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A labour force in transition
Of the so-called ‘green shoots’ sprouting up in the WA economy, the greenest 
of all is the apparent resurgence in full-time employment in WA since around 
the middle of last year. 

But surging full-time jobs always seemed at odds with other indicators of 
the WA economy, including very modest growth in household consumption. 
It also seemed to contradict a historically high underemployment rate in the 
state right at the front line of the transition of the national economy from the 
labour-intensive construction phase of the resources boom to an operational/
production phase that employs less people at the individual project level.

While the ABS rebenchmarking process did not impact much on employment 
growth, a drop of 35,000 in total employment, 26,000 of which are full-
time jobs, has brought the LFS into a rough alignment with the trajectory of 
growth in the household consumption that accounts for 45 per cent of WA’s 
economy over time. 

Over and above the population rebenchmarking process, the official trend 
estimate of full-time employment in WA provisionally fell in each of the 
three months to October. The nature of the trend estimation process means 
that any or all of those drops could be revised to a modest rise, but at the 
very least, growth in full-time jobs has slowed to a trickle, albeit after a solid 
rise between late 2016 and around the middle of this year. Which would be 
wholly consistent with a gradual and at times stop-start recovery in the WA 
economy. 
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Big adjustments to WA and Vic’s labour force estimates
Why has the ABS chosen to release a new set of labour force statistics? Because new 
population data from the 2016 Census have given cause to revise the size and composition 
of Australia’s labour force, and how workers are distributed across states and territories. 
This ‘re-benchmarking’ has seen an upward revision of around 41,000 in the national 
civilian population aged 15 and over, and a similar increase in the national labour force. 
However, the contrasting state contributions to this overall revision are more interesting 
– especially the downward adjustment of 52,400 in WA’s civilian population, offset by an
upward revision of 84,400 in Victoria’s population total.

So how have these adjustments to population totals affected the re-benchmarked ABS 
labour force statistics? And more importantly, has our view of the Australian labour market 
changed in any substantial way following the latest revisions? In some respects, no. In 
general, employment growth projections and unemployment rates are largely unaffected. 
Nationally, trend annual employment growth for the year to October 2017 remained at 
2.9% before and after ABS adjustments, with only minor revisions in any state or territory. 
Yet the employment levels story is more interesting. The number of people employed 
nationally has been revised upwards by 41,700, three quarters in full-time positions. 
However, Victoria’s workforce was underestimated by 54,600 prior to this new information 
coming on stream, while WA’s employment figures have been overstated by 35,200. These 
two states have cause now to revise their respective views of the size of the local labour 
market.
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More of WA’s tradies and miners heading back over East

One of the key signals to come from the revised ABS labour force figures is the 
apparent movement of skilled labour between states. Re-benchmarked ABS 
data for October 2017 indicate some 23,300 fewer male workers in WA, including 
20,200 fewer men working full-time. This suggests that there has been a greater 
outflow of workers from WA to other jurisdictions than previously envisaged, 
particularly to Victoria where we have seen an upward revision in the number of 
full-time male workers of around 23,000. Similar patterns are apparent among the 
female workforce, although not to quite the same scale.

So are more tradies and miners heading back over East from WA now that 
the heat has come off the State’s resources boom? Probably. And if the 
exodus of skilled labour from WA has indeed been stronger than previously 
thought, then this brings into even sharper focus the pressing need for the 
State to develop effective strategies to retain and re-train skilled workers 
who may be displaced in greater numbers. Losing skilled workers to the 
Eastern states may resolve the pressure on businesses to downsize their 
workforces in the short term, but for the State, this is certainly a less efficient 
solution than redeploying skilled workers to new employment opportunities. 
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Interstate migration drives recent workforce changes
Net migration flows between Australia’s states and territories tell much of the story behind 
the recent adjustments to ABS labour force statistics. Since 2014, WA has seen more 
interstate departures than arrivals, leading to negative net interstate migration flows. The 
scale of net migration outflows from WA have grown to a net loss of nearly 11,800 people 
during the 2016-17 financial year. Interestingly, WA’s net migration patterns for much 
of this period correlate strongly with the prevailing iron ore price - a good proxy for the 
changing fortunes of the resources sector in the West. 

Victoria shows the reverse of this trend. From a net migration inflow of 1,500 people 
in 2011-12, Victoria has seen net interstate migration grow more than tenfold, 
reaching just below 16,700 people in 2015-16. And the age distribution of interstate 
migrants into Victoria is heavily weighted towards younger working age cohorts, 
with nearly two thirds of the State’s interstate migrants of working age in 2015-16 
made up of people aged 20 to 34 years. This necessarily impacts on the composition 
of Victoria’s labour force, with a greater share of the population either working or 
looking for jobs. 
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Nationally, the revisions to ABS labour force 
figures released on 7 December 2017 reveal that 
Australia had nearly 42,000 more employed people 
in October 2017 than previously estimated - a 
relatively small upward revision of 0.3%. 
These revisions have arisen from a re-benchmarking 
of population totals following the recent ABS 
Census 2016 release, leading to an upward revision 
of around 41,000 in the national civilian population 
aged 15 and over. 
However, changes to the number of employed as 
a result of the re-benchmarking exercise play out 
quite differently across states and territories.   
Vic saw the greatest upward revision to trend employment numbers, with new estimates adding 55,000 people to the State’s total - an 
increase of 1.7%. The numbers employed in WA, on other hand, have been revised down substantially by more than 35,000 people, 
equivalent to 2.6% fewer workers.

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

The upward adjustment to the nation’s employment 
totals comprises around 30,600 more full-time 
workers than previously thought, and 11,100 
more part-time workers. However, we also see 
considerable differences across states and territories 
in trend full-time and part-time employment 
following re-benchmarking. 
Western Australia in particular stands out as the 
state in which the numbers of people in full-time 
and part-time employment have been revised 
downwards, and quite significantly so – by 26,300 
and 8,900 respectively. In contrast, the total number 
of people in Victoria in full-time work has been 
revised upwards by 38,600, and in part-time work by 
15,900. NSW has seen 11,100 added to its full-time 
employment roll, while its part-time workforce total 
has been revised downwards by 2,600. 

Figure 1: Changes in full and part-time employment following re-benchmarking, states and territories

Figure 2: State and territory contributions to revised employment estimates

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 6202.0.55.003

Notes: Trend values are used. Numbers may not sum to totals due to rounding.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 6202.0.55.003

Notes: Trend values are used. 
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WA and Vic have consistently been the two outlier 
states when looking at contributions to the revised 
labour force estimates. Trend employment in previous 
ABS releases has been substantially overestimated 
in WA, and underestimated in Vic. Together, these 
two states make up almost two-thirds of the national 
revisions. The nature of the ABS re-benchmarking 
exercise has meant that the revisions to labour force 
figures extend all the way back to the 2011 Census.
Looking deeper into these adjustments, it appears 
that previous labour force figures for WA were based 
on an overestimation of the number of people who 
moved to WA as a result of the resources boom. 
This conjecture is supported by the fact that the 
ABS has adjusted down its estimates of WA’s civilian 
population aged 15 and over, recording 30,900 fewer 
men and 21,500 fewer women for October 2017 than 
was previously reported. Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 6202.0.55.003

Notes: Trend values are used. 
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Table 2: Revisions to male employment, October 2017 – states and territories

Figure 3: Revised employment growth to October 2017: by state and territory

Table 3: Revisions to female employment, October 2017 – states and territories

Nationally, the numbers of males employed full-time and part-time 
have been slightly revised upwards by 6,200 and 2,500 workers 
respectively.
Yet the national figures conceal far more substantial revisions 
at state level. Of particular note is the upward revision to 
the number of men working full time in Vic – up 23,100 on 
previously released figures – more or less balanced by the lower 
number of full-time workers in WA – revised down by some 
20,200. The re-benchmarking adjustments are relatively modest 
across other state and territory jurisdictions.
These adjustments may reflect a greater number of tradies and 
miners than previously thought who are heading back home to 
Vic from WA as the WA labour market cools. 

The re-benchmarked statistics for female employment reveal 
24,500 more women working full-time nationally during 
October 2017 compared with previous estimates. The ABS 
revisions show around 15,500 more female part-time workers 
in Vic, offset by 6,100 fewer women in WA working full-time. 
These are the two largest adjustments in state employment 
relative to the size of their respective workforces.
The national estimate for the number of women working  
part-time has been adjusted upwards by 8,600. Again, the 
biggest (offsetting) contributors to this national total have been 
Vic, where the number of female part-time workers have been 
revised up by 9,900, and WA - down by 5,800.

Has the ABS re-benchmarking exercise affected the trend employment 
growth rates that have been reported in the press and in previous 
labour market updates? The answer is no.
Nationally, trend employment growth in the year to October 2017 
remained at 2.9% before and after ABS adjustments. 
Looking across states and territories, Qld enjoyed the most 
significant annual growth in employment over the last year – some 
4.6%. NT saw employment contract by 2.1% in the year to October 
2017, a statistic that was revised up by a modest 0.1 ppt following 
re-benchmarking. Indeed, no state or territory saw a revision of more 
than 0.1 ppt to the employment growth rate. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 

6202.0.55.003. Notes: Trend values are used.
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Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 

6202.0.55.003. Notes: Trend values are used.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 

6202.0.55.003. Notes: Trend values are used.

Table 4: Unemployment changes – states and territories

The new labour market adjustments have seen only 
very modest revisions to unemployment rates across 
Australia’s states and territories. Nationally, the 
revised estimates reveal a slight downgrade in the 
unemployment rate - from 5.5% to 5.4%. 
Qld and Tas have also seen a downward revision 
to their state unemployment rate, but each by no 
more than 0.1 percentage point.
In line with the reduction in both the State’s 
population and trend employment, new labour 
force estimates show that the number of 
unemployed in WA is 2,400 fewer than previously 
estimated. The State’s unemployment rate has 
remained unchanged at 5.8%. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 and 

6202.0.55.003. Notes: Trend values are used.

Vic now has 3,900 more unemployed persons than previously estimated, yet the unemployment rate in the State has remained 
unchanged, as the increase in unemployed is offset by the increase in employed persons estimated to be in the labour force.
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Table 3: Revisions to female employment, October 2017 – states and territories
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