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The 3Ps - some ‘solutions’ for consideration 

Comprehensively explore the causes of non-participation in the labour force for 
different cohorts 

While some suggest that the barriers to labour force participation are well known, for 
36% of non-participants who are available for work, the cause is not understood. Given 
that current ‘solutions’ to known barriers to labour force participation have not resulted 
in a notable increase in labour force participation, it may well be that the ‘solution’ is not 
fixing the actual cause. 

Invest in a preventative health strategy using a human-centred lens 

One of the most significant barriers to labour force participation and productivity is the 
health condition/s of a potential worker or their partner or family members who may 
require care and support. The provision of care and support to family members also 
contributes to reducing hours and level of engagement with work. The risk of burnout 
contributing to the reduction in workforce engagement is real and high, also leads to 
career redirection or downgrading.  

Systemic reform of the education system with a holistic lens 

The pipeline for the future workforce begins with families and prior to the formal start of 
schooling in the early childhood and care sector, then throughout the schooling system 
and then post-school options of further education or training. Despite significant 
investment and regulation in the ECEC sector this century, and policy reform in the 
schooling sector, more young children are starting school developmentally vulnerable in 
two indicators of the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) – particularly the 
language and cognitive skills and emotional maturity which are predictors of schooling 
performance. Once they start school, the stay behind and the gap widens further. 
Approaches to improving educational attainment have been isolated to specific cohort 
levels/areas rather than through a systemic lens with a consideration of the 
interdependencies of the components of the whole system. This means that school 
leavers are not always prepared for further education or training or work, requiring 
costly intervention and support, particularly in literacy and numeracy, or they do not 
participate in education, training or employment (NEET).  

Substantial investment in the health care and community services industries 

As an enabler of economic and social participation and prosperity through health, well-
being and social services support by identifying and removing barriers to participation, 
for those experiencing adversity, invest substantially in the health care and community 
services industries to support re-entry to the workforce (or maintain participation in the 
workforce) at least until the preventative health strategy and systemic reform of the 
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education system has been successfully implemented and favourable outcomes are 
evident.  

Aim to achieve economic production and demographic reproduction  

The total fertility rate (TFR) has been below population replacement rate since 1975 in 
Australia (1979 in Tasmania) which means that without immigration, the population is 
failing to replace itself, leading to rapid population ageing and a reduction in the size of 
the future workforce.  

While there have been several efforts to arrest the decline in the TFR this century, in 
recent years the rate has been in almost free-fall despite the introduction of measures 
such as Paid Parental Leave, the ineffective baby bonus (see here for explanation) and 
childcare subsidies. Policy positions have been confused as to whether they are aiming 
to enable female labour force participation or to increase the fertility rate. The reality is 
that to achieve a sustainable population and workforce, and to maintain living 
standards, policies need to enable both economic production and demographic 
reproduction. A recent paper from Anne Gautier and Stuart Gietel-Basten shows that 
family policies such as PPL and childcare subsidies are nice to have and make 
balancing work and life in the family easier, however, they have little impact on 
increasing the fertility rate. The decision to have a child (or more children) is risk based 
primarily on security – financial security, housing security, job security…  The longer a 
young person takes to achieve security, the longer the delay in making the decision to 
have children. The older a woman (and man) gets, the biological likelihood of conceiving 
without assistance declines, which can also prevent subsequent children.  

Some researchers also suggests that efforts to increase female labour force 
participation rates soon after child-bearing is contributing to the decline in early 
childhood development and readiness for school – particularly with attachment, 
emotional regulation, language and communication skills due to the inability to form 
strong bonds with parents if enrolled in childcare.  These are consequences we need to 
think through in the decision-making process with policy development. It is suggested 
that longer paid parental leave – at least 12 months shared by both parents – as in some 
Scandinavian countries – would better support both young children and parents. 

 Aim to maximise skill utilisation and minimise skill wastage 

We do not effectively utilise the human capital (education, training and skills) people 
have already accumulated – particularly for women (partnered and then as mothers) 
and for immigrants. Over-education, skill mismatch, occupational downgrading are not 
only untapped productivity potential, but a costly waste of investment in education and 
training. The cost of education to both individuals and the government is significant; it 
should be more effectively directed to where demand is – this would enable greater 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/padr.12691
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levels of participation and productivity and provide greater confidence in pursuing 
education and training and participation in the workforce.  

Additionally, the culture that full time work hours is superior to part time work hours 
must change. We must enable workers to participate in the labour force in jobs that 
match their education and skill, at a level of engagement that they are able (particularly 
for those providing care roles, or with health conditions, burnout or otherwise). Part 
time workers should not be penalised by having to downgrade their occupation skill 
level. This will improve productivity.  

Under-education is also prevalent in the workforce, particularly for men and 
predominantly those in managerial roles. Upskilling for managerial knowledge and skills 
(as opposed to ‘leadership and culture’) would enable improved team productivity and 
culture and reduce the risk of workplace dissatisfaction.  

Continually invest in the upskilling of workers – particularly digital literacy for an ageing 
workforce - as industry sectors evolve during this fast-paced technological revolution.  

Equally focus on increasing the demand for more highly educated and skilled 
workers 

Higher skilled jobs are more likely to be secure and higher paid, more productive, and 
provide greater financial security and potential discretionary income – enabling housing 
security and reducing the perceived risk in the decision to have a child/ren or not.  In 
addition to the ‘market sector’, these jobs also exist in the health care and social 
assistance and community services sectors.  

Create and/or incentivise higher skilled ‘entry level’ jobs for school leavers and post-
school graduates - paid internships or programs – enable achieving experience and the 
potential for job security (plus financial security and housing security) earlier.  

Incentivise research and development and investment in capital which transitions 
industries and employers to be more productive and competitive, including the health 
care, social assistance and community services industries.  

Raise the preservation age to access superannuation 

The current preservation age of 60 years to access accumulated superannuation funds 
of age facilitates earlier retirement from the workforce for those who are financially 
secure – usually those with higher skilled, more productive jobs.  Older workers who are 
financially secure maintain engagement in the labour force for altruistic reasons. 

Raising the preservation age to closer to the age pension age would retain older, more 
productive workers in the labour force and also enable the transfer of accumulated 
corporate/industry knowledge and skills to the future workforce and 
industry/organisational leaders.  
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Incentive retention in the labour force of older workers by introducing or formalising 
transition to retirement, mentorships or similar approaches.  

Older people are also reducing their engagement in the workforce to provide support to 
their children and grandchildren in the provision of care outside of the ECEC sector. 
Unless the care industries are invested in and valued, affordable and accessible, 
families will continue seeking grandparent support where possible, reducing 
grandparent engagement in paid work. 

Find a solution to the impact of school holidays on the labour force participation 
and productivity of families 

School students enjoy at least 12 weeks of school holidays every year, whilst their 
working parents are entitled to 4 weeks (with negotiation available for some). While 
before and after school care is provided by some primary schools at a cost (which is 
prohibitive for many), there are fewer options for secondary school students and are 
largely left to their own devices (no pun intended).  It could be argued that high school 
students in particular need greater structure and opportunities for stimulation and 
direction at a time in their development when much is changing – emotionally and 
physically.  

The school year was devised at a time influenced by the Australian Wage Earners 
Welfare State, which was in turn influenced by the Harvester Judgement of 1907. This 
policy set in place a basic inequality between men and women in the working 
population. The Harvester Judgement effectively enshrined the principle that wage-
setting be on the basis of social policy considerations, simultaneously establishing a 
wages system and a welfare state in which a woman’s role was deemed secondary to 
that of men. This created the ‘male breadwinner model’ of the family in which men earn 
a family wage and provide for the financial need of the family, while women did the 
domestic labour and care for family members. The concept of the ‘living’ or ‘family’ 
wage gave way to the notion of ‘total wage’ in the late 1960s which resulted in an 
increase in women’s wage levels and subsequently female labour force participation. 

However, the school year and its division of terms and abundant school holidays did 
not. Yet, governments insist on prioritising through policy making increasing female 
labour force participation, as a solution to many demographic and economic 
challenges, but fail to resign the institutional structures that prevent this from occurring 
and instead expect women to retrofit their work and care of family into a decision-
making framework designed before 1960.  

It is not possible to care for children in a working family when students have 12 weeks of 
leave and parents have four. 
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A solution needs to be found that is accessible for all and benefits young people’s 
development.  

This could be similar to the Summer Camp approach in the USA and Canada, or 
increasing leave entitlements through legislation for families. 

The current situation is harming parents – through the risk of burnout – and youth in their 
key development phases.  

   


