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The Director 
Select Committee on the Impact of Technological and Other Change 
On the Future of Work and Workers in New South Wales, 
Parliament House 
Macquarie Street Sydney NSW 2000 
 
                                                                                                                                                 

Inquiry into the Impact of Technological and Other Change  
on the Future of Work and Workers in New South Wales 

 
Dear Director 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input into the Committee’s inquiry into this important issue.  
 
We have included in our submission a copy of the McKell Institute’s report “Opportunities in Change: Responding to
the Future of Work”, a collaboration with Australian National University and IAG. We have also sent a hard copy of the 
publication via post.   
 
This report provides a snapshot of today’s labour market, the forces that are shaping it, and the blind‐spots that need 
to be addressed if we are to succeed in a competitive and disruptive 21st century global economy.  We’ve addressed 
the challenges and how we embrace the opportunities, including: 
 

1. Collaboration is Key: industry, government, labour, academia and the public must work together to identify
solutions.  The  New  Zealand  Future  of  Work  Tripartite  Forum,  and  Germany’s  ‘Work  4.0’  strategy,  offer
templates for collaborative national approaches to disruption.  
 

2. Government has a key role to play – but industry must step up to the challenge too. Both Government and 
industry need to explore how to embrace innovation while ensuring workers don’t get left behind. Australia
could be doing more to innovate and respond to the changing nature of work, but leadership is required both
within Government and outside. 

 
3. We need to focus on people, not only on jobs – and government policy should reflect this reality. People

need to be  invested  in  from early childhood education through to retirement to ensure Australia’s  labour
force is engaged in lifelong learning. This will equip our people with key skills to adapt to change – whatever 
that change looks like.  

 
The McKell Institute proposes the following recommendations: 
 
Recommendations to Government 
 

1. Commission  a  ‘Future of Work White  Paper’, which  solicits  input  from a wide  range of  participants  from
labour, industry, academia and the public.  

2. Develop a national life‐long learning strategy.  
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3. Ensure existing forms of employment categorisation are fit for a modern labour market.  
4. Work towards expanding access to workers’ compensation, and harmonising workers’ compensation systems

nationally.  
 
Recommendations on how industry, Government and unions can work together 
 

5. Industry,  Government  and  unions  should  collaborate  to  explore  pathways  to  the  increased  portability  of
existing entitlements.  

6. Industry, Government and unions should collaborate to ensure that workers have adequate access to life‐long 
learning and enhanced opportunities for upskilling and training.  

 
Research needs and opportunities 
 

7. Attitudes towards the future of work, and how these relate to other policy issues need to be monitored.  
8. Cost‐benefit  analyses  should  be  considered  on  new  policy  interventions  geared  towards  improved

employment outcomes, or mitigating the effects of automation.  
It is more important than ever that policy makers work collaboratively and strategically with industry to ensure that
we consider and prepare our workforce for the skills combinations and training the ‘jobs of the future’ will require.  
 

 We are happy for our submission to be published in full on the website including
our name.  
 
We continue to assess the policy levers that governments utilise to drive necessary changes and would be happy to
update the committee on these findings at a later stage.  
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
 
Sam Crosby 
Chief Executive Officer 
The McKell Institute 
 









4 T H E  M C K E L L  I N S T I T U T E

Contents
About the Authors 6

Forewords 8

Executive Summary 10

Key Findings 12

Part one: The Changing Nature of Work 15

Industry 4.0 is here ...............................................................................................................................................................................................................16

Technology is changing the way all of us work ............................................................................................................................................... 17

Technology doesn’t always lead to mass unemployment .......................................................................................................................18

Automation is a challenge, but worst-case predictions often exaggerated ...............................................................................18

Labour market transitions and shocks have occurred in the past .....................................................................................................19

People are affected by labour market transitions in different ways ...............................................................................................20

Losses loom larger than gains for many workers ........................................................................................................................................20

Not every human skill can be automated ..........................................................................................................................................................20

Embracing ‘Worker 4.0’ ...................................................................................................................................................................................................23

Australia’s current approach to disruption .........................................................................................................................................................23

National Innovatoin and Science Agenda ...........................................................................................................................................................24

State and industry wide responses .........................................................................................................................................................................24

Part two: Disruption & the Australian labour market 26

Economic growth largely driven by immigration ..........................................................................................................................................28

Productivity growth is stagnant .................................................................................................................................................................................28

Australian workers are underutilised ......................................................................................................................................................................28

Many Australians want to work more ...................................................................................................................................................................30

Productivity key to better outcomes for workers .........................................................................................................................................33

Many Australian workers are in industries that face job losses through automation ..........................................................34

All Australian industries likely impacted by automation to varying degrees .............................................................................36

















12 T H E  M C K E L L  I N S T I T U T E

Key Findings

1  Australian workers, industries 
and governments will 
continue to be challenged by 
technological disruption for 
the foreseeable future. 

2  It’s not just the gig-economy 
that’s driving change: while 
platform work has emerged 
and is here to stay, traditional 
employment relationships 
still dominate the Australian 
labour market. 

3  A focus on people, not only 
jobs is key. Government policy 
should reflect this reality. 
People need to be invested 
in from early childhood 
education through to 
retirement to ensure Australia’s 
labour force is engaged in 
lifelong learning. This will equip 
them with key skills to adapt 
with change. 

4  Around 8 per cent of 
Australians are employed as 
‘independent contractors’, with 
slightly over 100,000 workers 
employed full-time in the ‘gig 
economy’. Almost 2.6 million 
Australians, around 20.6 per 
cent of the workforce, are 
employed on a casual basis.

5  Those who do work as 
contractors often miss 
out on basic workplace 
entitlements, such as leave 
or superannuation. Australia’s 
entitlement framework and 
industrial relations system 
needs improvements to remain 
relevant in the future – as 
labour markets change and 
become more flexible. 

6  An increasing number of 
independent contractors are 
not adequately covered by 
workers compensation, nor 
the types of insurance usually 
attached to superannuation 
accounts. Government should 
work towards strengthening 
and harmonising 
Australia’s complicated 
and multi-faceted workers’ 
compensation framework 
in response to the rapidly 
changing nature of work.

7  Australian workers are 
underutilised, with many 
engaging in freelance work 
in addition to their main 
occupation. More than  
40 per cent of millennials are 
believed to have freelanced in 
some capacity.
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It is challenging to precisely predict just 
how many jobs will be lost or altered due to 
technological change. 

In Australia, 9 per cent of today’s jobs could 
be automated in the foreseeable future – but 
that could be much higher. The OECD predicts 
at least 14 per cent of jobs across advanced 
countries will disappear due to automation, 
with at least double that predicted to ‘change 
significantly’.7 

Even the jobs that will remain will be significant 
altered: McKinsey believe that 60 per cent of 
existing jobs will have ‘at least 30 per cent of 
activities technically automatable’.8 Therefore, 
the question is not whether this is occurring, 
but how to constructively react and adapt to 
whatever change looks like. 

Technology doesn’t always  
lead to mass unemployment
Technological innovation over the past 
two centuries has not resulted in mass 
unemployment on the whole. Increased 
productivity means that workers have found 
jobs in new sectors, and increased their 
earning potential. However, this is a long-
term perspective. In the short-run, and within 
certain industries or regions, technological 
change can result in structural (or technical) 
unemployment. 

For the most part, this short-term 
unemployment has been addressed through 
the welfare system as with any other kind of 
unemployment. The sudden and often localised 
nature of technical unemployment poses 
unique social and political challenges.

But while there are stresses on many jobs, 
new occupations are constantly emerging. 
Jobs that rely on creativity or human-to-
human interaction are being developed or are 
expanding in their share of the labour market, 
while those that are based on routine tasks, 
even complicated ones, are employing fewer 
and fewer workers.

Automation is a challenge,  
but worst-case predictions  
often exaggerated 
Labour markets have always adjusted to new 
circumstances and there are some that argue 
that the depth or impact of predicted changes 
this time around are exaggerated. In a highly 
cited article David Autor argues that:

‘Automation does indeed 
substitute for labour—as it 
is typically intended to do. 
However, automation also 
complements labour, raises 
output in ways that leads to 
higher demand for labour, and 
interacts with adjustments in 
labour supply’.9 

It is important not to overstate threats to 
employment (not only from automation, but 
also from globalisation and other disruptive 
forces). Nevertheless, it could reasonably be 
argued that the current transformation of 
work will be more comprehensive, and more 
rapid than transformations that have occurred 
in the past. 
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People are affected by labour market 
transitions in different ways 

In the debate on the positives and negatives of 
automation and the future of work, time scale 
matters. In the short-run, and within certain 
industries or regions, technological change can 
result in structural (or technical) unemployment 
(i.e. unemployment resulting from shifts in the 
economy which make it difficult for people to 
find work). 

Current changes to the labour market and 
economic systems have tended to benefit 
the wealthy and highly skilled in developed 
and developing countries, the low skilled in 
developed countries, and the semi-skilled in 
developing countries. 

The hardest hit tend to be the semi-skilled 
in developed countries who haven’t gained 
from the increasing returns to human capital, 
but have at the same time seen increased 
competition from low-wage competitor 
countries. 

There is of course significant variation at the 
individual level. Increasingly, research has 
shown that there are a cluster of skills and 
attitudes that are both highly predictive of 
success in times of transition and potentially 
amenable to interventions across the life 
course.11 These are referred to in different 
contexts and different disciplines as executive 
function; non-cognitive ability; grit; or 
perseverance. Arguably an investment in 
these skills would assist people during times 
of transition and beyond – this is something 
that government, industry and individuals must 
consider. 

Losses loom larger than gains  
for many workers 
Attitudes towards the future of work will help 
determine the effect of labour market change 
(perceived and actual) on the subjective 

wellbeing of the population. Importantly, at 
a time of uncertainty, perceived losses have 
been shown to have a greater effect on such 
measures than perceived gains.12 

Those who are optimistic about the future of 
the labour market will view new developments 
positively. They may be more likely to invest in 
the types of qualifications and skills that take 
advantage of new jobs and industries that are 
being created. Those who are more pessimistic 
may be more likely to experience anxiety and 
fear towards the future.

In addition, attitudes to job security and 
the future of work may impact on the 
receptiveness of the population to related 
policy proposals. Those who are relatively 
optimistic about their own prospects or the 
prospects of others may be more open to 
policy proposals that accelerate the changes 
and less receptive to those that attempt to 
slow or mitigate the effects. Those who are 
anxious or pessimistic are likely to have a very 
different policy attitude.

Not every human skill  
can be automated 
The concept of a skill has historically been 
disputed and is difficult to define.13 It is also 
a concept which continues to evolve as we 
experience changes to traditional ways of 
working. There appears to be a widespread 
trend to re-label as skills what in the past would 
have been considered personal attributes, 
dispositions or behaviours.14  

Arguably, there is merit in moving beyond 
a traditional and rigid definition of a skill, 
particularly as we continue to experience 
changes in ways of working.15 This shift takes 
places in the context of an increasingly service-
dominated economy, where many more 
jobs involve face-to-face or voice-to-voice 
interaction. This type of interaction is said to 
require a new appreciation of the social and 
interpersonal skills used in service work.16 
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National Innovation and  
Science Agenda 
Arguably, Australia’s most comprehensive single 
policy initiative aiming to capitalise on Industry 4.0 
technologies is the 2015 National Innovation and 
Science Agenda. This $1.1 billion policy program 
was designed to boost Australia’s capacity, across 
all industries, to innovate and ‘seize the next wave 
of economic prosperity’.19 

THE AGENDA HAS FOUR PILLARS:

1. Culture and Capital
 Encouraging Australians to embrace risk, 
pursue new ideas and learn from mistakes. 

2. Collaboration
 Identifying ways in which  universities can 
develop deeper partnerships with industry. 

3. Talent and Skills
 Encouraging more Australian students to 
learn science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics and computing skills. 

 Attracting more global talent to Australia.

4. Government as an Exemplar
 Government leading on innovating, not 
following. 

The National Science and Innovation Agenda was 
an important step in the Australian Government 
acknowledging the challenges and opportunities 
associated with change. 

It was heavily oriented towards ‘start up’ culture. It 
also focused primarily on realising the opportunities 
associated with economic and technological 
change without focusing on the corresponding 
disruptive forces such an embrace will bring. 

SKILLING AUSTRALIA FUND
The Skilling Australian Fund is another initiative 
of the Australian Government. The Fund is 
designed to support more placements for 
Australian trainees in Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) education. While the scheme has 
seen more than 50,000 individuals placed into 
VET education, overall VET participation has 
considerable room for improvement. Completion 
rates in the VET sector are down as much as  

43.5 per cent since 2013.20 Alarmingly, more 
students withdrew from VET education courses 
in 2018 than those who completed them.21 This 
suggests that incentivising more individuals into 
the system is only one piece of the puzzle.

INDUSTRY 4.0 TESTLABS
In 2017, the Prime Minister’s Taskforce on Industry 
4.0 released its vision for the introduction of 
‘Industry 4.0 Testlabs’ in Australia. The test labs 
are designed to explore innovative, pre-market 
technologies and solutions in academic settings 
prior to their commercialisation. The Testlabs 
model is replicated on the German experience. 
In 2019, however, the Australian Government 
invested just $6 million in grants to established 
six individual Testlabs in Australian universities. 
While there is merit in the concept, the scale of the 
investment has been modest. 

State and industry wide responses
Major initiatives which seek to address issues 
relating to disruption have come from state and 
industry levels, notably around the portability of 
entitlements. The concept of portable entitlements 
was driven by the disruption evident in certain 
industries with a high rate of contracting and 
project turnover. 

This is evident in the construction industry, where 
portable entitlements schemes - particularly 
portable long-service leave schemes - operate 
around the country. Within these industries, it was 
clear that many workers would not work a single 
job long enough to accrue long-service leave. The 
result was the creation of portable funds, which 
meant that construction workers could receive 
long-service leave that recognised their tenure in 
the industry, not just with a single employer. 

In 2019, Victoria become the first state to 
introduce a portable long-service leave 
framework state-wide for contract workers 
previously unable to claim long service leave. 
The scheme was modelled on those seen in the 
construction industry around the country, and 
could be explored further by other industries and 
governments around Australia. 
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Australia has a high wage, high employment labour 
market, supported by a highly skilled workforce 
and significant natural resource endowments. 
Australia is also well placed geographically to take 
advantage of projected continued growth in the 
Asia-Pacific region, whether it be through services 
or primary produce. 

As a country with a high migrant population – 
where 23.4 per cent of the population speaks 
a language other than English at home – the 
Australian workforce has growing ties and language 
capabilities with many countries in the region. 

However, while strong, the Australian labour 
market is not without its challenges or policy 
concerns. The unemployment rate is relatively 
low, but there is significant underemployment and 
a high number of discouraged job seekers (those 
who would take a job if offered, but are no longer 
actively looking). 

Wages are high by global standards but are 
not growing at a pace expected by Australians. 
Finally, many Australians are currently employed 
in sectors or occupations that are highly exposed 
to automation and globalisation. 

Economic growth largely  
driven by immigration
While the economy continues to grow, this 
growth has been supported to a large extent by 
a growth in the overall size of the population. The 
Australian population grew by 395,100 people 
between September 2017 and September 2018, 
for example, with much of that growth occurring 
amongst the working age population. Per capita 
measures of GDP or GNI growth have been far 
less impressive than aggregate measures.

In their 2018 review of income inequality, the 
Productivity Commission make the point that:

‘What matters more than economic growth for 
understanding trends in inequality are the sources 
of income growth (labour, capital and transfers). 
These fluctuate in ways that sometimes favour 
those on high incomes and sometimes favour 
those on low incomes. For example, the mining 
boom was a period that favoured high income 

earners and capital income, lifting measures of 
inequality. In contrast, the post-Global Financial 
Crisis period has benefited lower income groups, 
despite weak overall growth in labour income. 
Among the various forces acting on inequality 
and poverty, the one constant that matters is 
having a job.’22 

Productivity growth is low
Productivity growth, which is the key to 
increasing long term living standards in Australia, 
tells a more mixed picture. Treasury Economists 
Simon Campbell and Harry Withers argue that:

‘Despite concerns, Australia’s labour 
productivity growth over recent years is 
in line with its longer term performance. 
In the five years to 2015 16, labour 
productivity in the whole economy has 
grown at an average annual rate of 1.8 
per cent. This compares to an average 
annual rate of 1.4 per cent over the past 
15 years and 1.6 per cent over the past 
30 years’.23 

There are concerns as to whether productivity 
is going to continue to grow, and perhaps 
more importantly whether the gains from that 
productivity growth will be spread fairly between 
labour and capital, and within labour at different 
points on the income distribution. Part of the 
reason for this concern is the ways in which tasks 
previously undertaken by humans can now, and 
will soon be able to be completed by machines 
much more cheaply.

Australian workers are underutilised 
There are a number of measures of labour 
utilisation that researchers use to analyse labour 
market trends in a country like Australia. One of 
them being the employment to population ratio, 
or the per cent of those aged 15 to 64 years who 
were employed for at least one hour per week in 
the reference period. 
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TABLE 2.3  VARIOUS ESTIMATES OF JOB LOSSES IN THE AUSTRALIAN LABOUR MARKET. 

All Australian industries likely impacted by automation to varying degrees

TOTAL ESTIMATED JOB LOSS TOTAL PERCENTAGE JOB LOSS TIMEFRAME

McKinsey 3.5 - 6 million 46 per cent 2020-2030

CEDA 5 Million 40 per cent 10-15 years after 2015

Adzuna Unspecified ~33 per cent 12 years to 2030

Finder 3.04 million ~25-30 per cent To 2030

Borland and Coelli Unspecified 9 per cent 2017-2030

The most comprehensive analysis of the 
potential effect of automation on particular 
occupations internationally come from a 2013 
study by Carl Frey and Michael Osborne of 
the University of Oxford.29 These authors 
surveyed the machine learning and mobile 
robotics literatures to determine three broad 
occupational tasks thought to be difficult to 
replace with robotics or computerisation over 
the next 20 years.  

They then formulated an index of the extent 
to which the occupations in the United States 
Department of Labor’s Standard Occupational 
Classification involve these tasks using the 
department’s O*NET database, which presents 
detailed information on various features of 903 
occupations in a standardised form. Daniel 
Edmonds and Timothy Bradly, of the Australian 
Department of Industry,30 and Hugh Durrant-
Whyte, writing in CEDA’s Australia’s future 
workforce report in 2015,31 present two different 
methodologies for producing a concordance 
so that the Frey and Osborne  estimates of the 
probability of computerisation can be applied to 
the occupations listed in the Australian and New 
Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations 
(ANZSCO).

The estimates are far from universally 
accepted. Other researchers using a similar 
methodological approach, but a different set of 

assumptions, have come up with very different 
estimates of future job risk. 

Jeff Borland and Michael Coelli’s 2017 study, 
Are Robots Taking our Jobs?,32 make three very 
important criticisms of the Frey and Osborne 
methodology, and estimates that have been 
derived from it. Specifically:

 ‘A first specific criticism of Frey and 
Osborne’s method is that everything 
depends on the validity of the predictions 
on the likelihood of future automation.

 Second, Frey and Osborne argue that 
an occupation being computerised or 
automated implies that all jobs in that 
occupation would be destroyed.

 Third, even for those jobs which are 
technically feasible to automate, it still 
needs to be profit-maximising for firms to 
substitute technology for labour.’

Based on these criticisms, the authors come 
up with a much lower prediction of 9 per cent 
of jobs being at significant risk of automation. 
This is, of course, still a very large number of 
people in the Australian labour market, and if 
concentrated amongst particular geographic, 
demographic and socioeconomic groups will 
cause considerable distress and anxiety. 
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Australia’s workers’ compensation 
landscape is complex
The system of workers' compensation in Australia 
is complex. Rather than a consistent national 
framework, each state and territory has its own 
workers' compensation system. Like many of the 
established norms in Australia’s industrial relations 
system, the workers’ compensation system seen 
today in Australia emerged before the forces of 
the fourth industrial revolution were conceived, 
let alone realised. The system was built and 
structured to cater for a traditional workforce of 
full time and permanent employees – different to 
what we are experiencing today and will continue 
to experience into the future. 

In total, there are 11 individual workers’ 
compensation systems in operation in Australia: 
one in each state and territory, with the Federal 

Government maintaining three workers 
compensation systems – one for Commonwealth 
workers, one for seafarers, and one for veterans. 
Most Australian workers are covered by these 
schemes, but an increasing number of contract 
workers – particularly those in the gig economy – 
are at risk of falling through the cracks and being 
left unprotected. 

Australia's workplaces are getting safer. The 
fact that over 100,000 workers’ compensation 
claims are made annually, however, re-emphasises 
its central importance in offering a security to 
the workforce. But while the nature of work 
and employment relations are rapidly evolving, 
Australia’s workers compensation system has 
been slow to evolve in such a way that workers on 
short-term, independent contracts, or those in the 
gig-economy, are often not covered by workers 
compensation. 

FIGURE 3.4  WORKERS’ COMPENSATION CLAIMS ACROSS ALL AGE GROUPS  
IN THE AUSTRALIAN WORKFORCE43  
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A nationally consistent approach to 
workers’ compensation is needed
The nature of workers’ compensation varies within 
in jurisdiction in Australia. But the overall challenge 
associated with evolving working arrangements 
will affect every Australian jurisdiction. 

There have long been calls for a nationally 
consistent approach to workers compensation. 
In 2004, the Productivity Commission published 
its recommendations for a national approach.44 
In acknowledging the entrenched nature of the 
existing systems, it offered recommendations 

designed to deliver more consistency between 
systems without a complete overhaul of a 
framework that, despite its complexity, was 
delivering appropriate compensation for most 
Australian workers.  

At the time, the Productivity Commission noted 
that there was “no evidence of support by 
the States and Territories for a single uniform 
national workers’ compensation scheme”. It did, 
however, identify four different proposals that had 
the potential to further harmonise the existing 
workers’ compensation landscape in Australia:

OPTION 1: EXPAND ACCESS TO COM-CARE
Allow more Australian workers to access the Federal Government workers’ compensation 
scheme, Com-Care. 

OPTION 2: NEW COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT  
PARALLEL SCHEME
Create a new scheme which runs in parallel with existing state schemes but is open to non-
Commonwealth workers. 

OPTION 3: NEW COMMONWEALTH RUN  
‘PREMIUM PAYING’ SCHEME, PRIVATELY OPERATED. 
Work with the private sector to create a similar scheme to that presented in Option 2. 

OPTION 4: CREATE A JOINT COMMONWEALTH-STATES  
BODY TO HARMONISE EXISTING SCHEMES  
Instead of creating Australia’s 12th workers’ compensation scheme, create a Commonwealth 
Body with a mandate to work with each existing scheme to harmonise their elements. 
Contemporarily, such a process could be coordinated through the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG), a forum in which the heads of Government across each jurisdiction in 
Australia, as well as the head of the Local Government Association, meet each quarter.  

Productivity Commission Recommendations  
on  Harmonising Workers’ Compensation
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In October/November 2017, the Social Research 
Centre, on behalf of the Australian National 
University asked a representative sample of 
Australians about their attitudes towards job 
security and the future of work. The ANUPoll 
survey results, detailed below, paint a concise 
picture of Australian perspectives on the labour 
market and their own job prospects. 

Among individuals who received the survey 
(i.e. members of the ‘Life in Australia’ panel), a 
completion rate of 67.7 per cent was achieved. 
Considering the recruitment rate to the panel, 
the cumulative response rate is calculated as 
10.6 per cent. The survey was conducted via 
the Internet (76 per cent of respondents) and 
phone (24 per cent of respondents). The use of 
this mixed-mode frame is to ensure coverage 
of households without Internet access. The 
data from the survey is available through the 
Australian Data Archive.

Most Australians are confident  
they will keep their jobs
In the short term, Australians are not overly 
concerned about their own job security. The 
overwhelming majority of Australian workers 
surveyed believe it is ‘not at all likely’ (44.9 per 
cent) or ‘not too likely’ (42.8 per cent) that they 
will either be laid off in the next twelve months, 
or – in the case of business owners – that they will 
have to lay off employees or close their business. 
Given the widespread media attention regarding 
possible effects of job automation and economic 
rationalisation, this result is perhaps surprising. 

There are, however, a small minority of 
Australians who are concerned about their own 
job. Almost five per cent of Australians believe 
it ‘very likely’ that they will either be laid off or 
will lay off employees (or close their business) in 
the coming year, with an additional 7.8 per cent 
thinking it is fairly likely.

4.51

7.84

Very likely

Fairly likely

Not likely

Not at all likely

FIGURE 4.1  THINKING ABOUT THE NEXT 12 MONTHS, HOW LIKELY DO YOU THINK IT IS THAT YOU  
WILL LOSE YOUR JOB OR BE LAID OFF/HAVE TO LAY OFF EMPLOYEES OR CLOSE THE BUSINESS?
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Workers may feel insecure about their current 
employment for any number of reasons. To 
further investigate the sources of feelings of 
job security (or insecurity), the ANUPoll survey 
asked Australian workers their level of concern 
regarding six different potential threats. 

The prospect of their employer finding someone 
overseas who is willing to perform their job for 
less money presents the most acute concern 
among Austraslian workers, with 14.8 per cent 
‘very concerned’. However, the prospect that 
poor management of the company for which 

they work will lead them to lose their job presents 
the greatest overall threat for Australian workers: 
14.7 per cent are ‘very concerned’ by this threat, 
and 27.6 per cent are ‘somewhat concerned’.  

The least concerning threats to Australians’ 
job security are an inability to keep up with 
the technical skills required to do their job (six 
per cent are ‘very concerned’ and 15 2 per cent 
‘somewhat concerned), and that employers may 
use machines or computers to replace human 
workers (eight per cent are ‘very concerned’ and 
9.8 per cent ‘somewhat concerned). 

Your employer finds someone in Australia 
who is willing to do your job for less money

Your employer finds someone overseas who 
is willing to do your job for less money

You aren't able to keep up with the technical 
skills required to do your job

Your employer uses machines or computer 
programs to replace human workers

Your overall industry  
is shrinking

The company that you work for  
is poorly managed

FIGURE 4.3 
PER CENT VERY OR SOMEWHAT CONCERNED ABOUT SOURCES OF POTENTIAL JOB LOSS 
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The OECD has identified the key 
policy priorities for governments 
The disruptive nature of modern economies 
demands imaginative government policy 
development and implementation. THE OECD47 
has highlighted the key categories of reform 
which it believes all countries should explore 
as this new industrial revolution continues. The 
OECD argue that there are five categories of 
reform which policymakers across the world 
should focus on when identifying responses 
to the changing nature of work and the global 
economy:

1. Prepare young people for the jobs of the 
future. This means ensuring they’re ‘equipped 
with the right type of skills to successfully 
navigate through an ever-changing...work 
environment’, and providing upskilling 
opportunities throughout people’s working 
lives. 

2. Design labour market institutions that allow 
employers to ‘seize the opportunities offered 
by technological change and globalisation, 
while making sure the risks are not borne 
disproportionately by workers’.

3. Re-think social security programs, ensuring 
people don’t slip through the cracks between 
often antiquated government programs.

4.  Identify ways to transition workers displaced 
by automation to new occupations.

5. And promote ‘new forms of social dialogue’ 
which allow tailored solutions to new 
challenges to emerge at the firm level’. 

Beyond the OECD’s guidelines, the changing 
nature of work has also inspired policy 
innovation around the world. Wary of the 
potential negative impacts of technological 
change, ideas such as guaranteed basic income, 
jobs guarantee, and tax reform which aims to 
mitigate the worst elements of automation have 
all been floated. This section explores various 
ideas that have been discussed or implemented 
throughout the world.  

The World Economic Forum stress 
people still matter to firms 
In the discussion surrounding the changing 
nature of work, it can be easy to caricature firms 
as being willing to quickly dispense with human 
workforces in exchange for more affordable 
technological solutions. However, surveys 
suggest that, for firms in most industries, 
people still matter. The WEF, in its 2018 ‘Future 
of Work’ report, found that for 74 per cent of 
businesses surveyed, the most important factor 
determining their decision to start an operation 
in a certain location was the quality of the local 
labour market.48 

The WEF found that ‘a range of additional 
relevant factors – such as the flexibility of local 
labour laws, industry agglomeration effects or 
proximity of raw materials – were considered 
of lower importance relative to skilled local 
talent availability’. This suggests 
that, globally, businesses are still 
valuing employees, and are 
seeking to operate in labour 
markets that are rich in 
those uniquely human skills 
– adaptability, creativity, 
and emotional intelligence 
– mentioned above. 
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between industry, labour and government 
provides the greatest pathway to a collective 
embrace of the future of work, in a way that 
maintains productivity, safeguards workers’ 
rights, and generates community buy-in to a 
political agenda. 

France and the  
‘Personal Activity Account’
Responding to the need to facilitate life-long 
learning and limiting obstacles to mobility in the 
labour market, France introduced the ‘Personal 
Activity Account’ (compte personnel d’activite, 
CPA) in 2017.52 The CPA brings together three 
different ‘activity accounts’ which are aimed to 
reward workers and volunteers with credits that 
can be exchanged for training and upskilling. 

At the end of each year, each individual’s 
CPA is accrued a certain number of credits 
depending on how vulnerable that individual is 
to disruption. For example, workers born before 
1956 receive additional CPA credits to finance 
further training and reskilling. The CPA has, in 
effect, created a system where there is universal 
access to training for those who seek it.  

UK: Safeguarding the  
rights of contractor workers
In 2017, the UK Parliament received the Taylor 
Review,53 a commissioned work that aimed to 
define what ‘good work’ meant in the modern 
context. It also examined how British workers 
could be safeguarded while the UK government 
fostered a more innovative, productive and 
competitive economy. The Taylor Review 
identified that one of the key issues facing 
workers in this new economic environment was 
‘one-sided flexibility’ for those engaging in gig 
work. 

One sided flexibility, in essence, means that the 
employer is enjoying all the virtues of engaging 
flexible labour – few overheads, wide access 
to talent – while the workers themselves are 
missing out on the true benefits of flexibility. 

Accordingly, the Taylor Review recommended 
the UK Government ”rename as ‘dependent 
contractors’ the category of people who are 
eligible for worker rights but who are not 
employees.” 

The review called for clearer definitions, and a 
‘test’ to determine whether a contractor was 
truly independent, or engaged in a dependent 
relationship with their employer. The Taylor 
Review was important in that it understood the 
changing nature of work was not only driven by 
technological disruption, but disruption in the 
nature of employment itself. Confronting this 
change is key to ensuring all workers are getting 
the best out of a more flexible labour market, 
and are not being exploited under the guise of 
one-way flexibility. 

USA: Shared security system 
The United States is in some ways the epicenter 
of today’s debate over a new social and 
economic contract for the middle class. The 
‘Uberisation’ of the workforce in the US has 
taken root particularly quickly, and a significant 
section of the US workforce now work as 
independent contractors, freelancers, and 
other forms of non-permanent employment. 
Accordingly, there is an understanding in 
the United States of a pressing need for new 
initiatives within industries, and in specific 
jurisdictions, for new models that provide 
workers challenged by the changing nature of 
the labour market. 

One such scheme is the Shared Security System, 
advanced by economists Nick Hanaier and 
David Rolf.54 A national plan, the Share Security 
System proposes to:

‘endow every American worker with, 
first, a Shared Security Account, in 
which to accrue the basic employment 
benefits necessary for thriving middle 
class, and second, a new set of Shared 
Security Standards that complement 
and reinforce that account’.55
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Technological 
change and rising 
incomes will lead 
to new occupations 
and industries, 
further offsetting 
labour displacement 
due to automation. 
Nonetheless, new 
technologies will 
alter the composition 
of skills needed by 
the workforce.
ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK, 201856 

Singapore: SkillsFuture and 
accommodating an ageing workforce 
“In Singapore, 44 per cent of [those who utilised 
the Skills Credit] were aged 50 and over…23 per 
cent were aged 60 or over” – ILO, 201857

In the context of South East Asia, Singapore’s 
is a unique state and economy. Its population 
is modest, with its economy already largely 
driven by the knowledge and service industries, 
as well as advanced manufacturing but almost 
no agricultural sector. It’s largest resource, 
therefore, is its human capital. Singapore’s 
unique circumstances, however, have not 
stopped it from emerging as one of the most 
successful economies in the region and the 
world. Despite its virtues, Singapore faces 
considerable challenges – particularly as its 
working age population ages at a rate much 
faster than its regional neighbours. 

Singapore has taken a future-facing posture on 
the changing nature of work and the economy, 
placing a considerable focus on providing 
training and upskilling pathways for all its 
citizens. The SkillsFuture program, which was 
unveiled in 2016, was created to ensure every 
Singaporean has the access to training that 
they need. Almost $SGD 500 million ($US 370 
million) has been invested in providing income 
tax credits for certain vocational training 
programs, as well as a direct ‘SkillsFuture Credit’. 
For every Singaporean over the age of 25, a 
SkillsFuture Credit of SGD$500 is granted, with 
a plan to, periodically,  ‘top-up’ the credit for 
every recipient. The idea is to ensure that every 
worker in Singapore has the access to necessary 
training, irrespective of their age, occupation or 
financial situation.58 

Responses across Asia
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Given the increasingly disruptive nature of 
employment and work, governments need 
to explore ways to cover the rising number 
of independent contractors and freelancers 
in Australia who work in a way that was 
unimaginable at the time where the framework 
for Australia’s existing workers’ compensation 
scheme was put in place. 

How industry and government  
can work together

RECOMMENDATION 5:   
Industry and Government should 
collaborate to explore pathways to 
the increased portability of existing 
entitlements.

The Australian Government should explore the 
creation of Portable Entitlements Funds, which 
allow employees to accrue important workplace 
entitlements irrespective of how regularly 
they change occupations. Similar to how 
superannuation funds are pegged to workers, 
not jobs, so too could a system of portable 
workplace entitlements emerge that allows a 
more flexible workforce access to entitlements 
such as long service leave. 

By better affixing entitlements to workers 
rather than jobs, current living standards may 
be safeguarded without stifling innovation and 
economic opportunity. We risk the creation 
of a ‘two-tiered’ labour market, where those 
in stable industries less subject to disruption 
and automation have easier access to basic 
workplace entitlements than those in industries 
that emerge and decline with more frequency 
as a response to technological change and 
evolving consumer habits.  

COLLABORATIVE, INDUSTRY-WIDE 
APPROACHES TO PORTABLE ENTITLEMENTS

Ultimately, the portability of entitlements 
would require leadership from industry, not 
just government. Industry leaders can lead the 

push to develop portable entitlements schemes 
for workers within their own industry. This has 
been seen in various states in Australian in 
industries with a high rate of workplace turnover 
and contract labour – in particular, in the 
construction industry. 

RECOMMENDATION 6:  
Industry and Government should 
collaborate to ensure that workers 
have adequate access to life-long 
learning and enhanced opportunities 
for upskilling and training. 

This report has emphasised the need for 
a better system of life-long education for 
Australia’s workforce. Achieving this ambition 
does require the leadership of governments 
across Australia. But industry leaders can also 
help develop models that look after the interests 
of both their employees and their industry’s 
overall labour market. Enhanced collaboration 
from industry and government in this area must 
be examined. 

It would be highly beneficial for governments 
to collaborate with industry around broad 
labour markets trends. This involves ongoing 
and meaningful discussion around what areas 
of the Australian economy are experiencing 
significant growth and investment. Arguably this 
information would enable industry to be more 
strategic and effective in their skills and training 
practices. 

It would also allow for more sophisticated 
predictions about the skill combinations and 
training the ‘jobs of the future’ will require - 
representing, a more proactive approach to 
training, education and upskilling (which is 
ultimately in the interest of employees, industry 
and government). Discussions around how this 
collaboration could work in practice could be 
incorporated into the White Paper process, 
recommended above.  
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