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 S ome suggest the nature of workplaces 
and employment relationships is currently 
undergoing change. There is anxiety within 

some parts of the community that jobs will be 
increasingly volatile, insecure or precarious.

Some level of mobility and re-allocation is essential 
for a dynamic labour market, however, we are 
conscious that each instance of unemployment 
– especially involuntary retrenchment – can 
be financially and emotionally difficult for each 
individual and their family. For that reason, change 
will often involve some cost.

We have approached the question by examining:
»  the emergence of the “gig economy”,  

as a form of work
»  whether the prevalent forms of work have  

moved away from permanent employment, and
»  whether people are changing jobs  

(whether by choice or not) more often.

THE GIG ECONOMY IS A SMALL,  
BUT LEGITIMATE, FORM OF WORK
The gig economy involves an independent 
contractor receiving an on-demand stream of work 
from a digital platform. The gig economy provides 
participation opportunities for people on a short-
term basis that gives them some autonomy around 
scheduling work. Examples of gig work include 
driving, household tasks or one-off professional 
services like graphic design.

It appears that most people who engage in gig work 
do so to supplement their primary income.1 

Although the gig economy is certainly a new 
phenomenon, it appears to be relatively small in 
Australia. Estimating the size of the gig economy is 
challenging. Gig economy workers are not explicitly 
measured by official statistics, but would be 
categorised as independent workers or contractors. 
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1   McKinsey Global Institute, Independent work: choice, necessity and the gig economy, October 2016, https://www.mckinsey.com/
featured-insights/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy

KEY POINTS
 Some claim the Australian labour market is 
increasingly volatile, insecure and precarious. 
Some reports on the future of work claim that 
permanent employment will decrease, that 
changing jobs regularly will become essential to 
advancement, or that individuals will need to be 
part of the “gig economy”.

 There is no evidence to suggest the current 
labour market is less secure than in the past.

 Technology is enabling new ways of working, 
such as gig economy work, but these represent a 
small portion of the workforce.

 Forms of work have not significantly changed: 
casual employment and independent contractors 
remain at much the same level as in the past. The 
most significant change is the rise of permanent 
part-time employment, which reflects a cultural 

change in allowing people greater choice and 
control over how they structure their work.

 Finally, it does not appear that people are 
changing employers more frequently. The number 
of job losses (involuntary transitions) is over a 
third lower now than 20 years ago If anything, data 
suggest that people are moving slightly less, and 
staying with their employers slightly longer.

 Although the data indicates the labour market 
is no less secure than in the recent past, many 
Australians genuinely feel anxious and under 
pressure. We understand that many working 
Australians are concerned about coping with the 
cost of living and their capacity to provide a good 
life for themselves and their families – and, even 
in good economic times, some Australians will 
struggle to find and maintain a job.
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The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia survey data suggest that there is no 
evidence of any rise over time in independent 
work (as a primary source of income) and, if it is 
increasing as a source of secondary income, it is 
being offset by declines in other forms of secondary 
work.2 

The best estimates suggest the gig economy 
comprises as low as one to four per cent of the 
current workforce (although these estimates are not 
without their own imperfections).3  

Some predict substantial future growth in the gig 
economy.4 Estimates are made on the basis that 
many workers prefer the choice and autonomy of gig 
economy work over permanent employment.

There could be limits to growth in the gig economy, 
including that:

»  it is not necessarily in an employer’s interest to 
parcel work into ‘gigs’ and maintain a vast network 
of possible workers.5 Permanent employment 
contains many advantages for some employers, 
including the reduction of transaction costs 
associated with recruiting staff, ease of instructing 
staff, and the ability to train or deepen the 
knowledge of a workforce, and

»  some individuals may value the permanency of 
employment (and other benefits of employment) 
over the benefits of gig work.

For these reasons, we expect the gig economy may 
continue to grow in specific areas that are suitable 
for gig work, but is unlikely to be the dominant form 
of work in most parts of the labour market.

A MAJORITY OF AUSTRALIANS WILL 
STILL BE IN FULL- OR PERMANENT  
PART-TIME EMPLOYMENT
Much commentary on the future suggests that  
the nature of an individual’s form of work is 
undergoing significant change. Change often 
appears to be overstated.

The most dominant form of work in the labour force 
is full-time permanent employment (Figure 1).

The primary change has been a slight increase 
in the proportion of the workforce who are 
employed on a permanent part-time basis and a 
slight decrease in the proportion of those who are 
permanent full-time (Figure 2). 

2  M Cowling and M Wooden, ‘Self-employment and independent workers’, The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
Survey: Selected Findings from Waves 1 to 16, released August 2018, University of Melbourne.

3  Grattan Institute, Peer-to-peer pressure: policy for the sharing economy, April 2016, https://grattan.edu.au/report/peer-to-peer/ ; 
McKinsey Global Institute, Independent work: choice, necessity and the gig economy, October 2016, https://www.mckinsey.com/
featured-insights/employment-and-growth/independent-work-choice-necessity-and-the-gig-economy

4  See, for example, Deloitte Human Capital trends 2018;  
https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/human-capital/articles/human-capital-trends.html;  
Intuit, Intuit 2020 report, https://http-download.intuit.com/http.intuit/CMO/intuit/futureofsmallbusiness/intuit_2020_report.pdf

5 Refer to, for example, Coase’s theory of the firm in explaining how organisations structure themselves and their work.
6 Business Council calculation drawn from Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6333.0 Characteristics of Employment, August 2017.

Figure 1
Number of people in forms of work 
in the Australian labour force in 2017
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Figure 2
Number of Australians in full-time 
or part-time forms of work
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Note: this chart is limited to employees and does not include members  
of the workforce who are contractors or small business owners.
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The move towards part-time employment is probably 
driven mostly by the preferences of workers. It would 
accord with many of the surveys about current 
priorities for Australian workers.10 

WORKERS ARE, IF ANYTHING,  
MOVING LESS AND STAYING WITH 
EMPLOYERS LONGER
Much of the commentary on the future of work 
suggests that workers are increasingly switching 
jobs (whether through choice or compulsion). 

In fact, Australians workers are not switching jobs 
any more than in the past (whether a voluntary or 
involuntary transition). In particular, it is important to 
emphasise that the number of job losses (involuntary 
transitions) is lower now than 20 years ago (Figure 4).

The lower rate of job losses reflects a strong 
economy. With record-high participation levels and 
low unemployment, it is easier for Australians to find 
and keep work. 

Figure 3
Percentage of part-time workers 
that are permanent or casual
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Figure 4
Job changes in Australia
Transitions as % of labour force, 1994–2017 
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Note: *The scope of the Labour Mobility survey was expanded in  
February 2006 to include all people aged 15 years and over. This change 
resulted in an extra 73,300 people coming within scope of the survey.

Note: determined by using receipt of paid leave entitlements as a proxy

Increasingly, part-time workers are in permanent 
part-time employment, not casual employment 
(Figure 3).

There has been much commentary to suggest  
there have been increases in casual employment  
or independent contracting. This is not supported  
by evidence:

»  The proportion of independent contractors  
in Australia was slightly lower in 2017 than  
about a decade earlier: down to 8.3 per cent  
from 9.0 per cent.8  

»  The proportion of casual workers is currently 
sitting around 20 per cent of working Australians. 
The level of casualisation in Australia remained at 
the same approximate levels since the mid-1990s.9 

While some people undertake a particular form of 
work out of obligation, many individuals choose their 
preferred form of work. These choices are made 
by balancing preferences for factors like flexibility, 
autonomy, security, entitlements and advancement 
prospects. The number of workers engaged in 
each form of work may change as workers shift the 
preference or priority of the various factors.

7 & 8   Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6333.0 Characteristics of Employment, August 2017.
9   Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6333.0 Characteristics of Employment, August 2017; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 6105.0 

Australian Labour Market Statistics, July 2014; Productivity Commission, Forms of work in Australia, April 2013.
10   McCrindle and Care Support Network, Australia Casual Workforce Report,  

 https://mccrindle.com.au/insights/blog/happy-working-gig-economy-depends-whether-choice-forced/;  
 Hays, 3 in 4 Aussies would take a salary drop to work from home, 1 March 2016,  
 https://www.hays.com.au/press-releases/HAYS_322060;  
 CSIRO, Tomorrow’s Digitally Enabled Workforce, January 2016.
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Evidence does not support the idea that workers  
are switching employers more often. Although levels 
of staff turnover in the workforce can fluctuate year-
to-year,11  the amount of time that Australians spend 
with one employer (their job tenure) has remained 
much the same since the mid-1990s (Figure 5). If 
anything, the average job tenure has risen a little.

Workers’ job tenure may remain relatively high for 
many reasons, including the costs of changing jobs, 
friction in the labour market, workers wanting the 
security that comes with continuity of employment, 
the higher average age of the workforce, companies 
taking greater efforts to retain their workers, or 
the potential increased prevalence of an individual 
regularly changing jobs within a single employer.

Different surveys reach different conclusions about 
whether younger workers (“millennials”) are currently 
preferring longer job tenure, or the flexibility and 
autonomy of gig economy work. While it seems 

accepted wisdom that millennials prefer mobility and 
advancement, some surveys suggest that millennials 
express feelings of concern about competing in 
the job market and prefer to remain with a single 
employer. For example, the proportion of surveyed 
millennials who would like to stay with their employer 
for more than five years was 28 per cent in 2018.12 

The level of future job turnover is difficult to predict. 
It is entirely possible an unexpected event may 
significantly increase job churn in the short-term. 
However, there is no evidence currently available to 
suggest job tenure will be any shorter or less certain 
– or that there are greater job losses in the labour 
market – than has occurred in the recent past.

11  Australian Human Resources Institute, AHRI Pulse Survey, 2015,  
https://www.ahri.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/52344/PULSE_retention-and-turnover-2015.pdf

12  Deloitte, The 2017 Deloitte Millennial Survey, 2017; Deloitte, The 2018 Deloitte Millennial Survey, 2018.

Figure 5
Proportion of the Australian workforce, by amount of time spent with current employer, five yearly average
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Note: data are not available for 1993 or 2014. Hence, one category (1994 – 1997) contains only four years of data.


