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Bleak outlook for either homeowners or the economy... 
or both

As energy prices and inflationary pressures surge due 
to the war in Iran, there’s been no shortage of critics 
of the Reserve Bank’s decision to lift the cash rate by 
another 0.25 basis points to 4.1 per cent at its March 
Board meeting. The release of the February labour force 
figures two days later featuring a 0.2ppt increase in the 
unemployment rate to 4.3 per cent only served to add 
further fuel to the voices of dissent.

Why try to use interest rates to dampen domestic demand 
and inflation when sky-rocketing oil prices are driven 
by a purely external shock? And why pile more pain on 
households now when unemployment was already rising.

In defence of the RBA, the inflationary outlook had 
deteriorated since their prior meeting. At that meeting on 
February 3-4, the cash rate was lifted to 3.85 per cent and 
we got a detailed readout on the RBA’s outlook through 
the Statement on Monetary Policy. That included a forecast 
for annual inflation to hit 4.2 per cent in the coming June 
quarter, well above the RBA’s 2-3 per cent target range.

Key data releases between then and the most recent 
meeting suggest the inflation outlook was even worse.  
GDP figures for the December quarter 2025 revealed the 
economy and domestic demand growing stronger than 
anticipated. Labour force figures for January, released on 
February 19, suggested the labour market was tighter than 
anticipated.

So in all likelihood, the RBA didn’t increase rates in 
response to the jump in oil prices. Rather, the Board were 
already set to increase rates, and developments in the 
Middle East almost prevented them, given the vote to 
increase rates came down to the wire: five Board members 
in favour, four voting to keep them on hold.

We won’t know for sure until the minutes are released.  
However, there are clearly some downside risks 
associated with the rate rise. Uncertainty will hit 
investment, hiring intentions, and consumer sentiment, 
with a recession a real possibility if global tensions and oil 
shortages persist.

Based on the weighting of automotive fuel in the CPI 
we calculate that the recent jump in petrol prices – if 
sustained – will directly add around a full 1 ppt to inflation.  
With the flow-on effects of rising transport costs into the 
prices of other goods and services, inflation could easily 
rise to 6 per cent by the middle of the year, rather than 
peak at 4.2 per cent.

The unfortunate implication is that homeowners’ only 
hope for interest rate relief would be in the form of a sharp 
deterioration in the economy. We felt the lesser of two 
evils may have been to keep rates on hold: to risk higher 
inflation for longer, rather than potentially deepening a 
recession.

February labour force figures hard to read

The rise in the unemployment rate to 4.3 per cent 
shouldn’t be taken to mean the labour market was already 
weakening in February. Almost 50,000 additional jobs – 
about twice the growth expected – and a 0.2ppt increase 
in the participation rate to near-record levels indicate 
labour demand remained strong. On the other hand, 
vacancies took a sharp dip and full-time employment 
contracted.

There was also considerable volatility in a number of the 
estimates. This included suspiciously large jumps in male 
part-time employment nationally (up 3.7% for the month), 
and for NSW in total employment (+1.0%) and participation 
(+0.5ppt).

It’s important to note, these data were collected with 
respect to Australians’ labour force activity in the first 
two weeks of February, well before the attack on Iran 
commenced on 28 February. The reference weeks for 
the March figures are also the first two weeks of the 
month, leaving little time for the conflict to impact on those 
figures. We anticipate the unemployment rate will jump 
in response to the current oil shock, but effects might not 
become clear until April’s figures are released on 21 May.
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•	 Unemployment rate rises to 4.3 per cent, up from 4.1 per cent.
•	 Solid increase of almost 50,000 jobs, as a fall in full-time jobs is offset by a big jump in part-time employment.
•	 Rising energy prices and investor uncertainty associated with Iran conflict likely to lead to slowing economy and 

job losses in coming months.
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Labour market fundamentals

Key takeaways
•	 Employment rises by 48,900 persons.
•	 Growth driven by rising part-time employment, up 79,400 workers.
•	 Overall participation rate up 0.2 points: + 0.2 points for women, +0.3 points for men.

In a reversal of last month’s result, there was a significant 
decline in the number of Australians working full-
time, down 30,500 workers over the month. This was 
counterbalanced by an increase of 79,400 part-time 
workers, leading to a net increase of 48,900 workers 
overall (after seasonal adjustment and rounding). Declines 
in full-time workers were primarily driven by VIC, QLD, and 
SA (down 19,800, 9,700, and 13,200 workers, respectively), 
whereas growth in part-time work was driven by NSW and 
VIC (up 38,800 and 23,700 workers).
Declines in national full-time employment were driven 
primarily by men in aggregate (down 0.6%), with women 
seeing a marginal 0.1 per cent increase at the national level 
(see Figure 1). Full-time employment for men declined in 
every state and territory, save for NT, where it grew by 
a marginal 0.1 per cent. Much of the growth of the part-

time workforce over the month came from a surprisingly 
large 3.7 per cent increase nationally in male part-time 
employment. While men saw the largest fall in full-time 
jobs, they also saw the largest increase in part-time jobs: 
up 54,800 positions compared to an increase in part-time 
jobs of 24,600 for women (+0.8%). 
There was a healthy 0.2 point increase in the participation 
rate for women, as well as a 0.3 point increase for men 
(Figure 2). Participation growth was present in NSW 
(+0.6ppt for women, +0.3 for men), VIC (+0.2ppt for men 
and women), and WA (+0.3ppt for men and women), 
whereas it declined in QLD and SA. SA in particular 
saw heavy declines in participation (-1.1ppt) and full-
time employment (-4.1%) for women, though given their 
magnitude and previous instances of similar swings 
followed by recoveries, this may be partly statistical noise.

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 January 2026 to February 2026. 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 January 2026 to February 2026.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0.



3

Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre MONTHLY LABOUR MARKET UPDATE February 2026

Unemployment and underemployment

Key takeaways
•	 Unemployment rate increased to 4.3 per cent.
•	 Unemployment rates up 0.1ppt for women, 0.3 ppt for men.
•	 Underemployment fell by 0.1ppt for women, remained at 5.1 per cent for men.

The national unemployment rate rose by 0.2 points over 
February, to a rate of 4.3 per cent on seasonally adjusted 
terms. Whilst the “trend estimates” prepared by the ABS 
aren’t usually published in the MLMU, it is worth noting 
in this instance that the unemployment rate declined on 
the trend terms, from 4.3 to 4.2 per cent. That largely 
reflects the trend estimate responding to the 4.1 per cent 
seasonally adjusted estimates for December and January. 
Only time will tell whether the rise in unemployment this 
month marks the start of a reversal of that trend.
Combined with declining full-time employment, men 
also saw their unemployment rates grow faster than 
women’s over February, with a 0.3 point rise in men’s 
unemployment compared to a 0.1 point rise for women 
(Figure 3). Like the decline in full-time employment, 
increasing unemployment for men was driven primarily 

by VIC (up 0.7ppt), QLD (up 0.3 points), and SA (up 0.5 
points). WA saw unemployment jump for both men 
and women, both are now sitting at 4.2 per cent in the 
state. Men and women saw no significant shifts in their 
unemployment in NSW. 
As shown in Figure 4, underemployment saw little to 
no change over February at the national level, with 
a marginal 0.1ppt decline in the underemployment 
rate for women, and no net change for men. 
Declines in underemployment for women were most 
visible in QLD, where it fell by 1.5 points over the 
month, counterbalanced by a 1.6 point increase in 
underemployment for women in TAS. Men, meanwhile, 
reported declining underemployment in VIC (down 1.1ppt) 
and SA (down 1.0ppt), offset by a 0.8 point increase in 
underemployment in QLD and small rises in WA and NT. 

Table 2: Unemployment rates and changes: states and territories

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

Figure 3: Unemployment rate by state and gender
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Strength of the labour market

Key takeaways
•	 The national Internet Vacancy Index dropped by 5.0 per cent in February.
•	 Youth unemployment rate rose 0.6 percentage points over the year nationally.
•	 Decline in vacancies across all occupation groups.

Internet vacancies declined by 5 per cent over February, 
after two successive months of solid growth (Figure 5). 
Vacancies declined in every state and territory - NSW saw 
the heaviest drop with a 6.2 per cent decline, followed by a 
5.2 per cent decline in the ACT and a 4.1 per cent decline in 
TAS. Vacancies were at their most stubborn in WA, falling by 
a restrained 0.9 per cent. Vacancies still have a long way to 
fall before returning to pre-COVID levels, but rising fuel prices 
and economic uncertainty associated with the Iran conflict, 
coupled with rising interest rates, are likely to constrain labour 
demand from businesses in coming months.

Occupational internet vacancies declined across the entire 
board, not only nationally, but at the state level in NSW, VIC, 
QLD, and SA (Table 3). Much of the decline was concentrated 
in community service workers (down 6.2%), clerical and 

administrative workers (down 5.7%), and sales workers (down 
8.1%). Declines for vacancies in sales workers were present 
in all states, and at their highest in SA (down 10.4%). In WA, 
internet vacancies for machinery operators and drivers 
increased by 3.1 per cent, indicating a small increase in labour 
demand in the mining and construction industries.

Whilst general unemployment has remained relatively low 
over the past year, youth unemployment has seen significant 
growth, rising by 0.6ppts nationally in every state and territory 
save for TAS (falling by 1.2ppt). Youth unemployment is at its 
highest in SA, where it has risen by 2.1 ppts over the last 12 
months, sitting at 10.6 per cent. WA has the lowest level of 
youth unemployment at 8.4 per cent despite increasing by 1.6 
ppts over 12 months. NSW saw the slowest growth, rising by 
just 0.5 ppts to a rate of 9.3 per cent. 

Figure 5: Internet Vacancy Index, by State: February 
2020 to February 2026

Table 3: Changes in internet vacancy by occupation and state, January 2026 to February 2026

Figure 6: Youth unemployment rate, and change from 
corresponding month of previous year.

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 Government, Jobs and Skills Australia.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used.
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0 Table 
16.
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People and wages

Key takeaways
•	 Average weekly earnings rise by 3.8 per cent - essentially flat after adjusting for inflation.
•	 Population growth up 1.6 per cent from last September, driven by overseas migration.

The MLMU monitors developments in three key wage 
series: the wage price index (WPI), average annualised 
wage increases negotiated in enterprise bargaining 
agreements (AAWI), and average weekly earnings (AWE) 
(see Figure 7). 
Last month reported no real wage growth over the year 
to the December quarter based on the WPI, and no 
promise of coming gains based on the forward-looking 
AAWI. A recent update on AWE, which is released every 
6 months, shows wages grew by just 0.2 per cent in real 
terms over the year to November 2025. AWE provides 
an important additional insight, as it is based on a 
straight average of earnings and not adjusted to remove 
effects of compositional changes. Nationally, average 
ordinary-time earnings for full-time workers increased to 

$2,151.10 per fortnight, up 3.8 per cent in nominal terms. 
Average earnings were highest in WA at $2,193.20 due 
largely to mining, but also leading to the largest gender 
gap ($2,359.70 for males, $1,905.30 for women).
Recently released data show Australia’s population grew 
by 1.6 per cent from September 2024 to September 
2025, easing from a post-COVID peak of 2.5 per 
cent annual growth observed to September 2023. 
Nationally, population growth continues to be driven 
by net overseas migration, accounting for almost three-
quarters of the annual growth (Figure 8). QLD and WA 
were the only states to experience significant positive 
net interstate migration, with WA recording the highest 
overall growth rate (2.2%), undoubtedly aided by the 
State’s high average wages.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No. 3101.0, Tables 
2 and 4.

Notes: Seasonally adjusted values are used. Adjusted for inflation. 
Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No. 6401 Table 
5, Cat No. 6302 Table 1, Cat No. 6345 Table 2b and 26b, Department of Employment and Workplace 

Figure 7: Annual real wage growth by AAWI, WPI, and 
ordinary-time AWE, June 2018 to December 2025

Figure 8: Components of population growth by state, 
September 2025
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