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CHAPTER 11 

The future of work: It’s a matter of learning 

 

Outdated, outmoded, outpaced 

No debate topic elicits a more emotional response than the future 

of work. So much of a person’s life can be traced to the decisions 

they make between the ages of 15 and 22, when they decide who 

they’re going to be. The school system aligns a student’s choice of 

subjects with their career options, then they are filtered at tertiary 

institutes according to their specialisation. The career-mapping 

process starts well before we have formed any real view on what 

we love to do, how we like to work or where industries are heading. 

Before most young people have worked a full day in a job, we ask 

them to narrow down their subject choices from a smorgasbord of 

options to focus on just a few key subjects that will determine their 

university eligibility, which programmes they can enter and even 

whether they can demonstrate their intelligence by passing exams. 

Forgive me for being disparaging, but this system is deeply 

flawed. 

The biggest challenge we all face in the 

future of work is that there are very few aspects of the education 

system that have transformed in response to the way we work, 

learn and live in the twenty-first century. While Covid-19 has been 

the single biggest circuit breaker in the past 200 years of learning, 

the majority of schools and institutes are fixated on getting back 

to normal. Students today are informed by multiple different 

sources of information, and many are deeply immersed in online 

communities, social networks and topic-based online groups. 



Speak to an average 15-year-old today, and you’ll find they 

typically have a good grasp on international politics, climate 

initiatives, and societal shifts including those that relate to 

race, gender and age. They often have a side hustle involving an 

online exchange of value, such as developing virtual assets for 

gaming, trading cryptocurrencies or selling products in an online 

marketplace. They are the always-on, learn-as-you-go YouTube 

generation. If they don’t know how, they google it. They have 

significant communities and social tribes online built around 

common interests and understandings. 

But in the classroom or lecture hall, the education system 

continues to assume that teachers are highly skilled communicators 

and the only source of knowledge in the room. Continuing to teach 

students using a one-to-many model, with a single teacher in front 

of a class, is not only flawed, it’s deeply arrogant. It’s like saying the 

chief executive is the only source of good ideas in an organisation. 

Perhaps employers are part of the problem. If we continue 

to focus on very specific education pathways and qualifications 

to source new recruits, I fear the education system will continue 

to align to our needs. We will never see the benefits of diversity 

of thought and the benefits of inclusion unless we abandon the 

assumption that the best people to work in our organisations and 

teams must fit a very specific mould.  

 

Commit to keeping up 

The future of work is not a job for life, a nine-to-five day or a daily 

commute to the office. I would go so far as to predict that, before 

we roll into the next decade, we will all work fewer hours but 

with significantly higher levels of productivity. Our workplaces 

will be a mixture of locations, determined by the type of work we 

are doing. We will use advanced immersive technologies to be in 

virtual rooms with our colleagues and our customers, and we will 

all be actively learning as part of our commitment to stay informed 

and relevant. Industries will have morphed in response to carbon 



restrictions and an increased commitment to sustainability. The 

workforce will be less defined by age and experience, and more 

by capability. Teams will be geographically distributed, and will 

include staff and contractors who live offshore. All major business 

processes will be automated, and strategic decisions will be made 

using real-time data and advanced algorithms that run theoretical 

scenarios to validate decision-making. 

We are tasked with preparing for the future in ways we never 

expected. We should be focused on when our current skills will 

become redundant and when we’ll need to build new skills and 

understanding to support our career progression. All adults 

should become highly attuned to the signals of change – the 

indicators of where sectors are heading, and what disruptors are 

doing differently. 

We all need to become comfortable being out of the decision-making 

seat, and being an onlooker to new conversations. The 

sidelines are the best spot to learn. Whether you’re leading a team, 

setting out on your career or starting a new job in a different 

company, being able to understand new information will be the 

most critical component of personal and professional development. 

But most people don’t see themselves as students. Many are 

quite happy to trade on what they’ve learned through experience 

or on-the-job training. The problem with this is that there is so 

little scope to move beyond the familiar. We seldom focus on the 

practice of negotiation as an area of learning, but no one can sit at 

a negotiating table without understanding the views of the other 

party. We can’t overcome differences of opinion to create long-lasting, 

impactful change without each party truly knowing what 

those differences are. The willingness of all people at the table to 

comprehend the views of others is crucial to finding agreement – 

it’s the first step. 

Committing to developing a process of negotiation takes time 

and energy, but the benefits speak for themselves. When two parties 

compromise in a way that makes both feel heard, there won’t be 



one true winner – and that’s a good thing. Whether you’re listening 

to the views of a supportive community, or a challenging colleague, 

or even working through the dissolution of a marriage, the desire 

to win can be one of the most important characteristics to quieten. 

Life is too short to win at all costs. If you want to move long-held 

views forward and be part of meaningful conversations about the 

future, it’s important that no one walks away feeling the process 

was biased, predetermined or unfair. If you find yourself at the 

table and you have some influence, getting all parties to agree to see 

the process through goes a long way towards finding a resolution. 

 

If we play by old rules, we’ll get old solutions 

Trying to move the dial and support progress in education has 

been the biggest challenge of my life. We should be open to 

progress, inspired by better insights and an understanding of 

what works, but I face many stakeholders who are hell bent on 

defending the status quo. Some of my biggest battles have been 

fought with policymakers or indoctrinated leaders who depend on 

the world staying the same. I have lost sleep, shed tears and been 

worn down by the lack of progress in these systems of conformity, 

and I am not alone. Frustration is growing across all sectors at 

the inflexibility and protectionism of some legacy organisations. 

To move mountains, and to make sure that our future reflects 

the changing views of society and industry, we all need to take 

responsibility for calling out the powerful systems and people who 

stand behind closed doors. By having hard conversations we can 

drive new outcomes that will improve the world. 

I struggle to understand why we’re supporting a 200-year-old 

system that is well past its use-by date. There is no obvious 

gatekeeper or dominating authority, no one source of control – 

fixed thinking exists across the entire ecosystem. Yet we continue 

to support a model that’s no longer fit for purpose. I have to 

assume that, over time, views will change and systems will come 

to better reflect the world outside the education system. I hope 



that emerging voices and instruments of change have the strength 

and ability to promote the benefits of a more responsive system. 

Read any news headline: the industrial world is over. Kaput. 

Our jobs are morphing, and our problems are too. If we play by 

old rules we will get old solutions. We need to tackle the systems 

that we know are irrelevant to support the next generation and 

the one after that. 

I have always been a fighter. I feel deeply for people who are 

failed by systems that have not evolved. I’m prepared to step 

up and challenge myself, and I’m committed to asking harder 

questions and requesting better answers. One step forward and 

two steps back. I know that in time I will simply run out of the 

fight, but I’m hopeful that I’ll outpace the detractors. I know a 

generational change will lead new conversations and a more 

significant collective of voices will step in. 

My challenges are tied to the worlds of education and 

technology, but leaders around me have their own battles to fight. 

Even the most change-resistant person would be hard-pressed to 

ignore the upsurge of technological transformation occurring 

across the globe. We’re experiencing extreme and unprecedented 

demand for skilled people. Covid-19 might’ve been the catalyst 

to drive mass-digitalisation of businesses, or it might be a by-product 

of the 2.8 billion members of Gen Z building better, 

faster ways to live – ultimately the cause is irrelevant. Every 

major technological evolution has had a tipping point driven 

by societal shifts, and technological advances do not dissipate 

over time. We have a global talent-shortage problem. For every 

year that passes, the available talent needs to grow. An 18-year-old 

today simply doesn’t understand landline phones, printed 

newspapers, scheduled television, libraries, taxis, bank branches, 

nine-to-five office hours or even email. Profound changes have 

occurred in these sectors, as tech giants have replaced the 

original sector leaders. Apple was never a telco, Netflix was not 

a TV network, Spotify didn’t own a radio station. If technology 



hasn’t already disrupted your sector, it will. And it will not be 

a known competitor who causes this disruption; it will be a 

technology-based organisation that has reimagined what you do 

to be more efficient. 

We are seeing advances in connectivity, and significant 

improvements in video-based calls, e-commerce retail, online 

banking and access to essential services, that would not have been 

possible just a few years ago. QR codes and Bluetooth tracking 

are yet another technological advancement that has changed the 

way we think about data. 

We all need be mature in our thinking and know when and 

how to break old ways, so that we can move forward using new 

practices. How many parts of your life are you wearing like a 

much-loved blanket that’s hard to let go of? How many views do 

you have that you’re doggedly holding on to for no reason other 

than that they’re familiar? 

We’re all on a journey of transformation. Every day we learn 

and see things that influence how we imagine our future. We will 

all fight internal battles as we let go of some of the structures or 

practices that are part of who we are. But we’ll all evolve and 

progress one way or another, either because we actively participate 

or because we’re dragged across the line. Being proactive about 

who you want to be doesn’t mean choosing the right subjects at 

school; it’s about who you fight for, who you back and the battles 

you choose. 

Your future is what you shape it to be. All I can hope is that 

you form your view with an abundance of knowledge, and without 

limitations. 


