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Job losses continue into October
The latest figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ monthly labour force survey show the national labour market shed 
almost 50,000 jobs in October, following on the heels of 146,000 jobs lost in September to leave employment 1.2 per cent down 
on pre-pandemic levels. While the easing of restrictions would have been keenly anticipated as NSW and Victoria approached key 
vaccination targets, lockdowns were still in place in both those states and in the ACT throughout the October survey’s reference 
period. Almost all the decline in employment was in full-time jobs. Combined with an increase in the participation rate, possibly in 
anticipation of the easing of restrictions, the national unemployment rate leapt from 4.6 per cent to 5.2 per cent in October and 
underemployment rose 0.3 percentage points to 9.5 per cent.

… but freedom month looms for east coast labour markets
A rebound in employment and hours worked can be anticipated in the November figures as NSW and Victoria reopen for business, 
but just how much that translates into a fall in the unemployment rate will depend on the rate at which people re-enter the labour 
market. With the participation rate still 1.2 percentage points below its pre-pandemic level, several months of solid employment 
growth are likely to be required to reverse October’s increase in the unemployment rate. Along with the October figures, the ABS 
released additional analyses on ‘job attachment’. That shows that in October there were almost 400,000 people who considered 
themselves to have a job that they were currently away from without pay, or yet to start, but were classified as not participating in 
the labour market. This is well above historical levels, and suggests many are likely to return to the labour market relatively quickly as 
demand conditions improve. There were a further 146,000 who were attached to jobs but classified as unemployed persons. 

WA’s labour market fundamentals remain strong…
Western Australia’s unemployment rate fell from 4.1 per cent to 3.9 per cent in October, equal with the Northern Territory as the 
lowest among the states and territories. WA and the NT were also the only jurisdictions to record declines in their unemployment 
rates in October. For WA, the fall in the unemployment rate was more to do with lower labour force participation than jobs growth. 
There were 4,400 fewer people in work in WA in October, but a 0.4 percentage point drop in the participation rate more than offset 
the 0.3 per cent fall in employment. Despite this, WA’s labour market fundamentals remain strong. The figure of 3.9 per cent is the 
lowest unemployment rate recorded in WA since the middle of 2012. Full-time employment grew and the ratio of unemployed 
persons to job vacancies fell from 2.3 to 2.2. Payroll data, released by the ABS earlier in the month, show a fall in total payroll wages 
in WA from September to October, but WA leads the country in the change over the year, with total payroll wages up 10.9 per cent 
compared to 6.6 per cent nationally.

But will WA’s COVID-19 Road Map turn into a road block?
The unemployment rate tumbling to below 4 per cent puts the spotlight on the WA government’s ‘COVID-19 Road Map’ and its 
implications for the capacity of the supply side of the labour market to respond to building demand pressures. The decision to 
maintain border restrictions until 90 per cent of the population aged over 12 years are fully vaccinated will continue to limit WA 
business’ access to important sources of labour from overseas and interstate migration. If borders don’t reopen early in 2022, WA’s 
tertiary sector risks losing out to other states in the highly competitive market for international students. The tight labour market 
may be good news for school leavers and university students who will be hitting the job market in coming months, but with the 
anticipated recovery in NSW and Victoria, we may well see the normal flows of graduates to the east and overseas, but with the 
reciprocal flows into WA much reduced. Mandatory vaccination requirements by the end of the year for workers across a wide range 
of sectors may further exacerbate recruitment issues, particularly in critical occupations such as teachers, nurses and police. With 
labour shortages and supply chain pressures building, the stakes are high for WA to meet the 90 per cent vaccination target as the 
trigger for an easing of border restrictions. If vaccination rates don’t continue to improve, we can expect to hear growing calls for 
concessions to the target.
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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 number of people employed in Australia fell by 46,000 (-0.4 per 
cent) in October. This is the third consecutive monthly fall in national 
employment, and keeps the number of people employed in Australia 
below 13 million.
In October, full-time work accounted for the majority of nationwide 
employment losses with 40,400 full-time jobs lost over the month. 
VIC (-44,400 jobs) sustained the heaviest loss by a sizeable margin, 
with NSW (-9,900) and QLD (-8,600) also recording falls in full-time 
employment in October. In contrast, some minor gains in full-time 
jobs were recorded in SA (+3,800) and WA (+3,300).
We may see a rebound in employment over the coming months, 
particularly as lockdown restrictions in NSW and VIC will ease 
considerably as we move towards the summer break. 
Part-time work also fell nationally, with 5,900 jobs lost as 5 of 8 states 
and territories recorded a fall in part-time employment. Part-time job losses were spread evenly across the nation, with the largest falls recorded in WA (-7,700), VIC 
(-5,200) and the ACT (-3,100). Notably, the number of part-time jobs soared in NSW, rising by 31,600 jobs in October, followed by minor gains in the NT (+1,200) and 
QLD (+800).
Patterns of full-time and part-time employment growth remain inconsistent, with only the NT showing gains in both full-time and part-time employment over the 
month.

Nationwide employment falls again, drive by VIC Table 1: Employment changes: states and territories

Ratio of unemployed persons per job vacancy rises in October Figure 1: Ratio of unemployed persons per job vacancy

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

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

Lockdown restrictions in the eastern states and territories in October, 
particularly in NSW and VIC, have continued to keep both the hours and 
jobs recovered in Australia below pre-pandemic levels (March 2020). The 
national hours recovered now stands at 88.7 per cent of those lost since 
the start of the pandemic, while total jobs recovered has slipped to 87.3 
per cent. 
The primary contributors to the fall in nationwide hours and job recovery 
are NSW and VIC, with NSW sitting at 72 per cent for hours recovered 
since the pandemic, with VIC following at 90 per cent. All other states 
have recovered at least 115 percent of the hours lost since March 2020, 
with WA, TAS and SA all exceeding 120 per cent, well above pre-pandemic 
levels. 
A similar story emerges for nationwide jobs recovered. NSW (70%) has 
recovered the least amount of jobs since the pandemic, despite a small 
rise in October, followed again by VIC (73%). Jobs recovery continues to 
be strong among other states, with WA (136%) leading the way along with 
QLD (134%), SA (128%) and TAS (111%). 
However, a rebound in nationwide hours and jobs recovered may occur in 
the following months as lockdown restrictions are set to ease in NSW and 
VIC.

Nationwide hours and jobs recovered stall in October Figure 2: Employment recovered since March 2020

The ratio of unemployed people to job vacancies in Australia rose slightly 
in October 2021, increasing by 0.1 persons to 2.8 unemployed persons for 
every one job vacancy.  
The number of unemployed people for each job vacancy rose in 6 out 
of 8 states and territories over the month, led by gains in the ACT (+0.6 
persons), TAS (+0.5 persons) and QLD and SA (+0.2 persons each). In 
contrast, only WA and the NT (-0.1 persons each) recorded a fall in 
October.
Despite strong growth in job advertisements in October for many states 
and territories, including NSW (+16.9 per cent), VIC (+15.2 per cent) and 
the ACT (+12.5 per cent), nearly all of this growth was offset by a larger 
rise in the number of unemployed persons. For NSW and the ACT, the 
large increase in unemployed persons may be attributed to many workers 
preparing to re-enter the labour force as lockdown restrictions begin to 
ease, whilst in VIC, the number of unemployed persons rose due to large 
job losses over the month. 
The NT currently holds the lowest ratio at 2.0 unemployed persons per 
job vacancy, following a small fall in October (-0.1 persons), followed by 
the ACT (2.1 persons) and WA (2.2 persons). 
The ratio of unemployed persons to job vacancies has grown substantially 
since October 2020, with the ratio of unemployed persons falling from 5.9 
persons to 2.8 persons nationally over the year. 

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. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No. 6202.0.
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The national unemployment rate jumped by 0.6ppt in October to 5.2 
per cent, with the number of unemployed people in Australia rising 
to 707,000 - an increase of nearly 82,000 over the month. Although 
there were 46,000 fewer people employed in Australia in October 
compared to September, an additional 35,000 people entered the 
labour market over the month.

The sharp increase in the national unemployment rate reflects people 
in NSW and the ACT beginning to look for work again or preparing 
to return to work, whilst VIC suffered heavy job losses in October. 
Subsequently, the largest contributors to the rise in the national 
unemployment rate were the ACT (+2.5ppt) and NSW and VIC 
(+0.8ppt each). Additionally, TAS (+0.3ppt) and QLD and SA (+0.2ppt) 
recorded a rise in the unemployment rate over October.

Only the NT (-0.3ppt) and WA (-0.2ppt) recorded a fall in the unemployment rate over October, resulting in the NT and WA now sharing the joint-lowest 
unemployment rate in the nation at 3.9 per cent whilst all other states have unemployment rates exceeding 5 per cent. 

In the case of WA, the drop in the unemployment rate over the last month is more to do with reduced labour force participation than increased employment. There 
were 3,800 fewer people unemployed in WA in October 2021 compared to a month earlier, but 4,400 fewer people employed. 

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. 

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

Full-time work fell across the nation in October for both men and 
women as ongoing lockdowns in NSW and VIC continue to impact 
on employment. For the third consecutive month, both men and 
women recorded losses in overall employment, totalling nearly 
33,000 for women and over 13,000 for men in October.

Women lost almost 21,000 full-time jobs in October, while men also 
recorded a fall of 20,000 jobs, as lockdown restrictions continue 
to hamper full-time employment. Notably, the number of full-time 
jobs for men fell to under 96 per cent of pre-pandemic levels, whilst 
women’s full-time jobs remained well above pre-pandemic levels 
(138 per cent). 

Part-time jobs also fell over the month, but to a lesser extent, with 
women recording a loss of 12,000 jobs whilst men recorded a slight 
increase of 6,000 additional part-time jobs in October. The number 
of part-time jobs for women in October 2021 sits at 68 per cent of 
total part-time jobs before the onset of the pandemic. For men the 
figure for part-time jobs recovery is nearly 89 per cent, as heavy 
losses in part-time employment last month were not recovered in 
October.

On the back of the falls in full-time and part-time employment this 
month, net employment for men and women remains lower than 
pre-pandemic levels (91 and 85 per cent respectively). However, 
the easing lockdown restrictions in NSW and VIC offers hope that 
employment will bounce back over the coming months.

The national labour force participation rate rose 0.1ppt to 64.7 per cent in 
October, with an additional 35,000 people either in employment or seeking 
worked compared to September. The rise in nationwide participation in 
October marked the end of a three month decline in nationwide participation 
dating back to June 2021. 

The NT (+1.7ppt) and NSW (+0.8ppt) were the main contributors to the rise 
in the national participation rate over the month, with NSW in particular 
recording an additional 57,000 people entering the labour force in October. 
For NSW, the participation rate rose 1.1ppt for men and 0.5ppt for women 
over the month. This increase in the participation rate most likely reflects 
people preparing to return to work as a result of the announcements 
that lockdown measures would be reduced in NSW immediately after the 
October survey’s reference period. Additionally, both SA (+0.3ppt) and the 
ACT (+0.2ppt) recorded a rise in participation.

In contrast, the participation rate fell in 4 of 8 states and territories in 
October, led by VIC and WA (-0.4ppt each), TAS (-0.3ppt) and QLD (-0.1ppt). 
In particular, VIC saw over 20,000 people withdraw from the labour market 
over the month, suggesting that lockdowns in that state are continuing to 
keep workers away from their jobs or discouraging workers from job search. 

On year-to-date measures, the nationwide participation rate has fallen 
1.0ppt below the October 2020 level, with men and women now down 
1.2ppt and 0.8ppt, respectively, from this time last year. The participation 
rate gap between men and women grew in October, increasing 0.3ppt to 9.5ppt.

Full-time and part-time work falls in October  Figure 3: Employment recovered since March 2020: Men and women

Participation rate rebounds from slump Figure 4: Monthly change in labour force participation

Unemployment rises as Australians re-enter labour market Table 2: Unemployment changes: states and territories

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. State and territory numbers of unemployed people do not sum to figures for 

Australia due to ABS seasonal adjustment methods.

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

https://bcec.edu.au/publications/bcec-monthly-labour-market-update-september-2021/
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Figure 6: Unemployment figures rise nationally as VIC sheds jobs Figure 7: Nationwide employment falls despite rise in men’s part-time work

The national unemployment rate rose for both men and women this month; by 
0.6ppt for men and 0.5ppt for women. The sharp rise in unemployment rates 
for both men and women can be attributed to a number of factors: a loss of 
49,600 jobs combined with a reduction in labour force participation in VIC; and 
an increase of 56,600 in the number of people re-entering the labour force in 
NSW, but with an less than half the increase in employment (+21,700) as the 
state’s labour market takes time to adjust.

The national unemployment rate for women rose by 0.5ppt for the second 
month in a row, to sit at 5.4 per cent, led by increases in VIC and NSW (+0.9ppt 
each). The ACT also saw a fairly significant rise in women’s unemployment, 
rising by 1.2ppt to 5.3 per cent. Both WA and SA recorded falling 
unemployment rates for women (-0.2ppt and 0.4ppt respectively). However, 
this was driven primarily by falling participation, as women in those states left 
the labour force, rather than rising employment.

Men’s unemployment rose in VIC (+0.8ppt), NSW (+0.7ppt), and SA (+0.6ppt), 
along with an appreciable rise in the ACT as lockdown measures continued, 
rising 3.6ppt from 4.1 per cent to 7.7 per cent. In contrast, only the NT 
(-0.8ppt) and WA (-0.3ppt) recorded a fall in men’s unemployment in October.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. 

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

Part-time and full-time employment both fell again in October, with full-time 
employment falling 0.4 per cent for men and 0.6 per cent for women. Men’s 
part-time emploment rose by 0.5 per cent for the month; but this was offset by an 
equal 0.5 per cent fall in part-time employment for women.

Part-time employment for men was mixed across the nation in October; falling 
an eyebrow-raising 14.7 per cent in the ACT, but also up 12.6 per cent in the NT. 
Outside of the territories, part-time employment for men fell in both QLD and 
WA (-3.3 per cent and -2 per cent respectively), but rose 8.1 per cent in NSW as a 
reduction in hours led more people to move from full-time to part-time work. 

The change to women’s part-time employment nationally were less dramatic; 
driven by a fall of 3.9 per cent in TAS as well as falls in SA, WA, and VIC (-1.7 per 
cent, -1.5 per cent, and -1.1 per cent respectively), but rising 1.7 per cent in QLD 
and by a marginal 0.2 per cent in NSW.

Women also struggled in full-time employment this month. Women’s full time 
employment fell in both VIC and QLD (-1.6 per cent for both). Men’s full time 
employment also dropped this month, with VIC (-2.0 per cent) recording the 
largest drop, driven by workers leaving the labour force as lockdowns continue.

Year-to-date figures suggest that the share of full-time work has increased over 
the last 12 months, with full-time employment up 1.9 per cent for men and 6.3 
per cent for women over the year to October 2021, whilst part-time work is down 
4.1 per cent for men and 5.7 per cent for women over the same period.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show growth from September to October 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 5: Underemployment ratio by gender: state and territoriesUnderemployment rises, led by male workers in VIC
The national underemployment ratio (the share of those employed who wish to 
work more) rose 0.3ppt to 10 per cent in October. The primary contributor to the 
rise in underemployment was VIC, who recorded a 1.5ppt rise to 12.0 per cent 
over the month, along with NSW who saw a 0.5ppt increase to 11.2 per cent 
underemployment and the NT (+2.0ppt).

Rising underemployment continues to reflect the impact of various lockdowns 
across the eastern states, with workers having suffered reduced hours or no work 
during the restriction periods. With lockdowns easing in NSW, VIC and ACT, 
we expect the underemployment ratio in the eastern states to improve over the 
coming quarter.

VIC recorded a staggering 2.9ppt rise in the underemployment ratio among men, 
whilst women saw no change in underemployment. NSW saw an increase of 
0.6ppt for men’s underemployment and 0.4ppt for women. In the NT, men saw a 
large rise of 2.3ppt and women recorded a 1.2ppt increase in October. Only three 
states recorded a decrease in women’s underemployment in October, including SA 
(-0.5ppt), WA and TAS (-0.4ppt each). 

Underemployment has improved for all states and territories compared to the 
same month last year, with the underemployment ratio having fallen by 0.4ppt for 
men over the year to October 2021, and by 0.2ppt for women.  TAS and SA (down 
3.4ppt and 2.1ppt respectively) were the largest contributors to the fall for men. For women, the underemployment ratio has fallen most in WA (down 3.9ppt), and 
VIC (down 3.5ppt). Finally, the gap in the unemployment ratio between men and women fell to 1.3ppt over the year to September 2021 – with women continuing 
to face higher underemployment ratios in 6 of 8 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 8: Youth unemployment: monthly change, states and territoriesYouth unemployment on the rise, driven by VIC, NSW and the ACT
The national youth unemployment rate increased by 1.7ppt to 12.3 per cent over 
the month of October as more young Australians prepare to resume work or begin 
job search as lockdown restrictions in the eastern states begin to lessen. 

Over the month, 39,400 more young Australians became unemployed, with 6,100 
more youths in employment. 

Unlike the eastern states, WA’s youth unemployment rate was not influenced 
by lockdowns, increasing by 2.0ppt to 10.2 per cent in October. Combined with 
a falling participation rate, October’s figures seem at odds with evidence of 
widespread skills shortages in WA. 

Youth unemployment skyrocketed by eleven percentage points in the ACT, which 
saw the largest rise in the youth unemployment rate, in both monthly and yearly 
terms, coinciding with falling employment levels for men as the capital’s lockdown 
continues. Outside the territories, VIC also saw a fairly significant rise (+3.5ppt). 
The largest drop in youth unemployment was observed in the NT (-1.6ppt). 

VIC (15.3%) and NSW (12.3%) have the highest youth unemployment rates, whilst 
the NT (8.1%) and WA (10.2%) have the lowest rates of all states and territories.

Youth unemployment is somewhat lower on year-to-date measures, with all states 
and territories other than the ACT having lower youth unemployment rates than 
October 2020.  Leading the year-to-date youth unemployment rate statistics is the 
NT (down 5.9ppt), along with TAS (down 4.7ppt) and QLD (down 4.3ppt).

Figure 10: Change in Internet Vacancy Index: October 2015-2021Vacancies soar in NSW and VIC as lockdown measures ease
Internet job vacancies increased by 7.8 per cent nationally, primarily driven 
by skyrocketing vacancies in NSW and VIC as the demand for labour picks 
up with both states beginning to ease lockdown restrictions. The index 
now sits at 118.7, having risen 56.2 per cent from a year ago.

NSW recorded an increase of 16.9 per cent, and VIC an increase of 15.2 
per cent, but outside of the strong growth in these states, the signals for 
labour demand in other states are more mixed. QLD recorded a small rise 
(+0.2%), while vacancies fell in SA (-1.1%), WA (-2.7%) and TAS (-6.6%).

On year-to-date figures, job advertisements are 56.2 per cent higher 
(+90,258) since October 2020, with all states and territories once again 
recording an overall increase in job advertisements. VIC (+91.7%) has 
recorded the strongest recovery in vacancies with 26,000 additional job 
advertisements compared to the same time last year, followed by NSW 
(+58.8%), and TAS (+44.7%). ACT has continued to have the lowest year-
to-date recovery (+26.1%) since September, albeit seeing a larger recovery 
compared to last month.

Monthly hours worked per worker rose again, by 0.3 per cent to an average 
134.6 monthly hours worked. However, this is primarily due to strong 
performance in NSW, which saw an increase of 4.3 hours worked (+3.3 per cent) 
over the month of October. The ACT also saw a strong increase of 6.7 hours 
worked during the month (+5.4 per cent).

The largest decrease in monthly hours worked was seen in Victoria, where 
average hours fell by 3.5 hours worked (-2.6 per cent). Large drops were also 
observed in SA (-2.4 hours, -1.8 per cent) and also the NT (-2.6 hours, -1.8 per 
cent). A small increase was recorded in TAS (+1.1 hours, +0.8 per cent).

Despite the drop, the NT leads the country in average hours worked per week 
(145.2 hours), with WA retaining second place (138.4 hours), followed by QLD 
(138.2 hours).

Compared to the time last year, average monthly hours worked are down 
nationally, having fallen by 1.1 per cent from October 2020, driven by a 
significant year-on-year fall in VIC, QLD, and NSW (all down 2 hours). Average 
monthly hours also fell in the ACT (-3.1 hours).

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

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

Average monthly hours propped up by strong performance in NSW Figure 9: Monthly hours worked: states and territories
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Figure 11: Labour force flows: September 2021 to October 2021Workers begin to flow back into the labour force

Notes: The ABS labour market flows series is based on a matched sample of respondents who are present 

in the labour force survey in two consecutive months. Just over 80% of ABS survey respondents in October 

2021 were also present in the September 2021 survey. This chart includes indicative percentage flows 

across labour market states, with indicative counts (scaled to reflect approximate population totals) 

shown in parentheses. Due to rounding and scaling, figures will not match totals from elsewhere in this 

MLMU.   

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 Table 23 

and Pivot table GM1.

The labour force flows figure is a new addition to the BCEC Monthly Labour 
Market Update. It is an adaptation of the ABS labour market flows series, and 
provides a rough indication of movements between the main labour force 
states from the previous month to the current month. 

According to the ABS flows series, of those people who were working full-time 
in September, 93 per cent remained working full-time in October, whilst 5 per 
cent moved to part-time employment, 1 per cent to unemployment, and 2 per 
cent left the labour force.

Of those people who were unemployed in September 2021, 55 per cent 
remained unemployed in October, while 22 per cent withdrew from the labour 
force and 23 per cent moved into work (10% to full-time, and 13% to part-
time). This shows just how extensive is the churn to and from unemployment 
from one month to the next. Roughly 150,000 of those who were categorised 
as unemployed in September moved into employment by October, and a 
further 160,000 withdrew from the labour force altogether. Taken together, 
these flows represent around 45 per cent of the stock of people who were 
unemployed in the previous month.

In terms of the increasing national unemployment rate, the flows indicate that 
the rising figure may not be as significant a cause for concern as the headline 
rate suggests. It can partially be explained by an increase in the flow of people 
entering the labour force (roughly 620,000 over the month to October 2021) 
against fewer people moving out of the labour force (590,000). Of those who 
entered the labour force in October, around 220,000 are beginning to look for 
work, while 260,000 found part-time work while 140,000 moved into a full-
time job. 

Around 6 per cent of September’s part-time workers left the labour force 
in October (down by 2ppt from the previous month’s flow), while 11 per 
cent made the transition to full-time work (up by 1ppt). At 81 per cent, the 
proportion of part-time workers remaining in part-time work increased 
marginally (+1ppt) from the previous month. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release#employment
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