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August’s rebound in the labour market surprised everyone, with female and male full-time employment, female 
and male part-time employment and youth employment all increasing for the month in seasonally adjusted terms.
Employment also grew in all states and territories, with the exception of Victoria.  At least another month of positive data would be 
needed before entertaining the idea that the labour market has turned the corner, but with Victoria now getting on top of the second 
wave of COVID-19 infections and easing restrictions, it may just be worth turning our thoughts to the prospects for recovery instead 
of prognosticating on just how bad things are likely to get.  The detailed analysis in this month’s Update shows WA and Tasmania are 
leading the charge in the recovery of jobs lost.  At the beginning of 2020, the national participation rate had reached 66.1 per cent.  
Assuming a continuation of the recent (and much reduced) rate of growth of the working age population to December, getting back 
to that same level of participation and to a 5 per cent unemployment rate (it was 5.1 in February, 2000) would require another 533,000 
jobs to be created nationally by the end of the year.  That equates to employment growth of 133,000 jobs, or 1 per cent, per month for 
the rest of the year.

By that benchmark, August’s rebound of 111,000 jobs (0.9%) is not far off the mark, if only it can be sustained.  Apart from the risk of 
further COVID-19 outbreaks, a wildcard for labour market developments in the coming months will be the withdrawal of the Jobkeeper 
program, the higher Jobseeker payments and other support measures.  Obviously, the ‘emergency’ economic response measures 
have to be wound back as we look to the recovery phase, but this will withdraw spending from the economy and inevitably result 
in some retrenchments where jobs are reliant on Jobkeeper.  On the other hand, the government rightly wants to avoid deadweight 
loss – providing government support for jobs that are not at risk.  Timing the withdrawal of support to coincide with a recovery in the 
demand for labour, but without threatening it, will be a delicate balancing act.

The corresponding calculation for Western Australia indicates the state will need to generate 10,000 new jobs per month (0.7 per cent 
growth per month) to December to reach an unemployment rate of 5.0 per cent. August alone saw an increase of 32,000 jobs, but it’s 
worth noting only 5,100 of those were full-time jobs.

A self-employed led recovery?
A question mark over the sustainability of August’s improvement is the peculiar feature that the increase in jobs was largely driven by 
growth in the number of self-employed workers, rather than in jobs for employees.  Owner-managers without employees represent 
only around 10 per cent of total employment, but this group accounted for virtually all the increase in jobs observed in original terms 
in August (data by employment status are not seasonally adjusted).  The ABS has flagged this as one reason for the conflicting signals 
on the health of the labour market, with the jobs of many of those self-employed captured in the Labour Force Survey but not in the 
payroll-based data collected by the Australia Taxation Office.

We cannot say whether these new jobs are sole-traders who lost employment when the pandemic hit and who are now beginning 
to find work again; or whether they are people who lost their jobs as employees and are now starting to work for themselves.  If it is 
the latter, it may reflect another COVID-19 induced shift in working patterns toward more self-employment and home-based work 
through the ‘gig-economy’.  However, the large change observed for a relatively small sector of the labour market also heightens the 
possibility that the improvement in August may partly reflect a sampling anomaly or other form of statistical variability, rather than a 
real improvement.  Either way, a sustained labour market recovery in the medium term is unlikely to be achieved without solid growth 
in the demand for employees by firms.
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A curious feature of this month’s increase in employment was the large 
gains in the number of self-employed.  In original (non-seasonally 
adjusted) terms, the number of owner managers without employees 
– who primarily work as sole traders in unincorporated enterprises– 
increased by 50,200 nationally from July to August.  This in fact 
accounted for virtually all the growth in jobs in the month, with the 
number of employees growing by just 2,600, and minimal growth for 
owner managers with employees.  Offsetting those rises was a fall of 
9,300 in the number of contributing family workers.

The industry sectors with the highest shares of self-employment 
are Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing; Administrative and Support 
Services, Other Services and Construction.  Some of this growth may 
be attributed to seasonal effects associated with the agricultural sector, 
and government stimulus in the construction sector.

The large contribution to employment growth by owner managers 
without employees comes despite this group only representing about 
10 percent of all employment, and means that employment for this 
group has almost completely recovered  the jobs lost through the 
pandemic.  In contrast, Figure 2 shows a strong recovery in jobs for 
employees from May to June has since petered out, with employee jobs 
remaining around 5 per cent off their March tally.

The ABS has identified the strong growth in jobs of non-employees as one reason for the conflicting signals on the state of the labour market coming from the Labour 
Force Survey and the Payroll Jobs Index.  The Payroll Jobs Index counts only jobs for which payments are reported through the Australian Tax Office’s Single Touch Payroll 
system.  It will include jobs of employees and owner-managers of incorporated enterprises, but will not include owner managers of unincorporated enterprises.

Nationally, employment rose by 110,000 people between 
July 2020 and August 2020, representing an increase of 0.9% 
over the past month. Part-time employment was the key 
contributor to this increase, providing an additional 74,800 
jobs, with the remaining 36,200 attributed to increases in 
full-time employment. The number of people employed in 
Australia currently lies just below 12.6 million, 413,585 below 
that recorded in March.

VIC was the only state to record a fall in the total number 
of employed people over the last month (-42,400), with 
tightening restrictions to stage 4 in early August playing a 
key role in this downturn. NSW added the most additional 
jobs over the month (+51,500), followed by WA, which 
recorded a significant increase of 32,200 employed persons.  

On year-to-date measures, part-time employment growth is 
now positive in half of all states and territories. The NT has 
recorded the largest increase in part-time employment over the year (+12.0%), followed by TAS (+4.2%), WA (+1.1%), and SA with a marginal increase of 0.2%. In terms of 
full-time employment, The ACT and Tas are the only two regions where full-time employment has increased on year-to-date measures (+7.3% and +1.6% respectively). 
Most states and territories are still down on full-time employment compared to this time last year, with the largest decreases being in QLD (-4.2%), and VIC (-3.9%). 

WA and TAS lead the states in employment recovery              Figure 1: Employment Lost and Recovered March-August

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

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6160.0.55.001.

Notes: Constructed from payroll jobs reported to the ATO through Single-Touch-Payroll (STP). Owner mangers of unincorporated enterprises 

are not included. Around 20% of employers with less than 19 employees do not report to the ATO through STP. The Payroll Jobs Index reference 

point is set to 100 at 14 March 2020 – the week that Australia recorded its 100th confirmed coronavirus case. 

Nationally, over half of employment lost during the pandemic has been 
recovered, with Western Australia and Tasmania leading the way. WA 
has recovered over three quarters of employment lost at the peak of the 
pandemic between March and May, with an additional 32,000 workers 
added back to the economy in August and a stronger growth trajectory 
overall. Tasmania has also experienced strong growth, with more 82% of 
employment lost recovered to date.  

The two territories (not shown) have recovered more than the total jobs 
lost and are currently recording similar or higher employment levels 
than March 2020. Qld and Vic are not progressing as fast as other states, 
however, they are still making ground. 

For Queensland, labour market recovery was strong between May and 
June (+70,600), fractional between June and July (+1,700), but has since 
picked up between July and August, with an additional 18,000 workers 
added to the sunshine state. 

For Victoria, the virus outbreaks and stage 4 restrictions response 
have taken a heavy toll on the labour market, with more than 40,000 
additional workers losing work between July and August. The pace 
of recovery in Victoria is the slowest among all states and has taken a 
backwards turn in the last month with only 22% of jobs recovered to 
date and the likelihood of more job losses if restrictions are extended. 

Employment grows by an additional 110,000 in August Table 1: Employment changes – states and territories

Self-employed contribute to half jobs recovered in August  Figure2: Employment Status and Job losses and Gains



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 6160.0.55.001.

Notes: Constructed from payroll jobs reported to the ATO through Single-Touch-Payroll (STP). Owner mangers of unincorporated enterprises 

are not included. Around 20% of employers with less than 19 employees do not report to the ATO through STP. The Payroll Jobs Index reference 

point is set to 100 at 14 March 2020 – the week that Australia recorded its 100th confirmed coronavirus case. 

The national unemployment rate (u/e rate) currently sits at 6.8%, 
having fallen by 0.7ppt over the month to August 2020. This 
represents a decrease of 86,500 unemployed persons compared to 
this time last month. However, the number of unemployed people 
is still up by nearly 206,000 compared to March 2020.

5 out of the 8 states and territories saw a fall in their u/e rate over 
the month, with both VIC and TAS recording marginal increases 
(+0.3ppt each), and SA remaining unchanged. The NT has recorded 
the largest decrease over the month (-3.3ppt), followed by WA 
and QLD – both of which saw a significant fall in their u/e rates of 
1.3ppt. In absolute terms, QLD was the key contributor to the fall in 
the number unemployed people (-36,900), however, this needs to 
be interpreted together with the fall in labour force participation. 

This was followed by NSW (-19,600) and WA (-18,000). On the other side, VIC saw the largest increase in the number of unemployed (+10,600) as restrictions continued to 
tighten over this period.

Over the year to August 2020, the national u/e rate has risen by 1.6ppt. NSW has seen the largest rise in u/e rates (+2.4ppt), followed closely by VIC (+2.2ppt), then QLD 
and WA (+1.2ppt each). The NT and TAS are the only two regions to have seen a fall in u/e rates over the year (-0.9ppt and -0.1ppt respectively). When looking at absolute 
figures, NSW accounts for almost half of the additional unemployed people over the year (+102,300), with VIC being the second largest contributor (+75,600). The NT was 
the only state or territory to see a fall in the number of unemployed over the year (-1,200). The lowest u/e rates are currently held by the two territories at 4.2% each. SA 
continues to have the highest u/e rate at 7.9%, followed by QLD (7.5%), VIC (7.1%), and WA (7.0%).

  

Part-time employment continues its strong recovery in August – 
particularly among women, where an additional 56,000 workers were 
added to the labour force. To date women have recovered 73% of 
the employment lost throughout the peak of the pandemic, and 
men 81%.

Full-time employment recovery continues to be much slower, but 
stronger among women than men, where just over one-third of 
jobs lost have now been recovered. 

Between March and August, full-time employment losses among 
men were around 206,000 and among women 155,000. To date 
men have recovered 33,000 and women 42,000 full-time jobs.  The 
permanency of these full-time job losses becomes a more likely 
scenario as time continues. 

Victoria and Queensland pulling down on national participation           Figure 4: Change in Labour Force Participation

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

Figures show growth from July 2020 to August 2020.

3

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre  MONTHLY LABOUR MARKET UPDATE August 2020

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 (LFPR) increased by 0.1ppt 
over the month to August 2020 and currently sits at 64.8% - 1.4ppts 
lower than in August 2019. Both female and male participation rates 
increased by 0.1ppt over the past month, but male participation still 
sits well above female participation (69.7% compared to 60.0%).

VIC and QLD were the only two regions to record a fall in participation 
rates in August, with VIC recording a slightly larger decrease (-0.6ppt 
compared to -0.5ppt). The ACT saw the largest rise in participation 
rates over the month (+1.6ppt), followed by SA (+1.0ppt), then TAS 
and the NT (+0.7ppt each).

The largest increase in participation rates among men were seen 
in WA (+1.6ppt), and TAS (+1.4ppt). Noticeable increases in male 
participation were also seen in SA (+0.9ppt), NT (+0.8ppt), and NSW 
(+0.6ppt). For women, the largest increase in participation was 
recorded in the ACT (+2.9ppt), with SA seeing the second largest 
increase (+1.1ppt). VIC and QLD were the only two states or territories 
to record falls in the participation rate for both genders, with slightly 
larger falls for both genders being seen in VIC (-0.6ppt for men and 
-0.7ppt for women) than in QLD (-0.5ppt for both men and women). 
Despite recording the largest increase in male participation, WA 
was the only other state to see a fall in female participation over the 
month (-0.3ppt).

Strong recovery in part-time jobs: full-time jobs still lagging                Figure 3: Employment Lost and Recovered: Men and Women

Unemployment rate falls to 6.8%       Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories



Figure 6: Unemployment rate falls faster among women Figure 7: Part-time employment growth strongest for WA men

The national u/e rate has fallen for both men and women over the month, 
with women seeing a fall twice as large as men (-0.9ppt, compared to 
-0.4ppt). The u/e rate for women currently sits at 6.6%, while for men this 
figure is 7.0%.

Male u/e rates have fallen in all states and territories but VIC and TAS, with VIC 
seeing a marginal increase of 0.2ppt, and TAS a larger increase of 0.9ppt. The 
largest fall in male unemployment was seen in the NT (-3.7ppt), followed by 
the ACT and QLD (-0.7ppt each), and WA (-0.6ppt). For women, u/e rates only 
rose in VIC over the month to August 2020 (+0.6ppt). WA and QLD recorded 
the most significant falls in female u/e rates over the month (-2.1ppt and 
-2.0ppt), with the NT also seeing a large fall (-2.8ppt).

SA is the only region were u/e rates have remained unchanged for both 
genders.

Compared to August 2019, u/e rates for both genders are still higher, with 
men seeing a larger increase than women on year-to-date measures (+1.7ppt 
compared to 1.4ppt). NSW is still the worst performer in terms of male u/e 
rates over the year (+2.7ppt), while for women VIC has overtaken WA as the 

Full-time employment growth has been positive for both genders over the month to 
August 2020, with men seeing a slightly larger increase than women at the national 
level (+0.5%, compared to +0.3%).

Full-time employment among women increased in half of all states and territories over 
the past month. The ACT recorded the largest increase in female full-time employment 
by a significant margin (+6.5%), with the second largest growth in TAS (+1.9%). QLD 
saw the largest fall in full-time employment among women (-1.8%), followed by WA 
(-1.4%). The story for male full-time employment is more positive overall, with only VIC 
and TAS recording falls over the past month (-1.1% and -1.0% respectively). The largest 
increase in full-time employment among men was seen in the ACT (+2.0%), followed 
by WA (+1.6%), NT (+1.4%), QLD (+1.2%), and NSW (+0.9%).

Growth in national part-time employment shows a different story, with women 
performing better overall than men (+2.1% compared to +1.5%). VIC was the only 
state or territory to see a fall in part-time employment for both genders, with women 
seeing a large fall of 3.0%, and men a relatively smaller fall of 0.7%. QLD had the 
strongest growth in female part-time employment (+5.4%), followed by WA (+5.2%), 
and SA (+4.2%). Among men, WA saw the strongest growth in part-time employment 
(+9.1%), followed by TAS (+8.8%), SA (+4.4%), and NSW (3.8%). On the other side, both 
QLD and the ACT experienced significant falls in male part-time employment (-4.1% 
and -3.2% respectively). 

Although monthly changes in employment continue to be positive at the national 
level, on year-to-date measures both men and women have seen significant falls in 
part-time and full-time employment.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from July 2020 to August 2020. 
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Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used

Underemployment continues to fall in most states and territories                                              Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender, states and 

Over the month to August 2020 the national underemployment ratio has seen a small 
decrease of 0.2ppt and now sits at just under 12%. Women were the driver of this fall, with 
their underemployment ratio falling by 0.3ppt over the month, compared to men who saw 
no change. Men still have a lower underemployment ratio than women (11.2% compared 
to 12.9%), with every state and territory bar the ACT following this trend.

Underemployment among women has fallen in 5 out of the 8 states and territories 
over the past month. The largest fall was seen in the ACT (-2.5ppt), followed by WA 
(-1.3ppt), NSW (-1.1ppt), QLD (-0.9ppt), and TAS (-0.8ppt). The NT saw the largest increase 
in female underemployment over the month (+2.1ppt), while SA saw a relatively 
minor rise (+0.4ppt), and VIC remained unchanged. The story is similar for men, with 
underemployment also falling in 5 of the 8 states and territories since last month. The 
largest fall for men was recorded in QLD (-2.3%), followed by the ACT (-1.5%), WA (-1.1%), 
and NSW (-1.0%). On the other side, underemployment among men rose significantly in 
VIC (+1.8%), with the NT and SA also seeing marginal to moderate changes (+0.7ppt and 
+0.4ppt respectively). Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0

The underemployment ratio for both genders is still significantly higher when compared to August of last year. For men, the underemployment ratio has seen a 3.9ppt 
increase over the year, while the increase for women is around half this at 2.0ppt. The ACT is the only state or territory which has seen a fall in underemployment for both 
genders over the year (-1.3ppt for men, and -2.9ppt for women). QLD and the NT were the only other regions to record a fall in underemployment over the year for either 
gender, both of which were among women (-1.3ppt and -0.1ppt respectively).



Figure 7: Part-time employment growth strongest for WA men
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Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0

Figure 9: Monthly hours of work – states and territories

The average number of monthly hours worked by Australians fell by 1.1 over the 
month to August 2020 to 133.8, representing a 0.8% fall. This is likely due to a 
combination of a small increase in total hours worked over the month (+0.1%) and 
a large rise in part-time employment.

Average hours worked per month rose in 5 of the 8 states and territories. The 
largest fall in monthly hours was recorded in VIC (-3.5%), being the key contributor 
to the negative growth seen at the national level. This was followed by the ACT 
(-3.2%), and NSW with a relatively smaller fall (-0.6%). TAS recorded the largest rise 
in monthly hours worked over the month (+3.4%), followed by QLD (+1.6%), WA 
(+1.3%), and the NT (+1.2%).

On year-to-date measures, average monthly hours worked by Australians have 
fallen by 2.5%. The ACT and TAS are the only two regions to have recorded an 
increase in average monthly hours over the year (+2.3% and +0.4% respectively), 
with the largest fall being seen in VIC (-5.3%).

The NT currently has the highest average monthly hours worked at 141.8, closely 
followed by WA at 139.4. On the other side, VIC now has the lowest monthly hours 
worked out of all states and territories at 128.5, this is followed by TAS at 129.8 – 
being the only other region with average monthly hours below 130.
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Figure 8:  Youth unemployment – states and territories

The national youth u/e rate currently sits at 13.8%, representing a fall of 2.0ppt 
over the month to August 2020.

VIC and TAS are the only two regions which have seen an increase in youth 
unemployment since this time last month, with TAS recording the larger increase 
(+0.7ppt, compared to +0.3ppt). The NT has seen the largest fall in youth u/e rates 
over the month (-11.3ppt), followed by QLD (-4.1ppt), the ACT (-3.4ppt), and SA 
(-2.5ppt).

VIC now holds the highest youth u/e rate at 16.2%, having overtaken QLD which 
currently sits in second at 15.0%. The two territories share the lowest youth u/e 
rate at 7.9%, followed by NSW at 11.7%. 

On year-to-date measures half of all states and territories have seen a fall in 
youth u/e rates, with the largest decrease being in the NT (-5.7ppt), followed by 
SA (-2.4ppt), and the ACT (-1.6ppt). The largest increase over the year has been 
recorded in VIC (+7.3%), with all other regions at or below the national average of 
2.2%.

Over the period from 14 March 2020 to 22 August 2020, payroll wages fell by 5.2% 
at the national level. All regions have seen a fall in payroll wages over this period, 
with the largest fall being recorded in VIC (-6.2%), followed by NSW (-5.6%), and WA 
(-5.4%). The NT has seen the smallest fall in wages over this period (-0.2%), with SA 
also recording a relatively small decrease (-2.9%).

In the most recent period between 8 August and 22 August, wages have grown 
slightly nationally (+0.2%). The NT saw the largest rise in payroll wages over this 
period (+1.3%), followed closely by WA (+1.2%) TAS (+1.0%), and SA (+0.8%). The 
ACT and VIC were the only two regions to record a fall in payroll wages during this 
period, with the ACT s seeing a slightly larger fall (-1.0% compared to -0.6%). 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6160.0.55.001.

Notes: Constructed from payroll jobs reported to the ATO through Single-Touch-Payroll (STP). Owner mangers of 

unincorporated enterprises are not included. Around 20% of employers with less than 19 employees do not report 

to the ATO through STP. The Payroll Jobs Index reference point is set to 100 at 14 March 2020 – the week that 

Australia recorded its 100th confirmed coronavirus case.

Payroll wages                                                                                                                                      Figure 10: Change in ABS Payroll Wages
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