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Labour market holds steady - non-market sector continues to lift

The labour market held steady as 2019 came to an end, with an additional 17,500 workers 
added to the Australian economy in the month of December and 261,000 over the year, 
taking the national labour force closer to the 13 million mark. Unemployment fell to 5.1% on 
both trend and seasonally adjusted measures, with the two biggest states – NSW and VIC – 
continuing to hold down much lower unemployment rates than the national average.  At the 
same time, participation rates increased, mostly driven by more women looking for work.

But what type of jobs are we adding to the labour market? Part-time work has been 
growing the fastest over the last year, and while women dominate this type of employment, 
it’s growing fastest among men. The non-market sector (health, education and public 
administration) continues to dominate jobs growth and the need to start counting and 
assessing the contributions that these sectors make to the economy is becoming more 
and more apparent.
The labour market is holding up reasonably well, but the heavy lifting continues to be done 
by the same sectors. The impact of the bushfires and the disruption to economic activity will 
start to wash through the economy over the coming months. Notwithstanding the obligation 
to support recovery for affected families and communities, the hope is that the government’s 
fiscal response to the ongoing bushfire disaster is strong and sustained enough to mitigate 
the potential damage to jobs and productivity.

Part-time work booms while full-time work stalls for men 
Part-time jobs have generally been associated more with women than men, with women 
tending to use part-time work as a means to combine work and family. Yet while women still 
dominate part-time work, the latest labour market figures from the ABS show that men are 
having more luck gaining part-time work than they are in securing a full-time job.

Nationally, male full-time employment increased by less than 0.5% over the last 12 months 
and fell in five out of eight states and territories. Part-time employment on the other hand 
grew by 5.1% for men – more than twice the rate of growth recorded for women. The shift 
towards part-time work is evident across all states and territories, but some jurisdictions have 
seen part-time growth increasing up to six times the rate for men compared to women. 

The increase in rates of part-time work among men is partly a reflection of a broader 
underlying structural change, with men becoming more likely to combine part-time work and 
study, to work part-time as they transition into retirement and as more men take on caring 
roles. But the strong increase in underemployment at the same time suggests that this isn’t an 
entirely structural shift we’re seeing. 
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Unemployment has fallen in WA, but are people getting the jobs they 
want?
The trend unemployment rate for WA held station at 5.6% over the month to December 2019, 
but fell by some 0.7 percentage points over the year as a whole. This is by some margin the 
strongest annual fall in the headline unemployment rate across all states and territories.
But the quality of jobs remains an issue of potential concern when one looks further into the 
labour market story in the West, with part-time work dominating the state’s jobs growth over 
the year – increasing by 5.7% since December 2018 – and labour force participation falling by 
0.7 percentage points among men. Growth in full-time work also remains pretty flat.
On the bright side, employment in retail has picked up, growing by 6.7% over the last year 
and although jobs growth in mining has slowed nation-wide, WA still recorded significant 
mining employment growth, with the industry providing an additional 10,200 jobs over 
the year to up 10.1%). However, construction - one of the state’s biggest sectors - still faces 
significant challenges, losing almost 6,000 workers as the value of construction and dwelling 
approvals continues to fall. A recovery here will be needed to make greater inroads towards a 
healthier West Australian economy in 2020. 

Dr Daniel Kiely

Thanks to Michael Kirkness for his research assistance in the preparation of this BCEC Monthly Labour Market Update edition.
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The BCEC Monthly Labour Market Update is based on estimates from the ABS monthly labour force survey. These estimates are subject to sampling variability.

The national trend unemployment rate (u/e rate) is currently 
5.1%, and has decreased by 0.1pptsremaining unchanged from 
the previous month – seasonally adjusted values saw the same 
trend, falling to 5.1%. On year-to-date measures, the u/e rate has 
experienced a marginal increase of 0.1ppt, with 31,400 additional 
people now unemployed than there were in December 2018. The 
increase in unemployment has come primarily from the two largest 
states - NSW and VIC. Combined, the two states have recorded an 
additional 31,200 unemployed people over the last year. WA was 
the only state to see a significant fall in the number of unemployed 
people over the year (down 9,000).   

Over the month to Dec 2019, most states saw no movement in 
their u/e rate. QLD and TAS recorded marginal decreases, and the 
NT a marginal increase. On year-to-date measures there has been 
a fifty-fifty split, with half of the states and territories seeing an increase in their u/e rate, and the other half seeing decreases. WA saw the largest decrease in their u/e 
rate (down 0.7ppt), followed by TAS and the ACT (down 0.4ppt each). U/e rates rose in the NT and SA (up 0.9ppt and 0.5ppt respectively), while NSW and VIC experienced 
smaller increases of 0.3ppt and 0.2ppt. SA has overtaken QLD as the state with the highest u/e rate (6.4%), with QLD now second place (6.0%), closely followed by TAS 
(5.8%). The ACT continues to hold the lowest u/e rate by a significant margin (3.1%), while NSW and VIC are the only other two states with u/e rates below the national 
average.

Over the year to December 2019, an additional 261,000 
people were employed in Australia – an increase of 2.1%. In 
absolute terms, there was an almost even split in employment 
increases for part-time and full-time employment. However, 
the percentage increase in part-time employment (+3.2%) 
more than doubles that seen for full-time employment 
(+1.5%) over the year.

All states and territories saw significant rates of part-time 
employment growth over the year, some five and six times the 
rate of full-time employment growth. And rates of full-time 
employment growth were negative in SA, WA and the NT on 
year-to-date measures. 

The ACT has seen the largest overall employment growth over 
2019 (+3.3%), followed closely by VIC (+2.9%) and TAS (+2.9%). 
NSW saw the largest increase for full-time employment over 
the year (up 2.6%), while the NT had the largest increase in 
part-time employment (up 6.6%) closely followed by VIC and 
the ACT (up 6.5%).  Over the month to December 2019, an 
additional 8,900 people were employed full-time, and an additional 8,600 people were employed part-time. NSW contributed over half of the increase in jobs nationwide 
(+5,300), while VIC also provided a significant increase in jobs (+3,100). SA was the only state to experience a significant decrease in full-time employment over the month 
(-1,800). Looking at part-time employment growth over the month, the story is quite different. VIC was the key contributor of additional jobs (5,400) followed by QLD 
(2,400), while NSW experienced a decrease (-300). WA also saw part-time jobs fall and full-time growth, with an overall net negative result. 

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

Figure 1: Growth in labour force participation – states and territories

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

growth from December 2018 to December 2019.
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Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories

The national labour force participation rate (LFPR) has increased 
by 0.4ppt to 66% over the year to December 2019. This change 
was driven by the continuing increase in female participation (up 
0.7ppt), while the male LFPR remained unchanged from December 
2018. SA and WA were the only two states to experience a fall in 
participation rates over the last year, with WA recording a decrease 
of 0.3ppts, and SA 0.1ppt. The NT and the ACT recorded the largest 
increase in participation (+1.3ppt & +1.0ppt respectively), while 
the two largest states – NSW and VIC- saw similar participation 
growth of 0.6ppt. Positive growth in the LFPR for women has been 
recorded in all states and territories over the last year, with the 
NT seeing the largest growth (up 2.6 ppt). VIC and SA have also 
seen strong growth rates of 1.5ppt and 1.4ppt respectively among 
women, while NSW, QLD and WA only recorded marginal increases 
in participation rates of between 0.1 and 0.2ppt.

Participation rates for men have been more mixed, with 3 out of 8 
states recording negative growth. SA has seen the most significant 
decline in participation among men (-1.7ppt), followed by WA (-0.7 
ppt), and VIC (-0.3ppt). The largest growth in the male LFPR was 
recorded in the ACT (up 1.1ppt), with NSW and TAS seeing similar 
increases (up 0.9ppt and 0.8ppt respectively).

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

Notes: Bushfires resulted in disruption to data collection in December 2019 in NSW, Vic and the ACT. Quality assurance by the ABS has 

confirmed that these disruptions did not result in any impacts to Labour force statistics. 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

Notes: Trend values are used. 



Figure 2: Unemployment rate by gender – states and territories Figure 3: Yearly growth in full-time and part-time employment by gender

The national u/e rate for men remains higher than for women (5.3% compared 
to 5.0%), having increased by 0.3ppts from December 2018 when both genders 
had similar u/e rates. The u/e rate for men has increased in 5 out of the 8 states 
and territories over the year. QLD and SA saw the most significant increases 
(up 0.9ppt each), while NSW and VIC experienced marginal increases of 
around 0.3ppt each.  WA has seen the largest decrease in u/e rates among men  
(down 0.8ppt), with the ACT also seeing significant decreases (down 0.6ppt).
The national u/e rate for women has been more stable, remaining at around 
5.0% nationally and smaller changes across states and territories over the last 
12mths. The NT saw the largest increase among women (up 1.8ppt), while NSW 
saw an increase of just over 0.3ppt. The most significant decrease in the u/e 
rate for women was seen in QLD (-1.2ppt), followed by TAS (-0.8ppt) and WA 
(-0.5ppt).

Over the year to December 2019, growth in full-time employment was strongest 
among women, with national year-to-date growth of 3.3%. Full-time employment 
among women increased in every state and territory, with SA recording the 
strongest growth (+5.5%), followed by TAS (+5.1%), VIC (+4%), NSW, and the 
ACT (+3.5% each). WA and NT saw the weakest growth rates of 0.7% and 0.8%. 
Growth in full-time employment among men continues to slow, with a year to 
date increase of less than 0.5%. Full-time employment for men only increased 
in 3 of the 8 states and territories, and at a far slower rate when compared to 
women. NSW saw the largest growth (up 2%), followed by QLD and the ACT 
both seeing growth rates of around 1%. SA experienced the largest decrease 
in full-time employment among men (down 4.8%), with the NT and WA also 
seeing significant falls (down 2.7% and 1.3% respectively).Part-time employment 
growth has been stronger for men over the year (+5.1%), but women have still 
experienced significant growth (+2.3%). Part-time employment for men increased 
in all states and territories. The ACT saw the largest growth (+14.6%), followed by 
TAS (+13%), WA (+11.6%), the NT (+9.9%) and VIC (+9.6%). NSW and SA also saw 
significant growth in part-time employment among men over the year. Part-time 
employment for women grew in all states and territories but NSW, which saw a 
decrease of 1.3%. VIC, QLD and the NT saw the largest increases (+ 5.1%, +4.8%, 
and +4.7% respectively), with significant increases also recorded in WA (+3.3%) 
and the ACT (+2.5%).

The national youth u/e rate sits at 11.7% as of December 2019 - a marginal 
decrease of 0.1ppt since this time last year. SA currently has the highest youth 
u/e rate (14.1%), followed closely by TAS and QLD (14% each), and WA (13.9%). 
VIC, NSW and the ACT are the only states and territories with youth u/e rates 
below the national average, with NT being equal to the national average. The 
ACT continues to hold the lowest youth u/e rate (8.5%), followed by NSW and VIC 
(10.2% each).  

Over the year to December 2019, VIC has seen the largest decrease in their youth 
u/e rate (down 1.4ppt), followed by TAS (down 1.3ppt). WA and the ACT also 
experienced significant decreases (down 0.6ppt and 0.5ppt respectively). On 
the other side, the largest increase in youth u/e rates was seen in SA (up 1.5ppt), 
followed by QLD (up 1.2ppt).

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories    

Over the year to December 2019, the National underemployment ratio for men has 
increased (up 0.4ppt), while the underemployment ratio for women has decreased 
(down 0.3ppt). This reflects the continuing growth in part-time employment 
among men, and full-time employment among women seen in figure 3. Despite 
the gap in underemployment between men and women shrinking, female 
underemployment still remains significantly higher across all states and territories, 
following historical trends in Australia.

The underemployment ratio for women has decreased in all states and territories 
since December 2018, apart from the NT which saw a significant increase of 
1.3ppts. QLD and WA saw the largest decreases of 0.8 and 0.9ppts. TAS still has the 
highest female underemployment ratio (14.1%), with VIC, QLD, SA and WA all still 
having ratios of over 10%. The male underemployment ratio has increased in 5 of 
the 8 states and territories over the year to Dec 2019. The largest increase was seen 
in TAS (up 1.9ppts). 

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

Notes: Trend values are used. Figures show growth from December 2018 to December 2019.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Figure shows the unemployment rate for 15-24 year olds in each state, along with the associated
percentage point changes between December 2018 and December 2019. For states and territories, values are
smoothed using a 13-month rolling average.

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

Notes: Values are smoothed using 13-month rolling average. The underemployment ratio is the number of 

persons that worked part-time hours and wanted to work more hours as a proportion of the no. employed.
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Figure 4:  Youth unemployment – states and territories

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

Notes: Trend values are used. 



The BCEC Monthly Labour Market Update is based on estimates from the ABS monthly labour force survey. These estimates are subject to sampling variability.

The latest ABS industry data shows a continued deterioration in manufacturing 
and information media and telecommunications jobs in 2019. Employment in 
manufacturing jobs have fallen strongly, with 34,300 fewer people employed 
in the industry in November 2019 compared to a year ago – a decrease of 
3.7%. The Information Media and Telecommunications industry experienced 
the largest percentage decrease in employment over the year (down 4.6%), a 
decrease of just over 10,000 jobs. 

Construction jobs also continue to fall, although given the presence of 
Construction workers in the Administrative and Support Service sector and 
labour hire firms within, it is difficult to judge the full extent of any losses or 
gains in this sector.  The Retail Trade sector also continues to lose workers. And 
while still positive (up 4%), employment in mining is slowing compared to 
previous annual changes, where growth was around 7%.

On the positive side, Professional, Scientific and Technical Services continue 
to experience strong employment growth of 7.7% - adding 81,000 workers 
over the year to November 2019. Non-market industries including Public 
Administration and Safety, Health Care and Social Assistance and Education 
and Training continue to dominate employment growth, collectively adding 
135,000 workers in the year to November 2019. 

Figure 6:  Growth in total employment by industry Figure 7: Full-time and part-time employment by public/private sector
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Public sector employment has increased substantially over the year to November 
2019, with over 236,000 more people employed (+14%). Of the workers added, 
around 143,500 were women (+13.5%) and just under 92,500 were men (+14.6%). 
This shows a substantial change from the previous quarter, with men overtaking 
women in percentage growth in public sector employment.  Male part-time 
employment in the public sector grew by 16.1% over the year, however, as the 
number of men working part-time in the public sector is far lower than the number of 
women, this equates to an additional 12,800 jobs. Part-time employment growth for 
women in the public sector grew by a slightly smaller amount (up 15.9%) compared 
to men. This translates to an additional 59,500 part-time public sector jobs held 
by women in the year to November 2019.  In terms of full-time employment in the 
public sector, men also experienced larger growth (up 14.6%) compared to women 
(up 13.5%). The absolute increase for women was again larger, due to the bigger 
number of women employed full-time in the public sector (143,500 compared to 
92,500). Employment growth in the private sector remains weak, with total growth 
+0.5% over the year to November 2019, an increase of 59,500 employed people. 
Growth in male employment in the private sector was nearly 3 times larger than for 
women (up 0.8% compared to 0.3%). Women saw significantly stronger growth in 
full-time employment in the private sector (up 0.9%) than men (up 0.2%). However, 
part-time employment among women in the private sector decreased by0.3% while 
part-time male employment saw a significant increase (up 3.2%) over the year to 
November 2019. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003

Notes: values are smoothed using 5 period moving averagetotals due to rounding.

Table 3: Industry performers in employment, yearly growth across states

Professional Scientific and Technical services, and Public Administration and safety continue to be the best performing industries in terms of employment growth. In NSW, 
Public Administration and safety has experienced significant growth (up 18.6%), overtaking Professional Scientific and Technical Services to become the top industry 
performer in the state. Public Administration and safety also made the top three performers in VIC and TAS, with growth rates of 12.5% and 12.1% respectively. Between 
the three states, over 60,000 additional jobs have been created by this industry since the same quarter last year. Professional Scientific and Technical services was the 
top performing industry in VIC and WA, and in the top 3 performers for NSW and SA. Between these four states, around 74,300 additional jobs have been created in this 
industry. The Education and Training sector in VIC, SA, and TAS has also experienced strong employment growth rates, building on the previous quarter’s gains.

Although mining growth has been slowing down nation-wide, WA still recorded significant mining employment growth, with the industry providing an additional 
10,200 jobs over the year to November 2019 (up 10.1%). Mining was second only to Professional, Scientific and Technical Services which has experienced significant 
growth over the year (up 16.8%). One of the key stories to emerge when looking at the latest ABS release on employment by state and industry, is the continuing decline 
in employment in the manufacturing sector. NSW, VIC, and QLD are the key contributors to this trend, with manufacturing being the lowest performer in terms of 
employment in both NSW and QLD, and the 3rd lowest performer in VIC. Between these three states, a total of 40,600 Manufacturing jobs have been lost over the year 
to November 2019.  NSW has also been the key contributor to the poor employment performance in the Information Media and telecommunications sector, with 12,200 
jobs being lost since November 2018 in NSW alone (down 13.1%). 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003

Notes: Values are smoothed using a 5 period moving average.  Values show yearly growth in the period to November 2019. Values in [#] represent percentage changes.

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

Notes: Values are smoothed using 13-month rolling average. The underemployment ratio is the number of persons 

that worked part-time hours and wanted to work more hours as a proportion of the no. employed.



Figure 7: Full-time and part-time employment by public/private sector
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