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Executive summary

Skills can be classified as being either technical or generic. Technical skills are those that are
specific to a particular vocation or profession and generic skills include competencies such as
attitude, self-motivation and customer service.

Defining and measuring skill shortages are difficult tasks. Unfilled vacancies, unemployment
rates, mobility rates and wage pressures add to this complexity. Added to this, poor
recruitment processes often contribute to the perception of skill shortages.

Supply and demand issues of certain skills can differ in some industries based on geographical
location, the timeframe to develop the necessary skills and the price of labour. The buoyant
mining industry is drawing skilled and non-skilled labour away from regions such as the
Sunshine Coast to meet rising international demands.

Emphasis on participation rates instead of unemployment rates are proposed in order to
increase the total labour market. Many groups possess skills but are facing difficulties in
entering or re-entering the workforce. Such groups include women, seniors, sole parents and
the long-term unemployed.

The technical skills shortages on the Sunshine Coast have been identified as registered nurses,
general practitioners, medical specialists, chefs, cleaners, client service assistants, science-
related professions, accountants, solicitors, surveyors, engineers, ICT administrators and
analysts, supervisors and almost all trades in the construction and automotive industry.

The major skill shortages that are expected to influence the sustainability of the Sunshine
Coast in the future are positions in the health services industry, trade positions in the
construction and automotive industries and positions in the tourism and hospitality industries.

Recommendations to address the future sustainability of skills on the Sunshine Coast are to
increase participation rates, disseminate information regarding those experiencing barriers to
entering the workforce, value-add existing workforce, assist small business in recruitment
processes, initiate a collaborative approach to solving the skills issues by involving businesses,
governments and education providers, initiate a working case study involving the development
of solutions regarding multiple skills issues from a variety of industries and to change societal
mindsets regarding education and training needs of the Sunshine Coast region.
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Introduction

This report was commissioned by CADET Training and Employment in order to define, clarify
and highlight the importance of skills issues on the Sunshine Coast. A summary of the study
was provided at the third annual State of the Region Conference held on 30 October 2007 at
the University of the Sunshine Coast. A review of existing national and international literature
relating to skill shortages is used as a platform for identifying skills that could influence the
future sustainability of the region. From this, a series of interviews involving key industry
leaders on the Sunshine Coast were conducted to establish a broad view of the various
industries that are experiencing skill shortages. From here, interviewees were asked how they
are managing these issues and what skills are likely to be in short supply in the next five to ten
years. The Sunshine Coast is defined here as the three local government areas of Noosa,
Maroochy and Caloundra.

Types of skills

A skill can be defined as an ability to perform a productive task at a certain level of
competence (Shah & Burke 2005). A person lacking in a skill is likely to be less productive than
someone who possesses such skills (Frogner 2002). Although skills are often associated with
the acquisition of formal qualifications through education and training, skills can also be
obtained using informal learning mechanisms and on-the-job experience (Bosworth, Dutton &
Lewis 1992). Job-related skills are often referred to as technical skills (Shah & Burke 2005).

Skills can be classified as being either specific or general. Specific skills are those required by
only a few organisations and general skills are those required by a large number of
organisations (Becker 1962). The United Kingdom’s National Skills Task Force (2000) claims
that foundation skills such as literacy and numeracy are also required prior to the development
of more advanced job-related skills. These basic skills are usually provided by the school
system prior to workers entering the workplace.

Skills required by workplaces also include generic skills. These include attributes such as self-
motivation, willingness, attitude, work ethic, the ability to communicate and to work effectively
as a team member (Richardson 2007). Generic skills are often developed outside the workplace
although have been recognised as being increasingly important to productivity (Shah & Burke
2005).

Defining and measuring skill shortages

Organisations of all sizes and composition are required to source skilled labour to carry out
duties. Although different firms have different requirements depending on their industry type,
skilled labour remains one of the key ingredients to successful operations. When finding skilled
labour becomes an issue, the frustration for firms intensifies. For example, profit-seeking firms
are already accustomed to the angst of finding buyers for their products and services.
However, when buyers are left waiting for firms to source skilled labour to produce products or
services both customers and business owners become aggravated (Richardson 2007). Similarly,
when non-profit firms such as hospitals face increasing demand for services but lack suitably
qualified staff to meet this demand, irritation inevitably follows.

Employers frequently cite skill shortages as one of the main difficulties they face. A recent
report by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (2006) revealed that the
availability of skilled staff remains the number one constraint on business expansion. The
Hudson Report (2005) survey of almost eight thousand Australian human resource managers
revealed staff recruitment, development and retention as the major human resource priorities.
Added to this, the 2005 International Business Owners Survey claimed that a workforce lacking
in skills is the biggest factor constraining growth (The Advertiser 2005).



The concept of skill shortages is difficult to define and measure. To date, there is no universally
accepted definition of labour shortages (Barnes & Kennard 2002; OECD 2003; Shah & Burke
2005). Objective measures or direct indicators of skill shortages are difficult to construct
(Alpert & Auyer 2003) and it appears likely that such a measure cannot be easily developed
(United States Bureau of Labor Statistics 1999).

The supply of skilled labour is difficult to measure for a variety of reasons. First, while there
may be an adequate amount of people prepared to work, they may not be willing to work full-
time. Second, within any given occupation, there may be some skills that find recruiting
difficult while other areas may not. Third, some industries may have an abundant labour force
in one geographic location but struggle with supply in another location. Fourth, vacancies are
not filled because of wage rates and working conditions. Fifth, workers in any skill group have
varying qualities that may result in decisions by employers not to fill vacancies despite the
qualifications of applicants. Sixth, many workers are in positions where their qualifications are
not being utilised. Finally, potential labour market members may not be actively seeking
employment (Richardson 2007).

Beyond the measurement problem of skilled labour supply are the reasons why skills are in
short supply. Shortages in some industries are cyclical, skills can be perceived as missing if
workers lack formal qualifications, training programs can become inadequate or miss-matched
to current needs and the development of new entrants becomes the focus at the expense of
the existing workforce. Furthermore, training within particular industries requires higher levels
of customisation and some industries suffer image problems. Added to this, most industries
experiencing a shortage of skills perceive a bias towards university education fuelled mainly by
parent groups and secondary education advisors (DEST 2002).

There are a number of situations related to skill shortages. Hard-to-fill vacancies are often
interpreted as a shortage of skills although the reason for the unfilled vacancy may not be skill
related. An adequate pool of skilled workers could exist but the recruitment processes are
ineffective. Other issues could include commuting difficulties, over-ambitious selection criteria
or firm-specific specialised skill requirements (Shah & Burke 2005).

Supply and demand issues

The supply and demand of skills to an economy can be explained in several ways. Supply will
rise in an industry or location as employment terms and conditions become more attractive
(Richardson 2007). Similarly, demand will fall as the costs of employing labour increases (Shah
& Burke 2005). If few people possess the necessary skills for an industry or organisation and
the training time spans several years, the situation is exacerbated. When training can occur in
a shorter timeframe, labour market mechanisms are able to adjust faster and the skill shortage
displacement is less permanent (Richardson 2007).

The buoyant coal mining industry in Australia provides a good example of location based
supply and demand dynamics. Mines in Queensland and Western Australia are offering big
wages across a variety of vocations and are leaving other regions in short supply of skilled
labour. Despite the attractive wages, the mines continue to be in short supply, adding to
demand pressures for labour. Don Voelte, CEO of Woodside Petroleum, recently stated that a
shortage of skilled workers was one of the reasons Australian mining companies were not
meeting global production targets. As a result, he is calling on governments to relax
immigration laws so that more skilled workers can be recruited from overseas (The Age 2007).

Unemployment and participation rates

Within the last ten years the Australian economy has grown by 40 per cent, unemployment
rates are at 30-year lows and average household wealth has increased (BCA 2007). However,
almost three million people of working age that are not involved in education remain outside
the workforce (ABS 2006a). Added to this, over two million working age Australians are on



welfare benefits (BCA 2007) and an aging population will result in a departure of many
workers, potentially making matters much worse (Kayler-Thomson 2007).

Australia has a low unemployment rate as well as a low workforce participation rate. Policy
concerning productivity requires a focus beyond unemployment and more attention to
participation rates is required in order to improve future living standards (Abhayaratna &
Lattimore 2006). After all, paid work has shown to be a major contributor to a person’s self-
esteem and worthiness (ABS 2006b).

The Business Council of Australia (2007) is calling for a change of thinking among policy-
makers concerning skill shortages in order to make Australia a high participation economy as
well as a high employment economy. This will require lowering barriers and unlocking
prejudices relating to potential workplace participants from groups such as the indigenous,
speakers of languages other than English and residents in remote locations. Figure 1 depicts
the composition of the Australian workforce from a participation rate perspective.

Figure 1: Australian participation rates
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Queensland skill shortages

The Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (2007) compiles lists of state and
territory technical skills that are in demand based largely on unfilled vacancies. The skills in
short supply in Queensland include childcare coordinators and group leaders, engineers,
accountants, registered nurses, regional and public sector dentists, pharmacists, medical
specialists, urban planners, security and networking specialties in the area of information and
communication technology and almost all trades associated with construction and the
automotive industry.

The Sunshine Coast region

The following points provide a description of the Sunshine Coast region:

The Sunshine Coast has experienced rapid growth over the last ten years. During the period
1996 to 2001 the population grew by 36500 residents and during the period 2001 to 2006 the
Sunshine Coast became home to 48000 people (ABS 2006c) representing a ten year average

growth rate of 3% (Taylor 2007).

The demographic profile of the Sunshine Coast compared to the rest of Australia is senior-
centric. The number of people aged between 15 and 54 and living on the coast is below the



national average whereas the number of residents aged over 55 is well above the national
average (ABS 2007).

Despite the high number of seniors, the largest group of people moving into the area during
the last five years are those aged between 30 and 45 years with one or more children aged
under 10. The largest group of people moving out of the area is represented by those aged
between 19 and 29 (Taylor 2007).

The number of residents born overseas is increasing (ABS 2007). In 1996 seventeen percent of
residents were born outside Australia and in 2006 the percentage of residents born overseas
was over nineteen percent (Taylor 2007).

Incomes on the Sunshine Coast are growing faster than the national average (ABS 2007).
Incomes across Australia grew by 60% during the period 1996 to 2006 whereas incomes on
the coast grew by 70% in the same period (Taylor 2007).

Home loan payments, rental fees and petrol prices have risen dramatically over the past ten
years. Although rents on the Sunshine Coast are 10% lower than the Gold Coast they remain
24% higher than the national average (Taylor 2007).

The coast is characterised by a large percentage of small businesses with over 90% of local
businesses having less than 20 employees (Graham & Prasser 2006).

Skill shortages on the Sunshine Coast

Fifteen key industry leaders on the Sunshine Coast were interviewed in order to reveal current
skill shortages. The question “what skills required by your organisation are in short supply?”
revealed a variety of responses. The major current technical skill shortages on the Sunshine
Coast as identified by participants are depicted in Table 1 below. The table categorises each
technical skill and provides the related industry.

Table 1: Current technical skill shortage on the Sunshine Coast

Type of job Related industry

Registered nurses

General practitioners

Medical specialists especially
radiographers and anaesthetists

Health services

Chefs . s ,
Tourism and hospitality; health servi

Cleaners ourism and hospitality; health services

Client services assistants Tourism and hospitality; retail

Science-related professions Tourism and hospitality; education (senior)

Accountants . .

— Business services

Solicitors

Sur\_/eyors - — Construction

Engineers: mechanical & civil

All trades Construction; automotive

Network administrators
Software and system analysts

Information and communication technology

Supervisors All industries

Source: Developed by the author from this study



Almost all participants mentioned that generic skills were also in short supply on the Sunshine
Coast. Written and verbal communication skills were identified along with interpersonal skills,
attitude, responsibility, work ethic and resilience. These generic skill shortages are having an
affect on the quality of customer service offered and the ability to interact with other work
members. One participant stated “we can find people, but we can't find workers who will turn
up day after day with a positive attitude and a genuine willingness to work.”

Sustainability issues affecting the Sunshine Coast

In order to determine the future skill requirements for the Sunshine Coast, participants were
asked the question “what skills do you expect will be needed by your organisation within the
next 5 to 10 years?” The three major shortages that could potentially affect the sustainability
of the region as outlined by participants were identified as positions in the construction and
automotive trades, the health services industry, and jobs related to the tourism and hospitality
industries.

Construction and automotive trades

There are concerns about the future sustainability of the construction and automotive
industries that rely on trades such as electricians, carpenters, plumbers and motor mechanics.
The mines in the northern, western and central regions in Queensland are attracting
tradespeople and leaving the Sunshine Coast short of qualified labour. Added to this, many
tradespeople are moving into vacant supervisory positions that are becoming increasingly
difficult to fill. One participant stated “tradespeople have either lost the desire to practice their
craft, or they are leaving the coast to get the big pay jobs in the mines.”

The housing affordability situation and rising rental prices on the coast combined with the low
wage rise rates of trades are not helping the situation. One participant stated “the cost of living
is increasing at a higher rate than wages and we just cant compete with the mines.” Another
participant stated “we are taking on more and more apprentices, hoping that some of them wiill
stay on once their training is finished.”

Health services

Many participants in this study believe that the health and aged care industries on the
Sunshine Coast are at crisis point. In particular, there are concerns that the shortage of
registered nurses in the aged care industry will get worse. One participant stated “we have
enrolled nurses coming out of our ears. We are up-skilling these people to fill the gaps in the
areas normally occupied by registered nurses.” Another health care participant stated
“immigration holds the key to the nursing problem. We cannot up-skill our enrolled nurses fast
enough. Besides, many of our international staff are more responsible and more committed
than our Australian staff.”

Participants in the study noted that the mobility rates of qualified staff are affecting the skill
shortages of registered nurses on the Sunshine Coast. One participant stated “the coast is
highly transient and the housing affordability issue isn't helping. A lot of nursing staff arrive,
stay a short while and then leave. Reasons for this include the demand for nurses
internationally; the fact that the job doesn’t match the expectations of new graduates; and
husbands getting jobs elsewhere.”

Participants also noted that the aging workforce and the aging Australian population could
contribute to the health care situation. One participant stated “in the not to distant future, we
will have more older people in society and more of our workforce will be attracted to
retirement. If hospitals are able to attract nurses with higher wages, nursing homes and
retirement villages will continue to suffer.” Figure 2 depicts the workforce aged 45 and over in
selected health occupations in Australia.



Figure 2: Australian employees aged 45 and over in selected health
occupations
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Source: ABS (2001); AIHW (2003); Kilpatrick et al. (2007)

Tourism and hospitality

The study uncovered many problematic issues in the tourism and hospitality industry.
Managers revealed that positions were difficult to fill for a variety of reasons. For employees,
wages are relatively low, working conditions are perceived as less than ideal and the industry
provides little opportunities for career development. For small business employers, the desire
to lower costs and reduce administrative duties is resulting in decisions to employ a labour
market that is young and casual. One participant stated “issues involving industrial relations
and superannuation are becoming increasingly difficult for small business. Training and
development of staff is becoming a low priority.”

The youthful workforce was criticised in the study as lacking generic skills especially in the area
of interpersonal skills. One participant stated “the Generation Y workforce is graceless. They
have a poor attitude and they lack communication skills.” Another commented that “there is no
longer hospitality in the hospitality industry.”

Participants in the study noted that large segments of the labour market were unwilling to
work weekends and nights. One participant stated “workers are playing off businesses for pay
and flexibility and the ball is in their court. Employers know it and there is not much they can
do about it.” A lack of supervisory skills was also identified as an issue. One participant said
“beyond the specific skills issue is the middle management problem. The industry lacks strong
supervisory skills. Most learn on the job and the turnover rate is high.”

Recommendations

In order to understand the issues surrounding the skill shortage issues on the Sunshine Coast,
participants were asked “how is your organisation managing the skills issue?” and “what
concerns do you have for the future?” Participants noted that the recruitment and retention of
staff is becoming increasingly difficult and that the local business environment is changing
rapidly. Construction and automotive participants claimed that industries associated with trades
are haemorrhaging. Many participants are concerned that the ongoing inability to fill vacancies
will stifle the sustained growth of the region.



Participants also noted that many graduates from secondary schools, vocational centres and
tertiary institutions do not possess the skills required by local Sunshine Coast businesses.
Participants also suggested that a change of mindset regarding vocational training and
employment is required. One participant stated that “OP levels are over-celebrated by schools
and the wider community.”

As a result of the concerns for sustainable skills on the Sunshine Coast, the following six
recommendations are made:

1.

Employ strategies to increase participation rates, especially among women and seniors. A
greater understanding of issues peculiar to women and seniors is required. Collaborative
groups could be established in order to comprehend the nature of the barriers that are
preventing women and seniors from entering (and in some cases re-entering) the
workforce. These groups should also probe for issues that are specific to the Sunshine
Coast. One participant noted “women are being encouraged to enter the workforce but
employers don't understand that women (and mums in particular) want a job that has
flexible working hours.” Another participant noted “if employers in the hospitality industry
gave older girls a go they might just be surprised. They work OK when they are owners.”

Employ strategies to disseminate information regarding those experiencing barriers to
entering the workforce. This includes the unlocking of prejudices, especially among the
disabled, sole parents and the long-term unemployed. The task here appears more
complex and should involve a variety of stakeholders from government, business and the
community.

Employ strategies to value-add existing workforce. This includes up-skilling, job enrichment
and increased attention to training and development especially in the areas of
interpersonal skills and customer relations. The establishment of a local database of
trainers could assist businesses in identifying training needs and the associated training
provider. This could also include a framework that provides a pathway for further
development beyond the initial skill shortage that is identified.

Employ strategies to assist small business with administrative and recruitment processes.
Small business owners appear to be overwhelmed by administrative processes and this
inhibits their ability to attract suitably skilled staff. One participant stated “small businesses
feel totally disenfranchised from government. There is too much paperwork. All they see is
government silos built on a field of landmines.” Reducing this anxiety requires a
collaborative, whole-of-system approach involving businesses, governments and education
providers.

Initiate a working case study involving the development of solutions regarding multiple
skills issues from a variety of industries. One participant provided the new Kawana Hospital
as a possible example by saying “the hospital will need jobs where there are current skill
shortages including nurses, chefs and cleaners. We don't want a situation where there is a
new facility that is partly unavailable due to a lack of qualified staff.” Another participant
added “there are lots of things happening with the new Hospital, I just hope we can all get
together and work together to provide a best-case example. This will not only help our
local health service, but our region.”

Employ strategies to provide relevant and accurate data and to change societal mindsets
regarding the education and training needs of the Sunshine Coast region. The national
trend of increased higher education enrolments in the last twenty years has increased the
education level of the workforce. However, some participants believe this has been to the
detriment of other vocations that may not require a university degree but serve an
important function socially and economically. A framework to measure and disseminate
training and education needs on the Sunshine Coast was considered vital by a number of
participants.
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