
 
 

 1 

 



 

   

2 
 

 

Table of Content 

1 Executive summary ................................................................................... 3 

2 Introduction: The Gen Green Research Series .............................................. 5 
2.1 Acknowledgement: ............................................................................................ 8 

3 Methodology ............................................................................................ 9 
3.1 Survey Design .................................................................................................... 9 
3.2 Analysis and Presentation of Results .................................................................. 10 

4 Sample ................................................................................................... 11 
4.1 Size ................................................................................................................. 11 
4.2 Age Profile ....................................................................................................... 11 
4.3 Gender Profile .................................................................................................. 11 
4.4 Industry Profile ................................................................................................. 11 
4.5 Employment & Study Profile ............................................................................. 12 

5 The experience of sustainability related skill sets in workplaces and training 
2008 - 2012 ................................................................................................ 13 
5.1 Changes in sustainability skills in workplaces 2008 - 2012 ................................. 13 
5.2 Changes in sustainability skills in training 2008 - 2012 ...................................... 14 
5.3 Comparison between the experience of ‘green’ skills in studies and work .......... 15 
5.4 Comparison between the experience of social sustainability skills at work and and 
in studies .................................................................................................................. 15 
5.5 Comparison between the experience of economic sustainability skills at work and 
in studies .................................................................................................................. 15 

6 Changes in barriers to practicing sustainability in workplaces and              
responses .................................................................................................... 19 
6.1 Perceived barriers to practicing sustainability in workplaces by industry cluster ... 19 

7 Changes in the acknowledged sources of information on skills and 

comparison of these sources ......................................................................... 21 
7.1 Comparative sources of learning in 2012 .......................................................... 21 

8 Changes in interest about skills and sustainability and the perceived  .............  

benefits ....................................................................................................... 23 
8.1 Drivers for learning about skills and sustainability .............................................. 23 
8.2 Gender and interest in skills and sustainability ................................................... 23 

9 Conclusion ............................................................................................. 25 

10 References ............................................................................................ 26 
  



 

   

3 
 

1 Executive summary 

Apprentices and trainees have firsthand experience of learning and skill formation 
within VET programs and of the application and demand for those skills in workplaces.  
The Gen Green research series commenced in 2008 to capture the personal experiences 
of apprentices and trainees learning and applying sustainability related skills. It is hoped 
that this longitudinal research will provide employers, VET practitioners, VET and 
sustainability researchers and policy makers with a series of point in time youth 
perspectives on the impact of skill formation for sustainability in Australia. 

In late 2012 the third Gen Green survey was conducted. The results describe changes in 
the subjective experience of skills for sustainability at work and in training in a 
population of Australian apprentices and trainees. The participants were recruited from 
competitors in the 2006, 2008, 2010 and 2012 WorldSkills Australia Nationals.  This 
group of apprentices and trainees has relatively stable characteristics over time and is 
constituted of individuals from a wide range of skill areas right across Australia.  

The results, shown in Figure 1, indicate that there was an increase in apprentices’ and 
trainees’ experience of skills relating to environmental sustainability (‘green’ skills) at 
work and in training from 2008 to 2010. There was a further increase in the experience 
of green skills in training from 2010 to 2012, but a decrease in the experience of green 
skills at work over the same period. 

The results also indicate that in 2012 economic sustainability skills were most frequently 
experienced by apprentices and trainees at work and in training, followed by social 
sustainability skills. Green skills continue to be experienced least frequently. The results 

 

Figure 1: Apprentices’ and trainees’ experience of environmental sustainability skills at 

work and in training from 2008 to 2012 
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indicate very little movement in this population’s experience of skills relating to 
economic or social sustainability at work or in training from 2010 to 2012 (this data was 
not collected in 2008). 

The 2012 results indicate some interesting differences between the experiences of 
particular sustainability skills at work compared with in training:  

 A lower level of experiencing skills relating to ‘avoiding hazardous or toxic 
materials’ for work compared to training; 

 Energy efficiency skills were far more frequently experienced in training than at 
work; 

 A lower rate of experiencing skills relating to ‘treating men and women equally’ 
in training compared to at work; and  

 Skills relating to ‘paying taxes, fees and bills on time’ and ‘knowing the dollar 
value of the goods and services you use’ were less frequently experienced in 
training than at work. 

Cost remained the most widely experienced barrier to practicing sustainability skills at 
work from 2008 to 2012, but there was a strong divergence between the respondents’ 
experience of barriers to implementing sustainability skills in different types of industries. 

In 2012 respondents said that TAFE and other RTOs were the main source of learning 
about work skills and sustainability skills.  Workplaces were also important for learning 
about work skills and products, materials and tools, but were proportionately less 
important as sources of learning about sustainability. 

More than 3/4 of the apprentices and trainees indicated a strong personal interest in 
skills for sustainability in 2012, a slight increase since 2010.  Normative incentives, like 
applying sustainability skills ‘is good for the future’ and ‘makes me feel good’, are still 
by far the strongest benefits for applying sustainability skills perceived by apprentices 
and trainees.  

The relevance of skills for sustainability skills to their occupation perceived by 
apprentices and trainees has decreased from 2010 to 2012. There was also a 
pronounced decline in employment related benefits of applying sustainability skills 
perceived by apprentices and trainees.  

Our findings seem to indicate that apprentices and trainees continue to be seriously 
interested in sustainability, despite the drop in the importance accorded environmental 
issues by young people in the last year according to other research. This would seem to 
indicate some relation between young people’s participation in work and vocational 
study and their commitment to sustainability. It appears that training is increasingly 
addressing this interest but that apprentices and trainees have perceived a decline in 
commitment to the practice of sustainability at work from 2010 to 2012. Research 
currently underway, Gen Green 4 Australia, is exploring these relationships in more 
depth. 

  



 

   

5 
 

2 Introduction: The Gen Green Research Series 

The aim of the Gen Green research series is to gain an understanding of the personal 
experiences of apprentices and trainees in learning and applying sustainability related 
skills. Apprentices and trainees make up 3.9% of the 11,674,000 people participating in 
the Australian workforce (NCVER 2013) and are amongst the few groups who are 
systematically participating in substantial VET study programs while also in employment 
in the workplace. This unique arrangement means that they have firsthand experience 
of learning and skill formation within VET programs and about the application and 
demand for those skills in the workplace setting.  It is hoped that this longitudinal 
research will provide employers, VET practitioners, VET and sustainability researchers 
and policy makers with a series of point in time youth perspectives on the impact of skill 
formation for sustainability in Australia. 

A wide range of factors is driving the need for Australia to develop approaches 
compatible with a more sustainable future (National Sustainability Council 2013). At the 
forefront of the strategies to bring about this positive change is the need to transition to 
a low carbon economy (UNEP 2008; ClimateWorks 2010 & 2013). From 2006 to 2013 
governments at all levels have put in place targets, policies, infrastructure and projects 
to initiate more sustainable living (DEWHA 2009; COAG 2010; MCTEE 2010). The need 
to change work practices within existing jobs is being accompanied by the creation of 
new jobs in emerging industries associated with sustainability.  On the other hand, it is 
expected that other less sustainable and unsustainable jobs will be eliminated. These 
ongoing changes to work practices and jobs bring skill development within Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) to the fore.  

However, there is a gap in the research literature and evidence base on the capacity 
building of VET skills for sustainability. Some have pondered if there is even a role for 
sustainability education within market driven VET programs (Goldney et al 2007; Karmel 
2010).  In contrast, Anderson (2002; 2003; and 2009) has been somewhat of a lone 
voice in Australian VET research arguing for the need for broad conceptual change and 
a move from ‘productivism to ecologism’ to be reflected in VET and lifelong learning. In 
the meantime initiatives for further professional development of VET practitioners have 
been instigated within TAFE institutes and Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) 
through the National Centre for Sustainability (NCfS).  However beyond this, academic 
research on the more fundamental aspects of VET provision such as the demand and 
implementation of capacity building and developing skills for sustainability remains 
sparse.  

In 2008 the Dusseldorp Skills Forum (DSF), in partnership with WorldSkills Australia 
(WSA), initiated a program of quantitative research to capture young skilled Australian 
workers experience of skills and sustainability – the Gen Green Survey.  In March 2011, 
DSF applied an updated and expanded survey tool on a very similar population to 
conduct the second Gen Green survey; the results were published as Gen Green 2011.  
It can be quite difficult to access a national sample of young skilled workers in order to 
record and analyse aspects of their experiences in study and at work.  The WSA National 
competitions offer both the opportunity and a potential cohort of participants.  The 
2008 and 2011 Gen Green surveys explored the young skilled workforce’s capacity to 
meet the challenges of a sustainable future through an online survey targeting 



 

   

6 
 

competitors at the WSA National competitions in 2006, 2008 and 2010.  These first 
iterations of the Gen Green research were made possible through DSF’s long-standing 
partnership with WSA. In 2012 WSA established a new partnership with La Trobe 
University to continue the research program and explore opportunities for wider 
participation. 

The initial 2008 Gen Green survey targeted competitors at the WSA National 
Competitions in 2006 and 2008 and focused on their experience of green skills in 
studies and work.  The key findings were that the three main barriers to practicing 
green skills on the job were: 

 Cost 

 Lack of interest by the employer 

 Work attitudes 

In 2008 apprentices and trainees viewed educational institutions and workplaces as 
important sources of green skills and reported that the drivers for learning green skills 
were in equal measure training for work and personal interest.  At that time a third of 
these apprentices and trainees reported that they were not learning green skills at all.  

In the Gen Green 2011 survey, DSF invited participation from apprentices and trainees 
from the 2008 and 2010 WSA National Competitions and focused on their experience 
of environmental, social and economic sustainability skills at work and in studies. The 
results of this survey saw a substantial increase in the formation and usage of skills for 
sustainability since 2008 (DSF 2011; Sack 2012).  Nonetheless, the research concluded 
that a large gap between young skilled peoples’ aspirations to develop sustainability 
skills and available learning opportunities remained. In particular, the skills required to 
manage the emerging carbon constrained economy, such as understanding supply 
chains, have yet to become common in training and at work. 

Elsewhere in 2011, Mission Australia conducted its tenth annual national Survey of 
Young Australians (Mission Australia 2011).  This survey drew 45,916 respondents from 
within the age bracket of between 11 to 24 years of age.  The purpose of this survey 
was to identify the values and issues of concern to young people. The survey consisted 
of nineteen questions.  Some of these collected social demographic information while 
seven questions sought the views of the respondents on a variety of issues, such as their 
values, their issues of concern, who they turned to for advice and support and what 
activities they were involved in.  Interestingly, half of the respondents were between 15 
– 19 years, 48% were from 11 to 14 and only 2% were 20 – 24 years of age.  The top 
three issues of concern to these young people were the environment which was 
identified by 44.7%, (this being a slight decrease from the previous year of 45.7%), 
alcohol and drugs (31.7%), and the economy and financial matters at 20.3%.  

At that time environmental matters and climate change were in the news and subject to 
much debate in the mass media and across the various levels of government.  The 
Mission Australia survey report stated that the identification of the environment as the 
most important issue in Australia at that time, demonstrated that young people were 
not disconnected from issues of national interest.  These researchers concluded that as 
young people are going to live with the consequences of current decisions about 
environmental issues their concerns and opinions should inform public debate and 
policy makers.  
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The results of the 2012 Mission Australia Youth Survey (Mission Australia 2012), which 
targeted only respondents between 15 – 19 years, indicated a change in the perceived 
relative importance of the environment over the intervening years (from 37.4% in 2011 
to 17.5% in 2012). It might be concluded from these results that either the 
environment had dropped from being a major issue of concern for young people or that 
aspects of it were being picked up under the general categories of the economy and 
financial matters, population issues, equity and discrimination and politics and societal 
values.  

Like these Mission Australia surveys, the Gen Green series of surveys seeks information 
and data from young people and stands to inform and increase the evidence base, and 
identify future directions in the development of skills for sustainability - as articulated by 
apprentices and trainees themselves.  In late 2012 the Gen Green 3 survey was 
undertaken with the results and findings being disseminated in this report. 
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3 Methodology 

This is the third Gen Green survey and the second time the expanded instrument 
addressing social and economic aspects of sustainability has been used. The Gen Green 
survey instrument is a detailed questionnaire, which all members of the survey 
population (competitors in the WorldSkills Australia (WSA) National Competition in 
2010 and 2012) were invited to complete by WSA. Invitations were distributed by email, 
and then by follow up email and phone calls during December 2012. The survey was 
hosted on an internet platform (Survey Monkey).  

The population of competitors in the WSA National Competitions is a high performing 
cohort within the wider population of apprentices and trainees. It is characterised by a 
high level of motivation and a commitment to skills excellence. This population was 
chosen because it was easy to access and recruit, for its consistent characteristics 
through time, for its national distribution, for its coverage of a wide range of skill areas 
and for its members’ potential to engage meaningfully in research and to provide 
considered responses. 

3.1 Survey Design 

The instrument was slightly refined to clarify some questions in response to feedback 
from the previous survey, a more detailed participant information section was included 
to address research ethics requirements, and an additional section addressing labour 
market forecasts was added, otherwise the instrument remains the same as that used in 
2011.

1
  

The questions were designed to be understood by participants with an ACSF level 3 for 
reading performance (what might be characterised as ‘plain English’).  The complex 
concepts of environmental, social and economic sustainability skills were exemplified in 
detailed questions referring to particular types of skills. Guidance on what skills were 
appropriate to these areas was gained from the Global Reporting Initiative G3 guidelines. 
Most questions included a free text field.  

The main change in the existing questions were changes in the wording of 
environmental and social supply chain questions to clarify the meaning of these 
questions. This means that the comparison of results from 2010 to 2012 in relation to 
these questions has not been conducted.

2
 

Aside from demographic information, the survey instrument included sections on:  

 Skills and sustainability at work and in studies 

                                                           

1
 These questions were intended to establish a baseline for future analysis and have not been included in 

this report. 

2
 The change has been, in the questions relation to environmental sustainability skills, from “Knowing 

where the materials you use come from” in 2011, to “Knowing what natural and energy resources are 
needed to make the materials you use” in 2012. The change has been, in relation to questions on social 
sustainability skills, from “Knowing how the goods and materials you use are made” in 2011, to “Knowing 
how the workers who make the goods and materials you use are treated” on 2012. 
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 Barriers to sustainability skills 

 Sources of learning 

 Personal and professional interest in skills and sustainability. 

Questions on sources for learning skills and sustainability at work and in studies sought 
responses on the frequency and consistency of the experience. Questions on barriers 
and sources of learning were multiple-choice, with the choices reflecting historically 
responses in previous Gen Green Surveys. Questions on personal and professional 
interest in skills and sustainability were framed as propositions accompanied by a Likert 
scale. 

3.2 Analysis and Presentation of Results 

The results describe the perception and subjective experiences of competitors in the 
2006, 2008, 2010 and 2012 WSA Nationals.  

The responses have been analysed in the context of responses to the previous Gen 
Green surveys to highlight areas of change. Where these concerned ‘green skills’ (skills 
relating to environmental sustainability) trends from 2008 to 2012 are indicated. Where 
the responses concerned skills relating to social and economic sustainability changes 
from 2010 to 2012 these are indicated.  

The results have been analysed using simple aggregation and averaging, where 
necessary results have been normalised as a percentage of the population responding to 
that question. No statistical significance testing has been conducted and any comments 
on the apparent significance are based on expert opinion, informed by the observation 
that for many questions the responses have been remarkably consistent over time and 
that major variations are therefore noteworthy.   

The results are presented in a number of ways: 

 Longitudinal data indicating: 
o  Changes in the experience of particular sustainability related skill sets in 

workplaces and training; 
o Changes in perceived barriers to practicing sustainability in workplaces 

and in skill based responses; 
o Changes in the acknowledged sources of information on skills; and 
o Changes in the perceived drivers for practicing sustainability skills. 

 Comparative data indicating: 
o Variation between the frequency of experiencing different sustainability 

related skill sets in workplaces and training;  
o Differences in the responses given by members of the different industry 

clusters. 
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4 Sample  

4.1 Size 

371 competitors in the 2012 WSA National Competition and 285 competitors in the 
2010 WSA National Competition were contacted to participate in the Gen Green 3 
survey (a total of 656 potential respondents). Of this population 109 responded, 
although only 80 completed the survey, giving a final participation rate of 12%. The 
2012 WSA National Competition was held in Sydney, NSW it is thought that this 
contributed to 56% of respondents coming from NSW (NSW is also historically well 
represented at WSA National Competitions). The relatively uneven segmentation of the 
sample by state of origin and some resultant very small state cohorts means that analysis 
on this basis is not warranted. 

4.2 Age Profile 

The WSA National Competitions are ‘youth’ competitions and being less than 25 years 
of age is an entry condition. The age profile of the survey population is similar to that 
for the two previous Gen Green surveys, with a distribution centred on 21 years. 

4.3 Gender Profile 

The gender profile of the Gen Green 3 survey is reflective of the gender profile of WSA 
competitors, which in turn reflects the gender profile of apprentices and trainees 
engaging in the different industry categories. These are subject to a high degree of 
gender stratification.  

There was an apparent gender bias in questions on the relevance of and interest in skills 
and sustainability, which may not be entirely attributable to differences in industry. 
Females were more likely to be interested in skills and sustainability; more likely to want 
to learn more about skills and sustainability but not know how, and more likely to think 
that sustainability relates to their job skills.  

4.4 Industry Profile 

Participants in the survey indicated their skill areas according to the 7 industry clusters 
used to organise the WSA 2012 competition. These were:  

 Automotive 

 Client Services 

 Electrical & Engineering 

 Hospitality 

 Metal Trades 

 Construction 

 Computing & Business.  

The representation of participants from across these clusters was relatively similar to the 
previous Gen Green surveys, and was weighted towards metal trades, construction and 
computing and business. There was a slight decrease in the number of respondents 
from the construction cluster and corresponding increase in the participation of 
respondents from client services. 
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Analysis of the results on perceived barriers to applying sustainability skills by industry 
cluster indicates strong divergence between the respondents’ experience of barriers to 
implementing sustainability skills in different types of industries. The responses to 
questions about the perceived benefits of applying sustainability skills also differed 
markedly between the different industry clusters. 

4.5 Employment & Study Profile 

The employment status of Gen Green respondents is relatively similar from year to year, 
with most respondents employed full time, a few employed part time or self-employed 
and a very small minority unemployed. 

The study status of Gen Green respondents indicates a trend towards having completed 
their apprenticeships at the time the survey was conducted, with a step change 
between 2008 and 2010 and a smaller incremental increase in the following 2 years.   
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5 The experience of sustainability related skill sets in 
workplaces and training 2008 - 2012 

5.1 Changes in sustainability skills in workplaces 2008 - 2012 

Figure 2 shows results averaged across questions on the experience of particular 
environmental, socially and economically sustainable skills in places of work from 2010 
to 2012. In the case of environmentally sustainable skills (‘green’ skills), data from 2008 
on the experience of green skills has also been included. 

The three skill sets retain their relative ranking, with economic sustainability skills most 
frequently experienced (83% averaged ‘yes always’ in 2012), followed by social 
sustainability skills (66% averaged ‘yes always’ in 2012) and with environmental 
sustainability skills experienced least frequently (44% averaged ‘yes always’ in 2012).  

The step change in apprentices’ and trainees’ experience of skills relating to 
environmental sustainability (‘green’ skills) in workplaces from 2008 to 2010 is very 
obvious. No further notable change in the ‘yes always’ experience of green skills at work 
from 2010 to 2012 is evident. The increase in the ‘haven’t noticed’ response to ‘green’ 
skills in the workplace (from 10% to 18%) may provide some indication of an increasing 
lack of interest in ‘green’ skills in the workplace by this cohort. The decrease in the 
averaged ‘sometimes’ responses from 39% to 31% may indicate a decrease in the 
practice of ‘green’ skills in workplace from 2010 to 2012.  

 

 

environmental sustainability skills were 
 experienced least frequently 

Figure 2 - Comparison of sustainability skill sets experienced in workplaces 2008 - 2012 



 

   

14 
 

Data on the experience of specific types of skills within the ‘green’ skill set was not 
collected in 2008. There has been some change in the specific type of green skills 
experienced in the workplace from 2010 to 2012. Skills relating to waste management 
and reuse remain the most experienced green skills at work and have even seen a 
modest increase. Skills relating to avoiding hazardous materials also remain commonly 
experienced. Skills relating to energy efficiency and emissions from transport remain the 
least experienced. 

Data on skills relating to social and economic sustainability were not collected in 2008. 
The survey indicates very little movement in the experience of skills relating economic 
sustainability in workplaces from 2010 to 2012. There is a slight decline in the averaged 
‘yes always’ and ‘sometimes’ responses in respect of the skill set relating to social 
sustainability.  

5.2 Changes in sustainability skills in training 2008 - 2012 

Figure 3 shows results averaged across questions on the experience of particular 
environmental, socially and economically sustainable skills in places of study from 2010 
to 2012. In the case of environmentally sustainable skills (‘green’ skills), data from 2008 
on the experience of green skills has also been included. As with the experience of these 
skills at work, the three categories of skills retain their relative ranking. 

Figure 3 - Comparison of sustainability skill sets experienced in vocational studies 2008 - 2012 

The step change in the experience of skills relating to environmental sustainability 
(‘green’ skills) in studies from 2008 to 2010 is very obvious. Only a minor increase in the 
experience of ‘green’ skills in studies over the last 2 years is apparent, with the averaged 
‘part of the day to day course’ response to questions on the experience of these ‘green’ 
skills remaining relatively static from 2010 to 2012, although there has been some 
increase in the averaged ‘elective or stand alone subject’ response from 13% to 18%.  

Data on skills relating to social and economic sustainability was not collected in 2008. 
Very little change in the experience of skills relating to economic sustainability from 
2010 to 2012 is indicated.  
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Data on the experience of specific types of skills within the ‘green’ skill set was not 
collected in 2008. There has been some small change in the experience of skills relating 
to environmental sustainability in course of study from 2010 to 2012. Skills relating to 
waste management and avoiding hazardous materials remain the most experienced 
green skill in study. The ‘part of the day to day course’ responses for energy efficient 
practise remained static, although there was a modest increase in ‘elective or stand 
alone’ responses. Although least commonly experienced, skills relating to minimising 
emissions from transport increased markedly with ‘part of the day to day course’ 
response rising from 20% to 28%.  

5.3 Comparison between the experience of ‘green’ skills in studies and 

work 

Figure 4 compares ‘yes always’ responses in the workplace (prefix ‘w’) and ‘part of the 
day to day course’ responses in studies (prefix ‘s’) in relation to ‘green’ skills. In this 
comparative analysis, the frequency of experience of most categories of skills in 
environmental sustainability and the change from 2010 to 2012 was relatively similar 
between work and study. Interestingly, differences are the lower levels of experiencing 
skills relating to ‘avoiding hazardous or toxic materials’ in the workplace compared to 
studies and a decline in the experience of these skills in the workplace from 2010 to 
2012, where there was a slight increase in the experience of these skills in studies over 
the same period.  Energy efficiency skills were also far more frequently experienced in 
studies than in the workplace.  

5.4 Comparison between the experience of social sustainability skills at 

work and in studies 

Figure 5 compares ‘yes always’ responses in the workplace (prefix ‘w’) and ‘part of the 
day to day course’ responses in studies (prefix ‘s’) in relation to social sustainability skills. 
There has been little change in the relative frequency with which different skills related 
to social sustainability have been experienced in the workplace and in studies. Skills 
related to ‘treating men and women equally’ and to ‘safe, healthy work practices’ 
continue to vary widely. Skills relating to ‘helping in the local community’ continue to be 
the least experienced. Overall there has been an increase in the ‘haven’t noticed 
responses across the different skills, which may indicate a decline in interest in social 
sustainability by respondents. An interesting difference was the lower rate of 
experiencing skills relating to ‘treating men and women equally’ in studies (experienced 
in 95% of workplaces ‘all the time’ but only 82% of training as ‘part of the day to day 
course’ in 2012).  

5.5 Comparison between the experience of economic sustainability skills 

at work and in studies 

Figure 6 compares ‘yes always’ responses in the workplace (prefix ‘w’) and ‘part of the 
day to day course’ responses in training (prefix ‘s’) in relation to economic sustainability 
skills. The figure indicates that the frequency of experiencing various types of skills 
relating to economic sustainability in work and study were relatively similar with the 
exception of ‘paying taxes, fees and bills on time’, which was far less frequently 
experienced in studies than in work. Although less pronounced, ‘knowing the dollar 
value of the goods and services you use’ is also experienced less frequently in studies 
than in workplaces and the gap widened in 2012. 
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Complying with the policies, procedures and laws relating to your work’ and ‘helping to 
improve the way you work’ remains the skill types most widely experienced in training 
courses and ‘paying taxes, fees and bills on time’, the least experienced. There is some 
indication of an increased experience of training developing some skills relating to 
economic sustainability (‘elective or standalone subject’ responses for ‘paying taxes, fees 
and bills on time’ increased from 11% to 17% and for ‘knowing the dollar value of the 
goods and services you use’, from 15% to 21%).  
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Figure 4 - Comparison of trends in social sustainability skills experienced in work and study 2010 & 2012 
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Fig. 6 – Comparison of trends in economically sustainability skills experienced in work and study 2010 & 2012 
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6 Changes in barriers to practicing sustainability in 
workplaces and responses 

The responses to a multiple choice question on the barriers to applying sustainability 
skills in the workplace indicate that cost remains the most widely experienced barrier in 
2008, 2010 and 2012, followed in 2012 by: 

 the right tools; 

 work attitudes; and  

 the right materials.  

6.1 Perceived barriers to practicing sustainability in workplaces by 
industry cluster 

Analysis of the cumulative barriers perceived by industry cluster indicates strong 
divergence between the respondents’ experience of barriers to implementing 
sustainability skills in different types of industries. Respondents in the construction 
cluster identified the most barriers, computing and business the least. 

 

Figure 7 breaks down these results by the different barriers perceive by respondents 
from each industry cluster. Of particular interest in this analysis is that: 

 81% of respondents in the Construction cluster thought that cost was a barrier to 
sustainability.  

 56% of respondents from both Electrical & Engineering and Hospitality clusters 
thought that the attitude of co-workers was a barrier.  

 44% of respondents from the Construction and Electrical and Engineering cluster 
though that lack of interest by their employers was a barrier, many of those from 
the Construction cluster also nominated lack of interest by clients as a barrier.  

 Around 40% of respondents from the Automotive and Computing and Business 
clusters thought that there were no barriers to sustainability.  

Cost remains the most widely  
experienced barrier 
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Fig. 7 – Perceived barriers to applying sustainability skills by industry cluster in 2012 
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7 Changes in the acknowledged sources of information on 
skills and comparison of these sources  

7.1 Comparative sources of learning in 2012 

In 2012 TAFE and other RTOs were the main source of learning about work skills and 
sustainability skills, as shown in Figure 8.  Workplace sources (employer, work colleague, 
workplace mentor) were also important sources of learning about work skills and 
products, materials and tools, but were proportionately less import as sources of 
learning about sustainability. Government and industry standards are relatively more 
acknowledged sources of information about sustainability than other skills and 
resources. The proportion of young skilled people reporting that they haven’t learnt 
about skills for sustainability continues to decline, now at 5%.  

 

When asked what would assist the participant to further develop sustainability skills, on 
the job training was again most often selected. Nomination of training by suppliers of 
sustainable goods and services increased, making it the second most frequently 
nominated means of assistance. With this one exception, all forms of assistance 
suggested were less frequently nominated, in particular the nomination of customers 
who are willing to pay for sustainable goods and services and more rebates for 
sustainable goods and services as assisting to develop sustainability skills, fell markedly. 

 

TAFE and other RTOs were the main source of learning about 
sustainability skills 
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Fig.8 – Sources of learning about sustainability skills, work skills and products, materials and tools in 2012 
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8 Changes in interest about skills and sustainability and the 
perceived benefits 

Personal interest in skills and sustainability has increased slightly since 2010 (76% ‘agree’ 
and ‘strongly agree’ in 2012, up from 70% in 2010) but the perceived professional 
relevance, as measured by responses to the statement ‘I don’t think that sustainability 
relates to my job skills’ has decreased (65% ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’ in 2012, 
down from 78% in 2010). The gap between interest and ability to respond, measured 
by agreement to the statement ‘I'd like to learn more about skills and sustainability but 
don't know how’, remains fairly static.  

Normative incentives are still by far the strongest perceived benefits for applying 
sustainability skills (90% agree or strongly agree with this statement ‘applying 
sustainability skills is good for the future’ in 2012, and 80% with the statement 
‘applying sustainability skills makes me feel good’). There is an overall decline in the 
perceived benefits of applying sustainability skills. This is most pronounced for 
employment related benefits – getting more varied work (40% in 2012, down from 

56% in 2010); getting more work (40% in 2012, down from 47% in 2010); charging 
more for my work (28% in 2012 down from 33% in 2010).  

8.1 Drivers for learning about skills and sustainability 

As Figure 9 shows, there were some minor changes in the perceived drivers for learning 
about skills and sustainability, but not in their ranking. Agreement was again highest for 
‘I have a personal interest in sustainability’. This was again followed by ‘sustainability 
skills are a course requirement’. There was an increase in disagreement with the 
statement ‘my employer wants me to learn about skills and sustainability’. There was an 
increase in ‘don’t know’ responses to ‘my clients request sustainable goods and services’. 
There was an increase in agreement with the statement ‘my business competitors are 
learning about skills and sustainability’ (38% agree and strongly agree in 2012 up from 
28% in 2010). Disagreement with the statement ‘I haven’t learned about skills and 
sustainability’ also increased. 

8.2 Gender and interest in skills and sustainability  

There is a significant difference in the male and female responses to questions on the 
interest and relevance of skills and sustainability.  Female respondents indicated, on 
average, a higher level of personal and professional interest (none disagreed with the 
proposition “I’m interested in skills and sustainability” and 75% of females disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the proposition “I don’t think that sustainability relates to my 
job skills” as compared with 60% of males). The higher level of personal interest in 
sustainability by female respondents is again clear (89% of females agreed with the 
proposition that applying sustainability skills made them feel good compared with 75% 
of males).  

Normative incentives are still by far the strongest perceived 
benefits for applying sustainability skills 
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Fig. 9 – Changes in perceived drivers for learning about skills and sustainability 2010 & 2012 
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9 Conclusion 

The third Gen Green survey of WorldSkills Australia competitors contributes to an 
understanding of the personal experiences of apprentices and trainees in learning and 
applying sustainability related skills. As in 2008 and 2010, normative incentives are still 
by far the strongest benefits for applying sustainability skills perceived by respondents. 
Since 2010 there was: 

 A pronounced decline in the perceived employment related benefits of applying 
sustainability skills; and 

 Cost remains the most widely experienced barrier to practicing sustainability 
skills at work. 

The results indicate that, at an entry level at work and in vocational studies, 
environmental sustainability skills continue to be experienced less frequently than skill 
sets associated with social and economic sustainability. The cohort’s experience of 
environmental sustainability skills in studies had increased marginally in the period 2010 
to 2012 and had decreased slightly in workplaces. 

In 2012 TAFE and other RTOs were the main source of learning about work skills and 
sustainability skills.  Workplace sources were also important sources of learning about 
work skills and products, materials and tools, but were proportionately less important as 
sources of learning about sustainability. 

Our findings seem to indicate that the population of WSA National Competitors, who 
may be indicative of the wider population of apprentices and trainees, continue to be 
seriously interested in sustainability, despite the apparent drop in the importance 
accorded environmental issues by youth noted by Mission Australia in 2012. This might 
in part be due to the different age cohort, but it would seem to indicate some relation 
to participation in work and vocational study. This may be a special feature of the high 
performing group of WSA National Competitors, but it may also be a feature more 
broadly of the entire national cohort of apprentices and trainees.  

Research is currently underway to ask apprentices and trainees enrolled in TAFEs and 
their TAFE based trainers and teachers about student demand for sustainability related 
skills and the current supply of these skills. This is in order to understand the drivers of 
student demand and the capacity of the VET sector to meet this demand.  This research 
will also test whether an evidence base can be established to extrapolate the results of 
existing Gen Green research to a national population. This research project is called Gen 
Green 4 Australia. 
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