conclusion of traineeships and work placements.  Some people offered the view that there 

need to be more job opportunities attached to the catering enterprises.  

These sorts of opportunities need to continue.  The industry is perfectly fine.  The only thing 

that [should] change is the job opportunities attached.  

Some interviewees also raised the location of the enterprises in Carlton and Noble Park as an issue. 

These locations restrict the opportunities to people who have easy access to these suburbs.  AMES 

employment services mainly work with people who have relatively recently arrived in Australia, and 

who live in the south-eastern and western suburbs of Melbourne.  The Global cafe is an accessible 

location for work placement for AMES clients who live in and around Dandenong and Noble Park. 

Carlton is a less accessible location for many of AMES clients. 

Everyone we interviewed acknowledged the necessity and value of an organisation such as AMES 

investing in the catering enterprises.  Everyone recognised that the enterprises are not (or not yet) 

financially viable and that without financial support they would cease to operate.   

The support for social enterprises at the executive level of the organisation was also noted. 

To have that high level support, influencing and educating AMES on the organisational value 

of the social enterprises, has been instrumental.   

Having trainees is very positive for the enterprises 

All the staff we interviewed spoke very positively about the trainees who have been working at the 

catering enterprises over the past year, suggesting that they were recruited well and that, as 

individuals, they were all motivated and good workers. 

The trainees are very good.  We work as a team.  They’re keen to learn.  

We recruited people who were interested in food.  It’s a really hard job so if you’re not 

interested it’s not going to work.  

There was an atmosphere of cooperation and quiet focus at both enterprises on the occasions that 

we visited them.     

Sorghum Sisters is doing well as a business 

There was general agreement about this amongst the staff we spoke with.  Sorghum Sisters was 

seen as a business successfully filling a niche. 

Business wise, it’s a unique product: African food, and it’s the real deal.  They take a lot of 

pride in it.  

Sorghum Sisters was seen as being well managed, able to respond to varying daily demands for 

catering and providing a positive work environment for everyone involved.  Carlton Primary School, 

which hosts Sorghum Sisters, was spoken of as an accommodating and supportive partner.   

In the context of a generally very positive view of Sorghum Sisters, the physical facilities of the 

kitchen were raised as a limitation. In the current set up, they are not large and well equipped 

enough to enable substantial increases to the catering capacity and there are no options to 

significantly upgrade at this location. This issue may be mitigated when the additional kitchen at 56 

Threads becomes available.  
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The enterprise at Noble Park has some challenges 

There was a general consensus amongst our interviewees that the Global Cafe was not as successful 

a business as Sorghum Sisters.  The cafe operates in an environment with a small and relatively low 

income customer base (local AMES clients and staff).  There is no passing traffic and there are no 

obvious opportunities for diversifying.  The catering operations of this enterprise ceased during the 

course of this evaluation, with the kitchen at Noble Park continuing to deliver school lunches but not 

taking any other catering orders.  Most people we spoke with suggested that this was due to a range 

of issues relating to the management, including high turnover of management staff during the year.  

Nonetheless, in spite of the many challenges identified within the business at Global Cafe, staff 

generally seemed of the view that it should remain open and that there was a lot of value in 

maintaining the social enterprise at Noble Park. 

There are challenges in running small business enterprises in hospitality and at the same time 
achieving social outcomes 

Staff mentioned that hospitality is a challenging and fast paced industry to work in and at times 

there was conflict between the goal of establishing a viable business and maintaining the high levels 

of supervision and support required by the trainees.  Staff also spoke about some of the limitations 

of employing trainees while acknowledging this is also the purpose of the business:  

They’re not highly skilled – my labour costs are higher so work takes twice as long. [But] it’s a 

social enterprise.  

In a social enterprise environment providing a high level of social support and assistance for the 

trainees can shift resources away from the more traditional profit generating activities of businesses. 

That’s what we’ve been struggling with.  If we want to make it more social then it can’t make 

a profit.  If we get very good staff maybe we can break even.  But we will never make money.  

 

Discussion  

For trainees and work placement participants, their experiences have been very positive. It appears 

likely that, with the right level of support, the trainees will be able to move into new work at the 

conclusion of their traineeship.   The passion and commitment of the staff working in the social 

enterprises is also very high, and they are well supported by the executive team, CEO and 

management.  However there is no easy pathway to success when running small businesses in 

hospitality and there are also many challenges in creating new work opportunities with our clients.   

Delivering Intermediate Labour Market projects and managing strong social enterprises requires 

continual and incremental improvements. 

This evaluation identified some aspects where there is the potential to increase the operation and 

reach of the current model.  These include developing strategies to target the ILM activities more 

effectively, developing stronger relationships with industry employers to create more efficient 

employment outcomes, and expanding the measurement and evaluation of social outcomes. These 

are discussed in more detail below. 
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Targeting ILM activities 

The current trainees do not reflect the full range of AMES clients, generally people who have 

recently arrived in Australia with low levels of English who are facing high and immediate barriers for 

finding work.   Most trainees had generally been in Australia for a longer period of time, and some of 

the participants had high levels of English and some had professional experience overseas.  Many 

had worked in Australia previously in a range of casual and transitionary jobs. 

This is not to suggest that these trainees do not all have significant barriers for finding work, and that 

this opportunity was not highly valuable for them. The question is rather about how AMES can use 

the limited resources of this program for the highest benefit.  Clearly defining and clarifying exactly 

who these ILM opportunities are suitable for will facilitate promotion of the enterprise and 

recruitment of participants. It will also assist future program design and modification. 

A continuum approach to ILM 

The Social Enterprise Unit has already started planning to use the work orientation and work 

placement opportunities more effectively to identify suitable trainees. This means the ILM can 

operate more on a continuum where work orientation leads to work placement, which then feeds 

into traineeships. The current traineeship positions were separately advertised within AMES and in 

mainstream media, however, future traineeships may be offered to suitable people following each 

round of work placements. This means the recruitment can focus on work placement for people 

from newly arrived backgrounds with low levels of English.  This also provides the possibility of a real 

work opportunity in the short term, and increases the incentive for referring staff at AMES to 

recommend clients for such short and unpaid placements. For enterprise staff this would also 

provide flexibility to choose the candidates who would benefit most from a traineeship. 

Not everyone on a work placement will be ready for a traineeship, or even employment.  Assistance 

and a plan to address these barriers may be more practical for some people. The ILM model would 

also become more flexible for different participants. For example by offering work placement to a 

client several times, or offering a traineeship at a later date. 

Within the traineeships, the inclusion and recognition of more formalised English study with their 

Certificate II may benefit some people. Work placements may offer additional shorter certification in 

food handling or OH&S in some cases. Payment for participants travel expenses or other subsidies, 

where possible, could be included in a more flexible work placement model. 

Short term supported contract positions 

Depending on client’s needs and requirements, AMES could also offer a range of supported short-

term contract positions, similar to the traineeships but without necessarily including certificate level 

training.   It may be more effective to provide shorter, much more targeted experience for three to 

six months. Once participant competencies are established, direct assistance to find the next job 

could be provided.  This support would be focused on the period of time following the traineeship 

and not only assist people find work, but also ensure they stay and progress in their job.  This 

support could continue to be resourced through the Social Enterprise Unit. 

Reducing volume 

A reduction in the number of traineeships and work orientations offered may be necessary to 

improve the quality and targeting of these positions in the long term.  Enterprise staff could then 

provide more intensive support for fewer participants and increase the support available following 
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the traineeship. The overall number of ILM participants is highly dependent on the business 

operations of each enterprise. 

The trainee recruitment process  

Some issues can benefit from a coordinated approach.  For example, the highly detailed selection 

criteria requirements and delays in application outcomes of our current recruitment practices, while 

very suited to the teaching and administrative functions of AMES core work, are unusual in the 

hospitality industry.  This aspect of the experience does not replicate the real experiences people are 

likely to have when looking for future work in hospitality.  As well as putting extra pressure on the 

social enterprise business, this can also make it harder to attract clients, with low levels of English, 

who could most benefit from the opportunity.  The Social Enterprise Unit has been instrumental in 

negotiating with the Human Resources department at AMES to arrive a compromise position 

wherever possible. 

Partnerships with the hospitality industry and sector 

Although work placement and traineeships are highly valuable, there are few direct options for 

AMES to place people into jobs, especially for those on work placement.   For hospitality work 

placement participants, future positions may be casual and short-term entry-level jobs that can be 

very useful for people during transitionary periods in their lives.   

To assist people to make the most of their work placement or traineeship, AMES could extend 

current relationships and partnerships to develop options for social enterprise staff to personally 

recommend suitable participants to large hospitality organisations like Spotless or Peter Rowland.  

Over time AMES could become a highly regarded source of employees for this industry.  Such 

partnerships would also help reduce skill shortages in these industries.   Relationships and 

partnerships with big corporate organisations need to be established and continually fostered at 

executive levels. All enterprise staff members have valuable hospitality and social enterprise 

networks that could also be developed and nurtured into placement opportunities for participants.  

Measuring project outcomes 

Regularly receiving and reviewing feedback from participants and social enterprise staff about their 

experiences directly improves the way AMES achieve social outcomes. Quality and up to date data 

about the project is valuable for promoting the social enterprise business model, and is also be 

effective for leveraging additional support and funding from government and other partners. 

Evaluation activities need to be developed as part of future project planning. This is particularly 

important for measuring outcomes of ILM activities where the benefits are not immediate and are 

better measured some time after participation in a work placement or traineeship.  To facilitate this, 

it would be helpful to build into the initial recruitment procedures a process for obtaining consent to 

contact participants for up to a year after they finish.   Regular follow up interviews with participants 

may involve the resources of the Research and Policy Unit, and could be scheduled regularly. 

 

Benchmarking social outcomes 

The development of internal benchmarks about the social outcomes of the project would help 

formalise current data collection processes. There are a range of international and local 
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benchmarking models that could be used to achieve this.  However some of the potential measures 

could include: 

 the number of people who find work within a certain period of time following an ILM activity 

 types of jobs (casual, permanent, full time, part time, entry level or higher) 

 information about the sustainability of employment including longer than 6 month follow up 

of participants 

 the number of people who don’t complete activities and their reasons  

There are also opportunities to regularly monitor feedback about the food services provided by the 

social enterprises.  The overall functioning of the business is the basis for offering these 

opportunities and this information can help balance the requirements of the business with the 

achievement of social outcomes.  

Evaluation summary  

AMES is laying the foundations for robust social enterprises within the hospitality sector.  Part of the 

social value of these enterprises will continue to be in offering opportunities to help migrants and 

refugees, especially those without qualifications or relevant experience, to break into the Australian 

job market.  

The evaluation raised the following areas where improvements would potentially enhance ILM 

operations in these social enterprises.  

 Targeting ILM activities more effectively and increasing access to ILM for those who would 

most benefit 

 Developing stronger networks and partnerships in the hospitality industry in order to place 

more clients directly into work  

 Measuring project outcomes through systematic data collection and robust evaluation 

strategies. 

AMES is in a good position to further develop and refine the current intermediate labour market 

strategies within social enterprises.   Ongoing investment will contribute to developing best practice 

models for new social enterprises both at AMES and in the sector. Preventing and circumventing 

long-term unemployment for migrants and refugees is very beneficial for society.  Australia better 

taps a sector of workers who are ready and willing to work, and at the same time reaps the 

associated benefits of employment including less expenditure on welfare and other social costs of 

unemployment. 
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