
BCEC
Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre

February 2020

LABOUR MARKET 
UPDATE Providing monthly updates and expert 

insights and analysis around key labour 
market indicators.

BCEC Monthly Labour Market Updates and COVID-19
The February Monthly Labour Market Update, which is based on the most recent ABS Labour Force Survey gives us an important 
baseline to compare the large disruptions and changes we are going to see in the coming months. 

Our standard commentary has been replaced by a re-cap of the labour market as it stood just over a month ago in February, insights 
into where COVID-19 might take the labour market and which indicators will be important to watch and how these might change in the 
coming months. 

Where the Labour Market was Before COVID-19?
As of February 2020, the labour market was in reasonable shape. The number of employed persons had finally tipped over the 13 million 
mark, labour force participation rates were at an all-time high of 66% and unemployment remained flat at 5.1% nationally. Full-time 
employment growth remained weaker than part-time growth, but full-time jobs were still constituting 60% of the additional jobs created 
in the month of February. The majority of state and territory labour markets were doing well with stronger employment growth and 
stable unemployment rates. 

But there were some weaknesses that continued. Most of the jobs growth was being driven through the public sector – a continuing 
trend over the last 18 months or more. Mining employment was slowing in all states except for WA and the Manufacturing and IT sectors 
were also seeing declines. 

Where might COVID-19 take us? 
The government’s response to COVID-19 has necessarily seen restrictions placed on businesses and workers. Thousands of businesses 
and jobs have been impacted by these actions. The introduction of the JobKeeper wage subsidy along with other business and 
household supports will mean that more businesses are likely to stay afloat and more workers in jobs.

In advance of the JobKeeper policy announcement, we estimated that the national unemployment rate could double by the middle 
of the year. This may be mitigated to a degree by the supports being introduced by Federal and State governments and by the private 
sector, but we will nevertheless still see significant job losses and business failures in the coming months. 

A recession (two consecutive quarters of negative growth) is inevitable. However, we are optimistic that a reasonably fast recovery is 
possible once the virus is under control and a vaccine has been developed. 

How will Labour Force Indicators change in the coming months? 
We will see labour force participation fall in the coming months, with very few new job opportunities and incentives to move into the 
labour market. Youth unemployment will likely rise substantially as will the overall number of unemployed. Underemployment may 
increase. However it may also fall as many workers will now be working zero hours and employees may report this as a preference. Hours 
of work will clearly fall and will need to be interpreted within the context of trading restrictions.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics has been incredibly responsive to the crisis and has already developed and released new outputs and 
extended data releases. They are also considering carefully the relevance of standard labour market indicators. For example, to meet the 
definition of unemployment an individual has to have had actively looked for work and been available to start work, which is difficult to 
do in the current environment.  We are liaising with the ABS regularly about these changes and insights. 

We will continue to produce the BCEC Monthly Labour Market update each month as the ABS Labour Force survey is released. This will 
be in conjunction with new analysis and other research outputs that will inform us of the impact of COVID-19 on the Australian and state 
and territory labour markets. 
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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 trend unemployment rate (u/e rate) remained unchanged 
at 5.1% over the month to February 2020. On seasonally 
adjusted figures, there was a slight decrease of 0.2ppt from the 
previous month to 5.1%. Most states and territories saw a slight 
improvement in their u/e rate over the month of Feb, with NSW, 
QLD, SA, TAS, and the ACT all seeing decreases of 0.1ppt. VIC was 
the only state to see a marginal worsening (+0.1ppt).

Over the year to February 2020, the national u/e rate has risen 
marginally by 0.1ppt, with 20,000 more people now actively 
seeking employment. Over half of the states and territories saw 
their u/e rate fall over the year. TAS saw the largest decrease 
(-1.0ppt), followed by WA (-0.8ppt) and the ACT (-0.7ppt). U/e 
rates rose significantly in the NT and VIC (+0.8ppt and +0.6ppt 
respectively), while NSW saw a marginal increase (+0.2ppt).

SA ranked as the state with the highest u/e rate (5.8%), followed closely by QLD (5.7%). Only NSW and the ACT have u/e rates below the national average of 5.1%, with the 
ACT still holding the lowest unemployment rate at 2.9%.

The number of people employed in Australia increased to 
just over 13 million in February 2020, which is the latest 
Labour Force Survey data released by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS). This represented an additional 21,100 
employed persons compared to this time last month. Part-time 
employment continued to grow at a faster pace than full-time 
employment, +2.7% compared to +1.5%. But, in absolute 
terms over 60% of the additional jobs created over the month 
of February were full-time.

On year-to-date measures, national employment continued 
its positive growth trajectory, growing by 1.9% since February 
2019. The largest growth rates were recorded in TAS and the 
ACT (+4.5% and +4.3% respectively), with VIC, QLD and WA 
also seeing growth rates above the national average. SA was 
the only state to see negative growth in their employment, but 
this was a minor decrease of 0.2%.

The strengthening national trend was primarily driven by the three largest states and WA. QLD was the key contributor, providing an additional 6,700 jobs over the 
month to January 2020. NSW and VIC were the key contributors to full-time employment growth over the month, providing an additional 11,100 jobs combined. On the 
other side NSW and VIC saw the two largest decreases in part-time employment, falling by 3,100 and 1,700 people respectively. QLD and WA saw the largest growth in 
the number of people employed part-time (+4,900 and +2,100 respectively), followed by TAS with 1,500 additional part-time jobs. Over the year, only SA and WA saw 
decreases in full-time employment, with SA seeing the largest decrease (-2.1%). The ACT experienced the largest full-time employment growth over the year (+3.8%), 
followed by NSW (+2.4%). TAS and WA had the largest increases in part-time employment (+8.8% and +7.7%), followed by NT (+6.3%), ACT (+5.4%), and QLD (+5.1%). NSW 
was the only state to see a decrease in part-time employment (-1.6%).

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 February 2019 to February 2020.
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Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories

In the year to February 2020, the national labour force participation 
rate (LFPR) increased by 0.3ppt to 66% - another record high. 
Women continue to drive this trend, with female participation 
increasing by 0.6ppt over the year. On the other hand, male 
participation has experienced negative growth over the year 
(-0.1ppt). SA was the only state to see a reduction in their LFPR over 
the year (-0.8ppt), but both NSW and WA saw very low participation 
growth of less than 0.1ppt. The largest increase in participation 
was recorded in the NT (+2.3ppt), while the ACT and TAS also saw 
significant growth (+1.6ppt and +1.4ppt respectively).

Positive change in the LFPR of women was reported in all states 
and territories over the year. Female LFPR growth has been strong 
in the two territories (+3.2ppt in NT and +1.7ppt in ACT), as 
well as in TAS and VIC (+1.5ppt and +1.3ppt respectively). Male 
participation rates decreased in 3 of the 8 states and territories, and 
remained unchanged in NSW. SA experienced the most significant 
decrease (-2.5ppt), with VIC and WA both seeing relatively marginal 
decreases (-0.3ppt and -0.5ppt). The male LFPR only saw significant 
growth in the two territories (+1.4ppt each) and TAS (+1.3ppt). 

.

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

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

Full-time employment growth for women increased at over 5 times the pace of 
that for men in the last 12 months – 3.1% compared to 0.6%. Stronger full-time 
employment growth among women can be seen across all states and territories, 
with the exception of the ACT.

TAS recorded the highest growth in female full-time employment over the 
year (+5.4%), followed by NSW (+4.0%), and SA (+3.7%). VIC, QLD, ACT, and NT 
also saw significant growth of between 2-3%, while WA recorded the lowest 
yearly growth for full-time employment among women at 0.3%. Full-time male 
employment only experienced strong growth in the ACT (+4.7%), but NSW did 
see moderate growth of 1.4%. SA saw the most significant change in full-time 
male employment, recording a large decrease of 5.1% over the year to February 
2020.

For part-time employment, men have seen the strongest national growth 
(+3.6%), but women have also experienced significant growth (+2.3%). Part-time 
employment growth among men was strongest In TAS (+15.7%), and WA (+13%). 
Strong growth was also recorded in SA (+7.9%), QLD (+6.2%), and NT (+5.7%). For 
women, part-time employment growth was more even, with the two territories 
recording the strongest growth (+6.6% each), followed by VIC, QLD, WA and TAS 
with growth rates ranging between 4-6%. Part-time employment growth fell for 
both men and women in NSW (-0.9%, and -1.9% respectively), being the only 
region where part-time growth was negative for either gender.

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories    

Compared to a year ago, the national underemployment ratio has seen a slight 
increase of 0.4ppt. This has been largely driven by women, who have seen an 
increase of 0.5ppt in their underemployment ratio over the year to February 2020. 
Men on the other hand have seen a relatively smaller increase of 0.2ppt. This 
diverges away from the recent trend of falling female underemployment.  The 
underemployment ratio for women is significantly higher than for men across all 
states and territories.

Female underemployment has only fallen in 3 of the 8 states and territories. Of 
these, WA saw the most significant fall (-0.9%). The largest increase in the female 
underemployment ratio was seen in NSW (+1.3%), followed by the NT (+1.2%), and 
SA (+0.7%). Among men, the underemployment ratio only fell in QLD (-0.4%), and 
the ACT (-0.9%). TAS saw the largest increase in the underemployment ratio for 
men (+1.4%), followed by SA (+1.2%).

source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Trend values are used. Figures show growth from February 2019 to February 2020.

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

2 3

Figure 4:  Monthly hours of work – states and territories

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

Notes: Trend values are used.

The national u/e rate for men increased by 0.2ppt over the last 12 months, and in 
Feb sat  just under 5.3%. Women on the other hand have seen a slight decrease in 
their u/e rate since this time last year, falling just over 0.1ppt to 4.9% in February 
2020. 

The u/e rate among women has increased in three states and territories over the 
year to February 2020. The NT has recorded the largest increase in the female u/e 
rate (+1.3ppt), with VIC also seeing a significant increase (+0.5ppt). On the other 
hand, TAS has seen the largest decrease in female u/e rates (-1.6ppt), followed by 
QLD (-1.2ppt). WA also saw a significant fall in u/e rates among women (-0.5ppt). 
SA and TAS had the highest female u/e rate at 5.5% each.

Male u/e rates have increased in four of the states and territories since this 
time last year. VIC and QLD saw the largest increase in male u/e rates (+0.6ppt 
each). The ACT recorded the largest decrease in u/e rates among men (-1.1ppt), 
and significantly, WA recorded a fall of 1.0ppt in male u/e rates. TAS also saw a 
significant fall in male u/e rates (-0.5ppt). QLD  had the highest u/e rate for men at 
6.4%, followed by SA at 6.1%.

Over the year to February 2020, the average number of hours worked per month 
fell by 1.1% to 136.8 hours nationally. NSW and the ACT were the only two regions 
to record positive growth in hours worked – but these were very minor increases 
of less than 0.1%. All other states and territories recorded significant decreases 
greater than the national average, with TAS experiencing the largest decrease 
(-3.2%), followed by WA and QLD (-2.1% each). 

In absolute terms, TAS recorded the lowest number of average hours worked per 
month by a significant margin at 126.4, followed by SA with 133.3 hours, the ACT 
with 133.7 hours, and VIC with 135.2 hours. The remaining states and territories 
recorded average monthly hours worked above the national average, with the 
largest monthly hours worked being seen in the NT at 146.6.

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.



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

Nationally, the Professional, Scientific and Technical Services sector had 
the largest growth in terms of total employment (+78,900) and the second 
largest growth in percentage terms (+7.4%) over the year to February 2020. 
Administrative and Support Services saw the largest percentage growth 
(+7.9%), translating to an additional 33,100 employed persons over the year. 
The Health Care and Social Assistance, and Education and Training industries 
have also experienced significant growth over the year, employing an 
additional 54,200 (+3.2%), and 52,100 (+5.1%) workers respectively. 
Employment in Construction has begun rising, compared to previous annual 
changes where growth was negative. And while Public Administration and 
Safety continues to grow, it is at around half the rate recorded in previous 
annual changes, where growth was just under 8%.

The Manufacturing and Information Media and Telecommunications sectors 
continue to lose workers, recording job losses of 29,000 (-3.2%) and 11,900 
(-5.4%) respectively since this time last year. The Retail Trade sector continues 
on its negative trajectory, losing a similar number of workers as in previous 
annual changes. Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services have recorded a 
small negative change in growth over the year – a significant change from 
previously recorded annual growth rates of over 4%.

Table 6: Growth in total employment by industry

Figure 7: Full-time and part-time employment by public/private sector
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Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003

Notes: values are smoothed using 5 period moving 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

Public sector employment continues to grow strongly, with an additional 
192,900 people employed since February 2019 – an increase of 11.1% over 
the year. Around 106,200 of the additional workers were women (+9.7%), with 
the remaining 86,700 being men (+13.4%). This builds on from trends seen in 
the previous quarters  with men now seeing substantially higher growth in 
public sector employment. Of the 86,700 men, around 75,600 were employed 
full-time (+13.3%) and 11,200 (+14.1%) were employed part-time. For women, 
part-time employment growth in the public sector was significantly larger 
than full-time employment growth (+12.3% compared to +8.3%). But, in 
absolute terms full-time female employment accounted for around 58,800 
of the additional public sector jobs, while part-time provided an additional 
47,400 jobs. The disparity between the absolute changes and percentage 
changes seen between men and women is due to a larger number of women 
being employed in the public sector (just over 1,199,000 women compared 
to 732,8500 men). This is especially evident in part-time employment, with 
women making up over 80% of all part-time employees in the public sector.

Employment growth in the private sector continues to be much weaker than 
in the public sector (+0.9% compared to +11.1%). Having said this, growth in 
the private sector has almost doubled from the previously recorded annual 
growth (+0.9% compared to +0.5%). The key contributor to this has been a 
doubling in full-time female employment growth in the private sector to 2%, 
and part-time female employment increasing from its previously recorded 
negative growth. Men on the other hand have seen full-time employment 
growth fall to practically zero over the year to February 2020, and their part-
time employment growth has remained steady at around 3.3%.
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Professional Scientific and Technical Services remains the top performing industry in terms of total employment growth, with the Health Care and Social Assistance, and 
Education and Training industries also experiencing strong growth. Professional Scientific and Technical services were the top performing industry in VIC and WA, and 
the second best performing industry in SA. Between these three states, an additional 56,000 jobs have been created by this industry over the year to February 2020. The 
Health Care and Social Assistance industry has also seen significant growth over the past year, rising to the top performing industry in NSW. The industry also made the 
top three performers in VIC, and TAS. Between these three states, around 52,600 additional jobs have been created over the year. The Education and Training sector has 
experienced similar national growth to Health Care and Social Assistance, and is now one of the top 3 performing industries in terms of growth nationwide. Its prevalence 
is particularly evident in VIC, SA and TAS where it made the top three performers, providing over 39,000 additional jobs over the year between these three states. 
Although Public Administration and Safety has recorded positive growth other the last year, the industry has seen a 50% fall in growth compared to previously recorded 
annual changes. This has led to this sector losing its place as the second best performing nation-wide, and falling from the top performing industry in NSW to third place 
in volume terms.

The Mining sector has continued to slow, showing almost zero growth nation-wide since this time last year. Mining was still the second best performer in WA, providing 
an additional 7,800 over the year (up 7.5%) but was close to being overtaken by Retail trade which provided 7,600 additional jobs over the year. Employment in the 
manufacturing sector continues to experience strong declines, with the industry being the bottom performer in NSW (down 4.8%), and the second worst performer in 
QLD (down 7.7%). Between these two states alone, around 26,900 jobs have been lost in the Manufacturing industry over the year to February 2020. Information Media 
and Telecommunications continues to be one of the worst performers nationwide, but is only in the bottom three performing industries in VIC. Construction is still in the 
bottom three performers in NSW and TAS, but at the national level this industry has recovered slightly from previously recorded negative growth. The Accommodation 
and Food Services industry continues to show mixed patterns among the states, being in the bottom three performers in VIC and WA, but the top three performers in 
QLD and NSW.

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

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

Notes: Values are smoothed using 5 period moving average. Values show yearly growth in period of February 2019 to February 2020 - Values in [#] represent (‘000) person change.
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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.
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