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Skills and Skill Formation in Australian
Workplaces: Beyond the War for Talent?

Richard Hall

Skills policy in Australia continues to be dominated by concern with and
focus on the supply of skills. Much of this supply side focus has been fuelled
by employer talk of a skills crisis. While there are clearly important policy
issues associated with the supply side, one of the central claims of this chapter
is that much more attention and thinking needs to be devoted to the demand
side and in particular, the role of employers and workplace dynamics in the
management of skills.

The point of departure for this analysis is a consideration of the manage-
ment of skills since the War for Talent (Michaels et al, 2001). The evidence
suggests that Australian employers have taken the War for Talent to heart and
generally pursued what might be termed a “buy rather than make’ strategy
when it has come to skills. The overall effect of such a policy has been to
discourage training and development expenditure by employers. The forces
driving this underprovision of training and development at the workplace
level are then examined. The remainder of the chapter considers the policy
responses to this dynamic of workforce underdevelopment. After considering
the role of industry policy and labour market policy, some recent develop-
ments in Australian skills and training policy are analysed. Despite some
promising recent interventions from Skills Australia, skills policy remains
dominated by a supply side focus. Unless policy shifts more decisively to
engage with employer practices relating to skills deployment and develop-
ment, job design, innovation and career pathways, the dynamics generating
workforce underdevelopment are likely to persist.

The dynamics of training underprovision

The War for Talent thesis can be seen as a widely acknowledged call for
employers to devote more energy and resources to the recruitment and reten-
tion of talented recruits. This thesis can be read in a number of ways. On the
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the conditions under which workers are able to experiment with and develop
product, service and process innovations. While much of this will inevitably
depend on the business strategies and cultures of individual firms, policy can
also contribute by supporting a greater emphasis on management education
for innovation (Agarwal et al, 2011) and by encouraging the development
of skill ecosystem institutions in which regional clusters of firms in related
industries share innovations.

In addition, however, there simply needs to be more stimulus for train-
ing and development at the workplace. Funds such as the new Workplace
Development Fund can make a contribution here. However, from a policy
perspective it is also important to link policy across labour market, industry,
innovation, educational and skills domains so as to promote systematic
workforce development in workplaces. And administering these programs
through industry and regionally-specific institutions, with memberships that
reflect the interdependent nature of skill ecosystems and the role of employ-
ers, unions, training providers, universities, state agencies and community
sector bodies, makes good sense. It is also important to put the potential role
of a training levy, such as the Training Guarantee Levy, back on the policy
agenda.

While skills policy has a pivotal role to play, this analysis suggests that it
is time for Australian employers to take a leadership role and move beyond
complaining about skill shortages and lamenting the quality of VET and
tertiary education. Australian workplaces and the people who manage them
are key to creating the conditions under which skills develop, innovation
flourishes and sustainable productivity accelerates.

References

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (2009) Education and Training Experience 2009, Cat
No 6278.0. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics.

Australian Centre for Industrial Relations Research (ACIRRT) (1999) Australia at Work:
Just Managing. Sydney: Prentice Hall.

Agarwal R, Hall R and Green R (2011) Management education for innovation. In:
Pitsis TS (Ed) The Handbook of Organizational and Managerial Innovation. London:
Edward Elgar.

Allen Consulting Group (2006) World Class Skills for World Class Industries. Report to
the Australian Industry Group.

Australian Government (2011) Budget 2011-12: Building Australia’s Future Workforce —
Trained up and Ready for Work. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Board of Vocational Education and Training (BVET) (2001) Beyond Flexibility: Skills
and Work in the Future. Sydney: NSW Board of Vocational Education and Training.

Buchanan ] and Jakubauskas M (2010) The Political Economy of Work and Skill in
Australia: Insights from Recent Applied Research. Sydney: WRC.

Carr K (2008) Government Announces Review of National Innovation System. Media
Release, 22 January.

91



WORK AND EMPLOYMENT RELATIONS

Carr K (2009) Powering Ideas: An Innovation Agenda for the 21st Century. Canberra:
Commonwealth of Australia.

Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA) (1996)
The Training Guarantee: Its impact and legacy, 1990-1994. Main Report. Canberra:
AGPS.

Green R et al (2009) Management Matters in Australia: Just how productive are we?
Canberra: DIISR.

Hackman R and Oldham G (1980) Work Redesign. Boston: Addison-Wesley.

Hall R, Bretherton T and Buchanan J (2000) ‘It’s Not My Problem’: The Growth of
Non-Standard Work and its Impact on Vocational Education and Training in Australia.
Leabrook: NCVER.

Hall R, Buchanan J and Considine G (2002) “You Value What you Pay for’: Enhancing
Employers’ Contributions to Skill Formation and Use: A discussion paper for the
Dusseldorp Skills Forum. Ultimo: DSF.

Hall R and Lansbury RD (2006) Skills in Australia: Towards workforce development
and sustainable skill ecosystems. Journal of Industrial Relations, 48(5): 575-592.
Linsley I (2005) Causes of Overeducation in the Australian Labour Market. Australian

Journal of Labour Economics 8(2):121-143.

Michaels E, Handfield-Jones H and Axelrod B (2001) The War for Talent. Boston:
Harvard Business School Press.

Milkman R (1998), The new American workplace: High road or low road? In: Thompson
P and Warhurst C (Eds) Workplaces of the Future. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 25-39.

Scott-Kemmis D (2004) Innovation systems in Australia. In: Marsh I (Ed) Innovating
Australia. Melbourne: Committee for the Economic Development of Australia.

Sheehan C, Holland P and De Cieri H (2006) Current developments in HRM in
Australian organisations. Asia Pacific Journal of HRM 44(2):132-152.

Skills Australia (2010) Australian Workforce Futures: A National Workforce Development
Strateqy. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Skills Australia (2011) Skills for Prosperity: A Roadmap for Vocational Education and
Training. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Toner P (2011) Workforce skills and innovation: An overview of major themes in the
literature. OECD Education Working Papers, No 55, OECD Publishing.

Watson I (2008) Skills in Use: Labour Market and Workplace Trends in Skills Usage in
Australia. Sydney: NSW Department of Education and Training.

Watson I, Buchanan ] and Briggs C (2003) Fragmented Futures: New Challenges in
Working Life. Sydney: Federation Press.

92



