
The increasing importance of STEM Skills 

STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) skills will be required in many of the 

higher-skilled jobs of the future. As technology becomes more advanced and more complex, STEM 

capabilities will increasingly become an entry level requirement. The Office of the Chief Scientist has 

estimated that 65 per cent of economic growth per capita from 1964 to 2005 is due to 

improvements in the use of capital, labour and technological innovation made possible in large part 

by STEM.1 International research indicates that 75 per cent of the fastest growing occupations 

require STEM skills and knowledge.2 Employment in STEM occupations is projected to grow at 

almost twice the pace of other occupations.3 Despite these findings, the Australian Council of 

Learned Academies (ACOLA) reports that:  

 “ … the news is good but not 
great. Australia has travelled 
fairly well until now, but there 
are holes in capacity and 
performance. Further, many 
other countries are improving 
STEM provision, participation 
and performance more 
rapidly than us.”4 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) released a report Perspectives on education and training: 

Australians with qualifications in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), 2010-11 

demonstrating that STEM skills jobs such as scientists, ICT professionals and engineers, grew about 

1.5 times the rate of other jobs in recent years. 

"The number of people in jobs commonly held by workers with science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) qualifications grew by 14 
per cent between 2006 and 2011. This compares with only nine per cent 
growth for other jobs. Many people have caught on with the trend, with 
around 2.1 million workers in Australia having STEM qualifications in 2010-
11." 5 
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This represents about 18 per cent of the Australian workforce and the occupations that showed the 

highest growth between 2006 and 2011 were design, engineering, science and transport 

professionals (23 per cent) and ICT professionals (19 per cent). 

Of those employees with university level STEM qualifications, 75 per cent were employed in higher 

skill jobs such as Professionals or Managers. However, those with vocational level STEM 

qualifications fared differently, with 41 per cent working as Technicians and trades workers and 25 

per cent working as Managers or Professionals. 

Chart 7: Difficulties recruiting people with STEM skills 

 

In terms of occupation groups, in 2016 Technicians and Trade Workers were the most difficult to 

recruit over the previous 12 months (24.6 per cent) and were expected to be the most difficult for 

the next 12 months (24 per cent). Machinery Operators and Drivers as an occupation category were 

difficult to recruit over the past 12 months (21.8 per cent) although this was expected to ease in the 

following year (15.4 per cent). The largest anticipated increase in recruiting difficulty for the next 12 

months was Managers (21.5 per cent) up from 10.8 per cent.6 

When consideration is given to individual sectors the anticipated difficulty of recruiting Technicians 

and Trade Workers increases significantly. The level of expected difficulty was 30.2 per cent in 

manufacturing and 29 per cent in construction. 

These results are similar to those found by Deloitte Access Economics in a report to the 

Commonwealth Office of the Chief Scientist.7 In this instance employers were required to agree or 

disagree with the provided statements. Overall, 40.4 per cent of respondents had difficulty 

recruiting people with STEM qualifications for technician and trade worker roles and 31.5 per cent 

had difficulty recruiting STEM graduates. 
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