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A labour market in recovery

The latest labour market figures show a labour market in recovery, with almost a quarter of the 835,000 jobs lost between April and May, and 
over a third of the hours lost added back to the labour force in June. Labour force participation has also improved increasing by 1.3ppts over 
the last month and underemployment has fallen by 1.5ppts.  

The June ABS figures also show a recalibration of standard labour market definitions and that some things are (or were at least in the first 
two weeks of June) getting back to normal. 

People that lost their job in April and May are now being appropriately classified as unemployed, rather than ‘not in the labour force’.  In April 
and May this wasn’t possible, as to be classified as “unemployed” you have to be actively seeking work and available to work – that’s very 
hard criteria to meet during a pandemic. 

This is also the main reason that the unemployment figure has risen to almost 1 million people – most of these people (70%) were classified 
as not in the labour force in May. This also means that the official unemployment rate more accurately reflects the number of people looking 
for work.

However, there are still concerning signs, including the continued loss of full-time work. All of the gains in employment between May and 
June have been in part-time employment, with a quarter of a million part-time workers added to the labour force, while more than 38,000 
full-timers lost work. Some of this is to do with the composition of jobs lost previously, with more part-time jobs lost, but we should be 
seeing a similar proportion of full-time jobs returned, however this isn’t the case. This is not a good sign and suggests permanent rather than 
temporary full-time job losses, particularly in Victoria and WA. 

While the pace and scale of the recovery is not of the same magnitude of the shock to the labour market, there are a number of healthy “V’s” 
in the latest labour market statistics and across other key economic indicators including retail figures that point to the possibility of a fast 
recovery. This V-shape is now heavily compromised by current virus outbreaks and responses. 

What do we need to make a full recovery? 

One of the biggest impediments to a full recovery is uncertainty. This uncertainty is amplified by new and increasing outbreaks. Uncertainty 
is also exacerbated by the regulatory response and differences in these across jurisdictions. Businesses and consumers are unable to make 
decisions about the future, and are unable to commit to investment, consumption or hiring decisions.  

Getting new outbreaks under control as quickly as possible with minimal disruption to people’s lives is where our efforts need to be 
focussed - and microscopically so. This means identifying points of weaknesses in processes and making sure people have access to 
appropriate provisions including sick leave and income supports. There will come a point at which the tolerance for lockdowns will wane. 

Businesses and workers also need assurances that if lockdowns and trading restrictions are going to be a standard policy response over the 
coming months, that they also have access to adequate supports and that these are as well targeted as possible. The extension of JobKeeper 
in one form or another and the introduction of industry-specific assistance need to be announced soon.  

The focus on skills shortages through the newly announced “JobTrainer” package at a time where few jobs are available, and during a 
downturn that has not been brought about by major structural deficiencies in the economy, is also questionable. While the detail of the new 
package is yet to be revealed, ultimately people will need jobs at the end of this investment. 
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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.

national unemployment rate (u/e rate) currently sits at 7.4%, and 
has risen by 0.3ppt over the month to June 2020. This equates to 
an additional 69,300 unemployed persons in June 2020 compared 
to May.

At the state and territory level, SA has seen the largest increase 
in u/e rates over the month (+0.9ppt), followed by VIC, WA, and 
TAS (+0.6ppt each). The NT saw the largest decrease in u/e rates 
(-1.7ppt), while QLD – the only other region to record a fall in u/e 
rates over the month – saw a marginally decrease of 0.1ppt. In 
Absolute terms the two largest states of NSW and VIC were the 
key contributors to the increase in the number of unemployed 
people, adding an additional 28,500 and 23,800 unemployed 
respectively. The NT was the only region to see a fall in the number 
of unemployed persons over the month (-2,800).

Over the year to June 2020 WA has seen the largest increase in u/e rates (+2.9ppt), followed by VIC and SA (+2.7ppt each), and NSW and the ACT (+2.3ppt each). TAS 
experienced the smallest rise in u/e rates since this time last year (+0.2ppt), and QLD also performed relatively well (+1.3ppt). In absolute terms VIC saw the largest increase 
in the number of unemployed over the year (+95,000), followed by NSW (91,600). Significantly, WA has also experienced a large increase (+40,700 unemployed persons), 
while the smallest increase was recorded in TAS (+300 unemployed persons). SA currently holds the highest u/e rate (8.8%), followed closely by WA (8.7%), while the ACT 
continues to have the lowest u/e rate (5.1%). 

The number of persons employed in Australia increased by 
210,800 (1.7%) over the month to June 2020, with almost 
a quarter of the 835,000 jobs lost between April and May 
returned. This increase was driven by part-time employment, 
which added an additional 249,000 jobs over the past month. 
Full-time employment on the other hand saw a significant 
decrease over the month, with 38,100 fewer people employed 
full-time in June than May.

All states and territories with the exception of the NT saw 
an increase in employment over the month. NSW recorded 
the largest increase in employment (+80,800), with 75,500 
additional part-time jobs and 5,300 full-time. This was followed 
by QLD with an increase of 52,900 employed persons over the 
month. Following the national trend, this increase was 

driven by part-time employment (+58,300), while the 
number of full-time employed persons fell by 5,400. All of the 
remaining states and territories saw increases in part-time employment over the month, while full-time employment growth was either negative or weak.

Over the year, employment has fallen by 4.1% across the nation – a slight improvement on year-to-date measures compared to May statistics. This has again been 
driven by part-time employment, with the yearly fall in growth (-5.3%) around half what it was in May (-11.8%) based on revised figures. WA has seen the largest fall in 
employment over the year (-4.9%), followed by NSW (-4.6%), SA (-4.4%), and QLD (-4.3%). The ACT, NT and TAS have all experienced falls of less than 1% over the year, with 
VIC also seeing a decrease below the national average (-3.4%). 

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

Labour Force Participation continues to fall           Figure 1: Growth in labour force participation – states and territories

BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

Figures show growth from May 2020 to June 2020.
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Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories

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: Seasonally adjusted values are used   

The national labour force participation rate currently sits at 64%, 
having increased by 1.3ppt over the month to June 2020. Female 
participation rates have seen the largest increase over the past 
month (+1.5ppt), but participation rates among men have also 
increased significantly (+1.1ppt). Despite seeing stronger increases 
over the month, women still have far lower participation rates overall, 
currently sitting at 59% - 10.1% lower than participation among men. 

All states and territories have seen an increase in participation rates 
over the past month, with the exception of the NT which experienced 
a significant fall of 2.8ppt. The largest increase in participation rates 
over the month were recorded in the ACT (+2.0ppt), followed by TAS 
(+1.9ppt), and NSW (+1.6ppt). Among men, the largest increase was 
recorded in TAS (+2.2ppt), followed by the ACT (+2.1ppt), and NSW 
(+1.6ppt). For women, the largest increase in participation was seen 
in WA (+2.0ppt), followed by the ACT (+1.8ppt), SA (+1.7ppt), and 
NSW (+1.6ppt).

Having said this, participation rates have not yet recovered to pre 
covid-19 levels, being down 2.0ppt on year-to-date measures. Men 
have experienced a slightly larger fall in participation over the year 
(-2.1ppt), but not by much, with female participation rates falling by 
1.9ppt.



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

Over the year to June 2020, full-time employment growth was negative for both 
genders, with men seeing a larger fall than women (-3.9% compared to -2.8%). 
Full-time employment growth among women increased in 3 of the 8 states and 
territories, with the ACT recording the strongest growth (+3.8%), followed by TAS 
(+2.3%), and then SA with a very marginal increase (+0.1%). For men, full-time 
employment fell in all states and territories, with the largest falls being seen in SA 
and WA (-6.4% and -5.6% respectively). The ACT saw the smallest fall in full-time 
employment among men over the year (-0.5%).

In terms of part-time employment, both genders saw a similar fall at the national 
level (-5.4% for men and -5.3% for women). Part-time employment among 
women fell in every state and territory aside from the northern territory (+9.1%). 
The largest fall in female part-time employment was seen in SA (-9.0%), followed 
by VIC and TAS (-6.0% each), and WA (-5.9%). For men, part-time employment 
increased in half of all states and territories over the year. The NT saw the largest 
increase (+28.8%), followed by TAS (+7.2%), SA (+5.1%), and QLD (+3.1%). The 
largest fall in part-time employment among men was recorded in the ACT 
(-11.7%), however, the key contributor to the national fall was NSW (-11.3%).

Figure 4b: Monthly hours of work – states and territories

The number of average monthly hours worked per person in Australia fell by 
2.3 hours over the year to June 2020, representing a 1.7% decrease. Every state 
and territory bar NSW (+0.3 hours or +0.2%) saw a fall in average monthly hours 
worked compared to this time last year. The ACT recorded the largest reduction in 
average monthly hours worked (-8.0), followed by the NT (-6.8), and SA (-6.6).

Currently, the NT has the highest average monthly hours worked per employee 
(142.0), followed by NSW (136.9), WA (136.4) and QLD (135.7). The remaining states 
and territories all have average monthly hours below the national average, with 
TAS recording the lowest number (126.0), followed closely by the ACT (126.5).

On month-to-date measures average hours worked per employee have increased 
by 3.0 at the national level, with all states and territories bar the ACT and WA 
seeing an increase in average hours worked per employee.

source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from June 2019 to June 2020.
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Figure 4a:  Youth unemployment – states and territories

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

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used.

The national youth u/e rate sits at 15.6% as at June 2020, an increase of 4.1ppt 
over the year. QLD currently has the highest youth u/e rate at 18.0%, followed by 
SA (17.1%), and VIC (16.5%). The ACT currently holds the lowest youth u/e rate 
by a significant margin (7.7%) with the next lowest rate being recorded in the NT 
(13.6%).

Over the year, all states and territories have seen an increase in their youth u/e 
rate. VIC has seen the largest increase (+6.6ppt), being the only region with youth 
u/e rate increases above the national average. WA and SA saw the next l largest 
increase (+3.9ppt each), followed by the ACT and NSW (+3.7ppt each).

The national u/e rate for men remains slightly higher than for women (7.6% 
compared to 7.3%), having increased by 2.3ppt over the year. Growth in u/e rates 
among women have been similarly large over the same period, increasing by 
2.1ppt.

Male u/e rates increased in all states and territories over the year, aside from the 
NT, which saw a minor decrease of 0.3ppt. Surprisingly, the largest increase in male 
u/e rates was seen in the ACT (+3.0ppt), despite seeing some of the smallest 
increases in previous months. This was followed by NSW, VIC, and WA (+2.6ppt 
each). U/e rates for men are currently largest in WA (8.6%), followed by SA (8.5%), 
and QLD (8.4%).

The story for women is similar, with u/e rates rising in all states and territories with 
the exception of TAS, which recorded a decrease of 0.6ppt. The largest increase in 
female u/e rates was seen in SA (+3.5ppt), followed closely by WA (3.4ppt). Female 
u/e rates are currently highest in SA (9.2%), followed by WA (8.9%), and VIC (7.8%).
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People working zero hours has always been a feature of the Australian 
labour market. February and March 2020 illustrate the typical 
proportion of workers who may not have worked any hours in the 
labour force survey reference week (around 5.5% of men and 7.0% of 
women). 

As a result of COVID-19, the proportion of people working zero 
hours skyrocketed between March and April, as trading restrictions 
saw thousands of workers take leave or stood down at the height 
of the pandemic. Women saw the largest increase over this period, 
almost tripling from 6.8% to 18.6%, with men also seeing a significant 
increase from 5.3% to 11.6%. This is reflected in the large increase in 
underemployment during the April period, which has continued to 
endure through June.

The proportion of people working zero hours dropped considerably 
in May, with male zero hour workers falling to 6.7% and women to 
9.4%. In June 2020 the percentage of people working zero hours fell 
further, with 5.5% of men working zero hours, and 7.3% of women. 
This is around the pre COVID-19 levels seen in Feb and March.

Figure 5a: Zero hour workers

Figure 5b: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories

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

Over the year to June 2020 the national underemployment ratio has 
risen by 4.0ppt to 12.6%. However, on monthly figures there has been 
a slight rebound, with underemployment falling by 1.5ppt point from 
May. Men have seen a larger increase in their underemployment 
ratio than women over the year (+4.7% compared to +3.1%), but still 
have a noticeably lower underemployment ratio than women (11.7% 
compared to 13.6%). This trend is seen across all states and territories 
aside from the ACT, where the underemployment ratio for men (7.6%) 
is now higher than for women (7.2%).

The underemployment ratio for women has increased in all states 
and territories over the past year, with the exception of TAS where it 
has remained unchanged. The largest increase was recorded in VIC 
(+4.6ppt), followed by NSW (+3.5ppt), and SA (+2.9ppt). While along 
with TAS, the two territories both saw increases of less than 1ppt. 
The female underemployment ratio is currently highest in VIC and SA 
(14.7% each), followed by WA (14.3%), and TAS (14.2%).

Among men, the underemployment ratio has increased significantly 
in all states and territories since this time last year. The largest 
increase was recorded in the NT (+7.8ppt), followed by VIC (+6.5ppt), 
NSW (+4.8ppt), and SA (+4.5ppt). The lowest increase was in WA, 
at +1.4ppt. For men, the underemployment ratio is largest in VIC 
(13.1%), followed by the NT and TAS (13.5% each), and then SA 
(12.3%).



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