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Walk through most mid-to-large Australian organisations and you will find the same quiet 

contradiction. The org chart describes a workforce of permanent employees, reporting lines and 

neatly defined roles, while the actual workforce looks considerably more complex: contractors 

embedded in project teams for months at a stretch, labour hire workers operating alongside 

permanent staff under shared management, and specialist consultants engaged on statements of 

work, technically employed by someone else but functionally indistinguishable from the broader 

team. 

This has been the operating reality of Australian industry for the better part of a decade, and it is 

consolidating rather than receding. What represents the clearest opportunity for most organisations 

is the management infrastructure around it. 

The dominant conversation defaults to compliance, and understandably so. Classification risk under 

the Fair Work Act, superannuation obligations, payroll tax exposure, and the evolving legal treatment 

of casual and gig workers are legitimate concerns. The broader opportunity is treating the extended 

workforce as a standalone workforce strategy question. Compliance defines the boundary 

conditions; the more rewarding work is designing the workforce model that performs within them. 

 

The Visibility Opportunity: A Single Source of Truth for the Total Workforce 

The more fundamental issue is visibility, and it rarely surfaces in the compliance conversation. Ask 

most HR leaders for a complete picture of their total workforce and there is genuine complexity to 

navigate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This fragmentation reflects the way contingent labour has historically been managed in Australian 

organisations, as a procurement activity rather than a workforce activity. A business unit needed a 

resource; procurement engaged a supplier; the worker arrived; and HR found out about it, if they did 

at all, well after the engagement was underway. That model made sense when contingent labour 

was occasional and peripheral, but it makes less sense when contractors, labour hire and contingent 

workers represent a meaningful share of those doing the actual work of the organisation. 

Incomplete Headcount 
 

Headcount figures that 
capture only permanent 

employees, leaving 
contractors, labour hire and 
contingent workers invisible 

in workforce data. 
 

Split Cost Data 
 

Cost data distributed 
across both HR and 

procurement systems, 
making total workforce 

spend impossible to 
calculate without manual 

consolidation. 
 

Distributed Records 
 
Onboarding records spread 
across multiple platforms, 

vendor portals and 
business unit spreadsheets 
with no single authoritative 

source. 
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Hays Australia’s research identif ies this visibility def icit as a persistent challenge, noting that 

organisations f requently lack consolidated data on contingent headcount, cost and tenure, making 

strategic workforce decisions considerably harder than they need to be.  

 

The proportion of the workforce operating outside traditional employment arrangements continues 

to grow across professional services, construction, technology and healthcare, and the management 

frameworks in place across most organisations have a genuine opportunity to evolve alongside it. 

 

Managing Operational Risk: Systems, Payroll, and People 

Organisations that move beyond managing the workforce as isolated procurement transactions find 

meaningful improvements in HRIS, payroll and IT security operations. 

 

Payroll Tax Exposure 

For payroll leaders specifically, the exposure is direct. Under Australian harmonised payroll tax 

legislation, payments made to contractors may be deemed wages if the engagement falls under a 

relevant contract, broadly meaning the contract is predominantly for the worker’s labour. Excluding 

these payments from payroll tax liability requires the payroll team to actively demonstrate that 

specific statutory exemptions apply, such as the contractor providing services for 90 days or fewer 

in a financial year. 

 

Offboarding Controls 

Offboarding controls are an equally important consideration. Without automated, system-driven 

processes linked to a centralised HR database, maintaining clear offboarding records tied to a 

centralised HR database ensures that network access, corporate data and physical credentials are 

deactivated at the right time, closing a gap that better data architecture resolves simply and reliably.  

 

Cultural Integration 

There is also a cultural dimension that organisations tend to underestimate. Contingent workers who 

are included in structured onboarding, receive meaningful feedback, and are integrated into the 

teams they work alongside tend to be more productive and more engaged. The downstream benefits, 

including stronger project velocity, better team cohesion and a more attractive employer brand for 

contingent talent, are real and measurable. 
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When contractor data sits in procurement spreadsheets or external vendor portals rather than a 

central system, calculating accurate payroll tax exposure and maintaining audit-ready records 

requires the kind of consolidated workforce data architecture that centralised management makes 

easy. 

 

What Structured Environments Get Right 

There are settings in Australia where this has been addressed more deliberately. The NSW 

Government’s Contractor Central framework and Queensland’s contingent workforce arrangements 

under Buy for Queensland both demonstrate what centralised visibility looks like in practice:  

• Defined engagement frameworks,  

• Consistent onboarding and compliance controls 

• consolidated reporting that supports planning 

The procurement mechanics differ from those of a commercial organisation, but the underlying logic 

transfers readily. Contingent workforce engagement, when it sits within a defined framework with 

clear governance, consistently generates better data, better compliance outcomes and better 

planning capability than decentralised, reactive engagement managed differently across every 

business unit. 

 

Why This Sits in HR, Not Procurement 

There is both a governance case and a strategic case for HR taking genuine ownership of the 

extended workforce. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Governance Case 

On governance, the position is 

relatively straightforward. Classif ication 

risk, workplace health and safety 

obligations, and workforce compliance 

exposure do not dissipate because a 

worker is engaged through a third 

party. Procurement brings genuine 

expertise in supplier contracting; the 

complementary capability HR provides 

is workforce risk management, 

classif ication oversight and compliance 

governance. 

The Strategic Case 

The strategic case is more compelling. 

Workforce composition is, at its core, a 

planning question: what proportion of  

capability sits in permanent roles 

versus f lexible arrangements, where 

are the dependencies that create 

operational risk if  a key contractor 

disengages unexpectedly, and are the 

same skills gaps being backf illed 

through the same suppliers year af ter 

year because no one is building 

capability through the contingent 

workforce in any structured way? 

These are workforce strategy questions 

that belong in HR. 
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The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development has consistently identified workforce 

planning as a core strategic HR capability, noting that organisations with mature planning 

capability are measurably better positioned to respond to skills volatility and structural change 

(CIPD, 2024).  

An extended workforce sitting entirely outside that planning process represents a genuine capability 

gap, regardless of how well the supplier contracts are managed. 

 

The Technology Question, Framed Correctly 

Most organisations sit somewhere along a workforce maturity spectrum. At one end, contingent 

hiring responds to immediate operational need; at the other, workforce data across all engagement 

types actively supports planning, forecasting and risk management. Moving along that spectrum is, 

in the first instance, an ownership and governance challenge rather than a technology one. 

Organisations that settle the governance question first find the technology layer becomes far more 

tractable. Industry research points to a clear 

shift in workforce technology toward unified 

analytics and planning capability across labour 

types. What technology then needs to deliver 

is well understood: accurate worker data from 

the point of engagement, consistent 

compliance controls, and consolidated 

reporting that makes workforce planning 

genuinely useful. Clean data and reliable 

reporting depend on consistent process, not 

platform sophistication. 

 

The Decision That Changes the Trajectory 

The organisations best placed to manage workforce cost, capability and risk are those that have 

made a deliberate decision to treat the extended workforce as a single managed system: defined 

ownership, consistent process, and data genuinely usable for planning. Practical starting points 

include a contingent workforce audit to establish baseline visibility, defining cross-functional 

governance with procurement, and piloting integrated reporting for key business units. The strategic 

logic is clear, the tools exist, and the governance can be designed. The organisations that move first 

will be better positioned on cost, capability and risk.  

 

 

 

Move from contingent workforce complexity to connected workforce control.  
Build a single, defensible view of  your total workforce with clearer ownership, consistent processes, 

consolidated reporting and audit-ready workforce data. Explore more at www.frontiersoftware.com 

http://www.frontiersoftware.com/
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About Frontier Software 
 
Frontier Software is a software and services organisation specialising in payroll and HR 
transformation. With more than 40 years’ industry experience, Frontier supports organisations to 
streamline payroll and HR operations, improve consistency and compliance and make better use of 
workforce data. Whether you’re looking to optimise your current Frontier solution or design a new 
approach, we help teams build HR processes that are clear, defensible and ready for what’s next. 
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Commitment to customer  
service is our number one priority. 

Michael Howard, Founder 

This document is provided for informational purposes only and may include proprietary or 

confidential material. While care has been taken to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the 
information presented, the content reflects our understanding and views at the time of 
publication and is provided on an “as is” basis. The information does not form part of any 

contract and should not be relied upon as the sole basis for making decisions, nor should it 
be interpreted as a commitment, warranty, or guarantee of any kind, including regarding 
future products, features, or outcomes. 
 

No representations are made as to the completeness, accuracy, or suitability of the material, 
and we disclaim all implied warranties, including warranties of merchantability and fitness for 
a particular purpose. To the maximum extent permitted by law, we accept no liability for any 
direct, indirect, incidental, or consequential loss or damage arising from the use of, reliance 

on, or interpretation of this document, including any inaccuracies, omissions, or subsequent 
changes. 
 
The content may be updated or modified without notice, and we are under no obligation to 

revise or maintain the information unless required by law. This document may not be copied, 
distributed, or reproduced without prior written permission. Readers should seek independent 
advice or verification where appropriate. 
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