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Labour markets and the 
difficulty of forecasting
I n the first m o n th  o f a n y  n e w  d e c a d e  e v e ­

ryo n e  w a n ts  to  be a seer; a ll the  m o re  so at 
the  start o f  a n e w  c e n tu ry . B u t  fo recas tin g  

is a tr ick y  b usiness. A n d  the fu tu re  at w o rk  is 
e s p e c ia lly  hard  to  fa th o m .

T h is  is no t s to p p in g  n u m e ro u s  c o m m e n ­
tato rs  —  p ro fe ss io n a l an d  a m a te u r  —  from  
te llin g  us p re c is e ly  w h a t  w i l l  h ap p e n  in the 
la b o u r  m a rk e t in c o m in g  y e a rs . A n d  th o se  
w ith  the w o rs t  re co rd s  in p re v io u s  fo re ca s t ­
ing  a re  a m o n g  th e  m o st s tr id e n t an d  d o g ­
m a tic  in a sse rtin g  th e ir  v ie w s . Fo r a ll o f us, 
a ttem p ts  to  a n a ly s e  w h a t  th e  2 1 st c e n tu ry  
m igh t b ring  fo r A u s tra l ia n  w o rk e rs  w i l l  b e n ­
e fit from  a m e ta p h o r ic a l 'c u p  o f tea , a B ex  
an d  a good  lie  d o w n '.  W e  c o u ld  take  that by 
re v ie w in g  so m e o f the m o re  e m p h a t ic  e a r lie r  
p re d ic t io n s .

In a la u d e d  b o o k  o f its t im e , V ic to r  
G o l la n c z  [The Mighty Micro, 19791 w a s  
c o n f id e n t  a b o u t w h a t  w o u ld  h ap p e n  in the 
1980s and  90s. A m o n g  h is m a n y  ce rt itu d es , 
h e  to ld  us th e  m ic ro  c h ip  w o u ld  e l im in a te  
fo r a ll t im e  the  e n o rm o u s  cost o f h ig h e r e d u ­
c a t io n  b y  c re a t in g  c h e a p  e d u c a t io n a l f a c i l i ­
tie s . T h e re  w o u ld  b e  a m u c h  la te r  start to 
w o rk in g  life  w ith  u n ive rsa l h ig h e r e d u c a t io n  
c o n t in u in g  to  e v e r y o n e 's  m id - tw e n t ie s . 
W o rk in g  t im e  w o u ld  b e  g re a tly  re d u c e d  by 
th e  198 0s, p ro b a b ly  to  a 4 -d ay  2 8 - h o u r 
stand a rd  w e e k . B y  th e  1 9 90 s th is  w o u ld  fa ll 
to  20  h o u rs  o r less . R e t ire m e n t  w o u ld  be 
m u c h  e a r l ie r .  B y  1 9 9 0 , fifty  w o u ld  b e  the  
n o rm a l re t ire m e n t  ag e ; b y  th e  e n d  o f tha t 
d e c a d e  n o b o d y  w o u ld  w o rk  past fo rty- five  
an d  m ost w o u ld  re tire  c o m fo r ta b ly  at fo rty . 
The m ic ro  c h ip , sa id  G o l la n c z  w o u ld  usher 
in a n e w  ag e  ak in  to the g reat c iv i l is a t io n s  o f 
a n c ie n t  G r e e c e  a n d  R o m e , in w h ic h  e le c ­
tro n ic  s la ves  w o u ld  d o  m ost o f the w o rk . T h e  
b e n e f ic ia r ie s  w o u ld  not be a m in o r ity  g roup  
but ra the r s o c ie ty  as a w h o le .  H is  strongest 
w o rd s  w e re  fo r th o se  w h o  fea red  fu tu re  job  
losses, d e s tru c tio n  o f lon g -s tan d in g  o c c u p a ­
t io n s  an d  in c re a s in g  s o c ia l p o la r is a t io n . 
M e r e  't e c h n o lo g ic a l  d e te rm in is ts  o f the 
b le ak es t k in d ' he c a l le d  them .

If this a ll sounds lau g h ab le  n o w , it shou ld  
be rem em b ered  that it w a s  se rio u s ly  b e lie ve d  
b y  m a n y  ju s t tw e n ty  y e a rs  ag o . It sh o u ld  
m a k e  e ve n  the  m ost ex p ert e c o n o m ic  o r so ­
c ia l a n a ly s t  c a u t io u s  in the  e x tre m e  a b o u t 
fo recastin g  fo r the  next ten o r tw e n ty  years .

W h a t  w e  c a n  sa y  c o n f id e n t ly  is that age 
w i l l  be an  im p o rta n t  la b o u r  m a rk e t  issue. 
T h e  so -ca lled  b a b y - b o o m e r g e n e ra tio n  has 
b ee n  a m a jo r  fa c to r  in e m p lo y m e n t  d u rin g  
re ce n t d e c a d e s . It n o w  a c c o u n ts  fo r a lm o st 
h a lf  the  w o rk fo rc e . T h a t g ro u p  w i i l  start to

reach  re tirem en t age  o ve r  the next ten  years . 
A m o n g  A u s tra l ia n  lib ra r ia n s , a lm o s t three- 
q u a rte rs  a re  m o re  th an  fo rty  y e a rs  o ld . 
N e a r ly  a th ird  a re  ag ed  fifty  o r  m o re . T h is  
suggests tha t, e v e n  if e a r l ie r  e n c o u ra g in g  
fo recasts  for jo b  g ro w th  p ro ve  to  be  too  o p ­
t im is t ic , o p p o r tu n it ie s  fo r y o u n g e r  lib ra r ia n s  
sh o u ld  im p ro v e  as re p la ce m e n ts  fo r re tirees 
a re  sought.

F a m ily  m atte rs  w i l l  be  in c re a s in g ly  im ­
p o rtan t in the  lab o u r  m arke t o f the  next ten 
yea rs . W o rk e r s  h a v e  a lw a y s  h ad  fa m ily  re ­
sp o n s ib ilit ie s , o f co u rse , but re ce n t ch a n g e s  
in th e  w o rk fo r c e  h a v e  h e ig h te n e d  c o n f l ic t  
w ith  th e ir  jo b  re q u irem en ts . T h e re  a re  n o w  
far m o re  d u a l- jo b  fa m ilie s  an d  far m o re  so le  
pa ren t fa m ilie s . A s a resu lt, less than  a q u a r ­
ter o f m a rr ie d - co u p le  fa m ilie s  h a v e  o n ly  o n e  
p a ren t w o rk in g . W o m e n 's  v a s t ly  in c re a s e d  
lab o u r p a rt ic ip a tio n  rate has b een  o n e  o f the 
m ost s ig n if ic a n t  ch a n g e s  in A u s tra lia n  [and  
d e v e lo p e d  w o r ld ] e m p lo y m e n t  o v e r  the  last 
tw e n ty  yea rs . W h i l e  tha t in c re a s e  w i l l  s lo w , 
it seem s l ik e ly  that the  next d e c a d e  w i l l  see 
m o re  w o m e n  w o rk in g , and  w o rk in g  lon g er. 
M a n y  w i l l  be  lib ra r ia n s . Fo r th e m  an d  th e ir  
fam ilies , the extent to w h ic h  rh e to ric  on  fa m ­
ily - fr ie n d ly  w o rk p la c e s  p ro d u c e s  rea l a d ­
v a n c e m e n ts  w i l l  be  a c r it ic a l d e te rm in a n t o f 
sa t is fa c tio n  w ith  th e ir  jobs.

R e te n t io n  and  e n h a n c e m e n t  o f e m p lo y ­
m ent co n d it io n s  w i l l ,  in fact, be  a h ug e  issue 
for w o rk e rs  in this t im e. T h e  fo rm  o f b a rg a in ­
ing an d  the w a y  in w h ic h  w a g e s  an d  o th e r 
term s a re  set w i l l  p la y  a p ivo ta l part in th is. 
Bo th  A m e r ic a n  and  A u s tra lia n  re sea rch  in d i­
c a tes  the  ro le  o f trade  u n io n s  w i l l  be  as im ­
po rtan t as e ve r, n o tw ith s ta n d in g  attem pts b y  
so m e  to  c h a ra c te r is e  u n io n s  as in te rm in a l 
d e c lin e . In bo th  co u n tr ie s , u n io n s  c o n t in u e  
to g e n e ra te  h ig h e r w o rk e r  p a y  an d  b en e fits  
(see, for e x a m p le , U S  D e p a r tm e n t  o f L a b o u r  
'F u tu re w o rk : trends an d  c h a lle n g e s  for w o rk  
in the  2 1 st c e n tu ry ';  C C H / A C IR R T  Australian 
Agreements Database and Monitor Report 
10/99). It seem s c le a r  tha t fo r the  g reat b u lk  
o f e m p lo y e e s  in both  c o u n tr ie s  a c o l le c t iv e  
a p p ro a ch  to w ag es  and  c o n d itio n s , w ith  re p ­
re sen ta tio n  b y  u n io n s  o r lik e  b o d ie s , w i l l  be 
the best a v e n u e  for m a in ta in in g  and  im p ro v ­
ing s tan d a rd s  o ve r  tim e .

In the  U n ite d  States, un io ns  are  m ak ing  a 
strong co m e b a ck , as reported  in th is co lu m n  
re ce n tly . If th e ir A u s tra lia n  cou n te rp a rts  can  
use s im ila r  s tra teg ies to  o rg a n ise  the  n e w  
fo rm s o f w o rk  w h ic h  a re  a r is in g  (p re d o m i­
n an tly  in the se rv ices  secto r), it m a y  w e ll  be 
that those num erous fo recasters  w h o  n o w  re­
port the  im m in e n t d ea th  o f t rad e  u n io n ism  
w ill be found gu ilty  o f serious exaggeration. ■
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