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When will the West turn the corner?
The WA labour market has posed something of a conundrum over the last year. Signs 
of growth have been fragile at best, flattering one month but occasionally deceive 
the next. So have we reached a reliable turning point in the West’s labour market 
fortunes? 
At 6.1%, WA still has the second highest unemployment rate in the country, and the 
highest among men, at 6.6%. The lion’s share of the State’s employment growth has 
come through part-time work. However, WA’s trend unemployment rate fell by 0.1ppt 
last month, with 3,400 more people in full-time employment compared to June 2018. 
Labour force participation rates in the West have grown strongly over the last year 
too, rising 0.7ppt to 75% among men - the highest across all states and territories 
except the NT - and by 0.6ppt to 62% among women. Underemployment has also 
fallen in WA over the last year, both for men and women. 
These latest data may signal that the WA labour market is on the road to recovery, but 
we’ll need to wait a little longer to see whether the West has really turned the corner.

Australian labour market stronger than ever so why the low 
wage growth?
The labour market appears to be stronger than ever, with the number of people 
employed in Australia reaching just under 12.6 million – half the population. 
Unemployment continues to remain low and has fallen by 0.2ppts in the last 12 
months. We’ve also seen relatively strong labour force participation growth, a 
marginal decline in underemployment and falling youth unemployment. Capacity 
is being absorbed, and the labour market looks pretty healthy on any number of 
indicators…except wages. 
Wages continue to grow at around 2.0% annually, well below the long-term trend of 
around 3.0%. A number of theories exist around the low wage growth we’re seeing 
in the labour market – spare capacity, contract work, part-time jobs, technology 
substitution, the globalisation of the labour force and our industrial relations system. 
It’s likely that a combination of these factors are contributing to the contradiction of 
low wage growth and a strong labour market. Figuring out which one is contributing 
the most and whether policy intervention is required should be a priority of the new 
Morrison government.

An East-West divide in youth unemployment
Unemployment among young Australians fell by 0.32ppt in the year to July 2018, 
with one in nine (11.1%) of 15 to 24 year olds unemployed and actively looking for 
work. Yet, behind the national figure sits something of an East-West divide. Youth 
unemployment rates are relatively low in the ACT and NSW at 9.9% and 10.3% 
respectively, both falling by 0.1ppt over the year to July 2018. Vic and Qld recorded 
falls of 0.2ppt over the year, to 12.5% and 12.9% respectively. However, the picture 
is somewhat different in the West, with youth unemployment rising 0.25ppt to 
14.5% on latest data – the highest across all jurisdictions in mainland Australia and 
exceeded only by Tas, at 14.7%.
Youth unemployment is a major inhibitor to economic independence in the transition 
from education to work, a contributor to social challenges, and has a scarring effect 
that can extend over a large part of the working lives of young Australians. It is critical 
that we continue to bear down on youth unemployment across every part of the 
country.   
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National unemployment remained at 5.4% at July 2018, 
on both trend and seasonally adjusted figures. This rate 
is unchanged from June 2018, but has fallen by 0.2ppt 
since July 2017. There are now around 713,000 people 
unemployed nationally on latest figures, down 1,300 over 
the month and 12,600 fewer than in July 2017. 

Unemployment rates remained unchanged for all bar 
one of Australia’s states and territories. WA was the only 
exception, with trend unemployment falling by 0.1ppt 
over the month. Yet WA still has the second highest 
unemployment rate in the country (at 6.1%) behind Tas (at 
6.2%).  

Looking at patterns of change over the year to July 2018 
reveals some striking contrasts between states. Unemployment rates fell in just in three regions over the year, in Vic, SA and the ACT - down by 1.0ppt, 
0.6ppt and 0.4ppt respectively – while the unemployment rate in WA has risen by 0.5ppt. Vic has reduced the number of people unemployed by 
about 32,000 in the year to July 2018, whereas NSW now has 10,300 more unemployed people. Unemployment in WA also grew by 8,800 in the year 
to July 2018.

The number of people employed in Australia sat at 
just under 12.6 million in July 2018 according to the 
latest ABS labour market data. Overall employment 
grew by 2.4% in the year to July 2017, equivalent to 
around 27,000 more people in work. This increase has 
been driven mostly by a rise of 18,200 in full-time jobs. 
However, in share terms there has been slightly higher 
growth in part-time employment, at 3.1% over the year 
to July 2018, compared to 2.1% for full-time work.

Employment in NSW has grown by 3.2% since July 
2017, behind only the NT (up 3.5% over the year). The 
strongest employment growth over the latest month 
was in Vic, with a 10,400 increase in the number of 
people employed since June 2018. In share terms, full-
time and part-time employment in Vic has lifted by the same rate over the year, up 2.5% since July 2017.

Full-time employment has increased across all states and territories since July 2017, but only fractionally for WA at just 0.04%. Part-time employment 
growth over the year to July 2018 remains strong across all states, but fell in the two territories of the NT and ACT, by 6.1% and 1.3% respectively. At 
4.5%, NSW had the highest growth in part-time jobs, followed by SA at 4.1% growth and WA at 3.5%.

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

The national labour force participation rate (LFPR) has 
grown by around 0.3 percentage points (ppt) in the year 
to July 2018, to 65.5% of the working age population. 
LFPR among women rose 0.5ppt to 60.5% in the year 
to July 2018, compared with growth of 0.2ppt to 70.9% 
among men. 

LFPR grew in all states and territories except Vic and the 
ACT over the year to July 2018. LFPR growth has been 
particularly strong among women in NSW (up 1.8ppt to 
60.0%) and the NT (up 3.7ppt to 74.1%), far in excess of 
the equivalent growth in male participation. WA showed 
the strongest overall growth in LFPR over the year to July 
2018 (up 0.6ppt), with LFPR in the West rising by 0.7ppt to 
75.0% among men (higher than all states and territories 
except the NT), and by 0.6ppt to 62.1% among women 
(a higher LFPR than all bar the two territories). LFPR 
weakened slightly in Vic and the ACT, with overall LFPR 
down by 0.6ppt and 0.4ppt respectively in the year to July 
2018. For both jurisdictions, the falls in LFPR were greater 
for women.

Figure 1: Growth in labour force participation – 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 July 2017 to July 2018.
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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. Numbers may not sum to totals due to rounding.   

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

Notes: Trend values are used. 
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Figure 2: Unemployment rate by gender – states and territories

Figure 4:  Youth unemployment – states and territories

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

While the national unemployment rate for men has remained 
relatively stable at 5.5% over the year to July 2018, the rate for women 
has fallen by 0.4ppt to 5.2%. Vic is the only state where unemployment 
rates have fallen for both genders - down 0.8ppt for men and 1.3ppt 
for women. SA is the other jurisdiction alongside Vic to have seen a 
significant reduction in female unemployment rates, falling by 1.5 ppt 
over the year to 5.3%. 

WA has seen the strongest increase in male unemployment across 
states and territories, up 1.1ppt over the year to 6.6% in July 2018 – the 
highest rate across all jurisdictions. The NT faced the second highest 
increase in unemployment rates for men, rising 0.8ppt over the 
year, while rates fell by 0.9ppt in the ACT. Only the ACT, Vic and QLD 
recorded a reduction in male unemployment rates.

Trend employment has grown over the year to July 2018 for both full-
time and part-time workers, and for both men and women, but in each 
case, growth has been stronger for women. Full-time employment grew 
nationally for women by 2.6% over the year, with increases across all 
states and territories other than WA. Growth in the number of women 
working full-time was particularly strong in NSW, Qld, Tas and SA. WA 
is the only state that saw a reduction in female full-time employment, 
down by 1.5% over the year. 

For part-time employment, the picture is mixed. In NSW, Vic and WA, 
year-on-year growth in female employment was higher than for males, 
and in Qld, SA and Tas the opposite was true: with growth in male 
part-time employment significantly higher than females. The ACT, Tas 
and Qld were the only regions with a reduction in female part-time 
employment and WA and the ACT were the only ones with negative 
growth for male part-time employment.
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Nationally, youth unemployment fell by 0.32ppt over the year, bringing 
the rate to just above 11% in July 2018. NSW, the ACT and NT are the only 
regions with youth unemployment rates below the national figure. Tas 
has the highest rate of youth unemployment, at 14.7%. WA sits at around 
14.5%, and has seen the highest increase since July 2017, up by 0.25ppt. 
Youth unemployment has also increased in Tas and the NT, by 0.23ppt 
and 0.18ppt respectively. SA has seen the largest reduction in the youth 
unemployment rate, down by 0.42ppt to 13.9%.

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories    

Nationally, underemployment has decreased marginally 
since July 2017, with women still facing far greater rates of 
underemployment than men. The NT has seen the largest drop 
in male underemployment, falling from 4.8% to 3.7% on year-
to-date measures. Tas is the only region to see an increase in 
male underemployment, rising by 0.3ppt, while the NT’s male 
underemployment was the lowest across all jurisdictions, at 3.7%.

Female underemployment fell most in Vic, down 1.4ppt over 
the year, followed by SA and WA (both down by 0.7ppt). Female 
underemployment rose over the year in NSW, Qld, Tas and the ACT, 
with female underemployment for Tas reaching 14% - the highest 
across states and territories.

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. Figures show growth from July 2017 to July 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 July 2017 and July 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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