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The Australian labour market continues to improve

The Australian labour market is following a path to strong growth, with a broader range of leading 
indicators now pointing to a strengthening labour market. We’ve seen strong growth in employment, 
with an additional 29,000 workers added in the last 12 months, most of whom are employed on a 
full-time basis. Labour force participation continues to grow in most jurisdictions, and unemployment 
remains steady at 5.3%. For our most populous states, NSW and Vic, trend unemployment rates are even 
lower at 4.8% and 4.9% respectively.

And where are the new jobs coming from? Employment in the private sector is now growing at three 
times the rate of growth in the public sector. This represents a pretty comprehensive turnaround 
compared to the same time last year, when we saw public sector employment growing at more than six 
times the rate of private sector employment. There are a number of industry standouts when it comes to 
employment growth, particularly in the Health Care and Construction sectors. Retail and Agriculture jobs 
have also added to jobs growth, despite what others may think, although differences do exist across the 
states. 

These figures show that the Australian labour market continues to improve, with private sector jobs 
growth a sign of a strengthening economy. This raises the prospect of a return to at least modest wages 
growth should these trends continue.   

Twitter: @Alan_S_Dunc		  Email: alan.duncan@curtin.edu.au  

Is the Health Care sector the new cornerstone of the Australian economy?

Australia’s Health Care and Social Assistance sector is booming! In the 12 months to August 2018 the 
sector added 89,000 workers – the highest volume across all industry groupings, and majority (52,000) full-
time. Growth in the sector has been rapid and spread across all states and territories with the exception 
of Vic. WA has seen an additional 16,000 workers enter this sector in the last year, an overall growth rate 
of 10.4%, and NSW and Qld have added around an extra 26,000 and 28,000 workers respectively. The 
National Disability Insurance Scheme is one of the key drivers of these trends, together with an overall 
increase in the demand for health care professionals, aged care and child care workers. 

For a long time, the Construction sector has been considered the cornerstone of any modern economy, 
with important links to the Finance and Insurance industry and recently in Australia the Mining sector. 
Construction is still playing an important role in the economy, and has seen strong employment growth in 
our two most populous states – Vic and NSW over the last year, but has been weaker in other states. The 
Health Care sector is now the biggest employer in the nation, with some 1.6 million workers and it’s only 
going to get bigger over time.  

Twitter: @BeckCassells		  Email: rebecca.cassells@curtin.edu.au 

WA’s labour market: A story of slow recovery and several bumps on the road

For some time now, WA’s labour market has been slowly improving and adapting to economic changes in 
recent years. This has been shown by a marginal rise in the total number of employed, but on a part-time 
basis. In addition to an increase in the State’s total employment, there’s been a 0.5 ppt increase in WA’s 
labour force participation rate. Whether those newly entering the labour market can find employment, 
is something that changes from one month to another. As shown by latest data, for men, the prospects 
of securing work when entering the labour market aren’t great, with WA’s male unemployment rate the 
highest among state and territories at 6.5%.

In which WA industries are these new workers likely to find a job? There is no sign of the Retail or 
Construction sectors in WA’s top performers, and the Financial and Insurance services sector has been 
one of the worst performers over the last 12 months, shedding -15.5% of its workforce. On the other 
hand, WA’s Health Care and Agriculture sectors have expanded rapidly, collectively adding 20,000 
workers to the WA economy and both in the top three industry performers. These are the industries 
where jobs are likely to be more plentiful - what type of jobs are on offer is a story for another day.

Twitter: @Yashar_Tarverdi		  Email: yashar.tarverdi@curtin.edu.au    
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The latest release of monthly labour force survey data 
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), shows 
that nationally, employment grew by 2.5% in the year 
leading to August 2018, reaching a total of 12.6 million 
employed persons. This number includes 29,000 more 
people who have found jobs since July 2018 alone and 
mostly in full time work.
Across the states and territories, there has been no 
reduction in employment since August 2017. SA and 
the NT are the only two regions to show a reduction in 
employment since July 2018. NSW has had the highest 
growth in employment across the states and territories: 
3.6% from August 2017 and almost 10,000 more 
employed persons from July 2018. Vic and Qld are in 
second and third place, when looking at the increase in employment from July 2018. Vic has added 7,700 more employed persons and Qld has had 
an increase of 7,000 employed people. Employment growth for WA still remains relatively weak, growing by only 1.0% over the last 12 months.
Employment growth from July 2018 has mostly been through increased numbers of full-time workers in most states and territories, with some 
states even showing a reduction in part-time employment. From August 2017, full-time employment grew in every jurisdiction: the NT recorded 
the highest growth at 5.5%, while in WA, full-time employment grew by just 0.3%. For part-time employment though, the pattern is quite different, 
with the NT reporting a reduction of 6% in part-time employment over the year to August 2018, the only region to do so. The highest growth in 
part-time employment since August 2017 was in NSW, up by 6.1% over the year to date.

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

The labour force participation rate (LFPR) has again 
grown for both men and women at a national level 
over the month to August 2018. Growth in the female 
LFPR (+0.5 ppt) is higher than for males (+0.2 ppt), with 
average national growth coming in at +0.4 ppt. Across 
the states and territories, Vic and the ACT are the only 
two regions where the LFPR has decreased for both 
genders, and more for females than males. Female LFPR 
in the ACT has reduced by 1.4 ppt and in Vic by 0.9 ppt. 
The highest growth in female LFPR was in the NT, +3.7 
ppt. The country’s second highest growth in female 
LFPR was in NSW, at +1.8 ppt. Growth in female LFPR 
in NSW, Qld and the NT was higher than for their male 
counterparts. WA was the only region across states and 
territories where LFPR grew for both genders but the 
growth among men was higher. Tas was the only region 
to experience a drop in the male LFPR (-0.1 ppt), while its 
female LFPR increased (+0.2 ppt).

Figure 1: Growth in labour force participation – states and territories

Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories

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

Notes: Trend values are used. Figures show growth from August 2017 to August 2018.
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As shown by the latest data, the national 
unemployment rate is around 5.3%, both on trend and 
seasonality adjusted figures. In the year since August 
2017, there has been a 0.2 ppt reduction, although no 
change from July 2018. As of August 2018, the total 
number of unemployed is around 712,000 persons - 
2,700 fewer than in July 2018 and 9,200 fewer than in 
August 2017.
Since July 2018, there has been little change in the 
unemployment rate across states and territories, 
except in Qld where the unemployment rate grew by 
0.1 ppt. According to August 2018 data, the ACT has 
the lowest unemployment rate (3.7%), and the highest 
is in Qld (6.3%). Just behind Qld is WA, where the 
unemployment rate sits at 6.2%. Unemployment rates 
in NSW and Vic are lower than the national figure, 4.8% and 4.9% respectively. 
The total number of unemployed persons increased in Qld, SA and the NT from July 2018, where there was no change in Tas. Since August 
2017, changes in the number of unemployed persons across states and territories have been substantial: 35,000 fewer people unemployed in 
Vic and 2,400 fewer in SA. On the other end of spectrum, there are now 11,100 more unemployed in Qld, with NSW and WA also recording 
significant increases of 8,800 and 8,700 more unemployed persons respectively.                                                                         

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

Notes: Trend values are used. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Trend values are used. Numbers may not sum to totals due to rounding.   
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Figure 2: Unemployment rate by gender – states and territories

Figure 4: Total hours worked per employee – states and territories

Figure 3: Yearly growth in full-time and part-time employment by gender

In the year since August 2017, the national unemployment rate 
for men has decreased from 5.5% down to 5.3%. The reduction in 
the female unemployment rate has seen a similar fall, from 5.6% 
to 5.4%, a 0.2 ppt reduction. WA and Qld are the only two regions 
with an increase in the unemployment rate for both genders over 
the last 12 months. The male unemployment rate in WA is the 
highest, at 6.5%, while the State’s female unemployment rate also 
increased to 5.8%. 
The highest female unemployment rate sits in Qld, at 6.4%. Vic is 
the only region to show a strong reduction in the unemployment 
rate for both genders. In NSW, Tas and the ACT, the female 
unemployment rate grew in the year to August 2018, but the 
male unemployment rate shrunk. In the NT and SA the picture 
is opposite: in these regions there was a reduction in the female 
unemployment rate, while the male unemployment rate increased.

Growth in national full-time employment among women (+2.6%) 
has been higher than for men (+2.0%), in the year to August 2018. 
However, growth in part-time employment was the opposite, with 
men faring slightly better. WA is the only region where female  
full-time employment shrunk (down 0.2% over the year to date), 
while the State’s growth in female part-time employment was the 
highest in the nation (up 3.7%). 
When looking at part-time employment growth, the difference 
between men and women is less stark at a national level, with  
part-time employment growth for men slightly higher, at 3.3% 
compared to 3.0% for women. The ACT recorded the highest 
growth in part-time employment for men across states and 
territories, up 8.4%. 
In the ACT, Tas and Qld, part-time female employment shrunk, 
while WA, Vic and NSW reported positive growth. Part-time 
employment growth in WA and Vic were higher for women, 
compared to their male counterparts.

Since August 2017, the number of hours worked per employee 
on a national level has fallen by 0.6%, dropping to 138.8 hours 
per month. Vic, the ACT and the NT saw increases in total 
monthly hours worked per employee, up by 0.2%, 0.1% and 3.8% 
respectively. 
The NT recorded the highest total hours worked per employee, as 
well as the strongest growth since August 2017. WA fol-lowed the 
NT, with the second highest average total hours worked, 140.4 
hours per employee each month. The lowest number of total hours 
worked was in Tas, at 131.7 hours per employee. Qld saw the 
highest reduction in average monthly hours per worker, down by 
2.1%.

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender - states and territories

Compared to a year ago, underemployment has fallen by 0.2ppt 
for men and 0.1 ppt for women at a national level. Female 
underemployment is around 11.2%, still much higher than male 
underemployment at 6.9%. Across the states and territories, 
SA has the highest male underemployment (7.8%), for females 
however, Tas tops the nation (13.9%). Tas is also the only state 
where the underemployment rate has risen for both genders 
since August 2017. For the rest of the states and territories, male 
underemployment has fallen  over the last 12 months. The NT has 
had the most significant reduction this time, decreasing by 1.1 ppt. 
For women, underemployment has fallen considerably in Vic and 
SA over the last 12 months, but has been increasing in Qld, NSW 
and Tas. 

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

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202
Notes: Trend values are used – Figures show growth from August 2017 to August 2018.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Figure shows average monthly hours worked per employee, along with the associated percentage 
change in monthly hours between August 2017 and August 2018. For states and territories, values are 
smoothed using 13-month rolling average. Percentages are rounded.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat No 6202.0
Notes: Values are smoothed using 13-month rolling average. Underemployment ratio is the number 
of persons that worked part-time hours and wanted to work more hours as a proportion of the no. 
employed.  
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Figure 6: Growth in total employment by industry Figure 7: Yearly growth in full-time and part-time employment by gender

In the year to August 2018, Arts and Recreation Services has 
experienced the highest employment growth (+10.4%), but in 
absolute numbers, the Health Care and Social Assistance sector has 
had the highest growth, with around 90,000 more people employed 
in the national sector in the year to August 2018. This increase in the 
Health sector is equivalent to 5.6% growth. Construction has had the 
second highest absolute increase, with around 75,000 more people 
employed in the sector. 
The Public Administration and Administrative and Support Services 
sectors were the only two industries to record negative changes 
and growth rates in the year to August 2018. During this period, the 
size of the Public Administration sector shrunk by 1.9% and shed 
some 14,000 jobs. Administrative and Support Services lost 12,800 
employed person, equivalent to 3% of employment in the sector. 
Most of these jobs were in NSW. 
Retail trade has seen reasonable growth in the last year, with an 
additional 36,000 workers added to the sector and overall growth 
reaching 2.9%, albeit most in part-time work. Agriculture and Utilities 
sectors have also seen strong growth in the last 12 months, with both 
sectors growing rapidly (+6.0%, +7.5% respectively), and adding to their 
relatively small base.

In the year to August 2018, the public sector employed more 
women than men, adding 25,000 female workers to the workforce 
over a period where the number of male workers fell by around 
9,000. Most of the losses for men were in full-time employment, 
with the number of full-time male workers falling by 2.1%. In 
contrast, female full-time employment in the sector grew by 3.3%. 
Part-time employment in the public sector grew more among men 
(up 3.5% over the year to August 2018) with much lower part-time 
employment growth among the female workforce (up by 1.2%). 
In the private sector, growth in female employment has been 
dominant, both in full-time and part-time work. Over the year to 
August 2018, private sector employment among females expanded 
by 4.3% for full-time workers and by 3.1% for part-time.
Overall, growth in employment in the private sector is more 
than three times higher than growth in the public sector – 3.5% 
compared to 1.0%. This represents a considerable change from the 
same time last year, where public sector growth was more than six 
times faster than the private sector. 
Averaging around 4.3%, employment growth for women working 
full-time in the private sector has been increasing at a faster rate 
than men’s, up 3.1% in the same period. Part-time employment 
growth for women (+3.1%) in the private sector is also growing 
more rapidly than men’s (+2.0%). In all cases except for male 
part-time employment, the private sector has delivered  higher 
employment growth than the public sector.

In the year leading to August 2018, Qld’s utility sector, with 30% growth, has had the highest growth in employment across all industries in 
Australia. On the other hand, the Wholesale industry in Tasmania has shed 24% of its employees, the largest decrease across the states. 
There are consistent top performers and underperformers across Australia’s states. Arts and Recreation features among the top three growth 
industry sectors for four out of the six states featured - NSW, Vic, WA and Tas. Agriculture features strongly as one of the fastest growing 
industries in the last 12 months in Qld with 15.9%, in SA with 17.7%, and in WA with a 14.8% increase in employment size. Meanwhile, the 
Public Administration sector is among the bottom three performers in NSW, Qld and Tas. 
The top three performers in Vic have added a considerable number of workers, with Arts and Recreation adding 11,000, Construction adding 
37,000, and Professional Services adding 18,000 more employed persons. Generally, with the exception of a few cases, the top industry 
performers have been service providers, and employment growth in these sectors could signal changes to the national and state labour markets.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003
Notes: Values are smoothed using 5 period moving average. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003
Notes: Values are smoothed using 5 period moving average.   

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 6291.0.55.003
Notes: Values are smoothed using 5 period moving average. Values show yearly growth in period of August 2016 to August 2017 - Values in [#] represent (‘000) person change. The growth of top performer is marked with green 
while the bottom performer is marked red. 

Table 3: Industry performers in employment, yearly growth by states and territories

4


