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The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed 
during this year many realities of digital 
transformation, perhaps more pro-
foundly than any other disruption we 
have experienced to date. We have 
moved rapidly to remote working modes 
and remote learning, developed digital 
health and telehealth solutions, and 
deployed effectively digital manufactur-
ing and digitally-enabled supply chains. 
With digitalization, the cycles of tech-
nological advances and innovation are 
now measured in months rather than 
decades. 

The industrial revolution doesn’t dis-
criminate — it impacts every sector and 
all parts of society. The exponential 
technological change is redefining the 
nature of work, with many jobs chang-
ing or becoming obsolete. Automation 
is removing repetitive and potentially 
unsafe or hazardous work, while freeing 
up humans to engage in more creative 
and value-added tasks. A report about 
the future of work published by the World 
Economic Forum predicts growth in 
jobs requiring new digital skills based 
on complex cognitive abilities, together 
with more sophisticated “soft” skills. The 
demand for these skills is projected to 
outnumber the decline in jobs based on 
physical, manual, repetitive, procedural, 
or routine operational skills.

However, whether this positive bal-
ance between new jobs and lost jobs is 
achieved without major disruptions and 
societal pains will depend on how effec-

tively the key stakeholders within the 
larger ecosystem (including policymak-
ers, educational institutions, employers 
and unions) collaborate to transform  
the workforce and workplaces at scale.  
It has never been more important to col-
laborate, and we all must contribute  
to creating a more inclusive ecosystem.

This will require fundamentally different 
models of public and private sector part-
nerships driving radically different educa-
tion models based on lifelong learning 
as the unifying framework. The dynamic 
nature of technological advancements 
demands such innovations across the 
entire continuum of education and 
training to enable the workforce and 
workplaces to adapt to the changes in 
jobs and skills at pace and scale. This is 
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not only about creating the workforce of 
the future — but it’s also about reskilling 
and upskilling the existing workforce. We 
have an obligation and responsibility for 
now and the future.

This type of transformation requires 
different leadership approaches. It 
demands people in leadership roles who 
are able to tackle complex systems (and 
create new ecosystems), build coalitions 
and influence change using effective 
advocacy tactics, collaborate, catalyze 
and empower collective action among 
others across different domains and 
sectors. This type of person has been 
recently described by relevant institu-
tions, such as Harvard University and 
the World Economic Forum, as "systems 
leaders." I am convinced that systems 
leadership is the key to successfully drive 
Industry 4.0 transformations across sec-
tors and societies. 

In Australia, we are exploring different 
transformational models and initia-
tives in advanced manufacturing, such 
as the National Industry 4.0 Testlabs 
network and industry hubs focused on 
cyber-physical systems. The two initia-
tives encompass many principles I have 
outlined in this article. The project pro-
vides non-competitive supportive envi-
ronments at universities for partnering 
with industry clusters and government 
agencies. The program allows work-
ers, educators and students to explore 
together Industry 4.0 technologies and 
processes, learn by doing, and bridge 
skills gaps through collaboration. Similar 
constructs are emerging in Europe and 
the United States, including trans- 
national alliances of smart factories.

The advanced apprenticeship program 
in Industry 4.0 that we have developed in 
Australia in collaboration with Siemens 
and their supply chain, peak industry 
bodies, and government demonstrates  
a new model of education and training for 
the future of work based on co-design 
and co-delivery principles. Universi-
ties and industry partners are working 
together to co-design and co-deliver  
a program focused on skills for Industry 
4.0, including design and operation of 
cyber-physical systems, creation of digi-

tal twins, industrial automation, 3D print-
ing, implementation of Industrial Internet 
of Things platforms for smart factories, 
and digital supply chains. Our focus is on 
translating new knowledge into endurable 
skills, both functional and cross-func-
tional, in support of the digitalisation 
needs of industry. I oversee the scaling up 
of this effort across the national network 
of Industry 4.0 Testlabs, which will be 
presented in more detail by the GFCC  
in their forthcoming video series.

At the heart of the fourth industrial rev-
olution and the information tsunami now 
gripping humanity, it is “data.” However, 
the various issues and controversies 
associated with “data” in recent years 
(such as those relating to privacy, trust, 
and security) remind us that digitalization 
is not only about technology — it’s about 
people and society. We urgently need 
better governance of the technologies 
transforming our world. I have stated 
before that there is a widening gap in 
knowledge between those creating and 
using emerging technologies and those 
in charge of regulating them. Governance 
cannot be left to the public sector alone 
— it is a job for all citizens.

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Professor Aleksandar Subic participated in 
the "Accelerating digitalization" conversa-
tion July 1. Watch the session on the GFCC 
YouTube channel.
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