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Skills shortages is the most important skilling factor inhibiting business growth.
Skills shortages continue to be a concern with over half of CEOs experiencing difficulty.
The lack of suitable apprentices and trainees compounds the skill shortage concerns.
CEOs are retraining existing employees and employing experienced staff to meet their
skill needs.
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The Australian Industry Group 2018 Business Prospects survey sought information from Australian CEOs about their
experiences in their business and the expectations for the year. The survey revealed a number of views and
intentions of Australian CEOs in relation to skills and training.
Initially, information was requested in relation to the factors expected to inhibit business growth. By far the largest
single factor was a lack of customer demand (45 per cent). However, the second most prominent factor was skill
shortages (17 per cent). This is more than double the proportion of those identifying skills shortages as an
impediment in 2017 (8 per cent). This indicates that skills shortages remain a persistent problem for industry and
confirms the results of the 2016 Workforce Development Needs Survey. In this survey 51.8 per cent of surveyed
employers reported skills shortages in the past 12 months and 46.4 per cent expected them in the following year.1
Chart 1: Most important factors expected to inhibit business growth in 2018
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CEOs were also asked specifically whether they were expecting difficulties in locating and retaining skilled labour
during 2018. The significant finding was that over half of the surveyed CEOs indicated that they expected difficulties
in this area. This confirms the results of the 2016 survey dedicated to workforce development skills needs where a
similar result was recorded. In this survey 52.2 per cent of employers identified skills shortages in the occupational
areas of technicians and trade workers as the major concern.2 This broad occupation group dominates the Australian
Government’s Department of Employment skilled shortages list which includes engineering, ICT and science
technicians, automotive and engineering trades workers, construction trades workers, electrotechnology and
telecommunication trades workers and food trades workers.3
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Chart 2: Businesses expecting difficulties in finding and/or retaining skilled labour in 2018
60.0
50.0

40.0
30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0
Yes

No

Don't know

The CEOs reported a range of concerns about apprenticeships and traineeships in Australia. The largest single
concern was the availability of suitable apprentices nominated by 26 per cent of respondents. This finding is
provided in an environment of reducing apprentice and trainee numbers as documented by the National Centre for
Vocational Education Research. The latest data for the September 2017 quarter reported a total of 261,925
apprentices and trainees in-training in Australia, a decrease of 5.6 per cent from September 2016.4
Chart 3: Highest ranked issues of concern regarding apprenticeships and traineeships in Australia
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The next issue to address for CEOs was how to tackle their labour and skills needs for 2018. Across a number of
strategies there were two prominent responses: retraining existing staff on the job (34 per cent) and employing
skilled, experienced local people (30 per cent). This response suggests that CEOs are less inclined to adopt other
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strategies such as employing casuals and contractors (10 per cent), employing university graduates (4 per cent),
employing skilled or experienced migrants (4 per cent) and engaging apprentices/trainees (2 per cent). Workplaces
are seeking already skilled and experienced workers rather than bearing the cost of training or inexperience.
Chart 4: Approaches to addressing labour and skills needs in 2018
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Conclusions
The 2018 Business Prospects Survey has highlighted some key concerns about skilling. The most important skilling
factor inhibiting business growth is the issue of skills shortages. This has been a persistent concern to employers over
a long period with over half of the surveyed CEOs experiencing difficulty in this area. Within this context the
availability of suitable apprentices is a further issue that compounds skills shortages. Consequently, CEOs are looking
within their companies to retrain existing employees and to employ already experienced staff as the key strategies
to meet their skill needs.
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