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New thinking needed for the 
workplace in the “war for talent”

By Larry Gould 
Chief Executive Officer, Australia-wide Business Training

Australian businesses face the most radical transformation in leadership  
and work practices in decades as they prepare for the impending “war  
for talent”.

In recent years insightful business leaders have understood the sense of urgency that 
is currently being generated in many industries in response to the forthcoming exit 
from the workforce of the Baby Boomer generation. This, combined with the 
punishing pace of change in technology and changes in work practices, requires the 
business leaders of the future to do more than be mere observers, they must 
understand these changing times and the implications for their businesses in  
the future.

The most important resource over the next 20 years will be talent. This talent 
cannot be allowed to disappear; rather it should be harnessed in a unique way that 
will allow for the smooth transition of the experiences, successes and knowledge of 
the past, to provide a platform of profitable business expansion for the future.

Health, resource and manufacturing, IT, trades, engineering and financial services 
firms are already struggling to attract and retain good candidates and are turning to 
overseas markets in a costly exercise to find quality people.

But more importantly, business leaders must develop new ‘non traditional’ solutions 
that encompass a comprehensive understanding of social trends; human behaviour; 
and much different consumer and employee expectations than those ever experienced 
in the past.
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The ‘War for Talent’ is not a one dimensional problem, but 
rather a direct result of a combination of four interconnecting 
forces, or pillars: 

● Understanding cultural diversity

● Generational change

● Organisational in-sourcing (centres of excellence) and 

● The need for a smooth transfer of business experience and 
knowledge from the Baby Boomers to Gen X and Gen Y 
(The Silver Fox). 

These four pillars form the basis of ABT’s strategic approach to 
assisting Australian businesses address this problem.

At the forefront for the ‘War for Talent’, employers must be able 
to successfully engage and connect with Generation X and Y 
employees – and most importantly – understand and be able to 
address their unique work life, social, professional and personal 
development expectations.

The statistics contained in the 2006 McCrindle Survey1 in 
conjunction with recently published 2006 Australian Census, 
serve as a stark reminder that employers must quickly obtain an 
understanding of the different career expectations and motivations 
of Generation X and Y employees relative to those of past 
generations.

In the fast approaching workplace of the future, the provision of 
opportunities for ongoing professional and personal development 
will be paramount in the decision making process of prospective 
employees to join a firm.  

One only has to look at the financial services sector to understand 
the magnitude of the issue and the impact generational change 
will have on individual financial services practices. In a survey 
published in the 2005 Business Health revealed that nearly half of 
the current practice principals would seek to retire or exit the 
Industry in the short to medium term.  

These principals will be faced with a number of challenges; 
firstly, to find a buyer in an environment where there could be 
an oversupply of practices for sale. Also potential buyers may be 
unable to consider acquisition as their existing practices are 
already running at near full capacity and as such, the purchase of 
additional clients would place significant strain on existing scare 
and limited internal resources.

Secondly, for those principals exiting the industry who are 
unable to find a buyer, the goodwill built up in those practices 
over many years will be lost. Of more concern, there may have 
been an expectation by these principals that the proceeds of an 
eventual practice sale would be used to fund their retirement.

Finally, there is the responsibility that these practice principals 
have to their staff and customers. Unless their practices have a 
business continuity plan, who is going to take over the reins of 
the practice to ensure the ongoing financial needs of the clients 
and staff employment are addressed?

Today many life companies and dealer groups are promoting 
succession planning for practice principals which provides a basic 
foundation, but a more strategic business approach is required in 
order for the business to continue to expand and increase 
profitability. 

While much of the current debate around the ‘War for Talent’ 
has centred on the impact of generational change, this is only 
part of a bigger issue facing Australian businesses.

Those businesses that develop a strategic approach to address 
each of the four pillars outlined previously, will be the successful 
businesses of the future. 

Let’s look at each of these pillars in turn.

Understanding CUltUral diversity
In these times of unprecedented economic growth and the 
lowest unemployment rates for in excess of 30 years, many 
Australian companies are looking beyond Australian shores to 
address the skills shortage in order to maintain profitability 
domestically and for future business expansion.

The financial services sector is not immune to this as Australian 
global insurers look to outsource call centres, data warehouses 
and software development. Outsourcing in itself is hard work, 
but it is made even harder when the company the work has been 
outsourced to is many hours flying time away. The increasing 
trend is for business to relocate business functions offshore, 
resulting in cost savings, which can often be offset by the 
complexities of dealing with different cultures. 

For example, one of the major issues facing Australian businesses 
looking to expand into the Asian market is the need to understand 
the differing attitude toward tasks and relationships. Australian 
businesses are primarily focused on getting the job done with 
working relationships a secondary consideration. Whereas the 
culture in many parts of Asia is to be very focused on building 
relationships and rapport thus more interested in the way people 
work together with task as a secondary focus.

Successful businesses of the future will address this pillar in the 
‘War for Talent’ by engaging different cultures. This will mean 
they formulate a clear set of business protocols to ensure they do 
not become an impediment to increasing the bottom line 
profitability of an organisation, as the failure to do so can often 
lead to misunderstandings, delays, lost opportunities and 
misaligned business strategies. 

generational diversity
Employers need to recognise that they will not be able to change 
the learning styles, work patterns or behaviours of Gen X and Y, 
but should take positive steps to engage each of these generations.  
Successful businesses of the future will develop practical initiatives 
and tools which will appeal to this new generation of managers 
and employees in order to harness the ability of these young 
people which will maintain the client base and therefore 
maximise the benefits to the business. 

This point is particularly relevant to those players in the Financial 
Services sector such as the major banks and insurers who employ 
salaried financial planners. These organisations need to look at 
strategies that will attract, motivate and retain Gen Y’s particularly 
when many of them will be looking to transition to the self 
employed market after gaining a level of practical experience 
offered by these institutions. 

1	 2006	McCrindle	Research	www.mcrindle.com.au
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What is even more critical from the ‘institutional’ employers 
perspective with salaried advisers and also the non salaried 
financial advisers, is how do they reassure their clients.  

Historically, clients have effected financial, wealth creation, 
retirement plans on a foundation built around the relationship 
with their trusted adviser and many will be uneasy when the 
adviser retires or leaves his or her salaried role with a financial 
institution.

The McCrindle survey identified five key elements as critical in 
attracting and retaining Generation Y. These are: 

● Work/life balance,

● Workplace culture,

● Varied job role,

●	 Management style, and 

● Training and development.

While it must be remembered that although Generation Y’s see 
work as an important part of their life; it is not their life, as has 
been said of the Baby Boomer generation. Therefore their 
working careers need to provide opportunity for them to have 
time to pursue their interests outside of the work environment, 
whether it be personal development, social interaction  
or educational.

Research shows that Generation Y place a strong emphasis on 
their relationships with their peers and the values of the 
organisation with whom they work. As such an environment 
where they work collaboratively and can interact socially is 
considered important. In addition, the emphasis placed on the 
relationship between organisational and personal values should 
not be understated. Employers need to be mindful of the 
messages these values send to employees to ensure that there is a 
cultural and character values fit with prospective employees.

Job roles of the future will need to show evidence of a variety of 
tasks within the role to maintain interest. This, I might say, is 
nothing new. Those jobs that have attracted me throughout my 
career have always been those that had variety, a clear growth 
path and career advancement and enabled me to actively 
contribute to the direction of the business. 

Employers of the future will need to tackle these issues head on 
and work with Human Resource professionals to ensure, not 
only position descriptions but the entire performance 
management system of the organisation reflects this.  

This brings me to the fourth element – management style. 

Now, more than ever before managers will need to display 
commitment to open communication, the creation of an 
environment of transparency and respect for the individual, or 
run the risk of not connecting with Generation Y’s. Thus, in 
order to gain “buy in” and respect from Gen Y’s a manager’s 
approach to leadership needs to be more one of consensus than 
directive, more participative than autocratic and more flexible 
than structured or hierarchical.  

Finally, Gen Y’s recognise the need for continued education and 
training as one way for them to remain relevant in an ever 
changing business environment. Their focus principally is on 
“soft skills” such as management and leadership, communication 
and presentation skills, rather than the more technical skills 
provided through formal university courses.

Interestingly enough in talking with Gen Y’s an overwhelming 
majority indicated that their preferred methods of training were 
on the job coaching/mentoring, and a combination of in house 
centres and outsourced training.  

This brings me to the third pillar in ABT’s strategy.

the silver Fox 
ABT is at the forefront of developing innovative learning 
programs for businesses and has steadfastly encouraged all client 
employers to prepare for the future with the view that learning 
is a process – not an event. 

However, understanding cultural differences and the expectations 
of Generation X and Y are just two pieces of the puzzle. The 
third requires employers to carefully plan and manage the exit 
and transfer of knowledge and experience from the retiring Baby 
Boomers to the next generation of employees.

Any employer that does not maximise, incorporate and apply 
the knowledge and experience of the Baby Boomers as they exit 
the workplace can only be described as foolhardy.  

This generation are an untapped resource and valuable business 
asset – the ‘silver foxes’ if you like – that can impart knowledge 
and wisdom through coaching and mentoring new and  
existing employees.

Organisations need to value the contribution and knowledge of 
their existing staff who are in the mature stage of their careers.  
These staff, as I see it, are in “The Third Work Age” – not the 
newcomer, not the middle performer, but are those employees 
who have experienced a range of business cycles, more often 
than not – the Baby Boomer generation.  

There are a variety of ways the skills of the Baby Boomer can be 
put to use in the twilight of their careers; for example, as internal 
training resources, to act as coaches and mentors to Gen X and 
Y’s, to play an active part in the development of an organisation’s 
educational centre of excellence or in-house academy. 

By using these staff to partner with an accredited training 
provider, organisations can bridge the gap between generic 
training and that which is specific to the business through the 
development of programs that focus on the development of 
skills that will deliver the business result.
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organisational in-soUrCing  
(Centres oF exCellenCe)
The final pillar in ABT’s strategy to address the future ‘War for 
Talent’ is organisational in-sourcing ie: the establishment or 
organisational academies of Centres of Excellence of the type 
discussed above.

As has been reported in many business magazines recently, 
including BRW, a number of larger Australian companies have 
taken the initiative of setting up their own business academies. 
This approach has a number of benefits to an organisation. 

Firstly, it is usually more cost effective than outsourcing the 
training to an external provider where the programs delivered 
are more of a generic nature, and secondly this approach  
enables the organisation to adopt a standardised approach to 
developing leadership skills which are immediately applicable in 
the workplace.

This means the course content has a direct business impact with 
the dual benefit of providing the individual personal growth, but 
at the same time maximising business growth, with success 
measured by the achievement of business objectives.

As recruiting new staff becomes more competitive and difficult, 
organisations will introduce colleges and academies that will 
nurture and develop the skills and proficiency of their staff  
from within.

ABT is already working in partnership with a number of large 
Australian businesses to introduce organisational in-sourcing 
frameworks that will position them to attract motivated staff in 
the future whilst maximising the potential of the Baby Boomers 
as they move into “The Third Work Age”.

The pendulum of change that is about to impact on the  
Australian workplace will be the most profound change in 
employment history.

Only those organisations that strategically position themselves 
today will be the winners of the ‘War for Talent’ tomorrow.


