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Positive signs for Australian labour market
There are positive signs to be found almost everywhere in this month’s labour market 
update – well everywhere except for WA. Nationally, unemployment remains stable 
and relatively low at 5.6%, with continued labour force participation growth able 
to be absorbed. Underemployment has also fallen over the last 12 months, and we 
have seen strong growth in both full- and part-time employment during this period 
– particularly among women. But as Rebecca Cassells writes – it is very much a tale of 
two states, with WA’s labour market continuing to flounder. 

Wage growth also continues to stall nationally, despite these strong positive signs in 
the labour market. This begs the question – what is it about the current wage offers 
that’s holding wage growth down? 

Outliers – Western Australia and New South Wales
Western Australia and New South Wales couldn’t be more different in the 
latest labour market statistics from the ABS. Our most populous state, NSW 
is forging ahead, with employment growth stronger than national figures and 
unemployment some 0.6ppts below the national average. Average monthly hours 
worked are up by 2.0% over the last year and growth in labour force participation 
is the strongest among all states and greater than national growth rates for both 
men and women. 

WA on the other hand continues to stall. Unemployment is much higher at 6.2% 
and full-time employment growth has gone backwards over the last year (-0.9%).  
Part-time employment growth is keeping the State’s head above water, but we still 
can’t seem to make any ground on full-time employment. One positive sign for the 
West is that strong part-time employment growth has not been met with an increase 
in underemployment, which means many of the part-time jobs being created are 
sufficient, at least from the perspective of the employee.

Participation up, unemployment down for Australian women
Undoubtedly, the Australian labour market is performing well on many fronts; yet 
looking at the gender decomposition of these changes reveals interesting stories. 
In all states and territories except the NT and Qld, female unemployment has gone 
down since June 2017. That is the case even though female labour force participation, 
nationally and across many states and territories, has gone up. Such a pattern implies 
that not only are Australian women actively participating in the labour market but 
also that they can find employment. We see this evidenced in changes in part-time 
and full-time employment across genders. Growth in female full-time employment is 
higher than male’s in most of the regions. For part-time employment though, while 
the pattern of growth is mixed, women in NSW and WA have recorded staggering 
growth of 8.5% and 6.6% respectively. 
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The June 2018 national unemployment rate showed 
no change from May 2018, though it did decrease 
from June 2017. Reaching 5.4% in June 2018, on 
trend and seasonally adjusted figures, the Australian 
unemployment rate has fallen by 0.2 ppts since June 
2017. This is equivalent to a reduction of 12,200 
unemployed persons. As of June 2018, there were 
719,000 unemployed people nationally, a 1,200 
reduction from May this year. 
Among states and territories, WA had the highest u/e 
for another consecutive month (6.2%), an increase (+0.6 
ppts) from June 2017 but with no change from May this 
year. As of June 2018, the lowest u/e rate belongs to the 
ACT with 3.5%. The ACT’s u/e rate has reduced by 0.1 ppt 
from May 2018 and by 0.5 ppts since June 2017. 
Since May 2018, most states and territories have seen no change in their u/e rate, excluding NSW, SA and the ACT who have recorded small changes 
of -0.1 ppt. In the year since June 2017 however, WA, Tas and the NT are the only regions with an increase in unemployment.

ABS labour market data as of June 2018, show the total 
number of employed persons in Australia has risen to 
more than 12.5 million. This represents a 2.6% increase in 
employment from June 2017 to June 2018. This increase 
is not equally observed among part-time and full-time 
employment: part-time employment is faring slightly 
better with 3.4% growth, compared to 2.2% growth in 
full-time employment. From May 2018, though, the 
change in part-time and full-time employment is almost 
identical, both adding around 13,500 people to the 
Australian labour force.

Across states and territories, NSW has seen the highest 
growth, both from June 2017 and May 2018. The 
State has added an extra 13,000 employed people 
since May 2018, and a 3.7% increase from June 2017. 
NSW’s employment growth over the last 12mths 
has been dominated by a 5.7% increase in part-time 
employment, while full-time employment reported a milder 2.9% increase. Tas recorded the lowest growth in the year to June 2018 and the lowest 
increase in employed persons since May 2018. But growth in Tas’s full-time employment since June 2017 is more than three times its growth in part-time 
employment in the same period. 

Looking at employment rate changes in the year since June 2017, WA is the only region with negative growth in full-time employment, a 0.9% reduction. 
On the other hand, WA had the highest annual growth in part-time employment (+6.2%). The NT and ACT were the only regions where part-time 
employment shrunk, -4.8% and -0.6% change respectively. 

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

Since June 2017, the national labour force participation 
rate (LFPR) has increased by 0.5 ppt. Nationally, the female 
LFPR increased significantly, by 0.7 ppt, equivalent to 7 
times the change in the male LFPR (+0.1ppt). From June 
2017, with the exception of Vic, SA and the ACT, positive 
changes in the female LFPR in all states are considerably 
higher than for men. In the year since June 2017, the 
change in female LFPR was the highest in the NT (+2.7 
ppt), NSW came second with around +2.0 ppt change. SA 
is the only region where the growth in the LFPR is smaller 
for women than men, though the gap is negligible.
Focusing on the ACT and Tas, the pattern of change 
among genders is reversed: in Tas, the female LFPR grew 
by +0.8 ppt but its male LFPR shrunk (-0.4 ppt), in the ACT 
however, the male LFPR increased by +0.6 ppt but female 
LFPR fell by -0.1 ppt. Vic is the only state where the LFPR 
fell for both men and women in the last 12mths.

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 June 2017 to June 2018.
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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. 

Table 2: Unemployment changes – states and territories
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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

Nationally, the u/e rate for men fell slightly over the last 12mths, from 
5.6% to 5.5%. Unemployment among women however, has had a 
more significant decrease, from 5.7% in June 2017 to 5.3% in June 
2018. NSW, Vic, SA and the ACT recorded a reduction in the u/e rate of 
both genders, with Vic’s reductions the largest (-0.6ppt for men and 
-1.17ppt for women). On the other hand, the NT was the only region 
where u/e rates increased for both men and women. 
WA has recorded the highest u/e rate across both genders among all 
states and territories, with the male u/e rate of 6.6% in June 2018 also 
having the largest increase (+1.15ppt) in the last year. In the 12 mths 
leading to June 2018, the biggest drop in the female u/e rate was in SA 
with a 1.8% ppt reduction and the largest decrease in male u/e was in 
the ACT (-0.9ppts).

In the year to June 2018, growth in full-time employment is all about 
women, with the exception of WA and the ACT. Nationally, annual 
growth in employment since June 2017 is greater for men than women. 
This pattern continues across states and territories, with growth in 
female full-time employment outpacing men. WA and the ACT are 
exceptions, with full-time employment growth over the last 12 months 
negative for the West, and while still positive in the ACT, lower than 
male full-time growth.  
Part-time employment patterns are mixed: WA recorded the highest 
growth in female part-time employment (+8.5%), followed by NSW 
(+6.6%). In both States, growth in female part-time employment is 
much stronger than male part-time employment. But in Qld, SA and Tas, 
male part-time employment grew much more than female employment 
did.
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Nationally, Australian employees worked slightly less hours in June 2018 
than what they did in June 2017, averaging 139.5 hours worked per 
employee. In the same period, the NT’s employees increased their average 
hours of work by 5%, reaching 153.1 hours worked per employee. All 
other states with growth, NSW, Vic and Tas, have increases of less than 
1% (0.2%, 0.5% and 0.6% respectively). In the year since June 2017, the 
highest reduction was in Qld with a 1% decrease, dropping the State’s total 
monthly hours worked per employee to 140.5. Tas continues to have the 
lowest total hours worked in June 2018, 133.7 hours per employee, even 
with a 0.6% increase from June last year. 

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories    

Higher underemployment among women compared to men is 
a common feature within the Australian labour market, and the 
latest data show no exception to this trend. While the gap in the 
two Territories is smaller, a higher rate of female underemployment 
is noticeable across all states. With an increase in female 
underemployment from last year, Tas recorded the highest 
underemployment ratio for women, 14.1%. The highest rate for men 
was in WA, at 7.8%, but this has decreased slightly from June 2017 
(-0.3 ppt). 
Nationally, and among several states and territories, 
underemployment has fallen. Vic experienced the largest decrease in 
female underemployment over the last 12mths (-1.5 ppt), while the 
highest reduction in male underemployment was observed in the NT, 
a -1.0 ppt drop.

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 June 2017 to June 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 June 2017 and June 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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