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Uptick in unemployment rate obscures another solid 
month for the labour market

The recent benign monthly inflation figure for November 
sparked growing expectations for an interest rate cut when 
the Reserve Bank Board meet in February. Analysts will 
have been looking for signs of some softening in the labour 
market to firm up those expectations.

They got just the opposite.

Save for one blip, the labour force survey results for 
December provide close to a clean sweep of indicators of 
a tight labour market.  The number of employed people 
grew by 56,300 (0.4 per cent).  The participation rate rose 
0.2 percentage points,  back to its record high of 67.1 per 
cent.  At 71.4 per cent – up 0.3ppt - the male participation 
rate is at its highest monthly level since June of 2013.  
Aggregate hours worked and monthly hours per worker 
both increased, and underemployment fell.

The blip was the rise in the unemployment rate, back up to 
4.0 per cent. A closer look reveals the rate barely changed 
at all, rising just enough to go from being rounded down to 
3.9 per cent to rounded up to 4.0 per cent. An expanding 
working-age population and increased participation added 
66,700 people to the labour force.  The labour market 
absorbing 56,300 of new labour force participants into work 
is undoubtedly a strong result, but that also led to the total 
number of unemployed people rising by 10,300.

The RBA Board meets on the 17th of February.  The critical 
piece of information shaping the Board’s decision on 
interest rates will be the inflation figures for the December 
2024 quarter, to be released at the end of January.  With 
core inflation running above the RBA’s 2-3 per cent target 
band in the October (3.5%) and November (3.2%) monthly 
estimates – and a nuanced change in RBA communications 
to reference ‘the middle of the target range’ rather than just 
within the target range – we think the quarterly CPI figure 
would need to surprise on the downside to make way for a 
rate cut.

The January labour force figures aren’t released until after 
the RBA meets, so this month’s figures mark the last key 
update on the pulse of the labour market.  If the December 
quarter inflation figures are in the ‘grey area’, the ongoing 
strength of the labour market will have the Board reluctant 
to loosen monetary policy settings.

The year of 2024 in Review

With the last of the monthly data in for calendar 2024, it’s 
an opportunity to take stock of how the year compares over 
almost 50 years since the current labour force survey series 
began in 1978.  The post-pandemic recovery is shaping 
up as quite a remarkable period for the Australian labour 
market. Continued strong immigration in 2024 saw the 
working age population expand by an estimated 2.5 per 
cent, the second fastest annual rate in the series behind 
2023 (2.9%).  Employment also grew by 2.5 per cent for the 
year, well above the longer-term average of 1.9 per cent.

The annual unemployment rate came in at 4.0 per cent, the 
third lowest on record since 1978 and eclipsed only by the 
two prior years (2022 and 2023), both with rates of 3.7 per 
cent. However, 2024 did rewrite the record books with the 
highest overall participation rate (66.9%), well above second 
placed 2023 (66.6%) and third placed 2022 (66.3%). This 
was due to female participation reaching an all-time high 
for 2024 (62.9%), combined with a reversal in the long run 
decline in male participation.  The trend of a growing share 
of part-time employment may have stalled. From just under 
16 per cent in the late 1970s, this has doubled to stand at 
31.0 per cent for 2024.  This was the 7th highest annual 
part-time share recorded, having peaked at 31.6 per cent 
from 2016 to 2018.

The Net Zero Transition?

We’ve been watching the rapid growth in jobs in the 
‘Electricity, Gas and Water’ industry with interest. Recent 
employment by industry estimates show jobs in this sector 
grew by 24 per cent over the year to November 2024, 
compared to 2.4 per cent across all industries, with most 
of those jobs created in QLD.  It’s also been the fastest 
growing industry over the longer term, with jobs up by 
31 per cent in the past five years. Detailed estimates by 
industry subdivision, while potentially subject to large 
sampling variability, show employment in ‘Electricity Supply’ 
to be making the largest contribution, while ‘Gas Supply’ 
employment has shrunk.  This may well be reflecting the 
transition to renewables, though we note jobs growth has 
also been strong in the sectors’ subdivisions of ‘Water 
Supply, Sewerage and Drainage’ and ‘Waste Collection, 
Treatment and Disposal’.
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•	 Unemployment rate creeps back to 4 per cent, despite strong jobs growth.
•	 Male participation rate the highest in over a decade, up 0.3ppt to 71.4 per cent.
•	 The renewables transition may be starting to show in employment by industry figures.
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Labour market fundamentals

Key takeaways
•	 The number of employed persons grew by 56,300 persons in December 2024.
•	 Men’s employment grew by 0.6 per cent (+46,900 persons), and women’s by 0.1 per cent (+9,500 persons).
•	 The national participation rate rose 0.2ppt to 67.1 per cent.

National employment has posted another increase with 
an additional 56,300 employed people over the month 
to December 2024. This is the ninth consecutive monthly 
increase,  driven primarily by employment growth in NSW 
(a rise of 20,600 workers), QLD (+15,700) and WA (+9,700). 
Results were slightly countered by falls in VIC (down 4,100 
workers) and TAS (-300). The overall increase was mainly 
driven by part-time workers, with an increase of 80,000 
employed people; meanwhile, full-time employment saw a 
drop in the headcount by 23,600 workers. 

Growth in employment was driven by men over December 
2024, increasing 0.6 per cent in employment (+46,900), 
while women saw a modest increase of 0.1 per cent 
(+9,500). Growth in both male and female employment was 
concentrated in part-time work, up 4.9 per cent for men, 
and 0.3 per cent for women. The increase in men’s part-
time employment was driven by substantial growth in VIC 
(8.6%) and QLD (7.0%), while women saw mixed results with 

the greatest increase in SA (4.1%).  In contrast, as of full-
time employment, men experienced a drop by 0.4 per cent, 
meanwhile women remained virtually unchanged.  

The national participation rate increased 0.2ppt to 67.1 per 
cent. While the November rate was recorded as 67.0 per 
cent, the upward movement amounted to a 0.2ppt increase 
in rounded terms. This increase was mainly driven by men, 
increasing some 0.3ppt to a participation rate of 71.4 per 
cent, meanwhile, women’s participation rate remained 
virtually unchanged at 62.9 per cent. Among states, men’s 
participation increased the most in QLD (+0.7ppt to 71.5%) 
and NT (+0.7ppt to 72.1%). Meanwhile, women’s participation 
saw mixed results across states with the highest increase 
in SA (+1.0ppt to 59.0%) followed by WA (+0.4ppt to 72.4%), 
offset by results in QLD (-0.3ppt to 63.7%).

Figure 2: Monthly change in labour force participationFigure 1: Employment growth by state and gender

Table 1: Employment changes – states and territories 

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 change from November 2024 to December 2024. Estimates for 
the ACT and NT, and for male part-time employment are generally more volatile due to smaller sample sizes.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Figures show change from November 2024 to December 2024.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0.
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Unemployment and underemployment

Key takeaways
•	 National unemployment rate increased to 4.0 per cent, with 10,300 more unemployed persons.
•	 Both women and men experienced slight changes in unemployment, though their published rates remained 

unchanged at 3.8 per cent and 4.1 per cent, respectively.
•	 National underemployment rate dropped 0.1ppt to 6.2 per cent. 

The national unemployment rate increased 0.1ppt to 4.0 
per cent in December 2024, with an additional 10,300 
unemployed people. Most states and territories recorded 
an increase in their unemployment rates, with TAS having 
the largest increase by 0.4ppt to 4.3 per cent, followed by 
SA and NT (both +0.3ppt to 4.2%). NSW was the only state 
countering results with a 0.1ppt drop to a rate of 3.8 per 
cent. In terms of headcount, the increase in was driven by 
VIC, with 10,400 more unemployed, followed by SA with an 
extra 2,400 unemployed. 

Women and men both experienced slight increases in their 
unemployment rates, although in rounded terms their rates 
held steady at 3.8 per cent for women and 4.1 per cent 
for men. The largest increase in women’s unemployment 
across states was in VIC (0.6ppt to 4.6%), offset by small 

drops in NSW (0.2ppt to 3.6%), WA (0.3ppt to 3.2%) and 
SA (0.3ppt to 3.3%). As for men, unemployment rates 
increased in SA (0.7ppt to 5.0%) and NT (0.7ppt to 4.9%), 
but fell by 0.1ppt in each of NSW (to 3.8%), VIC (to 4.4%), 
and QLD (to 4.0%).

The national underemployment rate dropped 0.1ppt to 
6.2 per cent over December 2024. Both men and women 
recorded drops of 0.1ppt to underemployment rates of 
5.1 per cent and 7.5 per cent, respectively. Across states, 
Women’s underemployment saw major drops in SA (down 
0.9ppt to 8.9%) followed by NT (down 0.4ppt to 4.3%). As 
of men, SA experienced the largest drop (down 1.8ppt to 
4.7%) and NT (down 0.8ppt to 3.4%). 

Table 2: Unemployment rates and changes: states and territories

Figure 3: Unemployment rate by state and gender Figure 4: Underemployment ratio by gender: states and territories

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. State and territory numbers of unemployed people do not sum to the figures for Australia due to ABS seasonal adjustment methods.
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.

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

Key takeaways
•	 The National Internet Vacancy Index dropped 2.5 per cent over December 2024.
•	 The ratio of unemployed people to job vacancies in Australia dropped by 0.2 to 1.6 persons unemployed per 

vacancy.
•	 Monthly hours worked per worker had a 0.1 per cent increase, up to 135.5 hours average.

The National Internet Vacancy Index dropped for the third 
consecutive month, down 2.5 per cent over the month to 
December 2024. All states experienced a drop, with TAS 
showing the largest decrease by 6.0 per cent, followed 
by SA with a 3.3 per cent drop. VIC and QLD came third, 
both experiencing a 2.6 per cent drop in vacancies. WA 
experienced the lowest drop, down by 1.7 per cent.

Though less timely, the ABS job vacancies series provides 
the most comprehensive count of vacancies available 
to be filled in the economy. Recently released figures 
show the ratio of unemployed people to job vacancies 
in Australia dropped by 0.2 in the quarter to November 
2024, to 1.6 jobseekers per vacant position (Figure 6). TAS 
experienced the largest drop in the ratio, by 0.8, from 2.4 to 
1.6 unemployed persons per vacancy, followed by WA (down 

0.3 from 2.1 to 1.9). Although movements in the ratio were 
modest for all states, none saw an increase in the ratio of 
unemployed persons per vacancy. 

National monthly average hours worked experienced a 
0.1 per cent increase over the month to December 2024. 
Most states and territories experienced increases, with TAS 
leading the way with a 1.1 per cent increase to an average 
of 129.6 hours worked per worker, the lowest average 
among states. NT came second, up 1.0 per cent to 144.7 
hours worked per worker, remaining as the highest average 
among states. WA experienced a 0.9 per cent increase, 
averaging 140.9 hours. Only VIC countered results with a 
0.3 per cent drop to an average of 132.9 hours worked per 
worker. 

Figure 6: Ratio of unemployed persons per job vacancy, 
by state: November 2018 to November 2024

Figure 5: Internet Vacancy Index, by State: 
December 2018 to December 2024

Figure 7: Average monthly hours worked: states and territories

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. ACT and NT figures are not shown.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Government, Jobs and Skills Australia

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

Key takeaways
•	 Accommodation and food services employment grew by 83,800 jobs over the year to November 2024 (+9.4%).
•	 Rental, hiring and real estate services saw the largest per cent increase (+28.0%).
•	 At the state level, increases in accommodation and food services were driven by the eastern states.

The ABS provides a more detailed release of the Labour 
Force Survey, which includes industry-specific job changes 
(Figure 7) and employment growth by state (Figure 8). 
Results for the year to November 2024 show the highest 
growth in employment to be in accommodation and food 
services, with 83,800 more workers over the year, an 
increase of some 9.4 per cent. Education and training 
followed closely with an increase of 79,000 workers over 
the year (+6.4%). Rental, hiring and real estate services 
was third, increasing by 55,000 workers. Electricity, gas, 
water and waste services experienced the second highest 
percentage increase, growing by 23.3 per cent (+37,400 
jobs). In contrast, results were countered by major drops 
in manufacturing (-38,400 jobs, -4.2%), wholesale trade 
(-29,000 jobs, -7.7%), and arts and recreation services 
(-24,200 jobs, -8.5%). 

WA experienced one of the more consequential increases 

in construction sector employment at the state level, which 
should come as a particular relief to the state’s building 
industry, and to the WA state government, given the 
persistent shortages in skilled construction workers in the 
West over the past year or more. 

Increases in accommodation and food services jobs 
were led by NSW with an increase of 29,100 jobs (10.1%), 
followed by QLD (+24,300 jobs, +12.6%) and VIC (+21,100 
jobs, +9.7%). Much of the national jump in electricity, gas, 
water and waste services jobs can be attributed to QLD 
with a remarkable increase of 70.5 per cent and 22,700 
extra jobs. Across major drops within industries, NSW 
experienced the highest drop in manufacturing (-41,000 
jobs, -14.1%), while WA saw the highest drop in wholesale 
trade (-14,200 jobs, -32.0%).

Figure 7: Employment change by industry, Australia, year to November 2024

Table 3: Top and bottom three industries by employment growth and state, year to November 2024

Notes: Original values are used.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No. 6291.0.55.003 Table 5. 

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