Managing people

THE FUTURE IS E-ME

According to Harvard Business School Professor Clayton Christensen, ‘The craze towards e-commerce start-ups is a bubble, but the general trend of people seeking experience in smaller companies is a fundamental shift that will persist for a long time.’

In Australia, although we lag behind the United States in employment trends, the first sign of this shift is already apparent. Call up the web sites of any of the new e-businesses and look at the resumes of executives. At echoice, they have previously worked at McKinsey, Telstra, Fairfax; dstore—Pacific Dunlop, Australia Post, McKinsey; Peakhour—Microsoft, Coca-Cola; and e-loan—Commonwealth Bank, Westpac. If all those large companies aren’t worried yet, they should be. It’s only going to get worse. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the proportion of workers employed in businesses with fewer than 100 workers has increased from 56.4 per cent in 1983–84 to 60.1 per cent in 1996–97.  These figures are too early to include the recent e-business boom. But even if the existing growth rate continues, almost two-thirds of the private workforce will be employed in small to medium businesses by 2010.

This trend is also being driven by fundamental changes in the economy. All Western industrialised countries are experiencing a structural shift of production from goods to services. In the United States in 1900, sixty-three per cent of American workers produced goods and thirty-seven per cent produced services. By 1990, the equivalent figures were twenty-two and seventy-eight. By 2025, eighty-three per cent of Americans will be working in the service sector, according to the Hudson Institute’s seminal report, Workforce 2020.

The report says that when retirements are taken into account, all net labour force growth in the United States from now until 2020 will be in white-collar work, with every one of the occupations expected to grow most rapidly till 2005 being service-type jobs. ‘By 2005, the Internet and other computer networks will have transformed entire industries, such as financial services, banking, publishing and retailing,’ it says.

Australian economists agree that Australian net labour force growth in the next few decades will be in service occupations, due to a similar shift in production. According to Access Economics’s Chris Richardson, employment numbers for the whole manufacturing sector will fall six per cent in the decade to 2008–9. However, employment in the services sector will rise by twenty-two per cent on average, with the biggest rises in the recreational services sector (33.5 per cent), and property and business services (33.4 per cent), he estimates. The significance of this is that service workers move jobs more often than workers in manufacturing. The main reason for this is that they can do so—it’s easier to change jobs when there’s more demand for your abilities.

In all Western economies, as these service workers move jobs, they are choosing smaller employers. For decades, large companies have enticed the best workers with high salaries and lavish perks. But other factors are assuming more importance. ‘People aren’t getting the quality of life within working hours in big organisations’, says Bruce Marshall, of career consultancy Workshift. Today’s employees are looking after number one by keeping a constant eye on the job ads and an up-to-date copy of their resume. Unlike your dad, whose whole identity was tied up with his job at BHP, today’s workers have turned themselves into CEOs of Myself Inc. Company loyalty is sounding more and more like a historical concept.

This is also a factor in the predicted return to full employment in 2005–6, the time when Generation Y starts coming into the workforce. Says Phil Ruthven, chairman of IBIS Business Information: ‘Their fear of getting a job won’t be a problem. [In addition] they will be even more highly skilled than any other generation in history. They will be more self reliant and flexible and happy to go into contractualised work. We’re moving into the age of contractualisation where everyone is their own boss.’

In fact, says Ruthven, the whole concept of ‘employee’ will disappear over the next thirty to forty years. That term is ‘very much a feature of the industrial age’, with the connotations of ‘an indentured person, an apprentice, (who works for) no pay until they develop a skill base’, he says.

By the time the last of the baby boomers start retiring in 2010 and finally finish in 2030 ‘employee’ will be a very quaint expression, he says.

Source: Margot Saville, ‘The future is e-me’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 February 2000, p. 95.

Questions

1.
Describe some of the changes that are predicted to occur in the economy and the labour market in the next five to ten years.

2.
What are the possible consequences of these changes for human resource policies, such as working hours, performance management, selection criteria and rewards?

3.
What role will the HR professional play in developing and executing these policies?

4.
What sorts of difficulties do you anticipate in the increasing use of these policies?

