VOCATIONAL TRAINING NO 19

EUROPEAN JOURNAL

The workplace of the
future: implications for
vocational training1

Introduction
This article describes the likely features
of the workplace of the future and some
implications for vocational training systems. The results are based on an analysis of national surveys from the US and
Australia on the characteristics of best
practice workplaces.
The use of survey data and case studies
to identify the characteristics of high performance workplaces is based on the assumption that workplaces doing well in
terms of the markets in which they operate are more likely to survive into the
future. It is pointless to try to predict the
future. But it is possible – and fruitful –
to identify major events that have already
happened, irrevocably, and that will have
predictable effects in the next decade or
two. It is possible, in other words, to identify and prepare for the future that has
already happened (Drucker, 1997). The
focus of this article is on identifying and
describing the characteristics of current
high performance workplaces as a way
of identifying the successful workplaces
of the future.
In particular it presents original analysis
from the Australian Workplace Industrial
Relation Survey (AWIS) carried out in 1995
by the Federal Department of Industrial
Relations. The AWIS is a national survey
of 2001 workplaces of 20 or more employees. This analysis is complemented
by a summary of main findings of four
case studies of Australian-based international enterprises.
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An analysis of Australian
and US data seeks to identify the likely characteristics of the workplace of the
future and consider some of
the implications for vocational training.
This article describes the
likely features of the workplace of the future and
some implications for vocational training systems. The
results ar e based on an
analysis of national surveys
from the US and Australia
on the characteristics of
best practice workplaces.
The analysis identified a
number of characteristics
associated with workplaces
that are performing well. It
is useful to consider these
in terms of the two levels at
which workplaces function:
the strategies pursued at the
enterprise level and the
ways in which work is organised at the workplace
level.

Key features of high performance workplaces
in Australia and the US
Organisation and technological
change
A multivariate analysis of the AWIS was
conducted to identify the key features
associated with workplaces that are high
performers. 2 High performance workplaces were defined as those reporting
significant improvements to labour productivity, expanding product demand, or
recent capital investment, in the two years
previous to the survey. The three groups
together accounted for 27% of all
workplaces with 20 or more employees.
The analysis identified a number of characteristics associated with workplaces that
are performing well. It is useful to consider these in terms of the two levels at
which workplaces function: the strategies
pursued at the enterprise level and the
ways in which work is organised at the
workplace level.

1) This article is based on research
undertaken for a report prepared for
the State Government of Victoria by
the Allen Consulting Group on future
employment change issues. The views
expressed in this article are entirely
those of the author and are not to be
taken as those expressed in the report. Some of the data analysis reported here has also been published
in “The workplace of the future:
insights from future scenarios and
today’s high performance workplaces”, Australian Bulletin of Labour,
November, 1998

The AWIS points to a strong association
between recent major organisational
change and high performing workplaces.
Workplaces that have undergone recent
organisational change in terms of restructuring and changes to work for non-managerial employees are twice as likely to be
a high performing workplace, all other
factors held constant. In Australia, nearly
all high-performance workplaces (93%)
underwent some form of organisational
change in the previous two years to the

2) The data analysis, based on the
specifications of the authors, was carried out by Frances Robertson of NILS
with the assistance of Mark Wooden.
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survey. This compares to 77% of non-high
performance workplaces. A related factor associated with high performance
workplaces is recent technological
change. This variable was constituted by
combining positive responses from
workplaces in relation to the purchase in
the last two years of major new plant or
office equipment.

“Many ‘visionary’ companies that are highly successful have strong corporate cultures that emphasise adherence to company
goals and cohesiveness
within the group. While
such corporate cultures
can improve effort, morale,
and productivity, they also
tend to thwart innovation
by limiting not only the expression of ‘original’ ideas,
but even their further development (…).”

Flexible working arrangements
High performance workplaces were also
associated with flexible working arrangements. They were more likely to have
increased their operating hours in the 12
months prior to the survey (26 percent of
high performance workplaces compared
with 16% of non-high performance
workplaces). High performance workplaces are more likely to have shift workers or workers on call (70%) compared
with non-high performance workplaces
(60%). They were also more likely to be
associated with the existence of semiautonomous work teams.
Emphasis on corporate ethos and investment in human resources
The analysis of the AWIS also shows an
association between high performance
workplaces and a strong emphasis on
corporate ethos/culture and the management of human resources. High performance workplaces are more likely to agree
strongly (38%) that ”the organisation devotes time to developing a corporate ethic
and culture” compared with non-high
performance workplaces (29%). Similarly,
they are more likely to agree strongly
(33%) with the statement that ”this organisation currently devotes considerable resources to the management of human resources” compared with non-high performance workplaces (24%).
Good employee management relations
Related to the above findings, there is
evidence of a strong association between
having good employee management relations and being a high performance
workplace. Manager respondents were
asked in two different questions to rate
employee management relations on a fivepoint scale from very good to very poor
(with a 60% overlap for the same respondCEDEFOP
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ents). High performance workplaces are
more likely to rate their employee management relations very good (50%) compared with non-high performance workplaces (41%).
Use of key performance indicators
High performance workplaces are more
likely to use key performance indicators
(60%) compared with non-high performance workplaces (53%). They are more
likely to benchmark customer service satisfaction (80%) compared with non-high
performance workplaces (72%) and to
measure labour productivity regularly at
the level of a department or section (54%)
compared to non-high performance
workplaces (48%). High performance
workplaces are also more likely to have
key performance indicators designed by
employees at the workplace (46%) compared with non-high performance workplaces (36%).
Research on the characteristics of high
performance workplaces in Australia offers insights into future trends by extrapolating from emerging structures and processes. However, this method of predicting future workplaces has several limitations.
The AWIS data are from 1994-1995 and
so may not capture the information on
very recent enterprises. The employment
size of the workplaces sampled in the
AWIS (20 or more employees) may also
exclude new enterprises in the early
stages of growth. In addition, the fixed
response questionnaires may offer only a
partial indication of the changes taking
place.
A focus on existing successful enterprises
may also only highlight those enterprises
that are doing well in today’s markets but
may not be successful in different market
conditions in the future. Many “visionary”
companies that are highly successful have
strong corporate cultures that emphasise
adherence to company goals and cohesiveness within the group. While such
corporate cultures can improve effort,
morale, and productivity, they also tend
to thwart innovation by limiting not only
the expression of “original” ideas, but
even their further development (Nemeth
1997). Emerging, more decentralised en-
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terprises, not yet defined as successful or
high performing, may be more tolerant
of internal dissent. These enterprises may
be better able to stimulate internal decision making, generate innovation and
hence be more likely to thrive in the future (Nemeth op.cit.).
Research in the US
Relatively little information is available
from large scale representative survey data
on the characteristics of high performance
workplaces in the US (Gephart 1995,
Smith 1997, Lester 1998), but there are
some similar results from the data available. Black and Lynch (1997) use data
from a nationally representative sample
of more than 1,500 US manufacturing
workplaces conducted in 1994 by the US
Census Bureau. Their results show that
workplaces with higher labour productivity are more likely to have an R & D
facility in their enterprise. Similarly,
workplaces with non-managerial employees who use computers and who received
training are strongly associated with
higher labour productivity. Manufacturing
plants with profit-sharing plans for nonmanagerial employees have 7% higher
labour productivity than their competitors.
Comparison of performance with other
workplaces through benchmarking is also
a feature of the workplaces with higher
labour productivity.
Lynch and Black’s analysis also shows that
higher workplace productivity is only associated with new forms of work organisation if they are accompanied by increased employee participation. Their results show that unionised plants with traditional manager-worker relations have
extremely low productivity. Unionised
plants that have adopted new workplace
practices such as incentive-based pay systems and employee participation are not
only more productive than their old-fashioned unionised peers, but also outperform non-union plants that have adopted
similar new workplace practices. Productivity in unionised workplaces that have
introduced formal quality programs and
forums for regularly discussing issues is
20%. However, the adoption of the same
high performance techniques in nonunion workplaces only yields a 10% improvement in productivity over the baseline (Wallich 1998).
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US evidence also shows that new forms
of work organisation are associated with
higher productivity performance but only
if part of an integrated strategy. A study
of 51 steel plants in the US examined the
effects of different human resource practices on productivity (Ichniowski, Shaw
and Prennushi 1995). The results show
that individual initiatives such as work
teams, quality circles and incentive pay
schemes do not have much impact on
performance. However, when several of
these measures are present, the overall
effect on productivity is more significant.
Thus the impact on performance is greater
than the sum of its parts where individual
work practices are mutually reinforcing
or integrated with each other (Lester
1998).
A study of 62 automotive plants around
the world showed “bundles” of high performance human resource practices are
associated with higher assembly plant productivity (fewer assembly hours per vehicle produced) and improved quality
(MacDuffie 1995). The study also shows
that the benefit of these human resource
policies is greatest when they are integrated, with a flexible, lean production
system (MacDuffie 1995).
The above research based on cross-industry surveys and industry-specific studies
in the US suggest several broad conclusions about the characteristics of high
performance workplaces (Lester 1998).
These generalisations can be summarised
as follows:
❏ no single set of work practices can be
identified as likely to produce high performance outcomes;
❏ any single work change initiative is
likely to have little impact on productivity if implemented in isolation;
❏ combinations of internally consistent
changes to work appear to act synergistically, producing effects on productivity
that are larger than the sum of the individual work change initiatives;
❏ an internally consistent set of work
practice changes is most likely to be effective when they are linked to an enterprise’s competitive strategy and culture.
However, relatively few workplaces in the
CEDEFOP
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Key features of high performance enterprises
in response to globalisation
Under strong competitive pressure to find the most effective strategy to reduce
costs and maximise future position.
Adoption of world best practices is not merely desirable but a necessity for survival.
New emphasis on need to leverage codified knowledge as a competitive tool.
Growing emphasis on changing tacit knowledge of workforce into codified knowledge through use of quality systems.

view to identifying, on the basis of practical evidence, the features of the
workplace of the future.
The following discussion uses information from four case studies of high performance Australian companies and their
response to the global economy. The enterprises studied were an Australian
owned international bank, and three US
owned international companies in petroleum, car manufacturing, and computer
design, manufacturing and sales. Globalisation has several consequences for organisational structures and ways of working (see table).

Strong need for both workforce functional and numerical flexibility.
Emerging global structures
Move from maintaining harmonious industrial relations to the adoption of a Human
Investment Strategy.

US are fully committed to major workplace
change and improvement.
Based on an extrapolation of the above
findings, it is possible to develop an idea
of successful workplaces of the future. Organisational structures are likely to be
smaller than at present and to operate in a
highly autonomous way. They are likely
to undergo constant technological and organisational change. This change is likely
to be more productive if it closely involves
the workforce through various mechanisms
to foster participation, including supportive unions. The impetus for change is likely
to focus on building a strong sense of cohesion based on agreed goals in the
workplace. The careful management of human resources is also likely to be a prominent feature of the successful workplace
of the future. Workforce flexibility in terms
of both working hours and relations with
fellow workers are also likely to be important. Performance measurement particularly in relation to non-financial measures such as customer satisfaction is likely
to be a major driver of change.

High performance as a
response to globalisation
Moving from the survey evidence, this
section looks at what high-performance
translates into in practice, again with a
CEDEFOP
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Global operation for the enterprises studied involves transforming production, distribution and human resource systems, for
example, to be able to operate from a
common platform. New positions are usually established, such as global product
managers, and new business units such
as a global marketing group. This can involve rationalising product offerings and
streamlining processes from sales and customer relationship management to revenue collection.
The move to global operation requires
working out how to leverage common
best practice processes across regional
boundaries while still maintaining some
degree of local flavour. A new balancing
act may be required to operate common
processes globally while managing regional markets locally.
The transition to a global company also
requires a major effort to transform employees to perform in the new ways. This
effort includes both extensive communications to ensure that people understand
why and how they must change and training to equip employees with the knowledge and skills needed to operate at the
new level. Employees in global business
units need to understand in a comprehensive way the businesses in which they
work. They are required to operate in virtual teams with loose managerial oversight. They need to be responsible for
their own training and development. Communications, reward and recognition, and
measurement systems need to be realigned to support global operations.
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Finding the optimal organisational
strategy

Importance of quality systems and diversity programmes

The case studies showed clearly that globally managed enterprises are under constant pressure to test which organisational
form best suits their strategic goals. These
include whether to change from a functional and area-based structure into a global company; ”make or buy” (to retain
in-house or to outsource); undertake acquisitions to enhance or add to the enterprise’s core competences; set up franchise
operations; form strategic alliances with
other enterprises, or even to merge.

The bank, through its organisational
change programme, used quality awards
criteria to review work processes systematically across the organisation. These include all day-to-day activities, strategies
and improvement initiatives. The emphasis was on ”the continual improvement
of all areas of the business – constantly
challenging what is done and the way it
is done.” This process was backed by an
interlocking team structure to provide a
system for coaching, communicating and
linking decision-making throughout the
organisation.

Importance of adopting world best
practice
Exchanges of information about best practice took place in each of the enterprises
studied. In the case of the oil company,
the low cost of transferring information
made it possible for a number of network
groups to exchange information about
their operations. Networking groups existed for refinery operations, refinery
maintenance, refinery optimisation, refinery logistics, service station construction
and retail marketing. It is recognised that
functional expertise is ultimately to be
found in the global company. It is expected that, in the future, operational
advice from a global network would, for
instance, be directly available to a plant
operator in a control room.
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“There is a growing recognition within the enterprises studied of the value
of intangible assets such as
customer and supplier relationships, technical support, R&D, management
philosophy, distinctive
competences of the enterprise, and operating systems. Leveraging knowledge as a competitive tool
is emerging as an important strategy in several enterprises.”

The car company, internationally, had its
own quality programme, aimed at turning it into a globally managed company
focused on quality.
The computer company and the oil company had programmes aimed at maximising the potential of all employees to contribute to business success. The goals of
the oil company programme were to have
a workforce fully aligned to the company’s business outcomes feeling able to contribute fully towards the oil company becoming number one, a workforce that recognised and valued a variety of work styles
and approaches and was continually able
to develop skills and competences.
Importance of workforce flexibility

Leveraging knowledge as a competitive tool
There is a growing recognition within the
enterprises studied of the value of intangible assets such as customer and supplier relationships, technical support,
R&D, management philosophy, distinctive
competences of the enterprise, and operating systems. Leveraging knowledge as
a competitive tool is emerging as an important strategy in several enterprises.
The key intangible assets of the computer company were its quality of management, products and services, innovativeness, long-term investment value, financial soundness, and ability to attract and
keep talented people. It has been estimated that up to 60% of the computer
company’s market value was due to these
intangible assets.

Workforce flexibility, both functional and
numerical, is a major theme for all the
enterprises studied. The computer company required a high degree of flexibility
in terms of employment arrangements for
30% of its workforce. It also expected flexible working arrangements through
telecommuting by working from clients’
premises. Some 40% of all computer company employees in Australia have laptops.
Weekend work was also expected. Functional flexibility was also highly sought
after not only technical skills, but also
strong communication and team work
competences.
Adoption of a human investment strategy
The four enterprises studied shifted from
a narrow industrial relations focus to a
CEDEFOP
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more comprehensive range of human resource policies. In some cases, this progressed to the adoption of a human resource investment strategy as a core element in the corporate strategy. This involved a shift in workforce attitudes from
an ”entitlements” culture to a greater acceptance of responsibilities. These
changes also involved a shift away from
narrow task-oriented jobs to work that is
more comprehensive and judged on the
basis of outcomes.

“The four enterprises studied shifted from a narrow
industrial relations focus
to a more comprehensive
range of human resource
policies. In some cases, this
progressed to the adoption
of a human resource investment strategy as a core element in the corporate strategy. This involved a shift in
workforce attitudes from
an ”entitlements” culture to
a greater acceptance of responsibilities.
These
changes also involved a
shift away from narrow
task-oriented jobs to work
that is more comprehensive
and judged on the basis of
outcomes.”

Enterprises with a highly unionised
workforce changed the conduct of industrial relations. This involved changing
from working through external parties
and its narrow focus on wages and conditions, to an enterprise focus with productivity and performance benchmarks
of prime concern. Most initiatives have
been implemented to foster greater diversity in the workforce, such as more
family friendly policies and language
training.
This new enterprise focus emphasised the
development of teams and empowering
individual team workers. The aim is a
human investment strategy for the whole
workforce. This entailed encouraging
teams to manage their areas like a small
business, solving problems, making decisions and being accountable for outcomes. In the car company studied, some
1,300 employees were given the opportunity to acquire a better understanding
of business principles by undertaking
”business acumen and business leadership” training.
In addition, in the car company considerable energy had been devoted to developing a broadly based and robust career
development programme for the whitecollar workforce. Many in the manufacturing workforce attended accredited
training partly in their own time. It is
planned to extend current practices for
the white-collar workforce to the manufacturing workforce. This applies to performance appraisal and the undertaking
of training and development activities.
Managers and supervisors will increasingly be required to take responsibility
for their own training and development.
In the oil company’s refinery, management layers were reduced from 6 to 3;
CEDEFOP
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greater accountability for outcomes
passed to team leaders and teams. Team
leaders are expected to have high quality
communication and interpersonal skills
and all employees are encouraged to be
”self-energised”.
The computer company adopted a comprehensive human investment strategy.
This may reflect the high proportion of
tertiary graduates employed by the company and its tradition of valuing its engineering expertise. They placed a strong
emphasis on career self-reliance. It selected and managed businesses with a
goal of providing long-term employment
and opportunities for personal growth
and development. In return, people were
expected to take initiative by managing
their careers proactively, learning new
skills and applying them to meet critical
business needs. This included meeting
and exceeding certain standards on the
job, while adjusting to changes in assignments, schedules and the work environment.

Overview of high performance enterprises
The evidence from the surveys, reported
above, offers, in a somewhat disconnected
way, some pointers to the characteristics
of high performance workplaces in the
US and Australia. These pointers can be
used to extrapolate current trends for the
future. They suggest organisational structures are likely to operate in a more autonomous way than past practice. Successful workplaces of the future will seek to
combine efforts to develop new products
and services with innovative work organisation. The result is likely to be workplaces undergoing constant technological
and organisational change.
US evidence suggests that this change is
likely to be more productive if it closely
involves the workforce through various
mechanisms to foster participation, including supportive unions. Development of a
strong corporate culture based on agreed
goals will be another common feature.
The focus on individual employees as
vehicles for investment to foster intellectual capital will be a prominent feature
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of the future successful workplace. This
is not to suggest that the workplace will
be all sweetness and light. Workforce flexibility will be an important feature. This
will require working at times that best
meet the needs of customers. A high degree of inter-personal flexibility is likely
to be also necessary. This may involve
working in teams responsible for setting
their own performance targets. Nonfinancial key performance indicators, particularly in relation to customer satisfaction, are likely to play a major role in
shaping the day-to-day work focus.
The case studies offer a more comprehensive, holistic picture of what high performance looks like in practice. The evidence presented above of recent changes
in response to the growth of the global
knowledge economy highlights a number
of likely key features of the workplace of
the future. The most significant factor influencing the direction and structure of
the large enterprises is the new structures
being put in place to assist the move to
globally based operations.
Associated with the exposure to global
competition is the search by enterprises
to find the best fit between organisational
structure and the demands of the market
in which the business unit is operating.
Adoption of best practice in these circumstances becomes a necessity, not just a
rhetorical expression of intention. Diverse
organisational structures are likely to
emerge to respond to a rapidly changing
and diversified set of market conditions.
However, a common feature of these new
structures is likely to be much greater
operating autonomy than has been past
practice.
A key way in which enterprises, both large
and small, are responding to operating in
a global marketplace is to leverage knowledge as a competitive tool. The effect of
operating in the global knowledge
economy on the working lives of an enterprise’s employees is significant. A high
degree of workforce flexibility is expected. However, this has to be understood in the context of the primacy given
by enterprises in this new operating environment to fostering their intellectual
capital through a human investment strategy that encourages employees to manage their own career.
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Implications for vocational training systems
Changes in the organisation of work are
having a dramatic effect on vocational
education in industrialised countries. The
new knowledge-intensive economy poses
challenges for systems previously seen as
highly successful. Employment is becoming increasingly fluid, with occupational
boundaries changing or dissolving. Organisations are seeking to promote learning and at the same time reduce the cost
of training through ”on-line learning”
(Stern 1998).
In many ways, the new knowledge
economy is built on a shift in organisations away from top-down hierarchical
structures to flatter structures such as networks and autonomous teams. Top-down
hierarchies are particularly suited to producing or providing standardised goods
and services. Knowledge production requires looser forms of organisation that
give greater recognition to personal autonomy and self-direction of the mind
(Stiglitz 1998). Knowledge is best acquired
through the active involvement of the
learner and not through passive rote
memorisation. Within enterprises, there is
a strong emphasis on independence and
teamwork, away from working conditions
based on independence and autonomy.
Cross-functional communication and coordination is increasingly seen as a crucial requirement of people working in
ever more specialised work teams.
Central command structures give way to
semi-autonomous teams horizontally coordinating according to centrally given
rules. Work organised according to the externally determined “one best way” is replaced by participative experimentation
leading to continuous improvement.
Within the firm, the transfer of localised
tacit knowledge takes place mainly
through horizontal apprentice-like relations, not vertical training from managers
to workers (Stiglitz, 1999).
The trend has profound implications for
vocational training systems. Decentralised
decision-making, involving, in particular,
employers and employees as the end users of the training are likely to be a major
feature of training systems in the future.
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Two types of flexibility are likely to be
required of the vocational training system of the future (Sweet and Curtain,
1999). One can be termed context flexibility and the other temporal flexibility.

“Two types of flexibility are
likely to be required of the
vocational training system
of the future (…). One can
be termed context flexibility and the other temporal
flexibility.”

Learning is best acquired when ”situated”
or carried out in context. Context flexibility refers to the need for training providers to arrange for learning to take place
in a range of contexts. The importance of
the strategic use of knowledge to the
workplace of the future means that greater
efforts will be made to capture the tacit
knowledge in people’s heads. Some of this
will to be transferred to procedures such
as a quality system. In other cases, it will
be tapped through intensive teamwork.
The central importance of tacit knowledge
will mean that most learning will take
place less from first principles in a deductive fashion in a classroom. The
workplace itself, particularly where it is
knowledge intensive work, will provide
the best setting for learning.

“Context flexibility refers to
the need for training providers to arrange for learning to take place in a range
of contexts.”

Work-based learning offers a range of
benefits to educationalists and enterprises.
Three sets of benefits of close teacheremployer links can be identified. First, employers can demonstrate to students the
skills needed in the workplace and hence
reinforce in students the value of a relevant education. Second, students are
likely to exert more effort once they return to the classroom because they have
a better appreciation of how classroom
performance is relevant to their future
careers. And third, teaching staff accrue
additional authority based on their close
association with employers. However, realisation of these benefits depends on
employers playing an active role in the
specification of relevant competences to
be acquired during a work placement and
in their assessment.

Temporal [flexibility] “(…)
refers to the flexibility in
times, venue and format
that will be needed to meet
the requirements of an increasingly diverse group of
users.”

Unsatisfactory learning conditions in the
workplace may be due to an absence of
appropriately trained mentors. It may also
be due to bad work practices, such as
scapegoating or victimising of appren-
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tices. For a work placement to be a beneficial experience for the student, it needs
to be carefully planned and monitored by
people who understand both the work
setting and what is to be learned there.
Work placement co-ordinators may need
a close rapport with employers to encourage employers to devote the resources
needed to mentor students in the
workplace. Co-ordinators, therefore, may
need to be sourced directly from industry and be located in bodies with high
credibility with employers such as an
employer association.
The second major form of flexibility that
will be important to vocational training
in the future is temporal. This refers to
the flexibility in times, venue and format that will be needed to meet the requirements of an increasingly diverse
group of users. Many young people in
particular are now likely to construct
their own pathway by negotiating a series of steps that includes work and further education. However, the choices of
young people are not likely to be in a
linear sequence. Modes and times of
delivery will need to accommodate a clientele that will increasingly want to exercise their full range of options, particularly in relation to different combinations
of work and study.
Vocational training providers will need to
move from a course-based model with its
set hours of training delivery to one more
firmly focused on the needs of the individual. The issue is how best to match
individual choices to education structures
to make a greater range of career choices
and aspirations possible.
Vocational training providers will need to
encourage more individualised approaches to learning. This will involve
greater use of recognition of prior learning to give credit for informal learning.
The use of individual learning plans is
one mechanism to facilitate individual
negotiation of their own learning pathways.
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