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The Mid North Coast Skills Audit was undertaken between 
April and June 2017 to capture the current and future 
skill needs of business and industry within the Region. 
With a methodology that included an online survey 
(165 responses), face to face interviews, presentations at 
business and industry network forums, focus groups and 
case studies, the Skills Audit provides a rich evidence base 
that can contribute to forward economic development 
planning in the Region.

The study focuses on skills rather than jobs. The rationale 
is that specific jobs are subject to change, and that the 
range of actual occupations and employment opportunities 
in the Australian and Mid North Coast labour markets is 
large and diverse. Publications such as Australian Jobs 2017 
(Australian Government, Department of Employment)1 
acknowledge that occupations can be clustered according 
to skill levels and skill types, which are portable to a range 
of occupations. 

Similarly, the Foundation for Young Australians2 has 
provided ‘big data’ analysis of some 2.7 million job 
advertisements to reveal 7 new portable skills ‘clusters’ 
in the Australian economy, where the required skills are 
more closely related and transferable than first thought. 
In its report The New Work Mindset 3, the Foundation for 
Young Australians believes that it is time for a new, more 
dynamic mindset when considering the future workforce. 
Such a mindset is less about what jobs are disappearing 
or remaining, and more about what portable skills and 
capabilities are most useful for both employers and 
employees in the new economy.

With regard to the required skill sets needed for projected 
business and economic growth in the Mid North Coast 
Region over the next 5 years, industry-specific skills, 
management skills, marketing/sales skills and digital 
literacy/ICT skills appeared as those most required. 

Businesses from the Region almost unanimously (93%) 
agreed that generic employability skills (soft skills) such 
as communication, team work, problem solving, initiative 
and enterprise, planning and organising, self-management, 
learning and technology were also very important or 
essential to business growth over the next 5 years.

Interestingly, businesses also acknowledged the 
significance of portable skills ‘clusters’ as impacting on 
their growth potential. In particular, portable skill clusters 

that include a high level of interpersonal interaction in 
retail, sales, hospitality and entertainment (the Generators 
cluster 4), having a skilled understanding of digital 
technology (the Technologists cluster) and professional 
information, education and/or business services skills (the 
Informers cluster) were seen as very important or essential 
for business growth in the Mid North Coast Region over 
the next 5 years.

The Skills Audit also identified that access to a suitably 
skilled workforce, a perceived lack of available skills in the 
Region and competition from outside the Region were 
all constraints to business growth over the next 5 years. 
Drawing upon a small population base, location, attitudes 
towards employment and concerns about employment 
preparation undertaken with young people were also 
raised as constraints to economic growth. Over 50% of 
respondents indicated that they were experiencing skill 
shortages in their workforce right now. Significantly, 
the skill shortages were widespread across 16 of the 19 
industry sectors represented in the Region.

Despite these constraints, some 70% of respondents 
indicated confidence in their business turnover over the 
next 5 years, which points to a positive economic outlook 
for the Region. Small and micro-businesses employing 10 
people or less had the least confident outlook.

A strong education and training culture exists in the 
Region, with 70% of respondents providing training for 
existing staff. In house training is a popular method used 
by business and industry (33%), but a range of education 
and training methods were used, including a combination 
of methods. Nonetheless, some 20% of respondents 
indicated that a lack of relevant training availability in the 
Region was a constraint to future business growth.

The Skills Audit shows that business and industry in 
the Region is forward focused, with more than 50% of 
businesses indicating that the ability to innovate and be 
responsive to customer needs was likely to impact on their 
business growth potential over the next 5 years, as was an 
ability to use technology effectively (46%).

In addition, more than 76% of businesses indicated that 
they would be introducing new products, new or improved 
methods or processes and marketing or organisational 
innovation as well as innovating in-house and/or 
collaborating with others over the next 10 years.

Executive Summary

1 Australian Jobs 2017. Australian Government, 
Department of Employment.
https://docs.employment.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/
australianjobs2017.pdf	

2-4 Foundation for Young Australians (2016) The New 
Work Mindset: 7 new job clusters to help young people 
navigate the new work order.

5-6 North Coast Regional Plan 2036 (Planning & 
Environment, NSW State Government March 2017) 
http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/~/media/Files/DPE/Plans-
and-policies/north-coast-2036-regional-plan-2017.ashx
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Image courtesy of Bellingen Shire Council

The Mid North Coast skills audit has been designed to 
identify the current and future skill sets required on the 
Mid North Coast (MNC) with a particular focus on the skills 
required to manage and generate future growth in the 
region.

The Mid North Coast Skills Audit was funded by the State 
Government and delivered by Regional Development 
Australia Mid North Coast (RDAMNC).

The audit highlights the current constraints which operate 
to restrict access to the skills required, as well as the 
techniques currently used to address skills shortage.  The 
skills audit provides an analysis of industry sectors, their 
projected workforce numbers and required skills within the 
next 5 to 10 years. The audit also identifies the education 
and training techniques likely to be used in the future to 
deliver the skills required.

Previously, Regional Development Australia (RDA) Far 
South Coast and Central West in NSW have undertaken 
skills audit of their region and particular industry sectors.  
RDAMNC has utilised this research to form the basis of our 
work.

RDAMNC has also referred to the State Government’s 
Northern Strategy 5 throughout the document, in particular 
to form an understanding of key industries into the future.

The findings of the skills audit will provide evidence to 
inform the development of strategies to improve and grow 
the skills required in the region.

The following report provides analysis of the research 
in two distinct sections (1) information related to every 
industry across the region and (2) information related to 
key selected industry sectors as highlighted in the North 
Coast Regional Plan 2036 (Planning & Environment, NSW 
Government, March 2017) 6, which include:

•	 Health care & social assistance

•	 Retail trade

•	 Hospitality

•	 Education & training

•	 Manufacturing

•	 Electricity, gas, water & waste services

•	 Construction

1. Introduction
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Image courtesy of Kempsey Shire Council

1.2 Mid North Coast population
1.2.1 Population characteristics

Table 1 - Mid North Coast population characteristics 

AREA (BY LGA)
COFFS 

HARBOUR BELLINGEN NAMBUCCA KEMPSEY

PORT 
MACQUARIE-

HASTINGS TAREE
LORD HOWE 

ISLAND

Population7 72937 12648 19230 28896 78531 48791 385

Median age8 43.6 46.9 50.7 46.5 47.6 47.9 43.4

Indigenous people9 3643 448 1464 3343 3175 3329 4

Unemployment rate 
(2017)10 5.8% 5.9% 7.4% 7.3% 4.4% n/a n/a

RDAMNC | Skills Audit 2017 
Current and Future Skill Requirements  
on the Mid North Coast of NSW
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7 2016 ABS Census data - Place of usual residence - 
People
8 2015 ABS ERP, Median Age, Usual Residents, Persons 
ERP, June 30
9 2016 ABS Census of Population and Housing, 
REMPLAN v3 Community Population - Indigenous 
Status, Place of usual residence

10 2017 ABS Labour Force Survey LGA Data Tables small 
area labour market, March 2017
11 REMPLAN v3 (December 2016) Economy and 
Community profiles. (ABS 2011 Census JTW 
Employment, ABS 2013/2014 National Input Output 
Tables, ABS June 2016 Gross State Product).

12 REMPLAN v3 (December 2016) Economy profile. 
DEC 2016 (ABS 2011 Census JTW Employment, ABS 
2013/2014 National Input Output Tables, ABS June 
2016 Gross State Product).
13 - 18 As above

1.2.2 The MNC economy
The MNC supports a diverse economy which generates 
an annual Gross Regional Product of $13 Billion11. Key 
drivers of the MNC economy in terms of regional exports, 
employment, value added and local expenditure in 2017 
include the following12:

•	 Electricity, gas, water & waste services

•	 Construction

•	 Retail trade

•	 Health Care and social assistance

•	 Manufacturing

•	 Hospitality

In the MNC, total employment is estimated at 79,038 jobs, 
generating a total of $12.5 Billion in value added by the 
industry sectors13.

Annual total exports comprise $ 5.4 Billion, while total 
imports equate to $5.2 Billion and local sales generate $7.5 
Billion dollars annually 14. 

1.2.3 MNC Industry characteristics
The Health care and social assistance sector is both 
the largest employer on the MNC and also the largest 
contributor to total value added, employing 17.2% of the 
total workforce and generating a total of 10.5% of value 
added (Fig. 1 and 2)15. 

The retail trade sector is the next largest employer at 
14.6% and generates a total of 7.2% of the region’s total 
value added (Fig. 1)16.

The next largest employers are the hospitality sector 
at 9.7% of the workforce, while 9.4% are employed in 
the education and training sector, and manufacturing 
contributes to 6.6% of all total employment (Fig. 1)17.  
Furthermore, the electricity, gas, water and waste services 
sector generates 6.9% of the total value added, followed 
by 6.8% for construction (Fig. 2)18.
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Figure 1 — Total employment by sector on the Mid North 
Coast of NSW as a percentage of total employees (REMPLAN 
Economy profile, Dec 2016) 
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Figure 2 — Total value added by sector on the Mid North 
Coast of NSW as a percentage of total value added 
(REMPLAN Economy profile, Dec 2016)
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1.3 The Foundation for Young Australians – 
The New Work Mindset 
A new approach to the classification of jobs (and therefore 
skills required) has been proposed in a recent report 
produced by The Foundation of Young Australians 19. This 
report suggests that there are “7 new job clusters” in 
Australia, as a result of redefining the types of jobs, careers 
and work). The 7 new job clusters essentially provide a 
paradigm shift, focusing on the skills required rather than 
one “job” or “career”. This re-classification of jobs reveals 
that many skills are transferable not only across various 
jobs or careers but within these new job clusters. We have 
included the FYA approach to jobs in this report to provide 
a basis for consideration of the future requirement of skills 
on the MNC. 

The 7 new job clusters are 20:

•	 The Generators: This cluster comprises jobs that require 
a high level of interpersonal interaction in retail, sales, 
hospitality and entertainment. 

•	 The Artisans: This cluster requires skills in manual tasks 
related to construction, production, maintenance or 
technical customer services. 

•	 The Designers: This cluster includes jobs that involve 
deploying skills and knowledge of science, mathematics 
and design to construct or engineer products or 
buildings

•	 The Technologists: This cluster comprises jobs which 
require skilled understanding and manipulation of 
digital technology

•	 The Carers: This cluster included jobs that seek to 
improve the mental or physical health or well-being 
of others, including medical care and personal support 
services. 

•	 The Informers: This cluster includes jobs that involve 
professionals providing information, education or 
business services. 

•	 The Coordinators: This cluster comprises jobs that 
involve repetitive administrative and behind-the-scenes 
process or service tasks. 

This classification is considered to more closely match 
the description of jobs (and thus skills required by MNC 
businesses) into the future, and so has been used as the 
basis for the later discussion of future skills needs in the 
region.

 
Figure 3 – Foundation for Young Australians (2016) New 
Work Mindset 21

							     

The need for focus on skills rather than jobs is also 
demonstrated in the World Economic Forum 2016 
report - The Future of Jobs; Employment, Skills 
and Workforce Strategy for the fourth Industrial 
Revolution.22

“In many industries and countries, the most in-demand 
occupations or specialties did not exist 10 or even five 
years ago, and the pace of change is set to accelerate. By 
one popular estimate, 65% of children entering primary 
school today will ultimately end up working in completely 
new job types that don’t yet exist.1 In such a rapidly 
evolving employment landscape, the ability to anticipate 
and prepare for future skills requirements, job content and 
the aggregate effect on employment is increasingly critical 
for businesses, governments and individuals in order to 
fully seize the opportunities presented by these trends—
and to mitigate undesirable outcomes.”23

The World Economic Forum 24 anticipates key skills needed 
for 2020 will include; Complex problem solving, critical 
thinking, creativity, people management, coordinating with 
others, emotional intelligence, judgement and decision 
making, service orientation, negotiation  and cognitive 
flexibility.

19-21 Foundation for Young Australians (2016) The New 
Work Mindset: 7 new job clusters to help young people 
navigate the new work order. Accessed at: https://www.
fya.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/The-New-
Work-Mindset.pdf

22-24 World Economic Forum. The Future of Jobs; 
Employment, Skills and Workforce Strategy for the 
fourth Industrial Revolution. January 2016. Available at: 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs.pdf 
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2. Methods

2.1 Online survey
The online survey (Appendix 1) comprised 28 questions 
– with a mix of multiple choice, Likert scale, free text 
options and was distributed via the online platform Survey 
Monkey. The survey also included a question relating to the 
“7 new job clusters in Australia” as outlined in section 1.225. 
The online survey was widely distributed throughout the 
MNC through email, phone and face-to-face meetings. The 
survey was also completed by via business and industry 
network events including local Chamber of Commerce 
Events. The survey results were collated in total, and then 
across the different industry sectors based on REMPLAN 
definitions 26 on the MNC to form the survey findings.

2.2 Focus Groups
Two focus groups were held within the region, one at Port 
Macquarie and one at Coffs Harbour. The purpose of the 
focus groups was to gain further insight by applying a 
qualitative questioning technique.

2.3 Case studies
People were interviewed for the case studies and their 
audio responses were recorded using an iPhone. Their 
responses were then transcribed and collated to gather 
further qualitative data.

 

3. Results and responses

3.1 Responses received
Of the 405 businesses and industries contacted and 41 
face-to-face meetings on the MNC to complete the online 
survey, a total of 166 respondents completed the online 
survey, resulting in a success rate of 41%. Additionally,  
7 people attended the focus groups, while 5 people were 
interviewed for case studies.

3.2 Survey responses received by 
industry sector 
Industry sectors within the MNC economy are categorised 
according to ABS category definitions used by REMPLAN27. 
Survey responses were then grouped into these categories. 
The sectors selected to be the primary focus of this report 
were those considered “important” to the MNC economy, 
via their contributions to total employment and value 
added (Fig.1) as mentioned in the Introduction, section 1.1.  
These “focus” sectors are:

•	 Health care & social assistance – contribution to both 
employment & value added

•	 Retail trade – contribution to both employment & value 
added

•	 Hospitality – contribution to employment

•	 Education & Training – contribution to employment

•	 Manufacturing – contribution to employment

•	 Electricity, gas, water & waste services – contribution 
to value added

•	 Construction – contribution to value added

 

25  Foundation for Young Australians (2016) The New 
Work Mindset: 7 new job clusters to help young people 
navigate the new work order.
26-27  REMPLAN v3 (December 2016) Economy profile.
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Figure 4 — Total survey responses received, employment and 
value added by sector (%) on the Mid North Coast of NSW
							     

The greatest response received by a sector was from 
the health care and social assistance sector (15.2% 
of responses) (Fig. 4).  This is considered to reflect the 
importance of this sector within the MNC economy, 
contributing 17.2% of employment and 10.5% of value-
added.  Figure 4 lists the proportion of survey responses 
received from this and other sectors, together with the 
contribution of each sector to employment and value-
adding in the region.

Overall, the percentage of responses received from the 
top four sectors (based on employment on the MNC) was 
reflective of the total employees of each sector. The retail 
sector however was under-represented based on responses 
received when compared to employment, yet was reflective 
of the proportion contributed to total value added. The 
electricity, gas, water & waste services and the construction 
sectors were both under-represented in responses received 
when compared to contributions made to total regional 
value added. 

3.3 Survey responses by LGA
(Note, there may be a margin of error related to businesses 
which may have their office located in an area that is 
different to operational location/s)

Table 2 – Survey responses by LGA

LGA / COMMUNITY
AMOUNT OF 
RESPONSES

% OF TOTAL 
RESPONSES

Bellingen 13 8%

Coffs Harbour 60 36%

Kempsey 23 14%

Nambucca 13 8%

Port Macquarie-
Hastings 36 22%

Taree 12 7%

No response 9 5%
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4. Understanding our skill 
shortages

4.1 Skill shortages across the MNC
•	 51% of surveyed respondents stated that they were 

experiencing skills shortages (unfulfilled skills) in their 
workforce (Fig. 5),

•	 48% did not experience skills shortages

Skills fulfilled
48%

Skills unfulfilled
51%

No response
1%

Fulfillment	of	current	skills	required	on	the	MNC
(%	of	surveyed	respondents)

Figure 5 — Total percentage of surveyed respondents who 
identified if skills required were fulfilled or unfulfilled 
within their workforce on the Mid North Coast of NSW
							     
 
4.1.1 Skill shortages experienced by industry 
sectors

•	 100% of respondents within the transport, postal and 
warehousing sector reported that their required skills 
were not currently met (Fig. 6).

•	 Furthermore, 75% of respondents from the construction 
sector reported that skills were not met (Fig. 6). 

•	 While the retail trade (64.2%), manufacturing (57.1%), 
health care & social assistance (54%), education & 
training (53.3%), electricity, gas, water & waste services 
(50%) and hospitality (47.0%) also reported skills 
shortages (Fig.6).

•	 The responses received from the real estate services 
and the wholesale trade sectors did not indicate a skills 
shortage (Fig. 6).
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Figure 6 — Current fulfilment of the skills required by sector 
on the Mid North Coast of NSW
							     

Findings from the focus groups provide examples of the 
specific skills currently required in the following sectors 
across the MNC (Table 4).

 
4.1.2 Identifying specific skill shortages

Table 3 — Anticipated skill shortages in the 
next 5-10 years
INDUSTRY IDENTIFIED SKILL SHORTAGE

Health care & 
social assistance

Allied health, physiotherapy, leadership, 
increased ability of Donor Services 
Nursing Assistants (DSNA’s) to step into 
roles of higher responsibility, practice 
management, doctor

Retail trade Sales and customer service, computer, 
digital, support for business owner

Hospitality Business planning, digital marketing, 
social media, community involvement, 
digital technology for innovation and 
marketing, property manager

Education & 
Training 

Marketing, IT Optimisation, 
entrepreneur and innovation specialists, 
early childhood teachers, technology 
skills, upskilling to higher qualifications

Manufacturing Community engagement, advanced 
electronic and computer programming 
skills, small machine mechanic

Electricity, gas, 
water & waste 
services

Level 2 licence

NB – the abovementioned information was collected as 
part of the primary data. There are only a small amount 
of responses for each question. Further research would be 
useful to gain deeper insight by industry.
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Industry 
sector makes 
significant 

contribution to  
overall value added  

& employment  
on MNC

Skills are  
neither fulfilled or 
unfulfilled across 
industry sector

 
Health care & 

social assistance
Retail trade 

Education & training
Hospitality • Construction

Manufacturing
Electricity, gas, water  
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Industry sector 
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across overall 

employment or value 
added on MNC

Skills are 
unfulfilled across 

100 % of indsutry 
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Transport, postal  
& warehousing

Industry sector 
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across overall 

employment or value 
added on MNC

Skills are fulfilled 
across 100 % of 
indsutry sector

Wholesale trade
Real estate services

+ =

+ =

+ =

MNC ECONOMY FULFILMENT OF SKILLS INDUSTRY SECTOR

Table 5 — Urgency of skill shortages by industry across MNC

  Importance of sector in MNC economy context      	   Progress is required to improve skill fulfilment    

  Urgent action is required to address the lack of skill fulfilment 	   Continue with techniques currently used to fulfil skill requirements

Table 4 — Comments from focus group questions regarding specific skills required
HEALTH CARE & SOCIAL 
ASSISTANCE

PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION & 
SAFETY SECTOR

EDUCATION &  
TRAINING SECTOR

Physiotherapists & allied health

Registered nurses

Senior clinical managers

Internal procedures

Ongoing training – sales skills, 
business development

Compliance

Communications  
& marketing

Training

Administration

Business accounting

4.1.3 Selected “focus” industry sectors  

Of the selected industry sectors (Fig. 6, Table 5) 100% of skills required were either unfulfilled (transport, postal & 
warehousing) or fulfilled (Wholesale trade and Real estate) (Fig. 6, Table 5) were selected in addition to the focus industry 
sectors identified in section 3.2. Furthermore, the transport, postal & warehousing sector and the wholesale trade sector 
were both under-represented by the number of responses received from each sector in relation to overall employment and 
value added on the MNC (Fig. 4)

The focus sectors were then categorised according to total employment and value added on the MNC in addition to the 
results from Section 4.1.1 and Figure 6: “skills unfulfilled” (Construction) and “skills fulfilled : unfulfilled” (Electricity, Gas, 
Water & Waste Services, Health Care & Social Assistance, Retail Trade, Education & Training, Manufacturing and lastly, 
Hospitality) (Fig. 6, Table 5). None of the focus sectors that contribute to total employment and value added on the MNC 
aligned to the “skills fulfilled” category (Fig. 6, Table 5). 
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4.2 Current challenges to obtaining 
skills required on the MNC
42.2% of people surveyed said the lack of available skills in 
the region was the largest challenge in obtaining the skills 
needed to run a workplace on the MNC. (Fig. 7)
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Figure 7 —The challenges to obtaining the skills required on 
the Mid North Coast of NSW 
							       

4.3 The lack of available skills on 
the MNC is a challenge to obtaining 
skills required
To explore the challenge to obtaining skills required in greater 
detail we assessed the responses from the focus sectors 
further:

•	 All people surveyed from within the transport & 
warehousing sector indicated that the lack of available 
skills in the region was a challenge to obtaining skills 
required (Fig. 8), with 100% of this sector also indicating 
a skills shortage (Fig. 6)

•	 50% of responses from within the real estate services 
sector, the construction sector and the electricity, gas, 
water and waste sector identified that the lack of skills 
in the region were a challenge to obtaining skills (Fig. 8)

•	 50% or less of the respondents from within the 
remaining sectors all indicated that the lack of skills to 
be a challenge to obtaining the skills required on the 
MNC (Fig. 8). 

•	 Respondents from within the wholesale trade sector did 
not answer this question.
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Figure 8 — The challenge of obtaining skills required due to 
a lack of available skills on the Mid North Coast of NSW. 
*People from the wholesale trade sector did not respond to 
this question.
							     
 
The largest employer and contributor to value added on 
the MNC, the health care and social assistance sector 
nominated the lack of available skills in the region to be 
their greatest challenge to obtaining the skills required. 
Overall, while the lack of skills within the region was 
identified as being the greatest challenge to obtaining skills 
across all industry sectors on the MNC, at an individual 
industry level, not all sectors nominated this to be the 
greatest challenge. Despite this, the lack of available skills 
within the region was consistently ranked within the top 4 
challenges across the focus sectors. 

These findings may indicate that the challenges to 
obtaining skills required by each sector, whether they 
currently experience skills shortages or not, is unique to 
each sector. The presence of skills shortages within a sector 
may also be due to other factors beyond skill availabilities 
within the region. For example, while 75% of people 
surveyed from the construction sector currently experience 
skills shortages (Fig. 6), the sector identified that a 
small population base and the lack of relevant training 
availability to be the greatest challenge to obtaining the 
skills required (Appendix 2).  The challenges facing the 
construction sector is in contrast to the sector with the 
largest skills shortages in the region, the transport, postal 
and warehousing sector whereby the greatest challenge 
facing this sector is due to a lack of available skills in 
the region (Fig. 8).  This same challenge is also apparent 
in the real estate services sector, which is not currently 
experiencing a skills shortage (Fig. 6), yet, 50% of the 
sector identified that a lack of available skills within the 
region is a challenge to obtaining the skills required. 
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5. Addressing our skills 
shortages
•	 To overcome these skills shortages on the MNC, 70% of 

work places currently provide training for existing staff 
(Fig. 9), 

•	 61.4% provide mentoring (Fig. 9) and 

•	 Approximately 40% of respondents indicated they 
would hire new staff (Fig. 9).
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Figure 9 — The techniques used to currently address skills 
shortages on the Mid North Coast of NSW (Multiple answers 
were allowed)
							     

Furthermore, when observing the breakdown of techniques 
used across the focus sectors there are similar patterns across 
sectors where training for existing staff dominates (Fig. 9): 

•	 Given the real estate sector currently does not experience 
skills shortages, the techniques used to address skills 
shortages may be successful within that sector. 

•	 However, as the remaining focus sectors experience skills 
shortages, this may indicate that the different types of 
training or mentoring currently offered or implemented 
may not be effective to address all skills gaps.  
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5.1 Training
•	 To explore the types of education and training provided 

to ensure both the current and future workforce skills 
need are met, we found that over 33% of people 
surveyed indicated that in-house training to be most 
useful (Fig. 11), 

•	 Followed by a combination of techniques at 23%, and 
13% use the apprenticeships or traineeships scheme 
(Fig. 11)
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Figure 11 — The training and education techniques used to 
address current and future skill requirements on the Mid 
North Coast of NSW
							     

To explore this further, all of the focus sectors, except 
the wholesale trade sector and the transport, postal and 
warehousing sector indicated they use a suite of training 
techniques to overcome their current skills requirements 
and will continue to do so in the future (Fig. 12).
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These findings indicate that in-house training 
is relied upon to overcome both current and 
future skills required, whereby the additional 
combination of training techniques used by a 
sector is generally unique to that sector. 
The findings show that there is not one technique or a 
suite of techniques which address skills shortages on 
the MNC (Fig. 12). Training techniques vary between the 
sectors with no current skills shortages, where the real 
estate service sector uses a suite of training techniques, 
while the wholesale trade sector only uses in-house 
training (Fig. 12).

Furthermore, the findings identify that the training 
techniques used by one sector may not be sufficient or 
appropriate to address the skills required by another 
sector. For example, the sectors currently experiencing 
skills shortages (transport, postal and warehousing) use 
the same techniques as those sectors which do not have 
a skills shortage (wholesale trade) (Fig. 12). This implies 
that what is beneficial to address skill requirements for 
one sector may not be for all sectors. The sectors currently 
experiencing skills shortages may need to re-evaluate the 
effectiveness of the types of training techniques currently 
used and to implement a system which will successfully 
address the skills required. 

These findings highlight that the way in which workplaces 
aim to address skills required in the future are similar to 
how they currently address them, by providing in-house 
training. Other training techniques are also implemented 
including apprenticeships or traineeships in the real 
estate sector, the hospitality sector, the construction 
sector, the manufacturing sector and the health care and 
social assistance sector (Fig. 12). Additionally, the types of 
training techniques used must have a flexible delivery or 
are able to be customised which is specifically required by 
the electricity, gas, water and waste sector, the education 
and training sector, the hospitality sector, the retail trade 
sector and the health care and social assistance sector 
to fulfil current and future skills requirements (Fig. 12). 
Interestingly, the proportion of online training used as 
an education and training technique was less than 7% 
of people surveyed across these sectors (Fig. 12). This 
indicates that in the future, these sectors will continue 
to mainly rely on internal training, external training 
and education providers on the MNC to ensure that the 
workforce is appropriately skilled. 

Given that 20% of total people surveyed indicated the 
lack of relevant training availability in the region to be a 
challenge when obtaining the skills required (Fig. 7), the 
provision of future training, the course content and how 
the training is delivered must to align to what the sectors 
require to be improved upon where it currently is today, in 
particular, ensuring a customised and flexibly delivery. 

Furthermore, 70% of total people surveyed already train 
existing staff to overcome skills shortages, yet skills 
shortages still remain widespread on the MNC. This 
highlights that the types of training techniques provided 
in-house may need to be re-evaluated and their success 
measured to ensure that skills shortages are fulfilled in the 
future, especially if sectors are not dramatically adjusting 
training techniques accordingly. Additionally, there may 
be a requirement for employers that currently experience 
skills shortages and wish to continue to provide in-house 
training, to participate in training themselves which 
focuses on the different types and benefits of training 
and education techniques used to overcome the skills 
shortages within their workforce.

5.2 Recruitment
To recruit new staff, 30.0% of survey participants utilise 
word of mouth, a further 26.6% advertise through media 
and 25.3% utilise other methods which include a mix of all 
of the survey options. Only 4.2% of participants indicated 
they would use local employment services, and a further 
3.9% would use a commercial recruiter.
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6. Future outlook for 
businesses on the MNC

6.1 Business turnover
•	 On the MNC, 39% of people surveyed indicated they 

are confident their organisation’s turnover will increase 
over the next 5 years, while 31% were very confident, 
highlighting a positive outlook for future growth (Fig. 
13).
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Figure 13 — The confidence that turnover will increase in 
the next 5 years among people surveyed on the Mid North 
Coast of NSW
							       

6.2 Growth in Employees
•	 In next 10 years, 7% of people surveyed indicated that 

businesses employing 11 to 50 people have the greatest 
projected increase in number of people employed (Fig. 
14),

•	 Followed by 6% of people surveyed projecting 
employment increase for businesses employing more 
than 100 people (Fig. 14),

•	 Despite this, 13% of surveyed respondents indicated the 
number of people employed in small businesses with 
less than 10 employees is set to decrease 10 years (Fig. 
14),

•	 Lastly, businesses that employ 51 to 100 employees were 
projected to remain the same (Fig. 14).
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6.3 Introducing change
•	 Over the next 10 years, 76 – 94% of people surveyed 

indicated their workforce would be introducing changes 
such as new products, new or improved methods and 
processes including marketing and organisational 
innovation, while also collaborating with other 
businesses and innovating in-house (Fig. 15).
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6.4 Impacts on businesses in the 
future
•	 Approximately 52% of people surveyed identified having 

a suitably skilled workforce to be the greatest impact on 
their business within the next 5 years (Fig. 16) 

•	 The second largest impact among surveyed respondents 
was the cost of impacting on profitability followed by 
the ability to innovate and be responsive to customer 
needs at 51%, whiles the ability to use technology 
effectively at46% was the 4th largest impact (Fig. 16).
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6.5 The impact of having a suitably 
skilled workforce by sector
The greatest response from a focus sector that is currently 
experiencing skills shortages and nominated having a 
suitably skilled workforce in the future to be the largest 
impact on their business was from the health care and 
social assistance sector at 61% (Fig. 17). Currently 42% of 
the skills required in this sector are fulfilled.
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the next 5 years across sectors on the Mid North Coast of NSW
							     

Businesses on the MNC have a positive future outlook 
where turnover increases, there is growth in employees 
and new changes will be introduced to their business 
operations. Overall, the greatest impact on businesses 
across all sectors on the MNC in the future will be having 
a suitably skilled workforce. The ability to innovate and 
respond to customer needs and use technology effectively 
were also impacts across the focus sectors, highlighting 
that specific skills surrounding innovation and technology 
are going to be important in the future. The health care 
and social assistance sector was the only sector with 
current skills shortages to indicate that having suitable 
skills in the future to be the greatest impact. This highlights 
that ensuring the improvement of fulfilling the skills 
required will be imperative to the health care and social 
assistance sector on the MNC. 

While sectors currently experiencing no skills shortages 
on the MNC (the real estate services sector and wholesale 
trade) indicate that having a suitably skilled workforce in 
the future will be the greatest impact on their business, 
sectors currently experiencing greater skills shortages 
nominated other factors to have greater impacts over the 
next five years, in particular, cost impacting on profitability, 
the ability to innovate and respond to customer needs 
and the ability to use technology effectively. These 
sectors included the education and training sector, the 
hospitality sector and the electricity, gas, water and waste 
sector. The retail and the construction sectors are both 
major contributor to the regions value added and total 
employment and currently experience 64% and 75% 
skills shortages respectively. Despite this, these sectors 
indicated that cost impacting on profitability will be the 
greatest impact to these businesses on the MNC. This 
may indicate that not all sectors currently experiencing 
skills shortages are reliant on fulfilling those skill needs to 
successfully continue operations and may point to larger, 
more important concerns within the sectors which need 
addressing before skills shortages. 

100% of respondents from the transport sector currently 
have unfulfilled skills and nominate having the ability to 
use technology effectively to be the greatest impact in the 
future. This indicates that a focused approach is required 
to addressing the technological skills required within this 
sector over the next five years. 
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7. Skills into the future

7.1 Skills required in the future on 
the MNC
7.1.1 “Industry-specific” skills
•	 The top three skills categories identified to be very 

important to the respondents surveyed within the next 
5 years were industry specific skills (56%), management 
skills and marketing/sales skills (both 52.4%) (Fig. 18).

•	 While 31.3% of the respondents surveyed indicated 
that general labouring skills were not at all important 
or irrelevant (Fig. 18), it is important to note that the 
number of respondents surveyed from the construction 
industry is under-represented in the results compared 
to the population employed by the construction sector 
on the MNC (Fig. 4). This could indicate that people 
surveyed may under-estimate the value of general 
labouring skills to the local economy and the high 
proportion of employment of people with these skills 
generated by the construction sector.
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Figure 18 — The importance of industry-specific skills to all 
people surveyed on the Mid North Coast of NSW
					      

7.1.2 “Soft” skills

•	 93 – 96% of all respondents rate all of the soft 
skills - communication, team work, problem solving, 
initiative and enterprise, planning and organising, 
self-management, learning and technology to be very 
important/essential to their workforce in the next 5 
years (Fig. 19).  
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Figure 19 — The importance of soft skills to all people 
surveyed on the Mid North Coast of NSW
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7.1.3 Future cluster skills on the MNC

The 7 new job clusters in Australia - Foundation for Young 
Australians (2016) New Work Mindset 28

							     

•	 The Generators cluster (having a high level of 
interpersonal interaction in retail, sales, hospitality 
and entertainment) had the largest very important or 
essential response across all people surveyed at 38% 
(Fig. 20).

•	 The Technologists cluster (having the required skilled 
understanding of digital technology) was the next very 
important or essential cluster at 37% of people (Fig. 20). 

•	 25% of all sectors surveyed indicated that the Informers 
cluster (jobs that involve professionals providing 
information, education or business services) to be very 
important or essential (Fig. 20). 

Furthermore, a combination of both the important & very 
important/essential categories reveal that on the MNC, the 
Technologists cluster had the highest overall combination 
at 86%, followed by the Informers at a total of 69%, 
thirdly, the Generators cluster at 67%, the Coordinators at 
65%, the Carers at 54%, the Artisans at 52% and lastly, the 
Designers at 30% of all people surveyed (Fig. 19)
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Figure 20 — The importance of future-workplace clusters 
across all people surveyed on the Mid North Coast of NSW
							     

The importance of the Generators cluster in the future on 
the MNC aligns to our findings indicating that “soft-skills” 
will be very important to all sectors across the MNC in 
the future (Fig. 19). These findings also demonstrate that 
these skills are essential and also relevant to our largest 
employing sectors – the health care and social assistance 
sector, the retail sector, the education and training sectors 
and the hospitality sector (Fig. 1).  The importance of the 
Technologists cluster aligns to our findings indicating that 
46% of all people surveyed indicated that the ability to 
use technology effectively will impact upon their business 
in the next 5 years (Fig. 16), particularly in those sectors 
currently experiencing 100% skills shortages such as the 
transport, postal and warehousing sector (Fig. 6). The 
Informers cluster will also be important in the future 
given that some of the largest employers on the MNC 
are service driven such as the education and training 
sector and the health care and social assistance sector 
(Fig. 1). The Designers cluster comprises jobs that deploy 
skills and knowledge of science, mathematics and design 
to construct, engineer products or buildings and was 
identified to be the least important cluster to all people 
surveyed (Fig. 20). These findings may indicate a perceived 
lack of understanding surrounding the importance of 
these skills across various sectors on the MNC such as the 
construction sector and the professional, technical and 
scientific sector. This may highlight potential future skills 
gaps or even changes in the types of sectors present in the 
future.

 

28  Foundation for Young Australians (2016) The New 
Work Mindset: 7 new job clusters to help young people 
navigate the new work order.
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8. Conclusions
Overall, close to half (51%) of the people surveyed 
indicated skills are currently unfulfilled across all sectors 
on the MNC. However, discrepancies become more 
apparent when assessing skills shortages within individual 
sectors.  Importantly, some of the sectors which are the 
largest employers within the region and generate the 
largest contributions towards total value added have mixed 
experiences when attempting to find the skills required for 
their business.  These sectors include the following: 

•	 Health care & social assistance

•	 Retail trade

•	 Hospitality

•	 Education & Training

•	 Manufacturing

•	 Electricity, gas, water & waste services

•	 Construction

The findings also highlight the sectors not currently 
experiencing skills shortages such as:

•	 Wholesale trade

•	 Real Estate services

•	 Mining

It was also noted that 100% of survey respondents from 
the Transport, postal and warehousing sector indicated a 
skills shortage.

Skills shortages are widespread throughout 16 of the 19 
industry sectors present on the MNC and the challenges 
to obtaining the skills required are unique across all the 
different sectors.  The challenge of obtaining the skills 
required can largely be attributed to an overall lack of 
available skills in the region as well as the lack of relevant 
training available, even among the sectors which currently 
do not experience a skills shortage. This indicates that 
some sectors on the MNC have successfully addressed the 
lack of available skills in the region, so that they are not 
currently experiencing a lack of the skills required to run 
their business such as the real estate sector. 

70% of people surveyed on the MNC currently address 
skills shortages by providing training for existing staff and 
plan to continue to do so in the future by utilising a suite 
of different training techniques that are unique to each 
sector. This can provide a suite of benefits to the employer 

by minimising costs associated with external training, by 
ensuring there is a direct alignment of requirements and 
content delivered, by potentially maximising return on 
investment for the training provided and by providing 
further opportunities for those employees trained within 
the company. Furthermore, the techniques currently 
implemented by sectors without skills shortages are 
also different. It is important to note that the training 
techniques currently used by one sector may not be 
sufficient or appropriate to address the skills required 
by another sector. For example, the sectors currently 
experiencing skills shortages (transport, postal and 
warehousing) use the same techniques as those sectors 
which do not have a skills shortage (wholesale trade). 
This implies that what is beneficial in addressing skill 
requirements for one sector may not be successful for all 
sectors. 

The most common training technique to be used now 
and in the future across all sectors is in-house training, 
followed by apprenticeships or traineeships. People 
surveyed highlighted that courses need to be able to be 
customised and have a flexible delivery to suit their needs, 
while only a small proportion of people indicated they 
would use online training tools. 

For the future, businesses on the MNC appear to have 
a positive outlook.  They anticipate turnover increases, 
growth in the number of employees across both medium 
sized and larger companies, and the introduction of new 
processes and activities to their business operations. It 
is important to note that over half of people surveyed 
indicated that having a suitably skilled workforce is 
likely to be the most significant factor impacting on 
their business in the future. Other impacts related to 
specific skills such as having the ability to use technology 
effectively, to innovate, and to respond to customer needs 
were also identified to impact businesses.

Future skill requirements on the MNC are unique to each 
sector, although, managerial skills, marketing, technical 
and trade skills were common among the focus sectors. 
Future soft skills such as communication, team work and 
technological skills were also the most important to the 
focus sectors. The “future-workplace” skills which are 
going to be important across all sectors on the MNC in 
the future include the Technologists, The Informers and 
the Generators.  Furthermore, the Generators, the Carers 
and the Artisans dominate the focus sectors, which aptly 
reflect the skills required in those sectors but may indicate 
a narrowing of skills available on the MNC in the future, or 
the increased specialisation of sectors reliant upon these 
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skills. These findings do however highlight that skills from 
the Designers cluster are not regarded as highly important 
for the future by people surveyed on the MNC. This may 
indicate a current lack of understanding surrounding the 
future importance of these skills to major sectors on the 
MNC such as the construction sector and the professional, 
technical and scientific sector. The lack of importance 
associated with the Designers cluster may reveal potential 
future scenarios of skills gaps within this cluster on the 
MNC, or potentially may even change the structure of 
sectors present. 

9. Future directions  
and recommendations 
Creation of an Employment-oriented 
Framework for Future Regional Growth

The Skills Audit offers an important contribution towards 
the creation of an employment-oriented framework for 
future economic growth in the Mid North Coast Region 
– especially based upon the workforce skill needs of 
business and industry. As a current reflection of the voice, 
attitudes and approaches of business and industry across 
the Region, the Skills Audit offers an evidence-base to 
inform forward economic growth strategies that will allow 
the Region’s business and industry sectors to thrive and 
positively adapt to changing local and global conditions.

The fact that 70% of participants indicated confidence 
in their business turnover over the next 5 years points 
towards positive forward economic impact from further 
investment in employment-oriented strategies. 

Small, medium and large enterprises employing 11 people 
or more within the Region provided the most positive 
outlook for employment growth, which confirms the 
potential benefits of forward investment to support these 
businesses to grow, prosper and employ people from the 
Region. 

Small and micro-businesses were the least confident 
in their projections for forward growth, which equally 
provides a compelling case for ongoing support as part 
of a future-focused Employment-oriented Framework 
that may see start-up and micro-businesses in the region 
prosper and develop their potential to transition into small 
to medium/large enterprises with an enhanced ability to 
employ local people into the future.

Recommendation 1: That an Employment-oriented 
Framework be developed to guide future economic 
and business growth in the Mid North Coast Region

Addressing the Future Skill Needs of Business 
and Industry

The main skill sets identified by business as being 
important for business growth in the next 5 years are 
industry-specific skills, management skills, marketing/sales 
skills and digital literacy/ICT skills.

In addition, over 93% of respondents indicated 
that generic employability skills (soft skills) such as 
communication, team work, problem solving, initiative and 
enterprise, planning and organising, self-management, 
learning and technology were all very important or 
essential to business growth over the next 5 years.

Portable skill set ‘clusters’ were also viewed by respondents 
as important or essential for business growth over 
the next 5 years. This view supports the Foundation 
for Young Australians report The New Work Mindset, 
which highlights the need for a shift from jobs to skills 
‘clusters’ to prepare people for work into the future. In 
particular, portable skill clusters that include a high level 
of interpersonal interaction in retail, sales, hospitality and 
entertainment (the Generators cluster), having a skilled 
understanding of digital technology (the Technologists 
cluster) and professional information, education and/or 
business services skills (the Informers cluster) were seen as 
very important or essential for business growth in the Mid 
North Coast Region over the next 5 years.

Recommendation 2: Address the projected Regional 
skill needs of business and industry, by identifying 
them as key drivers for strategies and modelling 
within the Employment-oriented Framework

Addressing the Education and Training Needs 
of Business and Industry

The Skills Audit demonstrated that a training culture is 
dominant within the Region with 70% of respondents 
currently providing training for existing staff, along with 
mentoring support (61%).

In house training was a popular method (33%), but a 
range of training methods was identified as being useful 
– including the use of a combination of training methods. 
Other popular education and training methods used by 
business in the Region included customised training, 
apprenticeships and traineeships, flexible delivery, short 
courses, formal/traditional courses and online training.

Despite this, some 20% of respondents indicated that 
lack of relevant training availability in the Region was a 
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constraint to projected business growth over the next 5 
years. As a result, it would appear that greater effort in 
aligning relevant course content and training delivery 
methods to the needs of business and industry in the 
Region has the potential to reap economic benefits for the 
Region.

Whilst addressing industry-specific skill needs is a core 
requirement, as identified by respondents as important for 
business growth over the next 5 years, the Skills Audit also 
shows that it would be beneficial for Regional business 
to be able to access relevant education and training that 
addresses management skills, marketing/sales skills and 
digital literacy/ICT skills over the next 5 years. 

The ability of education and training systems to deliver 
enhanced employability skills (soft skills) and to address 
the portable skill ‘clusters’ identified by business as very 
important or essential for business growth would also 
seem to be key future drivers for education and training in 
the Region.

Recommendation 3: That further industry-specific 
research be undertaken, in collaboration with 
education and training providers, to address the 
future education and training needs of each industry 
sector 

Addressing Economic and Business Growth 
Constraints

Access to a suitably skilled workforce, combined with a 
perceived lack of available skills within the region and 
competition from outside the region, appear as the major 
challenges towards forward economic and business 
growth in the region. 

More than 50% of respondents indicated that having a 
suitably skilled workforce was the factor most likely to 
impact on their business growth potential over the next 5 
years. The Skills Audit showed that this picture is complex 
however, with the challenges to having a suitably skilled 
workforce being unique to particular industry sectors.

Having a small population base to draw upon and location 
were also identified as related challenges for the Region’s 
businesses to access the skilled workforce they require. 
Attitudes towards employment from employees and/
or prospective employees was an added concern that 
was echoed through business responses in focus groups 
attached to the study. This included concerns about the 
preparation for employment undertaken with young 

people at high school, especially as employers consider 
their workforce skill needs over the next 5 to 10 years.

Recommendation 4: That further industry-specific 
research be undertaken to identify and address the 
particular constraints faced by Regional industry 
sectors in accessing a suitably skilled future workforce

Support for Regional Business and Industry 
to Develop Strategies around Technology, 
Innovation and the Knowledge-based 
Economy

More than 50% of businesses indicated that the ability to 
innovate and be responsive to customer needs was likely to 
impact on their business growth potential over the next 5 
years, as was an ability to use technology effectively (46%).

In addition, more than 76% of businesses indicated that 
they would be introducing new products, new or improved 
methods or processes and marketing or organisational 
innovation as well as innovating in-house and/or 
collaborating with others over the next 10 years. 

The Skills Audit shows that business and industry in the 
Mid North Coast Region is very much forward-focused, 
with innovation and technology as key factors impacting 
on forward business growth strategies. Combined with 
business’ analysis of changing customer needs as a driving 
factor impacting on forward growth, the Skills Audit 
provides a Regional context and evidence of a shift in 
thinking from traditional economic practices to a forward-
thinking knowledge-based economy, driven by innovation 
and the effective use of technology as a driving force for 
forward economic growth and productivity.

Recommendation 5: That forward strategies be 
developed, together with targeted support that enable 
business and industry to incorporate innovation, 
technology and knowledge-economy factors as key 
forward economic drivers in the Mid North Coast 
Region
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