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This paper presents the results of a review of the international literature relating to the future 

of work overall and within this, the future of small business in the Australian context.  

Future workplace scenarios may fall between one of two poles – one where SMEs are largely 

subservient to a few large global corporations and the other where socially and environmentally 

friendly enterprises working with a large number of “nano”, micro and small enterprises. This 

latter view will be characterised by more informal, flexible and highly mobile workforce 

structures not bounded by time or place. 

The methodology: The review of the literature presented here drew on over 137 sources. The 

approach taken to this literature review drew on a systematic approach recommended by 

academic sources (e.g. Webster & Watson, 2002; Ridley, 2008; Fink, 2010; Denney & 

Tewksbury, 2013). An examination of online bibliographic databases was undertaken with 

search parameters guided by the key words of small business, SMEs, Australia and the future 

of work. An Endnote bibliographic database was used to store these documents which included 

both peer reviewed academic research papers and quality “grey” literature from mostly 

government and industry sources.  

These sources were then examined using Leximancer text analytic software that uses 

algorithms to identify word frequency and co-occurrence counts to group words into concepts 

(Smith & Humphreys, 2006). These concepts are then graphically mapped to show their 

concentration and interrelationships within the wide corpus of text contained within the source 

documents. These are also grouped into themes to show the overall structure of the literature. 

This provided an initial foundation for the examination of the literature sources and assisted in 

helping to revise the initial research questions. The data used in the analysis included details 

of the author, title, abstract, journal of the material manually reviewed. 

In addition to the Leximancer analysis NVivo a qualitative data analysis (QDA) computer 

software that enables the management and analysis of large quantities of rich text-based and/or 

multimedia information, where deep levels of analysis on small or large volumes of data are 

required (QSR, 2016). This analysis followed the process recommended by di Gregorio (2000). 

As a more manual analysis tool than Leximancer, NVivo offered a means of independently 

examining and coding the source data.  

Finally, the literature was examined using a manual thematic analysis involving a review of 

each document. This was subsequently incorporated into the final report. Using both computer-

aided and then manual analysis means enabled the confirmation of patterns identified in one 

method with those found in the other two and minimised the potential for researcher bias. The 

multiple perspectives provided from these three methods of manual and computer aided 
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analysis provide a robust basis for further refinement of the research questions which were then 

used to guide the overall study.  

Key findings: Among the key factors shaping the future of the Australian small business 

workplace are: globalisation; technology; demographic change of the workforce; societal 

attitudes; environmental issues; and government policy. The Australian economy is 

particularly open to global competition and businesses will need to adjust to this in order to 

survive. Technology will be both a creator of new work opportunities and enhancer of worker 

productivity. However, it will also disrupt many existing industries, replace a high proportion 

of current jobs, and change the nature of the workplace in relation to time and place. Future 

employment will most likely depend on workers being well-educated, skilled, globally oriented, 

good at problem solving, creative and innovative, as well as confident in their use of technology. 

Government policy and regulation will need to adapt to these forces and assist organisations 

and their employees to adjust to change. Regulations will need to be more carefully targeted 

towards a workplace that will require higher levels of flexibility and mobility of the workforce. 

The small business sector is likely to have an increasing proportion of “nano” enterprises 

comprised of individual self-employed workers, plus small micro-businesses. These firms will 

not be best served by an industrial relations system designed to address an adversarial model 

of bosses and workers. Government policy and regulation will need to become a facilitator 

working with employers and employees to shape a highly productive and globally competitive 

workplace. 

Conclusion: Attempting to predict the future is both challenging and fraught with risk. The 

main factors likely to shape the future of the workplace are globalisation, technology, the 

changing demographic profile of the workforce, societal attitudes, environmental change and 

government policy (Ware and Grantham 2003; Gratton 2010). We have examined a number of 

future scenarios and seen that some are optimistic and see globalisation, technology and 

diversity as an opportunity to embrace change and build an excellent labour market with 

matching enterprises (Hannon, 2011). Others see a more dystopian vision characterised by high 

unemployment, low wages and impermanent, less predictable jobs (Watson et al. 2003). 

In general, there is some agreement that work will be more flexible and mobile and that 

technologies will play a key role in enabling the future workplace to be redefined in terms of 

location and time (Humphry 2014; Moore 2016). This will see work increasingly defined less 

in terms of position, title or place, and more in terms of outcomes or achievements. The 

workforce of the future will be more diverse and technologies have the potential to make it 

easier for currently marginalised employees (e.g. older workers, the disabled) to participate.  

Some futuristic forecasts, such as that by PwC (2014), suggest that the future workplace may 

be found in one of three “worlds” comprising large global corporations driven by market share 

and profit, socially responsible organisations and SMEs. The research undertaken for this study 

indicates that these “worlds” of work already exist and the majority of workplaces are at least 

aware of if not actually transitioning into one of these three paradigms.  

The pervasiveness and importance of SMEs within the Australian business ecosystem make it 

tempting to predict the rise of the “Orange World” as the dominant one for the future of work. 

However, whatever does eventuate, it seems likely that the employees of the future will need 



to show a willingness and capacity to adapt to change, learn new skills and potentially adopt a 

“portfolio” career, which might include periods of self-employment.  

Government will continue to play an important role in shaping the future of the Australian 

workplace as it has done throughout our history. Regulation in the workplace may need to adapt 

and shift more towards a facilitation model. Attention will also need to be given to the needs 

of the SME sector, which is likely to be increasingly comprised of “nano” or micro-enterprises. 

Such firms will not be best served by legislation and regulation designed for large organisations.  

The results of the literature review were examined through comparison with the Australian 

Workplace Relations Survey (AWRS) database. This comparison indicates that well-educated 

managers and small business owners who, in the case of the SMEs, offer a largely positive 

workplace environment generally lead Australia’s workplaces. However, discussions with 

small business owners, and our large-scale survey of employers and employees, highlight the 

intensely personal nature that small business has for many SME owner-managers. This should 

not be surprising, but it highlights what is often an important difference between workplace 

relations within small and large firms.  

As far as the future of the Australian workplace, the majority of small business owners viewed 

the future of work for themselves as one of excitement and change, however this excitement 

was tempered by some doubts. These doubts focused very heavily on government, and a 

perceived inability to provide leadership, in particular the application of technology in a 

manner likely to enhance the growth of the small business sector.  

These concerns were further borne out in our survey findings where employers or employees 

did not generally view workplace regulation (WR) in a negative light, but micro-businesses, 

and particularly nano-businesses, were less likely to see the benefits of these things. Such firms 

comprise around 88 per cent of all businesses in Australia, and the survey data highlights their 

difference from larger firms. A difference that suggests government policy and regulators need 

to be aligned to respond to the needs of these nano and micro workplaces, rather than adopting 

a ‘one jacket fits all’ approach.  

The data also highlights the importance of recognising that diversity will involve the 

management of a future workplace where many employees are seeking better work-life balance, 

or are self-employed sub-contractors. These individuals will have different goals, motivations 

and needs. Most importantly, the survey also points to the impact of technology on the future 

of the workplace. This will potentially transform the nature of work and the time and place 

dimensions of what a workplace is. 

Although it is difficult to forecast with any certainty, the consistent pattern that does emerge is 

that both employers and employees have a common understanding that technology will be a 

key driver for future change. For some, this presents an opportunity in which they will be 

liberated from existing time and place rigidities. For others, the future seems bleaker, with fears 

of fewer jobs, and less opportunities for higher pay and conditions.  

Further, the ability of employers and employees to collaborate with each other over the nature, 

scope and timing of work, as well as reaching mutually beneficial “win-win” outcomes, is a 

very real opportunity if managed correctly. Australia will need to draw on the skills and talents 

of all its population, and apply innovative thought and action, in order to generate the necessary 

productivity required to maintain international competitiveness for economic growth. 



This “bright future” option is very much within the grasp of Australia’s workplaces if a 

mutually beneficial, collaborative approach to work can be developed. Workplace regulation 

is generally a response to a failure by employers and employees to work together for the mutual 

benefit. How willing they are to collaborate in this way to achieve the positive outcomes that 

are possible will depend on the attitudes that employers and employees have now in relation to 

these issues.  

The extent to which Australia’s small businesses and those who work in them can secure a 

mutually beneficial, bright working future will insubstantial part be determined by the approach 

of government. Intelligent, effective, facilitative regulation of work will support rather than 

seek to hinder the evolution of work in Australia and maximize the opportunity for Australians 

to secure win:win outcomes and improved workplace relations.   

The characteristics of any future workplace will also depend on the nature of the work that 

needs to be undertaken there. Some industries will adapt to, and embrace technology and use 

it to enhance their growth and opportunities. Others will face potential serious disruptions that 

may see the loss of jobs. Yet the apparent key factors shaping this future are the growth of 

digital technologies, automation and artificial intelligence, and the convergence of technology 

and flexible or networked organisational structures that will use such technologies to change 

the nature of the workplace from a time and place perspective.  

The future of the Australian workplace will be shaped by a combination of forces. Each will 

have its own impact and will offer both opportunities and threats to employees, employers and 

to the wider society that the world of work is situated in.  

Selected References 

ACCI (2015) National Red Tape Survey, Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 

www.acci.asn.au  

Alvarez, S. A. (2007). Entrepreneurial Rents and the Theory of the Firm. Journal of Business 

Venturing, 22(3): 427-442. 

Alvarez, S. A., & Barney, J.B. (2005). "How Do Entrepreneurs Organise Firms Under 

Conditions of Uncertainty?" Journal of Management, 31(5): 776-793. 

ASBFEO (2017). Small Business Counts: Small Business in the Australian Economy. 

Australian Government, Canberra, Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise 

Ombudsman (ASBFEO). 

Bague, H. (2015). The importance of culture to achieving superior business performance: A 

leadership opportunity for HR. in Ulrich, D., Schiemann, B., and Sartain, L. (Eds). The Rise of 

HR: Wisdom from 73 Thought Leaders. Alexandria VA, USA, HR Certification Institute: 97-

102. 

Bajorek, Z., Shreeve, V., Bevan, S., and Taskila, T. (2014). The Way Forward: First Working 

Paper, The Work at Health Policy Unit, Lancaster University.  

Barry, M. (2016). Employer and employer association matters in Australia in 2015. Journal of 

Industrial Relations, 58(3): 340-355.   



Beatson, M., and Zheltoukhova, K (2015). Productivity Getting the best out of people. CIPD 

Policy Report. London, Charted Institute of Personnel and Development. 

Blackburn, R. A., and Schaper, M. T. (Eds) (2012). Government, SMEs and entrepreneurship 

development. London, Gower: Routledge. 

Bradley, T. (2015). Australia’s shifting economy. In CEDA. Australia's future workforce? 

Melbourne, Committee for Economic Development of Australia: 56-64. 

Bridge, S. (2010). Rethinking enterprise policy: Can failure trigger new understanding? 

Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Broughton, N., and Richards, B. (2016). Tough gig: Low paid self-employment in London and 

the UK: Social Market Foundation. 

Carmody, B. (2016). Government mulls enterprise contracts for SMEs with 20 employees or 

more. Smart Company, Wednesday, January 27 2016, www.smartcompany.com.au.  

CEDA (2015). Australia's future workforce? Melbourne, Committee for Economic 

Development of Australia. 

Clayton, R. L., Sadeghi, A., Spletzer, J.R., and Talan, D.M. (2013). High-employment-growth 

firms: defining and counting them Monthly Labor Review, 136(6): 3-13. 

Davila, A., Foster, George, He, Xiaobin, and Shimizu, Carlos (2015). "The rise and fall of 

startups: Creation and destruction of revenue and jobs by young companies." Australian 

Journal of Management, 40(1): 6-30. 

De Stefano, V. (2016). The rise of the "Just-in-time" Workforce, Geneva, Switzerland. 

International Labour Organisation. 

Degryse, C. (2016). Digitalisation of the economy and its impact on labour markets. Brussels: 

European Trade Union Institute. 

Deloitte. (2015). Gov2020: A journey into the future of government: Deloitte University Press. 

DIISR (2011). Key Statistics: Australian Small Business, AGPS Canberra, Department of 

Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. 

Dobbins, T., Davis, H., and Plows, A. (2016). Jobs figures mask bogus self-employment in the 

shadow economy.   The Conversation, April 21, www.theconversation.com  

Dutta-Gupta, I., Grant, K., Eckel, M., and Edelman, P. (2016). Lessons Learned from 40 Years 

of Subsidised Employment Programs: Georgetown. Center on Poverty and Inequality. 

EC. (2015). User Guide to the SME definition. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the 

European Union. 

Eurofound (2016). Working time developments in the 21st century: Work duration and its 

regulation in the EU. Luxembourg, Publications Office of the European Union. 

Foreman-Peck, J. (2013). Effectiveness and efficiency of SME innovation policy. Small 

Business Economics, 41(1): 55-70.   



Forsyth, A. (2016). Industrial legislation in Australia in 2015. Journal of Industrial Relations, 

58(3): 372-387.  

Gollan, P. and Steele, L. (2015) Working for Our Future: Adapting workplace relations to the 

modern context – Content Scoping Report, St Lucia, Queensland, University of Queensland, 

Australian Institute for Business & Economics. 

Greber, J. (2016). Government investment the last hope, says KPMG, Australian Financial 

Review, May 16, 2016. www.afr.com  

Hajkowicz, H., Reeson, A., Rudd, L., Bratanova, A., Hodgers, L., Mason, C., and Boughen, N. 

(2016). Tomorrow’s Digitally Enabled Workforce.  Brisbane. CSIRO.  

Healy, J., Mavromaras, K., and Sloane, P. J. (2015). Adjusting to skill shortages in Australian 

SMEs. Applied Economics, 47(24): 2470-2487.   

Humphry, J. (2014). Visualising the future of work: myth, media and mobilities. Media, 

Culture & Society, 36(3): 351-366. 

ILO. (2015). Small and medium-sized enterprises and decent and productive employment 

creation (ILC.104/IV International Labour Conference, 104th Session, 2015 Report IV ed.). 

International Labour Office, Geneva. 

ILO. (2016). World employment and social outlook - trends 2016. International Labour 

Organization [available online] www.ilo.org/global/research/global-reports/ 

Jacquemin, A., and Janssen, F. (2013). Role of regulation in facilitating entrepreneurship: a 

study of incubation in Belgium. International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business, 

20(4): 497-519.   

Kinner, C. (2015). Crossroads 2015: An action plan to develop a vibrant tech start-up 

ecosystem in Australia. In StartupAus (Ed.): StartupAus. 

Kitching, J., Hart, M., and Wilson, N. (2015). Burden or benefit? Regulation as a dynamic 

influence on small business performance. International Small Business Journal, 33(2): 130-147. 

  

KPMG. (2016). Laying Down Their Arms: The Great Australian Workplace Relations 

Challenge. KPMG [available online] https://assets.kpmg.com/  

Laperche, B. and Liu, Z. (2013). SMEs and knowledge-capital formation in innovation 

networks: a review of literature. Journal of innovation and entrepreneurship, 2(1): 1-16. 

Leighton, P., and Brown, D. (2013). Future Working: The rise of Europe’s independent 

professionals. www.pcg.org.uk, Professional Contractors Group Ltd. 

Lewis, P. (2015). Australia’s gig economy yet to register in employment numbers. The 

Conversation, August 14, www.theconversation.com  

Martin, C. (2016). The sharing economy: A pathway to sustainability or a nightmarish form of 

neoliberal capitalism? Ecological Economics, 121(January): 149-159.   

McGuirk, H., Lenihan, H., and Hart, M. (2015). Measuring the impact of innovative human 

capital on small firms’ propensity to innovate. Research Policy, 44(4): 965-976. 



McKeown, T. (2015) What’s in a Name? The Value of ‘Entrepreneurs’ Compared to ‘Self-

Employed’… But What about ‘Freelancing’ or ‘IPro’? International Review of 

Entrepreneurship, 13(2): pp. 103-116. 

McKeown, T., and Phillips, K. (2014). Growing and sustaining entrepreneurial ecosystems: 

Recognising the importance of the ‘Nano-Business’, White Paper WP03-2014. 

www.seaanz.org Small Enterprise Association of Australia and New Zealand (SEAANZ). 

McKeown, T., Mazzarol, T., Lazaris, M., and Gilles, G. (2016) Framing Report – Background 

to the Working for Our Future: Modernising Workplace Relations in Australia Study, Small 

Enterprise Association of Australia and New Zealand (SEAANZ): for the Australian Chamber 

of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) and Department of Employment, www.seaanz.org  

Mooney, G. and Sixsmith, A. (2013). Entrepreneurial practices in innovative Australian SMEs. 

Journal of Entrepreneurship: Research and Practice, 2013(2013): 1-14. 

Moore, C. (2016). The Future of Work: What Google Shows Us About the Present and Future 

of Online Collaboration. TechTrends: For Leaders in Education & Training, 60(3): 233-244. 

Nyström, K. (2015). New firms and labor market entrants: Is there a wage penalty for 

employment in new firms? Small Business Economics, 43(2): 399-410.   

OECD (2015). Financing SMEs and Entrepreneurs 2015: An OECD scoreboard. Paris. 

www.oecd.org. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

Osimo, D. (2016). The 2016 start-up nation scoreboard: How European Union countries are 

improving policy frameworks and developing powerful ecosystems for entrepreneurs, The 

Lisbon Council and Neats. 

Palangkaraya, A., Spurling, T., and Webster, E. (2015). Does Innovation Make (SME) Firms 

More Productive? Paper presented at the Paper presented at Reserve Bank of Australia 

conference. 

Popma, J. (2013). The Janus Face of the 'New Ways of Work': Rise, Risks and Regulation of 

Nomadic Work. ETUI Working Paper 2013.07. [available online] www.ssrn.com  

Prestney, S. (2008). SMEs need governance carrot. Charter, 79(5): 44.   

Productivity Commission (2015a). Workplace Relations Framework: Productivity 

Commission Inquiry Report Volume 1 No. 76. Canberra, Australian Government, Productivity 

Commission. 

Productivity Commission (2015b). Workplace Relations Framework: Productivity 

Commission Inquiry Report Volume 2 No. 76. Canberra, Australian Government, Productivity 

Commission. 

PwC (2014). The Future of Work: A journal to 2022. www.pwc.com/humancapital, Price 

Waterhouse Coopers. 

Ruggieri, A., Mosconi, E., Poponi. S. and Silvestri, C.  (2016). Digital Innovation in the Job 

Market: An Explorative Study on Cloud Working Platforms. Empowering Organizations. 

Switzerland, Springer: 273-283. 



Sawyer, J. K., Evans, N., and Bosua, R. (2014). Knowledge absorption through social networks 

for sustainability of SMEs in regional Australia. Journal of Economic and Social Policy, 16(2): 

1-16.  

Schaper, M. (2014). A brief history of small business in Australia, 1970-2010. Journal of 

Entrepreneurship and Public Policy, 3(2): 222-236.   

Stewart, A., Bray, M., Macneil, J., and Oxenbridge, S. (2014). Promoting cooperative and 

productive workplace relations': exploring the Fair Work Commission's new role. Australian 

Journal of Labour Law, 27(3): 258-280.   

Störmer, E., Patscha, C., Prendergast, J., Daheim, C., Rhisiart, M., Glover, P., and Beck, H. 

(2014). The future of work: jobs and skills in 2030. London, UK Commission for Employment 

and Skills.  

Tewari, P. S., Skilling, D., Kumar, P., and Wu, Z. (2013). Competitive small and medium 

enterprises: A diagnostic to help design smart SME policy. New York. The World Bank.  

Thornthwaite, L., and Sheldon, P. (2014). Employer and employer association matters in 

Australia in 2013. Journal of Industrial Relations, 56(3): 397-414. 

Ware, J., and Grantham, C. (2003). The future of work: Changing patterns of workforce 

management and their impact on the workplace. Journal of Facilities Management, 2(2): 142-

159. 

Watson, I., Buchanan, J., Campbell, I., and Briggs, C. (2003). The Future of Work: Trends and 

Challenges in Australian Workplaces. www.actu.org.au, Australian Council of Trade Unions 

(ACTU). 

Wiens, J., and Jackson, C. (2015). The Importance of Young Firms for Economic Growth. 

Kansas: Kauffman Foundation. 

World Economic Forum. (2016). The global competitiveness report 2015-2016 Geneva, World 

Economic Forum. 

Zaitseva, E. (2012). How to make sense of the Leximancer analysis: A quick guide to 

interpreting concept maps. Kingsway House, Hatton Garden, Liverpool, L3 2AJ, Liverpool 

John Moores University, Academic Enhancement Unit. 

 

 


