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Foreword

Technology has the potential to free people from menial and manual tasks so they can focus 
on skills that are distinctly human, such as solving complex problems, building relationships 
and being creative. But the digital age won’t wait for today’s children – those studying science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and those simply growing up with more 
technology – to join the workforce. Instead, it’s increasingly apparent that we need to address  
the challenges facing workers today. We need to help the adults already working in traditional 
roles to transition to more tech-powered roles.

We know digital disruption will impact groups differently; constant change and lifelong learning 
will come naturally to those just starting their careers, while others will be forced to reinvent 
themselves after many years in roles that are no longer required. And while governments and  
the business community need to build new pools of skilled employees, they also need to help  
the whole of our society understand the technological changes taking place and ensure everyone 
can take part in the journey. 

With these issues in mind, this report explores Australian and overseas research about the  
coming digital skills challenge. It draws on advice from some of our nation’s best skills and 
workforce experts and offers a range of recommendations for change. 

For example, we need to consider delivering on-the-job learning that’s underpinned by  
greater collaboration, better coordination of existing initiatives and a continuous flow of new 
ideas. We also need to place a greater focus on apprenticeships, internships and mentorships  
to provide employment-based training paths outside the university system. 

Upskilling our workforce is a corporate and community responsibility that can’t be outsourced  
or parked. Aligning our aspirations with current workforce skills is the first step in planning for  
our digital future. By embracing existing skills and understanding gaps, organisations can make 
their employees part of the digital transformation journey.    

We also shouldn’t overlook the enormous opportunity for Australia’s own technology businesses 
to take advantage of the latest capabilities to grow their success globally.

Microsoft is committed to making sure nobody gets left behind on this journey, and we’re 
working with other dedicated business and government stakeholders to make this possible.  
We are keen to discover which approaches are most effective and then collaborate with others  
to scale up measures that will have a broad and lasting impact.

Steven Worrall 
Managing Director  
Microsoft Australia
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The directions in this report are substantially informed by  
the Skills Now roundtable convened by Microsoft in Sydney  
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of PwC Skills for Australia, the event assembled some of 
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Executive summary

Of course, there are many 
opportunities to be harnessed. 
People are taking on fascinating 
new roles that would have sounded 
outlandish a decade ago, such as 
drone operator, data policy officer, 
cloud architect and cryptocurrency 
banker. And just as the advent of 
computers in the 1970s and 1980s 
laid the foundation for lasting 
productivity gains, there is every 
likelihood digital transformation  
will unlock a new era of prosperity 
for Australia. 

Against this background, we believe 
the workforce can be divided 
into four groups with distinct 
requirements. The ‘career starters’ 
are young people who need to learn 
the right skills at school or in later 
study. Then there are ‘shifters’ in 
industries already being disrupted 
by technology, ‘reinventors’ working 
in process-oriented roles that could 
be automated soon, and ‘perennials’ 
who are less likely to see their work 
substantially changed by technology.

Each of these groups needs  
support – and some will need  
it more urgently than others. 

While Australia has enjoyed  
a record-breaking 26 years  
of economic growth and rising  
living standards, we can’t be 
complacent that this exceptional 
performance will be maintained.

Microsoft believes that equipping 
the nation to succeed in the digital 
age – and ensuring all Australians are 
carried along – must be an urgent 
national priority. Through the launch 
of our National Skills Program in 
2018 and the practical directions 
contained in this report, we hope  
to lead a focused conversation with 
our partners in business, education 
and government. 

Our priority is to ensure adults 
already in work can navigate the 
threats and opportunities presented 
by the digital revolution, which is 
being driven by the growth of cloud 
computing, artificial intelligence (AI) 
and machine learning, the Internet of 
Things (IoT), 3D printing, blockchain 
and other powerful innovations. 

Experts are divided as to whether 
these digital technologies will mean 
more or fewer jobs for Australian 
workers in total. But it is clear they 
are changing the nature of work 
and our economy. Consequently, 
governments and industry need to 
work together to ensure Australia 
has suitable pools of digitally skilled 
people and help them move into 
new areas of the economy. 

More than any other reform, 
transitioning Australia’s skills base 
requires a radical shift in the nation’s 
approach to on-the-job learning. It 
is an urgent priority to make people 
aware that they will need to upgrade 
their skills before disruption affects 
their particular role or their industry. 
Some workers are already accessing 
intensive support – such as those 
being forced out of the automotive 
manufacturing sector. However, a 
much larger cohort – described in 
this report as ‘career reinventors’ 
– are in jobs that will likely be 
impacted over the medium term. 

The nature of work is changing. An extraordinary convergence 
of digital technologies is creating new roles, augmenting existing 
ones and rendering others redundant. While workers have proven 
resilient during previous industrial revolutions, many Australians 
will be affected by the automation of manual and routine tasks, 
and the resulting changes in jobs. 
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Skilling Australia’s workforce for a 
digital future cannot be outsourced 
or postponed. In coming years, 
virtually all organisations will want 
to consider taking advantage of 
new digital capabilities such as AI 
and robotics. However, the biggest 
inhibitor they face is the skill level 
required within their workforce to 
manage these technologies. 

To address these issues, we argue 
Australia should also:

• encourage employers to  
participate in preparing their 
workforces for the digital era, 
including by changing career 
pathways and hiring practices

• audit current skill levels and  
create large-scale databases to 
better understand current and 
future skills requirements

• expand digital literacy, including 
by introducing tools to help 
individuals assess their own skill 
levels and offering greater support 
for computer literacy programs

• promote more ‘micro-credentials’, 
alternative qualifications and  
online courses to enable people 
to garner the skills they need, 
and recognise them as alternative 
educational pathways

• support entrepreneurial  
behaviours in individuals and  
within organisations

• provide the right policies 
and support to encourage 
entrepreneurs to build new 
businesses and create jobs  
here in Australia

• create a high level of digital 
connectivity and inclusion across 
metropolitan and rural areas,  
as well as different industries, 
cultures and generations.

Governments, businesses and 
academia all have crucial roles to 
play in transitioning our workforce 
from having the skills needed today 
to having those that will be required 
as digital technologies continue 
to affect the national and global 
economies. We encourage all groups 
to be bold, curious and collaborative 
in addressing this challenge – and 
to do everything possible to ensure 
nothing holds current and future 
Australians back.
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The digital  
transformation  
of work

The forces of change

The nature of work is changing as digital technology sweeps  
up millions of Australians in a new industrial revolution. Previous 
advances such as steam power, electricity and computing forever 
transformed human labour. However, the disruption in today’s 
internet-driven world is unprecedented in velocity and impact.  

The new workplace 
Australia’s economy is increasingly 
global, digital and connected. 
Smartphones – owned by 
approximately 84 per cent of 
Australians aged 14 or over 1 – are  
an indispensable part of everyday 
personal and professional activities. 
About 17 million Australians are 
active on Facebook and 4.2 million 
use LinkedIn.2 The National Broadband 
Network and improvements in 
mobile coverage are expanding  
the possibilities for businesses  
and consumers even further.3

All this connectivity is transforming 
workplaces. The digital transformation 
of work is already behind an 
overhaul of organisational systems, 
processes and structures – as well as 
long-established business models. 

Examples include nurses using 
smartphones to check patient records, 
instead of wading through stacks  
of files; restaurants offering virtual 
menus; retailers integrating physical 
stores with online channels; and 
miners leaving quarries to work on 
tablets in remote operations centres. 

For a growing number of Australians, 
work is no longer a place people  
go to for a set number of hours  
each day. Rather, it is an activity that 
fits around other elements of life and 
is performed with the help of a mix 
of personal and corporate devices. 
This mobility and flexibility has given 
rise to the so-called ‘gig’ economy, 
where people take their skills directly 
to market on a freelance or contingent 
basis rather than becoming a 
permanent member of staff. 

In addition, the growth and 
convergence of digital technologies  
is creating entirely new roles, 
augmenting existing ones and 
rendering others redundant.  
This is particularly the case for  
those that are routine in nature. 
Meanwhile, people are taking on 
new jobs unheard of even a decade 
ago, such as drone operator, data 
policy officer and cloud architect. 

But what technologies are having  
an impact?

1 Nielsen, OzTAM & Regional TAM (March 2017), Australian Multi-Screen Report: Quarter 4, 2016. 
2 Social Media News (September 2017), ‘Social Media Statistics Australia – August 2017’. 

Source: www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-august-2017.
3 PwC & Skills for Australia (April 2017), Industry Skills Forecast and Proposed Schedule of Work:  

Information and Communications Technology, p. 38. Available at: www.skillsforaustralia.com/industries/ict.

http://www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-august-2017
http://www.skillsforaustralia.com/industries/ict
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Cloud computing 
Cloud computing is an information 
technology (IT) outsourcing 
solution that reduces the need 
for organisations to invest in core 
computing systems and data centres. 
This creates implications for in-house 
IT workers (who may have to shift 
to working in remote teams), as well 
as employees in business functions 
such as human resources, payroll, 
logistics, procurement and finance. 
The cloud also supports virtual 
networking. This allows people 
to work anytime and anywhere – 
and facilitates collaboration both 
between and across organisations.

The IoT 
The IoT is connecting constellations 
of everyday objects, allowing 
physical operations to be digitalised 
in environments as diverse as 
hospitals, retail stores, factories  
and farms. This might involve 
attaching sensors to industrial 
refrigerators to monitor whether 
chemicals are being correctly stored; 
connecting the security cameras on 
a transport network; or monitoring 
the grazing habits of sheep in a 
paddock. The human input shifts 
from physically inspecting and 
monitoring to designing, overseeing 
and maintaining the technology  
that does these tasks for them 
– enabling them to make better 
business decisions.

AI and machine learning 
AI and machine learning are  
making it possible to automate  
some types of cognitive tasks 
previously regarded exclusively 
as the preserve of humans. The 
ability to rapidly analyse patterns 
and trends in extremely large data 
sets has far-reaching implications 
in professional services fields, 
such as law and accounting, that 
were previously shielded from 
the job losses brought about by 
computerisation. In finance, possible 
uses include evaluating potential 
investments and detecting fraud 
in a fraction of the time it takes 
analysts using traditional statistical 
tools. In healthcare, clinicians are 
gaining the ability to pre-emptively 
identify at-risk populations and 
tailor treatments for the sick based 
on previous case histories. Another 
fast-growing area is retail, where 
brands and stores seek to interpret 
customer behaviour and preferences. 
Intelligent chatbots and other 
virtual assistants can engage with 
customers using language and voice 
recognition, offering a low-cost 
alternative to call centre workers.

Autonomous transport 
and advanced robotics 
Autonomous transport and 
advanced robotics are reducing 
transport and labour costs, while 
also minimising physical risk in 
dangerous industries like mining 
and logistics. Drones – and other IoT 
capabilities that allow deliveries to 
be efficiently dispatched and tracked 
from docking stations to customers’ 
homes – are further likely to reduce 
transportation costs. Robots are 
already being used in factories 
to conduct tasks such as sorting, 
cutting and welding, and on farms  
to milk cows and harvest crops.

Blockchain 
Blockchain enables records to be 
efficiently traced and authenticated 
over the internet without the 
need for intermediaries. This is 
likely to become more important 
as more people transact online 
and seek assurance in a climate 
of cybersecurity risks. Faster 
payment services that circumvent 
central banks and clearing houses 
could dramatically affect jobs in 
the banking and finance industry. 
However, there are potential benefits 
in areas such as public administration 
(giving governments a new way 
to collect taxes and deliver social 
security payments) and healthcare 
(through the secure sharing of 
electronic medical records). 

The digital  
transformation  
of work continued

© Microsoft Australia 2018



13Building Australia’s future-ready workforce

© Microsoft Australia 2018

3D printing 
3D printing is beginning to  
transform industries such as 
manufacturing, healthcare and 
residential construction, while 
meeting demand for highly 
customised products and  
materials that can be quickly 
replicated anywhere in the world. 
The technology potentially offers 
huge labour savings for employers 
compared to traditional methods  
of production and transportation. 
Many blue-collar manufacturing 
workers engaged in manual routine 
tasks are likely to be replaced. 
However, there will be new 
opportunities for those who can 
learn the technology and transition 
to non-routine tasks, as additional 
jobs are likely to be created in areas 
such as product design, and printer 
engineering and servicing. 

Mixed reality 
Mixed reality is merging the  
physical and digital worlds. Already 
used by pilots and the defence 
sector, it has the potential to become 
standard in training environments 
and any industry involving extensive 
co-creation, such as architecture or 
travel. It will also greatly stimulate 
fields such as programming, 3D 
animation and gaming.



14Building Australia’s future-ready workforce

The automation  
of work
Ever since the first industrial 
revolution, machines have been  
used to make it easier for people  
to complete physical work. Since  
the advent of computing, machines  
– from calculators to word 
processors – have also been 
introduced to make it easier  
to complete intellectual tasks. 

Today’s digital technologies are 
extending these trends to further 
streamline physical tasks and  
make it possible to outsource even 
more ‘thinking’ tasks to computers.  
As the following matrix shows,  
this is increasing the range of jobs 
being disrupted by technology.  
It also highlights how tasks that 
involve routine thinking can be  
more readily automated.

Researchers analysed US Census 
Bureau job-type data over 40 years 
and identified that the majority of 
work in the economy has changed 
from involving routine occupations 
that require workers to follow 
specific rules and guidelines to 
non-routine occupations that are 
characterised by creativity, flexibility 
and problem-solving.4  

Since the Australian workforce is 
broadly comparable to America’s, 
this is a valuable insight when 
it comes to identifying how the 
multitude of industries and roles in 
our economy will be impacted by 
digital disruption. The degree of 
change will be based on whether 
roles are primarily manual or 
cognitive in nature, and comprised 
of routine or non-routine tasks. 

Scoping Australia’s  
future workforce

In this section, we examine the latest economic modelling 
and research to crystallise what the digital disruption of the 
workplace will mean for today’s workers, and the types of 
roles that will become more common. 

4 Stefania Albanesi, Victoria Gregory, Christina Patterson and Ayşegül Şahin, Federal Reserve Bank of New York (March 2013),  
‘Is Job Polarization Holding Back the Labor Market?’, Liberty Street Economics. Source: http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/ 
2013/03/is-job-polarization-holding-back-the-labor-market.html#.VAie48ZeO9Y.

Cognitive More likely to be automated 
due to recent advances in AI 
and data analytics

Example professions:
• Office assistant
• Sales agent
• X-ray technician
• Paralegal

Less likely to be automated 
by AI due to nature of task 
and need for ‘human’ touch

Example professions:
• Managers 
• Engineers
• Healthcare workers
• Creatives
• Researchers

Routine Non-routine

Manual Likely to be automated by 
robots, 3D printing, IoT and 
other advances

Example professions:
• Assembly line worker
• Mechanic

Lack of uniform need but 
may still be automated due 
to advances in AI, IoT and 
other technologies

Example professions:
• Hospitality worker
• Security guard
• Maintenance worker
• Hairdresser

http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/2013/03/is-job-polarization-holding-back-the-labor-market.html#.VAie48ZeO9Y
http://libertystreeteconomics.newyorkfed.org/2013/03/is-job-polarization-holding-back-the-labor-market.html#.VAie48ZeO9Y
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Scoping Australia’s  
future workforce continued

Displacement versus 
opportunity
There has long been a relationship 
between technological change and 
productivity improvements. For 
example, the advent of tractors and 
ploughs in the mid-20th century 
greatly reduced the need for manual 
farm labour. Computers and email 
have cut a swathe through business 
processes that once relied on pens 
and paper. 

Overall, most experts agree that 
digital transformation will support 
economic growth, and Australians 
will end up better off. History 
shows that workers tend to be 
highly resilient and adaptive. For 
example, while the computerisation 
of offices in the 1970s and 1980s 
eliminated many routine jobs, it 
laid the foundations for enormous 
productivity gains and new 
capabilities we now take for granted. 

However, expert opinion is divided 
as to whether digital technology 
will result in the net displacement 
of Australian workers. According 
to a frequently cited forecast 
from the Committee for Economic 
Development of Australia, up to  
5.1 million jobs (or 44 per cent  
of the workforce) are likely to  
be automated in the next 10 to  
15 years.5 Another study suggests 
that 60 per cent of students are 
training for jobs that will not exist  
in the future.6  

The alternative view is that 
technology creates far more 
jobs than it displaces, as workers 
adapt and entrepreneurs build 
new industries. For example, the 
Australian Information Industry 
Association recently noted that 
Australia’s workforce grew by  
32 per cent during the first 15 years 
of the 21st century, even as the 
internet took hold and computers 
became more sophisticated.7 The 
loss of 220,000 jobs in manufacturing 
and agriculture was more than 
compensated by 3.9 million jobs 
created in sectors including mining, 
business services, social services  
and construction.8 Our challenge  
is to ensure our workforce can gain 
the right skills to take advantage  
of these changing trends and 
emerging opportunities. 5 Committee for Economic Development of Australia (June 2015), Australia’s Future Workforce? Source:  

www.ceda.com.au/Research-and-policy/All-CEDA-research/Research-catalogue/Australia-s-future-workforce.
6 AlphaBeta & Foundation for Young Australians (FYA) (August 2015), The New Work Order.  

Source: www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/fya-future-of-work-report-final-lr.pdf.
7 Australian Information Industry Association (2017), AIIA Skills for Today. Jobs for Tomorrow.  

Source: www.aiia.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/81074/JOBS-FOR-TOMORROW-FINAL.pdf.
8 Australian Information Industry Association (2017), AIIA Skills for Today. Jobs for Tomorrow.  

Source: www.aiia.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/81074/JOBS-FOR-TOMORROW-FINAL.pdf.

http://www.ceda.com.au/Research-and-policy/All-CEDA-research/Research-catalogue/Australia-s-future-workforce
http://www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/fya-future-of-work-report-final-lr.pdf
http://www.aiia.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/81074/JOBS-FOR-TOMORROW-FINAL.pdf
http://www.aiia.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/81074/JOBS-FOR-TOMORROW-FINAL.pdf
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The chart below shows where the 
Australian Government expects to 
see employment grow across the 
economy. The high growth rates are 
forecast for healthcare and social 
assistance roles, driven by the full 
implementation of the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme, and in 
the areas of professional, scientific 
and technical services. As this paper 
argues, there will be particularly high 
demand for experts in designing 
computer systems and related 
services.

There is also evidence to suggest 
that digital technology will augment 
rather than replace human 
labour. According to modelling by 
AlphaBeta Advisors, machines will 
take over an additional two hours 
per week of routine and manual 
work by 2030 in Australia. However, 
71 per cent of the total expected 
reduction in work time will involve 
people doing the same job but 
completing fewer manual and 
routine tasks. Only 29 per cent of 
automation-driven reductions in 
work time will result from workers 
changing or losing their jobs.9  

A comprehensive 2017 study of 
workers in the US and UK has found 
that approximately 20 per cent of 
workers are ‘vulnerable to technology’, 
as they are in occupations that 
will shrink as a proportion of the 
workforce.10 This is lower than some 
related estimates. The group also 
predicted that about one-tenth of 
the workforce are in occupations that 
are likely to grow as a percentage of 
the workforce, and about one-fifth 
are in occupations that are likely to 
shrink. “This means that roughly seven 
in ten people are currently in jobs 
where we simply cannot know for 
certain what will happen,” it stated.

  Healthcare and Social Assistance, 25.1%
  Professional, Scientific and Technical Services, 12.7%

  Construction, 12.1%
  Education and Training, 11.6%
  Accommodation and Food Services, 9.8%
  Public Administration and Safety, 7.5%
  Retail Trade, 4.6%
  Transport, Postal and Warehousing, 4.0%
  Administrative and Support Services, 3.5%
  Other, 9.1%

N.B. Figure above are percentages of total employment growth,  
not percentages of current industry numbers.

Projected employment growth by industry, five years to May 2022 11

9 AlphaBeta Advisors (2017), The Automation Advantage. Source: www.alphabeta.com/wp-content/
uploads/2017/08/The-Automation-Advantage.pdf.

10 Hasan Bakhshin, Jonathan M Downings, Michael A Osborne and Philippe Schneider (2017), The Future of Skills: 
Employment in 2030. London: Pearson and Nesta. Source: www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_future_of_
skills_employment_in_2030_0.pdf.

11 Australian Government, Department of Employment, Industry Employment Projections, 2017 Report.  
Source: http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections. 

http://www.alphabeta.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/The-Automation-Advantage.pdf
http://www.alphabeta.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/The-Automation-Advantage.pdf
http://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_future_of_skills_employment_in_2030_0.pdf
http://www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/the_future_of_skills_employment_in_2030_0.pdf
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections
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Australia’s ability to create a 
digital transformation success 
story is ultimately in our own 
hands. Irrespective of how the 
tension between displacement and 
opportunity plays out, the response 
from governments and industry must 
be the same: to build new pools of 
skilled digital employees and help 
them move into expanding niches of 
the economy. Doing anything less 
could condemn Australia to rising 
unemployment and social divisions, 
leaving businesses with a shrinking 
customer base. 

The worst scenario would be for new 
opportunities due to technological 
change to be accompanied by 
skills shortages in pockets of the 
economy, thereby hampering our 
ability to keep pace with other more 
digitally advanced economies. This 
would cause any productivity boost 
from automation to be offset by 
other workers left idle. Australia 
would derive little economic benefit 
from the digital revolution, while 
facing significant social challenges 
related to chronic unemployment 
and under-employment.

In its 2017 Australia’s Digital Pulse 
report 12, Deloitte Access Economics 
calculated detailed employment 
forecasts for Information and 
communications technology (ITC) 
workers using Australian Bureau  
of Statistics occupation and industry 
classifications. It found that digital 
technology is likely to generate 
increased demand for certain types 
of workers, as outlined below.

Specialist ICT workers
Approximately half of those 
employed to develop, operate and 
maintain ICT systems are directly 
employed in ICT-related industries 
such as computer system design, 
telecommunications services and 
internet service provision. The 
other half are employed elsewhere, 
in areas such as professional 
services, public administration and 
finance. The size of this group is 
expected to increase from 640,000 
workers in 2017 to 720,000 by 
2022, representing an average 
annual growth rate of 2 per cent, 
compared with 1.4 per cent across 
the workforce as a whole. 

The broader workforce 
using ICT
This group includes those who use 
ICT regularly, even if it’s not the 
primary focus of their jobs, including 
a wide variety of occupations such 
as accountants, legal professionals, 
office managers, architects and 
engineers. As ICT becomes even 
more integral to core business 
operations, the size of this group – 
will need to embrace new digital and 
technological advances – is expected 
to increase from 2.55 million in 2017 
to 2.79 million in 2022. 

In short, by 2022 Australia will 
require an additional 80,000 ICT 
workers, while a further 234,000 
workers will be intensive users of ICT. 
To put these numbers in perspective, 
Australia currently only produces 
about 4,000 STEM graduates each 
year. Even assuming some of them 
could move into jobs that the 
economy is expected to generate, 
this still leaves thousands of places 
for Australians to transition into 
specialist ICT roles or become more 
technology-literate. Either way, these 
people will need to take advantage 
of pathways to transition or learn 
new skills on the job. 

12 Deloitte Access Economics & Australian Computer Society (2017), Australia’s Digital Pulse: Policy priorities to fuel 
Australia’s digital workforce boom. Source: https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/au/Documents/
Economics/deloitte-au-economics-australias-digital-pulse-2017-010617.pdf.

Forecasting overall demand

Scoping Australia’s  
future workforce continued

https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/au/Documents/Economics/deloitte-au-economics-australias-digital-pulse-2017-010617.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/au/Documents/Economics/deloitte-au-economics-australias-digital-pulse-2017-010617.pdf
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Predicting which jobs will be 
mainstays of the Australian economy 
in the next 15 to 25 years is an 
imprecise exercise. Nevertheless, 
it is possible to envision where the 
nation is heading based on the 
technologies and roles gaining 
momentum. As indicated by the 
earlier chart showing employment 
projections from now to 2022, many 
individuals are likely to apply these 
next-generation digital skills to meet 
requirements within growing areas 
of need such as healthcare, social 
assistance, construction, education 
and safety.

Synthesising the available literature, 
there are several obvious categories 
from which future pools of Australian 
workers will be drawn – and which 
should be used as the basis for 
ongoing workforce and training 
plans. Microsoft would like to 
acknowledge the work of the 
Australian Information Industry 
Association and other thought 
leaders such as Dimension Data13, 
which have canvassed the types  
of emerging opportunities in 
granular detail. 

Data interpreters
Data analysts and scientists top  
the list of professionals that 
employers will rely on to interpret 
the torrent of information 
produced by digital technologies. 
The volume of data is likely to 
become exponentially greater as 
computational power increases  
and more industries become 
connected to the IoT. 

Specialists in areas such as 
mathematics and statistics will be  
in strong demand as industries  
apply big data analytics, visualisation 
and other tools. Their insights will  
be used to support decision making 
in areas as disparate as retail, 
banking and agriculture.

Software and app 
developers
Very high growth is also likely in 
roles that involve developing new 
mobile applications and software 
solutions for specific areas such as 
mixed reality and IoT. These jobs  
will exist not only within the ICT 
industry, but also in a wide range  
of professional service sectors.

Technology system 
supervisors
While automation will displace many 
jobs, this will be accompanied by 
additional demand for workers who 
can manage technology systems as 
well as provide quality assurance. 

Examples will include sensor 
deployment and maintenance 
workers, robotic fault diagnostics 
personnel, 3D printer technicians, 
drone delivery schedulers and 
autonomous fleet managers. 
Demand will also increase for  
people to train other workers in 
using these technologies. 

Digital experience 
designers
Those who design new visualisation 
systems that allow people to take 
advantage of augmented and  
virtual reality will be required in a 
range of industries including retail, 
tourism, healthcare, and education 
and training. Skilled experts will also 
create intuitive interfaces for apps, 
devices and machines, including 
digitally enabled household 
appliances and cars. Professionals  
in this area are often referred to 
as user experience (UX) and user 
interface (UI) experts.

13 Dimension Data (2017), The exponential digital social world. Source: www2.dimensiondata.com/-/media/dd/
corporate/digital-social-word/the-exponential-digital-social-world-white-paper.pdf. 

Skills that will be in demand

Scoping Australia’s  
future workforce continued

http://www2.dimensiondata.com/-/media/dd/corporate/digital-social-word/the-exponential-digital-social-world
http://www2.dimensiondata.com/-/media/dd/corporate/digital-social-word/the-exponential-digital-social-world
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Change managers
Digital disruption will create  
ongoing demand for managers  
with digital and business skills 
to steer organisations through 
change. These people will promote 
innovation through platform 
upgrades and business process 
redesigns. They will also advise on 
how organisations should adopt 
cloud technologies, mobile devices 
and augmented reality interfaces.

Technology sales and  
marketing professionals
As new digital products and services 
evolve, every industry will need to 
become skilled in commercialising 
and explaining their offerings to 
potential customers. For example, 
blockchain is an area where there 
will likely be significant opportunities 
for salespeople who can explain the 
benefits and opportunities available.

Professional advisers
Digital disruption will drive the 
need for new professional advisory 
services. As technology is integrated 
into business processes, there is 
likely to be additional demand 
for regulatory, legal, policy and 
compliance expertise in areas such 
as personal privacy, security and 
identity management. 

For further detail on potential future 
roles, we recommend the Skills for 
Today. Jobs for Tomorrow report by 
the Australian Information Industry 
Association.14

http://www.aiia.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/81074/JOBS-FOR-TOMORROW-FINAL.pdf
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Are you a career  
starter, shifter, reinventor  
or perennial? 

Starters
These are young people and school leavers 
who have varying levels of skills that suit jobs 
in the digital economy. At the start of their 
career, this group may well find themselves 
working in roles that didn’t yet exist when they 
were at school. A more adaptive approach to 
tertiary education and learning will be required 
to ensure they develop the skills needed to 
become employable in the near term.

Shifters
These are people in industries already in 
decline or facing significant disruption, where 
most tasks or processes may be automated, 
such as the automotive and manufacturing 
sectors. These workers will need to embark  
on new careers that require digital skills  
and training, and enhance their capabilities  
in non-routine tasks. 

Reinventors
These are workers in primarily process-oriented 
roles, where current skills may not be required 
within two to four years and a significant 
proportion of processes may be automated. 
People in this group, such as accountants, 
logistics workers and legal clerks, may have  
to seek alternative opportunities, work reduced 
hours or reinvent their role by moving up the 
value chain. 

Perennials
These are people in primarily  
interpersonal-oriented roles, or jobs that  
are for the most part not likely to be 
automated. It’s probable these workers  
will face only limited disruption. Technology 
will most likely augment these workers’  
roles, provided they can develop digital  
literacy and adjust to new ways of working. 
Examples of these roles include building  
and engineering technicians, sales 
representatives, ICT managers, educators  
and researchers, creatives and artists, and 
project administrators.

It’s useful to think of people as belonging to one of the 
following four cohorts, depending on the forecast degree 
of disruption to their jobs and industries over time. This can 
help in identifying the unique challenges individuals face and 
tailoring responses to strengthen their prospects. 

© Microsoft Australia 2018
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Teaching the  
right skills

All available indicators suggest  
that digital skills are the fastest 
growing proficiencies sought by 
Australian employers. The ability to 
use digital technology is becoming 
as universal a requirement as literacy 
and numeracy. 

About 90 per cent of jobs today 
require basic digital skills such as 
sending emails, finding information 
on the internet and using a word 
processor. Workers need to be  
able to manage their digital identities 
and have a basic knowledge of 
cybersecurity. This is a prerequisite 
to gaining more specialist skills 
and transitioning into roles where 
technology platforms are essential. 
People who fail to meet this level of 
computer literacy will likely have fewer 
job prospects, increasing their chance 
of economic and social exclusion. 

It is important to recognise that  
basic digital skills will mean  
different things to different groups.  
A submission to the UK Digital Skills 
Taskforce classifies people as digital 
citizens (those who use technology 
to communicate, find information 
and transact), digital workers (those 
who configure and use digital 
systems) and digital makers (such 
as software developers who build 
digital products and experiences).15

This type of framework builds on 
the analysis by Deloitte Access 
Economics cited earlier, making an 
important distinction between digital 
skills for the general workforce and 
the greater degree of specialisation 
required of ICT professionals. 

Undoubtedly, a high level of 
technical and computational 
thinking, skills and knowledge is 
needed to work with emerging 
technologies such as cloud 
computing, the IoT, AI, 3D printing 
and robotics. Exhibiting this 
proficiency will be a requirement for 
aspiring ‘digital makers’. However, 
the pathway is likely to be quite 
different for the broad mass of 
Australians starting with a base  
of digital skills who seek to adapt 
into ‘digital worker’ roles further 
up the value chain. These people 
will need to rely on targeted career 
support or on-the-job training.

This section identifies the skills that will be required to meet Australia’s 
future workforce needs. It also assesses how well Australia’s education 
system is performing in producing flexible, job-ready graduates.

Digital skills

15 AlphaBeta & FYA’s New Work Order (2017), The New Basics: Big data reveals the skills young people need for  
the New Work Order. Source: www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/The-New-Basics_Update_Web.pdf. 

http://www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/The-New-Basics_Update_Web.pdf
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Teaching the  
right skills continued

Of course, digital literacy is far from 
the only skill needed to succeed in 
tomorrow’s workplace. It is sobering 
to realise that even tech skills have 
a limited shelf life. For example, the 
coding capabilities being taught 
to primary school children today 
could well be superseded by AI by 
the time they finish high school. 
This places the onus on jobseekers 
to display more enduring attributes 
– perhaps the most vital of which 
will be adaptability and a talent for 
navigating change.

The Foundation for Young Australians 
has identified a set of enterprise 
or ‘soft’ skills that employers are 
increasingly seeking, based on a 
comprehensive analysis of more than 
4 million online job advertisements 
over a three-year period.16 This 
highlights the importance of critical 
thinking, creativity, teamwork, 
presentation skills, communication 
skills and problem-solving ability – 
particularly as workers collaborate  
in virtual teams or move into sales  
or customer-facing roles. This  
also aligns with the trend towards 
the automation of both manual  
and cognitive routine roles, and  
the capabilities of creativity, 
problem-solving and flexibility 
required in non-routine roles. 

 

Australia’s existing education  
and training system is clearly 
struggling to meet the demand  
for digital skills, despite some 
examples of forward-thinking 
institutions and programs. 

Warning bells should have rung in 
June 2017, when Australia’s global 
competitiveness ranking – as 
measured by the Swiss-based 
International Institute for Management 
Development (IMD) – fell below 20 
for the first time in more than two 
decades. A key contributor was 
the nation’s poor performance in 
ensuring the digital competency 
of its workforce. Overall, Australia 
ranked 45th in digital and 
technological skills and 43rd for its 
level of employee training.17  

The problem begins early in the 
education cycle, given the nation’s 
well-documented challenges in 
generating a sufficient pipeline 
of STEM graduates.18 Another 
concern has been consistent 
underperformance in science and 
maths at the high school level, based 
on Programme for International 
Student Assessment rankings. 

While some promising digital 
education initiatives are being 
seeded in schools, participants in 
Microsoft’s Skills Now roundtable 
uniformly expressed concerns that 
too many high achievers are being 
funnelled into university degrees 
deemed to be prestigious, based 
on arbitrary measurements such 
as Australian Tertiary Admission 
Rank scores. Course categories 
and graduation requirements are 
rigid, deterring students from 
considering a more flexible path. 
Vocational education is sadly seen 
as a second-best option. Instead 
of being directed into specific 
careers, students should instead 
be encouraged to prepare for an 
unpredictable future in a contingent 
workforce – one where they may 
have to pivot into digital roles and take 
part in on-the-job training at any time. 

Given the challenges of full-time 
workers undertaking further study 
while developing their career and 
perhaps raising a family, workers 
need to be able to attain relevant 
micro-credentials in a flexible way to 
help them pivot into new roles, as 
and when they need to. This appears 
to still be a nascent concept within 
the tertiary education system, which 
remains structured around courses 
with multiple modules completed in 
specific timeframes. 

The education and training systemInterpersonal skills

16 AlphaBeta & FYA’s New Work Order (2017), The New Basics: Big data reveals the skills young people need for  
the New Work Order. Source: www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/The-New-Basics_Update_Web.pdf. 

17 IMD’s analysis of digital competitiveness is based on three performance characteristics: knowledge  
(the capacity to understand and learn new technologies, which includes talent, training, education and  
scientific performance), the technology environment (encompassing regulatory and technological frameworks 
and capital) and future-readiness (based on adaptive attitudes, business agility and IT integration).

18 A survey by the Australian Industry Group found 44 per cent of employers are having difficulty recruiting  
STEM-qualified technicians and trade workers. See Australian Industry Group (March 2015), Progressing STEM 
Skills in Australia aigroup.com.au.

http://www.fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/The-New-Basics_Update_Web.pdf
http://aigroup.com.au
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However, there are some 
encouraging signs of change.  
At the tertiary level, there is 
a growing focus on creating 
employable, adaptable workers. 

For example, Macquarie University 
has established the Macquarie 
Park Innovation District, involving 
companies such as Optus, Johnson & 
Johnson and National Australia Bank. 
Students must complete a full-time 
work placement in the district as part 
of their degree. 

The University of Technology 
Sydney has also created a start-up 
accelerator called The Hatchery,  
and works closely with neighbouring 
Fishburners, one of Australia’s  
most dynamic co-working spaces  
for new companies. 

In South Australia, the University 
of Adelaide has launched ThincLab 
Adelaide to give students, staff 
and like-minded members of the 
community the space and resources 
to develop and commercialise new 
business ideas. 

In the vocational training area,  
TAFE is moving to build a new digital 
delivery business. In April 2017, 
it announced nine new regional 
SkillsPoint headquarters including 
a robotics hub in Newcastle, where 
teachers and industry leaders will 
shape localised curriculums to 
support future labour market needs.

However, beyond relevant degree 
programs offered at universities and 
vocational colleges, there is a need 
for a more coordinated national 
approach to improving digital 
skills for Australians already in the 
workforce. Such an approach could 
incorporate federal government 
initiatives targeted at individual 
sectors, such as the Automotive 
Industry Structural Adjustment 
Programme, where digital literacy 
training is offered for car production 
workers experiencing the early 
stages of job displacement. 

Firms such as Holden and Toyota are 
also providing transitional services 
to affected employees, and targeted 
assistance is available to workers 
retrenched from Tasmania’s forestry 
industry and mining operations, 
such as those at Arrium, Queensland 
Nickel and BlueScope Steel. 
Meanwhile, at the enterprise level, 
job-relevant digital skills training is 
being incorporated into programs 
offered at companies ranging  
from Aldi to Deloitte. These are  
all valuable initiatives that could be 
used as models by other firms and 
governments.
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Recommendations  
for building our  
future-ready workforce

Every Australian employer should 
be considering the impact of digital 
disruption on their organisation. 
It is important to know whether 
workers possess the necessary 
skills to create and deliver products 
and services that will keep the 
organisation relevant and financially 
viable. Strategic skills audits offer a 
way for employers and employees to 
recognise where they are doing well, 
and to identify gaps they can target 
for improvement.

Specifically, we recommend that all 
Australian organisations conduct 
current and future skills audits. 
Boards and senior leadership teams 
need to understand the current 
skillsets of their employees, and how 
technology adoption will impact them. 

By conducting a skills audit across 
current roles, managers can identify 
trends and opportunities for 
improvement. 

Step-by-step skills training and the 
incremental transition of current 
employees will enable employers 
to retain corporate knowledge 
and dedicated workers while 
providing people with professional 
development and opportunities to 
enhance their skills. 

Managers will also be able to use 
these insights early in the business 
planning process to identify training 
requirements, trends, knowledge 
gaps and cross-team development 
opportunities.

More than any other reform, 
transitioning Australia’s skills  
base will require a radical shift to  
on-the-job learning. It will be 
important to ensure the right 
education and training frameworks 
exist and that vocational education 
systems are properly resourced. 

However, the most urgent priority 
is to make people aware that 
disruption is coming, and that they  
will need to upgrade their skills  
in the future, even if they may  
be complacent today. This will 
require input from businesses, 
governments and academia.

Some groups of workers are already 
accessing intensive support – such 
as those transitioning out of the 
automotive manufacturing sector. 
However, a much larger cohort are 
in jobs that will likely be impacted 
over the medium term, and need 
proactive support before their 
industries are disrupted. Much will 
depend on how quickly technologies 
are introduced.

This final section discusses where Australia should focus its 
efforts and suggests ideas to boost the nation’s digital skills, 
especially among those already in work.

2 Audit skill levels

1 Focus on learning on the job 

© Microsoft Australia 2018
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Ultimately, all employers – not just 
technology providers – should 
commit to helping workers prepare 
for the digital age. In the words of 
one Skills Now roundtable attendee: 
“Corporate Australia needs to own 
this transition”. 

Creating adaptable workers requires 
a better fusion between Australian 
businesses – including start-ups – 
and the formal education process. 
More apprenticeships, internships 
and mentorships are needed to 
provide an employment-based 
training path outside the university 
system. People need access to 
career counselling and mentoring 
throughout their lives, not just when 
they leave school. 

But businesses also need to 
reconsider their hiring practices, 
particularly in industries where 
technology is moving fast and  
formal qualifications can quickly 
become dated. 

Ideally, any reform effort would 
prioritise applicants’ values, 
interpersonal fit and capacity  
to learn on the job, rather than  
their academic transcripts, formal 
degrees or prior experience.

There should also be a greater 
preparedness to recruit people 
straight from school or after career 
changes and guide them through 
on-the-job training. 

Until now, individuals have been 
responsible for their own education 
and career path. However, as 
Australian employers consciously 
embrace digital technologies 
that displace some workers and 
permanently change the skillsets 
required by others, they should 
accept a duty to do more to help 
those affected. This might mean 
contributing more financially to 
support lifelong learning and 
retraining. 

The Holden Transition Centre in 
South Australia is an encouraging 
example of an employer proactively 
offering practical assistance and 
resources to help workers facing 
redundancy to gain new skills 
and ultimately new roles in other 
industries.19 

However, digital and other training 
should not have to wait until a 
worker has been automated out 
of a job. In future, providing these 
opportunities during the regular 
working day is likely to become a 
key differentiator in ‘purpose-led’ 
companies. According to the World 
Economic Forum, organisations that 
have a future-workforce focus will be 
better placed to manage the coming 
transitions. It found that ‘companies 
that report recognising future 
workforce planning as a priority are 
nearly 50 per cent more likely to plan 
to invest in reskilling than companies 
who do not (61 per cent against  
39 per cent of respondents).’ 20

19 Nathan Stitt (August 2017), ‘Holden workers upbeat about “next stage of the journey” as factory shutdown 
nears’, ABC News. Source: www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-18/holden-workers-upbeat-about-their-futures/8821754.

20 World Economic Forum (January 2016), The Future of Jobs. Source: www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs.pdf. 

3 Encourage employer involvement

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-18/holden-workers-upbeat-about-their-futures/8821754
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs.pdf
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21 Bernard Salt ‘The big questions for property’, The Australian (31 August 2017). Source: http://www.theaustralian.
com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-demographer/difficult-times-ahead-as-workers-adjust-to-change/news-st
ory/6f9a5aab5e1b2e867b0be638431a7ba1.

Recommendations  
for building our future-ready 
workforce continued

A future-ready workforce is one 
where all Australians have the ability 
to use digital technology to help 
them carry out their jobs. Every 
person, whether they are currently 
in the workforce or about to enter 
it, requires a level of digital literacy 
that allows them to negotiate and 
succeed in a rapidly changing 
environment. Digital literacy can be 
boosted by helping workers with 
technology basics such as creating 
a personal email account, learning 
how to use the internet or learning 
new skills through online courses.

A specific idea here is for the 
Australian Government – or individual 
state governments – to develop an 
employee skills audit tool. This could 
be completed in conjunction with 
the technology industry and would 
help every Australian worker easily 
identify their skills proficiency and 
avenues to gain new digital skills. 
A personal skills audit tool would 
also help workers identify trends  
and opportunities for career 
changes. An audit for employees 
should be synchronised with the 
audit process for business managers.

It would also make sense to  
expand funding support for 
computer literacy programs.

5 Expand support for digital literacy 

Disruption will have a major  
impact on communities, creating 
new fractures that will play out 
across metropolitan and rural 
areas, as well as different industries, 
cultures and generations. 

The population of Australia, in 
line with the rest of the world, is 
becoming highly urbanised. Yet 
few countries face the challenge of 
extending services and opportunities 
to rural, regional and remote areas 
such a large distance away from 
major cities. 

The demographer Bernard Salt 
has noted that the impact of job 
losses in Australia is being localised 
into manufacturing towns such as 
Geelong, Townsville and Whyalla.21 
By contrast, Australia’s biggest cities 
are experiencing jobs growth due 
to demand for professional services 
and other skilled occupations. 

Ensuring high-quality connectivity 
throughout rural and remote Australia 
is vital, as is providing generous 
support for virtual mentoring 
programs and regional start-ups. 

This will allow people to enjoy the 
same opportunities whether they 
are in Bondi or Broken Hill. Beyond 
this, governments, businesses and 
educators have a responsibility to 
support innovative labour market 
programs. These would offer people 
fair access to digital opportunities 
and case-manage those who are at  
the greatest risk of falling behind. 

4 Ensure everyone is connected

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-demographer/difficult-times-ahead-as-workers-adjust-to-change/news-story/6f9a5aab5e1b2e867b0be638431a7ba1
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-demographer/difficult-times-ahead-as-workers-adjust-to-change/news-story/6f9a5aab5e1b2e867b0be638431a7ba1
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/business/opinion/bernard-salt-demographer/difficult-times-ahead-as-workers-adjust-to-change/news-story/6f9a5aab5e1b2e867b0be638431a7ba1
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22 Victoria Raish and Emily Rimland (2016), ‘Employer perceptions of critical information literacy skills and digital badges’, 
College & Research Libraries. Source: http://crl.acrl.org/index.php/crl/article/view/16492.

23 Research by the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science. Cited in Ben Potter (24 August 2016), ‘Start-ups 
create all new jobs’, The Australian Financial Review. Source: www.afr.com/news/startups-create-all-new-jobs- 
20160823-gqzh15.

Australian universities and vocational 
education providers must offer 
training formats and business 
models that are more relevant to the 
needs of the market. 

In a fast-paced digital world, many 
workers will not have the time or 
financial means to pursue rigid 
multi-year degrees. Established 
providers are likely to face increasing 
competition from massive open 
online course providers offering 
flexible, low-cost micro-credentials 
that people can complete at 
their convenience around their 
professional commitments. 

Employers are increasingly open to 
these new models of learning – a 
survey of human resources managers 
found that 95 per cent agree these 
digital ‘badges’ are a useful asset 
for applicants to have.22 There is 
significant scope for universities and 
vocational colleges to adapt. 

With these trends in mind, we believe 
Australian universities and vocational 
education and training providers 
should create more flexible degree 
structures, including the ability for 
students to undertake short-term 
job-relevant micro-credentials in  
high-demand areas.

Governments should also consider 
providing increased funding support 
for open online courses targeted  
at improving Australians’ digital 
skills. In addition, employers 
should support and help develop 
accreditation standards in relation  
to digital education and training.

Again, these programs could be 
launched with the support of the 
technology industry. Microsoft,  
for example, will this year announce 
a cyber-awareness credential that 
has been developed in conjunction 
with an Australian university and 
other experts.

Entrepreneurs are of vital  
importance because they create  
new jobs – in fact, most net new  
jobs are created by early-stage  
and start-up businesses.23  

This means that entrepreneurial 
skills should be taught, fostered and 
appreciated as a legitimate pathway 
in the education and training 
system. Australian workers should 
also be encouraged to apply new 
technology and skills to everyday 
business challenges.

Employers can encourage 
entrepreneurial behaviour by 
involving their organisations in 
digital transformation initiatives. 
Trials, pilots and small transformation 
groups can be formed within a 
business. These typically assemble 
subject-matter experts and ICT 
professionals to examine processes 
and products through a digital lens. 

Federal and state governments 
should continue to implement 
policies that encourage and support 
start-ups, and continue to fund the 
supporting infrastructure – such as 
hubs, accelerators and incubators. 

Examples of forward-looking policies 
and programs include:

• the Australian Government’s 
National Innovation and Science 
Agenda

• the Victorian Government’s 
LaunchVic, an independent 
organisation to fund and support 
start-up activity

• the NSW Government’s Jobs  
for NSW organisation and the 
state-of-the-art Sydney Startup 
Hub, which will create density and 
a focal point for start-up activity

• the South Australian Government’s 
support for global not-for-profit 
accelerator MassChallenge.

6

7

Elevate micro-credentials and alternative qualifications 

Support entrepreneurs, including through trials and pilots 

http://crl.acrl.org/index.php/crl/article/view/16492
http://www.afr.com/news/startups-create-all-new-jobs- 20160823-gqzh15
http://www.afr.com/news/startups-create-all-new-jobs- 20160823-gqzh15
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Data is becoming an increasingly 
valuable resource in identifying 
target populations for education and 
training initiatives – and connecting 
members of the workforce with 
digital opportunities. A better 
understanding of individuals’ 
histories and career progress 
can also aid governmental 
understanding of people’s learning 
trajectories, assist with workforce 
planning and predict which members 
of the community may need more 
intensive support. 

One model being piloted by LinkedIn 
(owned by Microsoft) involves 
creating a skills database, drawing 
on data accumulated from member 
profiles and employer organisations 
listed on the site. In the US state 
of Colorado, job hunters on the 
Skillful24 platform can access a list of 
more than 1,000 training programs 
offered by community colleges, 
technical schools and boot camps 
throughout the state. They can also 
learn more about each program’s 
duration and cost, their expected 
earnings boost upon graduation and 
which businesses are affiliated with 
the program. Equally, employers can 
use the solution to search for talent 
and liaise with education providers 
– ensuring more students graduate 
with job-relevant skills. Through 
testing, LinkedIn has connected with 
training seekers to understand their 
unique pain points. For example, 
many workers struggle to fund their 
own education, or to define their 
skills and therefore identify which 
training programs are best for them.

Extending such an approach to 
Australia would involve mapping 
Australian workers and their skills. 
The database would also map 
companies, jobs, desired skillsets, 
educational providers offering 
relevant training, and how the  
labour market is changing over  
time. Labour market insights 
from this data could become a 
vital resource for governments, 
businesses, schools, universities  
and job seekers, as well as labour 
unions and human resources teams. 

LinkedIn has 530 million members 
globally, including 9 million in 
Australia. Its Economic Graph25 
provides a digital representation  
of the global economy based on 
data generated from its membership 
base, a list of 50,000 skills, 9 million 
employers, 10 million open jobs  
and 29,000 educational institutions. 
By partnering with governments 
and non-government organisations 
to share insights gained from 
analysing this data, LinkedIn is 
already working to better connect 
people to economic opportunities. 
International organisations such 
as the World Bank and the World 
Economic Forum have already 
partnered with LinkedIn to use its 
Economic Graph insights to help 
inform economies all over the world. 
This includes addressing key issues 
such as the impact of technology 
change and persistent gender gaps. 

Even though job requirements and 
skills profiles are changing rapidly, 
policy makers must currently wait for 
analysis updates before responding. 
The growing availability of data 
and computational power makes it 
possible to anticipate labour changes 
and react sooner. As one participant 
at the Skills Now roundtable observed: 
“It’s the worker sitting there with 
these skills wanting a job. Then it’s 
the employer saying they can’t find 
anybody who has these skills. It’s 
about connecting those people 
through the centralised database”.

For example, it would be relatively 
simple to discover which skills are 
most in demand in a city such 
as Townsville, which is currently 
experiencing a double-digit 
unemployment rate. Policy makers 
could identify where skills gaps are 
developing and determine how 
education and training programs 
in particular locations should be 
reshaped to avoid a mismatch.  
The Skills Now roundtable heard 
how the NSW Data Analytics Centre 
is already using AI to read every 
course description and online job  
ad in the state to complete a supply 
and demand match.

8 Use data to support workforce planning 

24  See www.markle.org/rework-america/skillful.
25  See https://economicgraph.linkedin.com.

http://www.markle.org/rework-america/skillful
https://economicgraph.linkedin.com
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Microsoft’s National  
Skills Program

Microsoft Australia recognises it 
needs to play a role in building 
Australia’s future-ready workforce 
and is introducing its National Skills 
Program to directly help Australians 
develop the skills required to thrive 
in the digital era. 

This targeted program focuses 
on helping adults already in the 
workforce and disadvantaged 
groups in danger of falling behind  
as the economy becomes more  
and more technology-driven.  
It is in addition to the programs 
Microsoft has run over several 
decades to support schools and 
other educational institutions,  
start-ups, software developers  
and partners. We also have 
philanthropy programs to improve 
outcomes for disadvantaged 
Australians through initiatives such 
as our Reconciliation Action Plan  
and work with Mission Australia.

Our guiding principle is to partner 
with governments, non-profit 
organisations, educational institutions 
and businesses to initiate pilots 
where we can amplify and accelerate 
our workforce’s development of new 
skills for the digital economy.

We develop these with scale  
in mind, to ensure the impact is 
widespread across our community. 
We welcome engagement with  
other organisations looking to  
adopt our approaches – and draw 
on our materials – to help improve 
digital skills in their own workplaces 
and communities.

The National Skills Program,  
which officially launched in February 
2018, will also complement and  
draw on similar programs being  
run by Microsoft internationally.  
For instance, Microsoft in the UK  
is providing free digital skills training 
for public sector workers and has 
created 11,000 digital apprenticeships 
as part of the British government’s 
new industrial strategy. 

Current initiatives 
The Microsoft Australia National 
Skills Program is commencing  
with several pilots. Each is designed 
to address a specific need in  
a particular industry, and to be 
scaled up and applied to other 
sectors if proven effective. 

© Microsoft Australia 2018
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Automotive supply  
chain industry pilot
Microsoft is partnering with the 
South Australian Government 
and the City of Salisbury to help 
individuals displaced by the closure 
of automotive manufacturing 
plants in Adelaide to plan their 
future careers. The first part of this 
program, delivered with Business 
Models Inc., is to help people who 
have worked for many years in the 
automotive supply chain to develop 
a personal ‘business plan’ aligned  
to today’s economy and trends, 
as well as the digital skills they will 
require to transition to the modern 
workforce. The second part is to 
equip these people with digital  
skills and certifications to more 
quickly re-enter the workforce. 

In addition to ex-automotive supply 
chain workers, this initiative is open 
to the long-term unemployed and 
other disadvantaged groups in the 
City of Salisbury. The digital skills 
component is being delivered with 
Prodigy Learning in a ‘train the 
trainer’ model, to ensure the city’s 
library staff members can continue 
to run this program into the future. 
Participants will also gain access to 
additional learning resources and 
help in creating a LinkedIn profile. 

We plan to extend the model  
and resources to other public 
libraries nationally. Participants 
who complete the digital skills 
program will receive a Microsoft 
Office Specialist and/or Microsoft 
Technology Associate certification.

Teacher STEM and digital 
confidence program
Since 2010, Microsoft has partnered 
with state government education 
departments to provide professional 
development to teachers to assist 
with STEM-based curriculum design 
and technology integration. 

Run in an interactive, hands-on 
workshop environment, the program 
invites two teachers from each 
school to participate across multiple 
days in a term. This allows them to 
test their learnings in the classroom 
and gain feedback and support 
from their professional peers to gain 
confidence in this area. The principle 
is for teachers to then act as coaches 
to other teachers in their school, to 
scale the impact. 
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Partner ecosystem
One of Microsoft’s most valuable 
assets is the ecosystem of more 
than 11,000 Australia-based partners 
that we work with to deliver 
technology solutions and provide 
original software for organisations. 
This community employs nearly 
300,000 Australians and contributes 
approximately $18 billion in economic 
value to the country each year.

We provide digital skills thinking  
and collateral to our partners  
to help them discuss the digital  
skills challenge with their many 
thousands of customers across 
Australia, and to develop joint 
initiatives of their own. This program 
is delivered through our existing 
Microsoft Virtual Academy and 
Imagine Academy infrastructure, 
along with additional pilots that focus 
on accelerating IP development. 

Future initiatives
During 2018, we will expand  
the National Skills Program to 
include several new initiatives,  
as outlined below. 

Increasing cybersecurity 
awareness and skills
Microsoft views cyber-awareness 
as a critical skill for the workforce 
into the future, as more and more 
systems and platforms become 
digital and move online. This is 
especially critical in the area of the 
nation’s defence.

With the growth of defence contracts 
and the requirement for all suppliers 
to engage via a digital shipyard 
environment, the defence industry 
is concerned about the general 
level of cyber-awareness among 
tradespeople and professionals such 
as plumbers, construction workers 
and engineers. 

The Australian Cyber Security 
Growth Network is one of six 
federally funded industry growth 
centres. It will partner with the 
Defence Teaming Centre, Microsoft 
and the University of Adelaide to 
pilot and launch a cyber-awareness 
micro-credential, with the support 
of the defence industry. This 
micro-credential will be delivered 
as a benchmark requirement for 
anyone who wants to work in 
the digital shipyard environment 
and is designed to lift base-level 
cybersecurity literacy across the 
wider defence industry workforce.

Given that cybersecurity awareness  
is essential to Australia’s long-term 
resilience, it is intended that the 
micro-credential content be 
adaptable and scalable to suit other 
segments of the workforce, such as 
healthcare professionals, educators, 
retailers and public servants. Along 
with our collaborators, Microsoft’s 
aim is to make a substantial 
contribution towards making our 
community cyber-smart. 

Launching Indigenous 
careers through digital 
literacy in construction
It is vital to ensure Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people can fully 
participate in our growth industries 
by acquiring valuable skills. Working 
in collaboration with Birubi and 
WorkSkil Australia, Microsoft will 
partner with Indigenous-owned 
businesses in South Australia and 
NSW to help the young Indigenous 
people they employ increase 
their digital literacy. We will also 
help young people build their 
professional profiles, help to create 
a LinkedIn profile and to access 
LinkedIn Learning to support their 
career development.

Microsoft’s National  
Skills Program continued
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‘My Next Career’ 
experience
As this report discusses, there are 
many career re-inventors and career 
perennials who are not at risk of 
losing their jobs in the short term,  
as ‘the robots take over’. Even 
so, these individuals should be 
proactively thinking about learning 
new skills to ensure they remain 
employable in the mid-term, and 
aiming to retain and grow the ability 
to learn as a core capability. To 
support this shift, we will work with 
partners to pilot a holistic physical, 
digital and mixed-reality experience 
to inspire people to consider the 
future and guide their development. 

Workforce capability pilot
While organisations generally have 
a business strategy or growth plan, 
this is not always aligned with the 
future capabilities they will need 
to execute the plan. In partnership 
with Experis, Right Management 
and LinkedIn, we will pilot a 
program to engage with senior 
leadership teams, line managers and 
employees to evaluate propensity 
to change, skills gaps and training 
plans that are directly aligned with 
organisations’ visions for future 
success. The purpose will be to 
align individual career plans with 
organisational strategies, and ensure 
those organisational strategies 
are positioned for growth. We will 
commence this pilot with selected 
Microsoft Partners that already work 
closely with customers on strategy. 

Digital apprenticeships
As discussed in this report, 
Australia lacks the skilled workers 
to fully capture the benefits of 
the digital economy. We will 
adapt the successful Microsoft 
UK apprenticeship program with 
Microsoft Partners in Australia, with 
a particular focus on developing 
apprenticeships in regional and 
remote locations. 

Start-up community
We will invest in new technical 
capabilities to enable Australian 
start-ups and entrepreneurs to 
make the most of our Azure cloud 
computing platform and realise their 
digital ambitions. This will build on 
our existing programs to support 
start-ups in Australia, including the 
Bridge to MassChallenge program, 
our Microsoft Innovation Centres 
and BizSpark.
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However, the biggest inhibitor 
organisations face is developing 
the skill level within their workforce 
to handle these technologies. By 
understanding employees’ skill 
levels, strengths and weakness, and 
taking advantage of policies and 
platforms that support on-the-job 
training, organisations can start 
to increase their capabilities now. 
In doing so, they will also help 
to future-proof their employees’ 
careers to ensure they can thrive in 
tomorrow’s economy. 

A nationwide effort is needed to 
persuade more people to embrace 
digital skills and become confident 
with technologies that help them 
achieve progress in their lives. 
Governments, businesses and 
academia all have crucial roles to 
play in this transition; no single entity 
can do it all. Let’s be bold, curious 
and collaborative in addressing 
the digital skills challenge – and do 
everything possible to ensure that 
nothing holds current and future 
Australians back. 

Conclusion

If you’d like to discuss the Microsoft Australia National Skills Program  
or the contents of this report in more detail, please contact:  
elizabeth.greene@microsoft.com

Preparing Australia’s workforce for a digital future cannot 
be outsourced or postponed. Virtually all organisations 
will soon want to consider taking advantage of new digital 
capabilities such as AI and robotics. 

mailto:elizabeth.greene%40microsoft.com?subject=Microsoft%20Australia%20National%20Skills%20Program





