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THE WORLD AHEAD FOR FUTURE GRADUATES 

 
This is a very broad subject and I am going to take a very broad approach to it.   
 
I gave a graduation speech at the University of Wollongong last year where I reflected how 
the world had changed in the just over 30 years since I graduated.  I won’t take you through 
all the changes I catalogued – from the rise of the internet, the death of the typewriter, the rise 
of the mobile phone, the demise of the chequebook, actually perhaps the end of cash in our 
economy as we transition to tap and go retailing and internet banking,  the end of having to 
physically go to a university to learn, the rise of the concept of multiple employment over a 
lifetime, the relative increase in the cost of a quality house purchase, the decline in the relative 
cost of travel.    
 
I could go on. Suffice to say the world is a vastly different place now than it was then, and if 
you are in any way a believer in the theory behind Moore’s Law, then in 30 years it will be a 
vastly different place again. 
 
It is one of life’s conundrums – has the world become bigger or smaller? Has that change in 
global travel, information flows, technology, the workings and operations of a workforce, the 
rise of disruptive industries, especially in the public mind since the 2007 developments of 
Facebook, Uber and AirBnB liberated or constrained the graduates of today compared with 
those of 30 years ago. 
 
As the father of two recent graduates with another one on the way, the role of learning and its 
interaction with employment, has never been more to the front of my mind than it is today. And 
I’m not alone. 
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I remember an evening with a group of professional parents not that long ago, when our 
speaker, a futurist, was talking about change we could perhaps expect over the next few 
decades.  All we could talk about either collectively or in groups, as parents, was whether our 
children would get jobs, had the notion of a secure job disappeared, and was our education 
system fit for purpose in this changing economy. And we were professional parents largely 
working in and around the consulting space. 
 
Consider this. According to Andrew Haldane, the chief economist of the Bank of England, in 
that economy up to 15 million jobs may well be shed in the years ahead in the productive, 
clerical and administrative spheres. White collar jobs. We have similar predictions for other 
developed nations including Australia.  
 
In the United States, we now have computer generated appeals against parking tickets in 
several cities which weigh your chances of success and develop your response with a 70 per 
cent success rate.  
 
We have the rise of dark factories – plants that work 24 hours a day, operated by programmed 
robots, with no people near them, operating to high degrees of specificity and efficiency. I 
repeat - no people near them.   
 
We have on the flip side the rise of Internet of Things or Industry 4.0, with a focus on advanced 
manufacturing, sensors, customisation, data exchanges, cloud computing, machine to 
machine communication. All of which are tremendously exciting.  I know we also get 
tremendously excited by 3D printing but I was reminded recently in Hong Kong that it’s a 1980s 
technology.  We are moving on apace no matter what the concerns of some. 
 
The question is what’s next, where are the jobs of the future, what skills are needed, what 
training or education is required, what do employers want and need and how relevant will 
universities be in the future.  Will what and how we are learning be completely upended by the 
needs of both students and those who will eventually employ them? 
       

 I will today look at some of the major contours of the world ahead with particular 
reference to Australia.   

 Then at some of the forces that are shaping and look likely to continue to shape the 
future of work. 

 And finally at what these observations point to in terms of what is required for 
graduates in the labour markets of the future. 

 
Contours of the world ahead 
 
The Australian economy – notwithstanding a climate of pessimism and uncertainty and some 
not insignificant challenges - faces tremendous opportunities. 
 
I want to say a few words about the current climate of pessimism if only to help highlight why 
in Australia the opportunities before us are so positive.   
 
This climate of pessimism is, I think, less an organic feature of the Australian experience than 
in other developed countries.  Nevertheless, some of the same elements are evident in our 
country and on top of this, in this matter as for many others, we tend to absorb some of the 
contemporary currents from the major developed countries even when they don’t really fit with 
our own situation. 
 
Certainly across the developed world, there are very understandable foundations to this 
climate of pessimism.  
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 The Global Financial Crisis (elsewhere referred to the North Atlantic Crisis) was 
certainly a dramatic reminder of the vulnerability of market economies to financial 
crises.   

 

 Certainly this has been a major jolt to confidence in the market economies and to the 
support for the associated paradigms of open trade and globalisation.  

  

 In many of the European economies, unemployment remains high and across the 
developed world, business investment and confidence have not yet recovered, and 
financial markets seem to live on the verge of the next case of the jitters.  

 

 Even in the US which has much more flexible labour markets, unemployment took a 
considerable time to return to respectable levels and income growth is yet to return to 
a convincing trajectory. 

 

 All of this is reflected in this extraordinary period of low – even negative – interest rates 
and the mysterious “quantitative easing” being administered by the world’s central 
banks. 

  

 Some of the prolonged impacts of the GFC intersect with those associated with the 
even more profound force of the resurgence of China. 
 

 The extraordinarily rapid industrialisation of China is the standout feature of the recent 

history of the global economy – the biggest-ever industrial revolution.  Never before 

has such a large country grown at such a furious pace.  

 In the process hundreds of millions of people have been lifted out of rural poverty and 

moved within sight of standards of living comparable with those in developed countries. 

 This process occurred by injecting an unprecedented quantity of labour into Chinese 

manufacturing and through that, into the global economy.   This expansion of global 

productive capacity of course had – and continues to have - profound impacts around 

the globe.   

 It meant that consumers had access to more and cheaper manufactured products and 

it was extraordinarily disruptive for established manufacturers all around the world and, 

of course, their employees.   This was and continues to be a major competitive 

challenge. 

 It has had very strong impacts among the people in the former centres of global 
production whose sources of income came to be so comprehensively threatened.  

 And ironically while we have seen a reduction in global inequality, at the same time - 
and ultimately due to the same causes - we have seen increases in national inequality 
in most countries – certainly in most of the rich countries.  

 It is easy to see why there might be a mood of disillusionment with the paradigms of 
free trade and globalisation in the new “rust belts” of the US and Europe. 

 I think these factors are widely recognised as strong contributors to the appeal of 
Donald Trump in the US, the Brexit vote in the UK and the swing to right-wing populism 
in Europe.  
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 And of course the additional elements of the wave of terrorism and the associated 
surge in refugees are forces in themselves and they are feeding on the shaken 
confidence in the fundamentals of the existing order.  

 
In the middle of all of this, Australia’s situation, although not without our own challenges, looks 
relatively healthy.   
 

 We were not unaffected by the GFC and indeed we are still trying to figure out how to 
get back the position of fiscal strength we held previously.   

 But there seems little doubt that the spending splurge we gave ourselves had an 
important impact on keeping our economy afloat in the darkest days of the GFC. 

 Of course we were also assisted by the additional surge in commodity prices as China 
stimulated a further round of construction activity.  

 Our drop in employment and the slowdown in activity was much less severe than 
elsewhere.  

 We have not been unaffected either by the subsequent slowdown in world trade nor 
by the disruptions to the emerging economies. 

 Nor were we unaffected by the surge in Chinese manufacturing.  In particular, our 
metals sectors and our automotive sectors have been exposed to major pressures as 
have many other areas of domestic manufacturing.  

 But as a country we had a large bet on the other side of the China story to the extent 
that the overall strength of our position saw a major appreciation – lifting our national 
purchasing power but also further testing our non-mining trade exposed industries.   

 So it has not been totally smooth sailing for all and to some extent the same 
questioning of the benefits of trade and globalisation is evident here.   

 We don’t have to look past the rhetoric during and, indeed, the results of the recent 
federal election to see this. 

 This is despite the fact that for all the disruption at a global level, we have managed to 
continue our record-breaking run without a recession –  now a run of over 25 years. 

 And our very effective approach to income redistribution has largely offset the much 
more distinct increases in income inequality evident in most parts of the developed 
world. 
 

Clearly we should not deny the extent of the challenges we already face and those we will 
continue to face in the future.  In addition to the challenges I have already mentioned: 
 

 We face challenges from the changing demographic profile of the population. 

 We face the task of adjusting from further intensification of global competition as China 
continues its own march and as it is joined by the likes of India, Indonesia and 
Bangladesh. 

 We face challenges of adjusting to the pace and extent of technological change; and  

 We face important environmental challenges.    
 
So having set out these risks and threats, why am I optimistic?   
 
I don’t think that anyone can seriously question that the most important source of expanding 
opportunity not just for Australia, but also more generally, is the massive tide of rising incomes 
in the regions to our north and north west. 
 
You might have read earlier this year of the report from the Australia-China Relations Institute 
quoting that by 2030 China alone will have added an estimated 850 million people to the global 
middle class. 
 
The increase in demand, the increased potential for sales of good and services is astounding.  
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And the paths ahead for India, Indonesia and Bangladesh, hold further promise and, looking 
out beyond 2030 they offer even more.  
 
Of course all of this will impose further adjustments elsewhere in the globe but it is 
nevertheless anything but a zero-sum game.  
 
And it is a game in which Australia is particularly well positioned to play an important role.  
 

 We have a great foundation of well-trained and practical people. 

 We are relatively close to where much of the action is playing out. 

 Our migration program over the past thirty or so years has given us large resident 
populations with language capabilities and close ties into the region. 

 And of course we have the well-recognised strengths in mining, energy and agricultural 
commodities. 

 And we also have strengths in a wide range of services, in a healthy share of 
manufacturing as well as in construction and logistics.   

 
There are, I suggest, very good reasons to be very optimistic about the opportunities ahead.  
Of course, opportunities rarely fall into our lap: they have to be grasped. 
 
The world of work ahead  
 
What do these contours suggest for the world or work in the years and decades ahead?   
 
Let me brush lightly over several key points.  
 
Demographic forces, in the absence of a major change to immigration policy, will inevitably 
reduce the proportion of the population in the workforce and will gradually impose a greater 
scarcity value on labour. 
 
This is despite what will be an extraordinary increase in automation and robotics.  This 
together with increased globalisation will further reduce some opportunities particularly, but 
not only, for unskilled and routine work.  But it will also create new opportunities and bring new 
goods and services into being and into reach.    
 
Largely because of the demographic pressures, the future of work will, I suggest, see 
increased bargaining power for labour.  There is a good change that this will be associated 
with an increased substitution of work for greater leisure time. 
 
Changes in the pattern of global demand will see us increasingly working directly or indirectly 
in meeting the needs of the rapidly growing Asian region.  We are already very largely pointed 
in that direction with China, Japan, South Korea and India among our leading trading partners 
but this is set to increase exponentially.   
 
And there are important trends in what can be termed the “disintermediation of work”.  
 

 To what extent will we need managers and businesses to organise the work process 
and to match demand and supply for labour when we have Airtasker and whatever 
comes in its wake?  

 Will we – or perhaps will our children – be more likely to be well-rewarded independent 
consultants rather than employees?   

 Will we go from well-trodden career paths to the gig economy? 
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What is required? 

 

So if these are some of the contours of the world ahead and of the world of work what is 

required when we think about the needs of businesses and of the future workforce? 

 We need higher order and highly specialised skills that straddle traditional industry 

silos, as well as broadly applicable skills to innovate, adapt and learn. 

 The ability to exercise critical thinking and contribute to a civil society will be 

paramount. The jobs that experience growth will require high level thought and 

judgement. 

 The concept of teamwork and social skills will be broader – not just within workplaces 

but also among teams of independent contractors 

 Teamwork will also be exercised over wider geographies and across national borders.1 

 This includes Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) skills, with jobs 

requiring these skills experiencing a growth rate 1.5 times that of other jobs in recent 

years.2  

 And according to Ai Group’s Workforce Development Needs Surveys3, employers 

continue to experience difficulties recruiting STEM qualified workers. One fifth had 

difficulty recruiting professionals with STEM. 

 The need for an increasingly sophisticated workforce also means a sound level of 

foundation skills developed in the workforce. Low levels of literacy and numeracy in 

Australian workplaces have been impacting on the competitiveness of Australian 

businesses.  

 It is critical to lift the level of foundation skills for Australia to advance in the knowledge-

based economy requiring higher order skills. 

 With 5.1m jobs estimated to be at risk from digital disruption over the next 10 years4, 

new university models that embed fluid knowledge and capabilities for enquiry, 

initiative, problem-solving and teamwork will better equip graduates for change.5 

 Industry needs graduates who embody T-shaped attributes - they develop in-depth 

disciplinary knowledge but also develop skills and abilities not simply specific to one 

area.6 They work in teams and are capable of ‘deep listening’. They have an 

entrepreneurial spirit to create new jobs and they can communicate. 

 Capabilities like intellectual openness, skills for retrieval, methods of enquiry ethics, 

and discovery7 have always been important to tertiary study, but they are growing more 

central in a world of fluid knowledge.  

 McKinsey has categorised the jobs developing as a result of technology and global 

supply chains into: 

 Interaction jobs 

 Production jobs and 

                                                            
1 John Lydon, David Dyer, Chris Bradley, McKinseys, Compete to Prosper: Improving Australia’s Global 
Competitiveness, 2014 
2 Australian Bureau of Statistics 
3 The Australian Industry Group, Workforce Development Needs Survey 2012 and 2014 
4 Committee for Economic Development of Australia, Australia's future workforce? 2015 
5 Edge/SCRE Centre, Employers’ perceptions of the employability skills of new graduates, 2011 
6 David Guest, The hunt is on for the Renaissance Man of computing, 1991 
7 Dr Kaye Bowman, Background paper for the AQF Council on generic skills, 2010 
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 Transaction jobs.8   

 Interaction jobs, involving more complex interactions and judgement, already 

represent almost half the jobs in the economy and are the source of all employment 

growth. McKinsey suggest that a focus on these types of jobs will be a key to Australia’s 

competitiveness. 

 

Challenges to universities in re-focussing graduate capabilities 

 As industry meets the challenges of new business models, new ways of working, and 

new technology, there are questions around the ability of university graduates recruited 

to meet these challenges. 

 Universities have a major challenge between technology and human contact, but their 

key role in the development of the analytical mind can never be challenged. How they 

develop it is the question. 

 Without being able to predict the precise shape of many future jobs, universities need 

to develop knowledge in students that is adaptable in the face of changing work, as 

well as capabilities that allow graduates to quickly fit within the workforce. 

 Ai Group research has shown dissatisfaction by employers with the employability skills 

(self-management, problem solving and teamwork) of tertiary graduates once 

recruited. 

 The most important factor when recruiting, according to our members, is that a 

graduate fits with the business culture. 

 Is there a need for degrees in their current form? There has been recent public 

discussion about the relevance of degrees, in their current form, into the future. The 

debate has been fuelled by the prospect and reality of the rapidly changing jobs as 

well as new business structures that are changing workplaces.  At the same time 

anecdotal evidence suggests that businesses are increasing their appetite for shorter, 

sharper education and training. 

 The World Economic Forum’s 2016 Human Capital Report discusses the need for skills 

diversity in the new world of work, and suggests that the dichotomy between 

humanities and sciences is becoming obsolete, instead focussing on the breadth of 

skills developed in higher education systems.9 

 Micro-credentialing is gaining steam as a way to quickly build capabilities as 

companies’ requirements for work and business change. 

 Current delivery models are also facing complex challenges as the use of ‘nano-

learning’, that is, two to ten minute blocks of quick learning, grows. 

 Educational content may need to be delivered faster, cheaper and on demand and with 

new learning experiences – ensuring more focus is on questioning, exploration and 

authentic environments. 

 One thing is clear - in today’s world all graduates are better prepared to contribute 

productively in the workplace if they have had opportunities to integrate theoretical 

knowledge with practice. Graduate Careers Australia reports that these graduates 

have a head start in the labour market. 

And learning must continue throughout a career in order to acquire new capabilities as 

the unknown new technologies and roles emerge. 

 

                                                            
8 McKinsey Australia, Compete to Prosper: Improving Australia’s global competitiveness, 2014 
9 The Human Capital Report 2016, World Economic Forum. 
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Shared responsibilities 

Before wrapping up I would like to make some comments about the shared responsibilities 

for achieving these outcomes and of meeting the needs of the future. 

 Collaboration and partnerships between industry and universities need to be 

increased. 

 Universities and business need each other.  Their resources, ideas and capabilities 

can achieve more together than separately to produce new knowledge and turn it into 

economic and social impact. 

 Businesses that collaborate on innovation with research organisations are three times 

more likely to experience productivity growth, improved sales and exporting activity.”10 

And businesses involved with universities in work integrated learning (WIL) activities 

achieve benefits for the company and the individuals. 

 Ai Group’s members report a range of different experiences with universities. There 

are some successful long standing relationships, often with larger or multinational 

businesses, sometimes mediated by Cooperative Research Centres and sometimes 

direct. 

 The key to shared responsibilities and success is building trust, including through 

building joint teams and embedding staff with each other; sharing goals and aligning 

incentives.  

 And similar changes in responsibility sharing and collaboration will be needed between 

universities and the rising labour force that resides outside the formal business sector:  

independent contractors; free-standing consultants; and the like.   

 Meeting the diverse needs of these groups will present challenges for 

universities that will mean they need to get to know their “market’ to a much 

greater extent than is currently the case.  

 

 This goes to what their learning and training needs are but also more broadly 

to the credibility of their credentials and the needs they have for quality 

assurance and strong signalling properties.  

Ai Group is committed to tackling this range of challenges in order for Australian businesses, 

universities and graduates to accelerate how they adapt to the changing world of work. Our 

recent white paper, An employer guide to work activities for uni students, addresses practical 

ways to assimilate tertiary students and graduates into the world of work. Our Graduate 

Employment Service team works closely with businesses, universities and graduates to 

identify ways in which to connect graduates to real jobs, and provide organisations with the 

right talent pool for the future. Part of that service includes a mentoring program for 

graduates to accelerate their productivity and learn how to navigate the rapidly changing 

business landscape. 

Concluding Comments  

As I warned I took a very broad approach to my topic today looking at both the recent past 

and at the present to help me launch into what I think of as the major lines change in our 

society, in our economy and in the nature of work. 

                                                            
10 National Innovation and Science Agenda, Australian Government, 2015 

http://cdn.aigroup.com.au/Workforce_Development/FactSheets/Employer_guide_UniStudents.pdf
https://www.aigroup.com.au/workforce-development/jobs-for-graduates/
https://www.aigroup.com.au/workforce-development/jobs-for-graduates/
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In the end we can only respond with practical steps that prepare us to help adjust to further 

changes.  And in a sense this is required on our parts and it is also what is required in our 

future workforces.  

I should end on a personal high point.  Despite all the technological change and the changing 

labour market we have discussed, my 17-year-old daughter in her final year of school still 

wants nothing more than to get a university education. And most pleasingly of all, she prefers 

to study in a library, not for the books, but for the social interaction. There is hope after all.     


