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Skills shortages and lockdowns: where will the labour market end up? 
The economic recovery that Australia has experienced from the COVID pandemic, has been nothing short of extraordinary. 
Like many island nations including our close neighbour New Zealand, Australia has risen out of one of the worst economic 
contractions to be one of only a handful of countries to see their economy expand and labour market fully recover.
In fact, even with the end of JobKeeper in March, employment bounced back in May. An additional 115,200 workers were added 
to the labour force, fully recovering and expanding on the 30,600 workers lost in April, and most of the new jobs were full-time. 
Labour force participation also rebounded, and it was women who recorded the largest increase, up 0.4ppt over the month. 
At the same time, spare capacity in the labour market has shrunk, with unemployment falling from 5.5% to 5.1% and 
underemployment down from 7.8% to 7.4%.  
The labour market continues to tighten, and a number of states are now seeing unemployment rates with a ‘4’ in front of it – a 
level that is likely needed to place pressure on low inflation and wage levels. Western Australia, Victoria and the two territories 
all have unemployment rates below 5%. 
This tightening of the labour market has led to skills shortages being one of the hottest topics of conversations around the 
coffee table, as businesses continue to voice challenges finding workers.
Our latest labour market update reveals just how tight the labour market is. Since February 2020 the ratio of unemployed 
persons to job vacancies has fallen from 4.4 to 2.9 nationally. This is well below the long-term average of 3.8, and is even lower 
in the territories and in Western Australia.

Will the lockdowns dampen economic and labour market recovery?  
The resilience of the economy and labour market, despite continued lockdowns, is something to behold. But lockdowns, 
however short and sharp do impact on business and workers. 
During the February five day snap lockdown in Western Australia, hours worked plummeted, falling by around 5%, and the retail 
sector lost around $170 million. Some of this activity was recovered in subsequent months, but there remains a substantial 
proportion of business turnover that will never be recovered. This lost income to businesses also translates to lost wages for 
thousands of workers. 
While only temporary, this shows just how quickly lockdowns can disrupt employment and the need for a safety net for workers 
and businesses over the longer term. And we have seen the longer-term impacts of lockdowns on Victoria’s economic recovery.  
A temporary emergency wage subsidy should be in consideration by governments.  
What is encouraging is the ability of businesses and workers to recover quickly. Australians have become adept at navigating the 
ebbs and flows of lockdowns. But the longer and more frequent lockdowns are, the greater the chances of permanent scarring 
on business, workers and the economy. 
Private capital investment lifted by 11.5% in the March 2021 quarter, bolstered by government support measures and a 
returning confidence in the strength of our economic recovery. However, confidence can erode just as quickly, and businesses 
may well find it challenging to make long-term investment and expenditure plans against an uncertain backdrop of new virus 
variants and continued shutdowns. . 
The more certainty and support that can be delivered through both fiscal and monetary policy at this time, the more this will 
help get businesses and households through what is looking like an extended and bumpy ride through the pandemic.  
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Employment bounced back significantly in May, with an additional 
115,200 workers added to the labour force, fully recovering and 
expanding on the 30,600 workers lost last month. 
In May, full-time jobs predominately drove employment growth, with 
an additional 97,500 jobs created. Similarly, part-time work bounced 
back, recording 17,700 new jobs after suffering a fall in April.
Seven out of 8 states and territories recorded an increase in 
employment over the month to May, with a majority of the nation’s 
gains concentrated in NSW (+75,200 jobs), QLD (+32,300) and 
VIC (+31,400). Only the NT (-100 jobs) recorded a marginal fall in 
employment over the month. 
Surprisingly, full-time employment rose in only 3 out of 8 states and 
territories in May, with NSW (+64,700), QLD (+38,900) and VIC 
(+31,400) the sole drivers for full-time employment growth over the 
month with each state recording appreciable gains. In contrast, the remaining 5 states and territories recorded a fall in full-time employment, driven primarily by 
WA (-6,500) and SA (-1,700), with only marginal decreases in TAS, NT and ACT. Part-time employment was also largely positive across the states and territories in 
May, with 6 out of 8 states recording an increase in full-time jobs. NSW (+10,500), SA (+8,500) and WA (+7,400) were the leaders, whilst QLD (-6,600) suffered the 
greatest fall in part-time employment. 

Australian employment rebounds, full-time growth strong Table 1: Employment changes – states and territories: seasonally adjusted

Labour market continues to tighten, but potential skill shortages loom Figure 1: Unemployed persons per job vacancy February 2020-May 2021

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

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

The ratio of unemployed people to job vacancies in Australia continued 
to trend in the right direction in May 2021, falling by 0.2 persons to 2.9 
unemployed persons for every one job vacancy. This indicates that labour 
demand is increasingly matching labour supply.
Amongst the states and territories, the ACT currently holds the lowest 
ratio at 1.2 unemployed persons per job vacancy, followed by the NT (2.1 
persons) and WA (2.5 persons). Conversely, TAS has the highest ratio (5.3 
persons) along with SA (4.2 persons) and QLD (3.1 persons).
The continued improvement in labour demand relative to supply are signs 
of an increasingly tightening labour market, with fewer workers available 
to fill each job.
Since February 2020 (pre-pandemic), the ratio of unemployed persons to 
job vacancies has fallen from 4.4 to 2.9 persons per job vacancy nationally. 
This is below the long-term average of 3.8 and is likely to continue to fall 
as the economy expands and labour markets remain constrained.

Men and women both saw increases in employment recovery in the 
month of May, with full-time employment for women soaring a remarkable 
32.3ppt to 156.3% of jobs recovered since the onset of the pandemic, 
whilst men recorded a 4.5ppt increase in part-time work over the month.
Changes in full-time employment were the key factor in the nationwide 
employment recovery in May, with women recording an impressive 66,820 
new jobs in full-time employment. Men also saw solid growth in full-time 
employment, increasing by 30,650 jobs over the month.
Part-time employment saw modest growth in May, with men recording an 
additional 15,102 full-time jobs, taking recovery to 95% of pre-pandemic 
levels. Women also saw a marginal rise in full-time employment with an 
additional 2,620 jobs in May.
May’s employment gains have contributed to the recovery of over 119% of 
jobs for women since the onset of the pandemic. Crucially, the distribution 
of work for women since the pandemic appears to be shifting towards 
more stable employment, as women have traditionally dominated part-time 
employment in the past. Furthermore, men have also recovered 105% of 
jobs from pre-pandemic levels, but are yet to fully recover all full-time jobs 
lost to the pandemic (95%).

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

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

Full-time employment recovery for women soars Figure 2: Employment recovered since March 2020: men and women

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
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Underemployment fell once again for both men and women over the last 
month, down by 0.1ppt and 0.6ppt respectively.

Over the month to May 2021, men’s underemployment fell marginally from 
6.8% to 6.7%, whilst women’s underemployment decreased from 9.7% to 
9.1% over the month, reflecting the gains in full-time employment. The 
underemployment ratio gap between men and women continued to fall in 
May, decreasing 0.3ppt to 2.4ppt.

Changes in the underemployment ratio for women were strong in May, with 
six out of eight states recording a fall in underemployment. QLD and SA 
(-1.2ppt each) and NSW (-0.7ppt) were the key contributors to the overall 
fall in underemployment for women, with the ACT (+1.3ppt) recording 
the largest increase in May. For men, 4 out of 8 states saw a decrease in 
underemployment, led by falls in the NT (-1.2ppt), ACT (-0.9ppt) and QLD 
(-0.8ppt).

Year-to-date measures continue to present a positive picture for 
underemployment ratios, with women recording a 6.0ppt decrease from May 2020. All states and territories recorded a fall in the underemployment ratio for women, 
with the largest contributors to the year-to-date fall for women being the NT (-7.8ppt), VIC (-7.6ppt) and NSW (-7.3ppt). Furthermore, every state or territory 
recorded a decrease in the underemployment ratio higher than 2.4ppt. 

Men also recorded strong year-to-date figures in the underemployment ratio, with a 6.3ppt decrease over the last 12 months. 7 out of 8 states recorded a year-to-
date fall in the underemployment ratio, with VIC and TAS (-7.5ppt and -6.9ppt respectively) leading the fallers, with only the ACT (+2.4ppt) recording an increase in 
the underemployment ratio since May 2020. 

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used.

Source: 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 May 2021.

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

The national unemployment rate (u/e rate) decreased yet again, 
falling by 0.4ppt to 5.1% over the month to May 2021, marking the 
seventh consecutive fall in the unemployment rate. The number of 
unemployed people in Australia has fallen to 701,100, a decrease of 
53,000 since April 2021. 

This decrease in the number of unemployed persons together with 
the nationwide increase in the participation rate is encouraging and 
suggests that any labour market impacts from the end of JobKeeper 
have not extended into May. 

Encouragingly, five out of eight states experienced a decrease in 
their unemployment rate over the month, with WA (-3.3ppt), QLD 
(-2.4ppt) and VIC (-2.0ppt) leading the way. Only NT (+0.7ppt), the 
ACT (+0.2ppt) and SA (+0.1ppt) recorded a rise in the unemployment rate over May.

Similarly, 5 out of 8 states experienced a decrease in unemployed persons, with VIC (-24,700) again driving unemployment falls across the country, with NSW and 
QLD (-17,600 each) also making strong contributions over May. Year-to-date figures again provide a source of encouragement, with the national unemployment rate 
sitting 1.9ppt lower than a year ago and all states and territories recording an identical or lower unemployment level than May 2020. The clear leaders in year-to-date 
unemployment rates are WA (-3.3ppt), QLD (-2.4ppt), SA (-2.1ppt) and VIC (-2.0ppt).

Participation rate rises in May, driven by women Figure 3: Monthly change in labour force participation

Nationwide unemployment falls for seventh consecutive month

The national labour force participation rate has risen 0.3ppt to 
66.2ppt in May, and is now an impressive 3.6ppt higher on year-to-
date measures. Labour force participation rebounded after falling in 
April as JobKeeper came to an end, and it was women who recorded 
the largest increase, up 0.4ppt over the month. 

Seven out of the 8 states and territories recorded an increase in 
women’s participation rates in May, with the NT (+1.5ppt), NSW 
(+1.3ppt) and QLD (+0.5ppt) seeing the largest increases over the 
month. TAS (0.0ppt) was the only state not to see any improvement, 
remaining stagnant.

Similarly, men saw increases in six out of eight states and territories, 
with the largest participation rate rises coming from SA (+0.8ppt) 
and NSW (+0.4ppt). Conversely, WA (-0.7ppt) and the NT (-0.6ppt) 
recorded a decrease in the male participation rate in May. 

Year-to-date figures are encouraging, with the participation rate up 
3.6ppt since May 2020. Over the year, men saw a 2.9ppt increase 
in the participation rate with QLD (+4.6ppt) and TAS (+3.9ppt) 
leading the way. The participation rate for women was even 
stronger over the year, with women recording a 4.2ppt increase 
with QLD (+5.3ppt) again leading the way along with NSW (+4.8ppt). Furthermore, the participation rate gap between men and women narrowed slightly in May, 
decreasing 0.3ppt to 9.2ppt.

Table 2: Unemployment changes - states and territories

Underemployment falls strongly for women Figure 4: Underemployment ratio by gender, states and territories

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
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Figure 5: Unemployment falls for both men and women Figure 6: Full-time work rebounds as employment growth rises

In May, the unemployment rate decreased 0.4ppt for both men and women, with 
men falling to 5.4% and women to 4.7%.

The unemployment rate for women fell in 5 out of 8 states in the month of May, 
with QLD and NSW (-1.0ppt and -0.7ppt respectively) recording the largest falls. 
VIC (-0.5ppt), TAS (-0.4ppt) and ACT (-0.1ppt) also recorded decreases over the 
month. WA has the third lowest u/e rate for women at 4.6%, trailing only the 
ACT (3.1%) and NSW (4.2%).

6 out of 8 states also recorded a decrease in u/e rates for men. VIC (-0.9ppt) led 
with the largest fall followed by TAS and WA (-0.5ppt each). Only SA and the NT 
(+0.3ppt each) recorded an increase in the male unemployment rate over the 
month.

On year-to-date figures, the male u/e rate is performing strongly on year-to-date 
figures at 1.7ppt lower than May 2020, and similarly the female u/e rate is 2.2ppt 
lower than April 2020. 

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

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

Full-time employment rose 2.0% for women and 0.6% for men over the month 
of May, with part-time employment also increasing slightly for men (1.1%) and 
women (0.1%).

Five out of eight states and territories recorded an increase in full-time 
employment for women in May, led by NSW (+5.3ppt), QLD (+3.2ppt) and VIC 
(+0.9ppt), with SA (-1.9ppt) and TAS (-1.8ppt) the notable fallers. For men, full-
time employment growth was only moderate in May, with VIC and QLD (+1.6ppt 
each) the key drivers and only WA (-1.4ppt) and the ACT (-0.1ppt) recording falls 
in full-time jobs for men.

Similarly, part-time employment for women increased in six out of eight states 
in April. NT (+4.8%) saw the largest increase, followed by SA (+3.2ppt) and TAS 
(+2.6ppt).

Men also saw full-time employment increase in six out of eight states, led by WA 
(+4.5ppt) and NSW (+3.5ppt). Only QLD (-3.4ppt) and the NT (-2.3ppt) recorded 
a fall over the month.

Year-to-date figures are particularly strong for women as well as men in full-time 
and part-time employment. Full-time employment is up 3.2% for men and up 
7.8% for women over the year to May 2021. Part-time work is even stronger, up 
21.9ppt for men and 13ppt for women.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from April to May 2021. ACT and NT values are 

generally more volatile than other states.

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

Figure 7: Youth unemployment - monthly change, states and territoriesYouth unemployment rises marginally but remains low

The national youth unemployment rate has risen 0.1ppt to 10.7% over the 
month to May 2021, but still remains at its lowest level since January 2009.

VIC had the largest decline in youth unemployment, falling by 3.7ppt over the 
month, taking its youth u/e rate down to 8.6%. Other large improvements were 
seen in SA (-3.3ppt) and TAS (-1.0ppt). WA (+2.8ppt) saw the largest rise in youth 
unemployment across the nation, followed by NSW (+1.0ppt). WA and SA (11.8% 
respectively) now have the highest youth u/e rate, followed by TAS (11.6%) and 
NSW (11.1%). 

Youth unemployment rates on year-to-date data also present an optimistic 
picture with all states and territories recording a lower youth u/e rate than May 
2020.  Leading the year-to-date youth u/e rate statistics is QLD (-8.1ppt), VIC 
(-5.5ppt) and WA (-4.6ppt). 
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Figure 8: Monthly hours of work - states and territoriesAverage monthly hours worked rebounds

The number of average monthly hours worked by Australians rose by 1.6% in 
May to 139.1 hours worked per week, likely as a result of the strong increase 
in full-time work for women over the month, coupled with the end of the April 
school holidays and Easter period.

Six out of eight states and territories saw an increase in the average monthly 
hours worked between April and May. The largest increase was recorded in QLD 
(+4.0 hours), along with ACT (+3.6 hours) and WA (+3.5 hours). Only the NT 
(-5.9 hours) and SA (-2.5 hours) saw a fall in the average monthly hours worked 
in May.

QLD (144.4 hours) has overtaken the NT (143.9) to have the highest average 
monthly hours worked per employee in May, followed by NSW (139.0 hours) 
and WA (138.4 hours).

When compared to this time last year, average monthly hours worked are up 
9.6 hours nationwide. All states and territories are up on year-to-date figures, 
with TAS (+14.9 hours), QLD (+11.3 hours) and SA (+11.2 hours) all above the 
national average. 

Table 3: Change in Internet Vacancy Index (IVI) by occupation, May 2021Labour demand strengthens in QLD, slows in VIC and NSW
QLD, SA and WA drove nationwide 
labour demand over May, with 
nearly all of the remaining states 
and territories also recording gains 
in the Internet Vacancy Index over 
the month. 

Managers (+5%) and Clerical and 
Administrative Workers (+4%) 
were the two highest-demanded 
occupations in May. Six out of eight 
occupations recorded positive 
growth nationwide over the month, 
with only Machinery Operators and 
Drivers (no change) and Clerical and 
Administrative Workers (-1%) recording no growth or a fall in advertisements.

QLD recorded the strongest labour demand in May led by both Managers and Clerical and Administrative Workers (+9% each). Across the other strong performing 
states, SA saw a strong increase in demand for Labourers (+9%) as well as Managers and Community and Personal Service Workers (+5% each), whilst WA saw a 6% 
increase in advertisements for Professionals, Clerical and Administrative Workers and Sales Workers. Other notable increases occurred in the NT, including strong 
demand for Labourers (+12%) as well as Sales Workers (+9%).

Notably, TAS (-1%) was the only state to record a fall in labour demand in May, led by a strong decrease in demand for Machinery Operators and Drivers (-18%) and 
Community and Personal Service Workers (-12%). Additionally, NSW (no change) and VIC (+1%) also saw a slowdown in labour demand, recording minimal gains in 
May after leading all states and territories last month. Furthermore, the NT and the ACT continued to exhibit some volatility amongst occupation group, especially in 
comparison to the remaining Australian states.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Government National Skills Commission.

The internet vacancy index, which provides detailed data on newly 
advertised job vacancies during the month, rose yet again in May 2021– 
up by 1.8%. Since the lowest IVI index point of 33.3 in April 2020, internet 
vacancies have now increased consecutively every month for 13 months, 
with the index reaching 116.2, its highest point since November 2008, up 
from 114.1 last month.

The number of job advertisements rose in seven out of eight states over 
May, leading the national recovery from mixed growth last month. Internet 
vacancies were the highest in QLD (+6.3%), SA (+4.5%) and WA (+4.4%) in 
May and VIC in April, representing a combined 4,600 new advertisements 
across the three states.  Notably, only TAS (-1.1%) recorded a fall in job 
advertisements, whilst NSW (+0.3%) and VIC (+0.7%) saw marginal gains.

On year-to-date figures, job advertisements are 164% higher (+152,400) 
since May 2020, with all states and territories recording a sizeable 
increase in job advertisements. VIC (+204%) is the year-to-date leader 
with 34,513 additional job advertisements since last year, followed by TAS 
(+202%), and NSW (+164%). Only the ACT (+59%) recorded a year-to-
date increase in job advertisements of less than 100%, but still added over 
2,500 new job advertisements since May 2020.

Notes: Seasonally Adjusted values are used. ACT and NT figures not shown.  

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Government National Skills Commission.

Nationwide labour demand continues to strengthen Figure 9: Change in Internet Vacancy Index: May 2015-2021

Figure 6: Full-time work rebounds as employment growth rises

Figure 7: Youth unemployment - monthly change, states and territories
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Both the public and private sector recorded an increase in employment over the 
quarter to May 2021, with public sector part-time growth seeing the strongest 
increases. Over the quarter, the public sector gained an additional 64,800 
employees, increasing by 3.6%. Men recorded a public sector employment 
increase of 4.8% with women recording an increase of 3%.
The majority of gains in public sector employment were in part-time work, with 
women (+9.7%) and part-time employment for men increasing by 10.9%.  
Similarly, employment growth in the private sector was heavily related to part-
time work, with women (+2.5%) recording an additional 70,100 part-time private 
sector jobs, and men (+5.5%) recording 68,300 new jobs over the quarter to May 
2021.
Jobs lost in the private sector were entirely in part-time work, with men losing 
53,100 jobs (-1.1%) over the quarter to May. In comparison, women saw a 
marginal increase in full-time private sector employment, with an additional 
6,100 jobs (+0.2%).

Notes: Original adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from Feb 2021 to May 2021. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6291.0, Table 26b.

Over the quarter to May 2021, most industries saw a rise in employment. 
The largest absolute rise was seen in the Education and Training industry, 
with 52,000 (+4.8%) more people employed than in the previous quarter.
The Mining industry experienced the largest percentage rise in employment 
over the quarter (+10.8%), equating to 27,200 more people employed 
in the industry than at February 2021. Other industries that recorded 
strong growth over the quarter were Administrative and Support Services 
(+8.1%), Arts and Recreation Services (+6.3%), Other Services (+4.9%) and 
Accommodation and Food Services (+3.9%).
Only seven industries experienced employment falls in the quarter. The 
Information Media and Telecommunications (-11.6%) recorded the greatest 
employment loss in percentage terms, followed by the Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fishing industry (-7.4%) and Wholesale Trade (-5.8%). In absolute 
terms, employment losses were heaviest in the Transport, Postal and 
Warehousing industry (-28,300 jobs) and the Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing industry (-24,300 jobs). 
Compared to pre-pandemic levels as measured at February 2020, half of 
the industry sectors have increased employment and half have contracted 
in this time. Accommodation and Food Services has over 50,000 fewer 
workers than it did a year ago, and Construction, ICT, Agriculture and Administrative and Support Services have over 20,000 fewer workers compared to pre-
pandemic levels.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from Feb 2021 to May 2021. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6291.0, Table 4.

Public sector part-time work climbs Figure 10: Full-time and part-time employment by private/public sector

Education and training grows, agriculture and telecommunications suffer Figure 11: Growth in total employment by industry

The industry breakdown by state reinforces the 
dominance of the Education and Training sector 
in employment growth over the last quarter. The 
sector ranks 1st in 3 states and in the top 3 for two 
other states in absolute employment gains. The 
Accommodation and Food Services sector was also 
strong over the quarter, ranking 1st in QLD and 2nd 
in VIC to record over 39,600 new jobs. Furthermore, 
both the Administrative and Support Services 
(+25,800 jobs) and Arts and Recreation Services 
(+10,600 jobs) performed strongly in employment 
gains over the quarter. This is a good sign, considering 
the year-to-date losses across these sectors. 
Mining (+21,500 jobs) was particularly strong in percentage growth, ranking 1st in VIC (+51.4%), TAS (+43.6%) and SA (+31.7%), despite not reaching the top 3 in 
any state for absolute employment gains.
In contrast, the Transport, Postal and Warehousing industry (-7.5%) saw significant employment losses over the quarter to May, recording a decrease of over 
51,600 jobs. Similarly, the Information Media and Telecommunications industry (-20,000 jobs) suffered, driven largely by VIC, where the industry was the state’s 
worst performer. Agriculture recorded a decrease of 32,200 jobs, led by being the worst performing state in NSW as well as in the bottom 3 of all industries in 
QLD and TAS.

Notes: Values are original and may differ from national totals based on seasonally adjusted data. ACT and NT figures not shown. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6291.0, Table 5.

Education sector dominates employment growth Table 4: Industry performers in employment, quarterly growth across states
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Figure 10: Full-time and part-time employment by private/public sector

Figure 11: Growth in total employment by industry
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