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Over the past decade, the growth in high-skilled jobs has largely been confined to Australia’s
biggest cities. Meanwhile, in rural and regional Australia lower-skilled jobs have been growing
fastest. 

This skills gap is increasing regional disparities in income and employment opportunities,
despite the promises of technology and infrastructure as solutions to the tyranny of remoteness.

Data from the 2016 census allow us to see how the skills of the Australian workforce have
changed over the past decade. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) classifies Australian
occupations into skill groups based on the amount of training and experience required to do the
job. 

High-skilled  jobs (such as teachers, accountants and scientists) generally require a bachelor’s
degree as a minimum. This group accounts for 31.6% of the Australian workforce and has
enjoyed the fastest growth rate since 2006, at 8.3%. 

However, when we map employment growth over the past decade we see a stark difference
between cities and regional areas. Growth in high-skilled jobs has exceeded the national
average in the Northern Territory and Queensland (the areas in blue). In parts of Queensland,
Victoria and New South Wales the growth in high-skilled jobs is in line with the national average
(areas coloured white). By far the largest areas are where growth in high-skilled jobs is below
the average (areas coloured red). 

Virtually all the areas with above average growth in high-skilled jobs are found in the biggest
cities. The smaller cities of Adelaide and Canberra hover around the average in terms of growth
in high-skilled jobs, while Hobart and Darwin are below average. The sparsely populated
Queensland and Northern Territory outback are the only regional areas that have recorded
above-average growth in high-skilled jobs. 

In contrast with the rest of Australia, workers in regional communities are increasingly moving
into lower-skilled occupations. Lower-skilled jobs require vocational qualifications (for example a
TAFE certificate), and they include occupations such as aged carers, baristas, drivers and sales
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assistants.

The growth rates of lower-skilled jobs are above the national average in regional areas and
below the average in the centre of the big cities. 

Our research  finds that jobs, particularly the highly skilled, white-collar kind, are becoming
increasingly collaborative. Complex tasks and rapidly changing work environments have
increased the need for workers who can collaborate with others to solve problems and who are 
open to continuous learning
. 

Roles for highly skilled workers, like big data analysts and social media marketing consultants,
are becoming more specialised. This specialisation means more collaboration with other
specialists and greater scope to service market niches.

The productive advantages of cities are self-reinforcing. Skilled workers benefit from the
opportunity to learn from and add value with other skilled workers. The coordination costs of this
collaborative work are reduced when team members are co-located. 

Employers also benefit from proximity to similar firms because there is a larger pool of skilled
candidates for new jobs and better access to potential business partners. All these advantages
foster further specialisation and productivity gains, with the result that workers and business
continue to concentrate around large city hubs. 

The growing skills divide between urban and rural Australia reflects a paradox of the digital
economy. While digital technology represents a channel for bridging geographic distance, highly
skilled workers are increasingly crowding into cities. 

The latest census data  shows no change in the rate of working from home, despite
much-improved digital infrastructure in some areas. In time this may change, perhaps as video
conferencing technology improves (or we get better at using it). However, while better
technology might allow regional workers to interact with colleagues and clients in cities, it will
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also make it easier for city-based professionals to service regional areas.

Bridging the city/country gap

Employment is still growing in regional Australia. But the fact that cities make highly skilled
workers more productive means the gap in skilled employment is likely to continue to widen. 

Attempts to swim against this tide by moving skilled jobs to the country will be expensive.
Currently, subsidies  are needed to attract and retain highly skilled health professionals to
regional communities. Despite this, our analysis of the latest census data shows that the skills
gap between regions and cities is still growing.

So these subsidies are not translating into sustainable, collaborative communities of high-skilled
regional workers. Instead, regions need to focus on their strengths, and foster the
entrepreneurship that can create new sources of gainful employment.

The government’s move towards more individualised funding arrangements in the aged care
and 
disability care
sectors will increasingly become a resilient source of income for workers and businesses in
regional communities. Demand for aged care services is expected to increase dramatically in
the coming decades, such that 
by 2050 some 3.5 million Australians will require aged care
. Adding to this, regional communities are experiencing 
population ageing
at a faster rate than the large capital cities. 

These are important jobs which should be recognised as such. There will be opportunities for
regional businesses to provide the technology and services (ranging from personalised
transport to food services) which allow older people and Australians with disability to remain
active and healthy. 

Efforts to support regional economic development need to focus on preparing regional
communities to take advantage of future opportunities
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http://www.health.gov.au/internet/publications/publishing.nsf/Content/work-review-australian-government-health-workforce-programs-toc~chapter-4-addressing-health-workforce-shortages-regional-rural-remote-australia~chapter-4-rural-recruitment-retention-strategies
https://www.myagedcare.gov.au/help-home/home-care-packages/consumer-directed-care-cdc
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. This will require investment in higher education and regional entrepreneurship.

Currently people from the regions who aspire to professional careers typically move to the city
to study. In many cases they do not return. Here, technology may be part of the solution.
Combining specialised online educational resources with good local support teachers could
enable students to access a much wider range of courses from regional areas . 

Regional communities will also need entrepreneurs to develop the future industries and
micro-businesses which improve the diversity and resilience of the local economy. However,
start-ups and existing businesses are more likely to survive and scale-up when there is a supp
ortive entrepreneurship ecosystem
, including access to relevant skills development opportunities.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or
organisation that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond their academic appointment.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/the-growing-skills-gap-between-jobs-in-australian-cities
-and-the-regions-88477
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https://research.csiro.au/lifelong/vet-era-equipping-australias-workforce-future-digital-economy/
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