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Labour markets strengthening, but more underemployed women 

The latest ABS monthly statistics show signs of a strengthening labour market, 
with growth of over 25,000 in the number of people employed during the last 
month, on trend figures. Full-time employment in Australia has risen by 19,300 
people since April 2017, but the trend towards increased part-time work remains 
strong. At 2.5%, the rate of growth in part-time employment is still double the 
rate for full-time. The national unemployment rate remained steady, on trend 
measures, at 5.7%, with the rate for male unemployment falling during the year 
to May 2017 to 5.5%. Indeed, male unemployment rates fell over the year in 
all states bar VIC and QLD. The picture is somewhat different for women, with 
female unemployment rates rising in five of the eight states and territories, 
and underemployment figures remaining higher for women than men in every 
jurisdiction in the country. 
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Private sector doing it tough, while public sector workforce grows

The prevailing narrative for the Australian labour market is very much ‘a tale of 
two sectors’, with a weak private sector contrasting with far stronger public sector 
employment growth. Overall, private sector employment grew by less than 1% 
over the year to May 2017, entirely driven by a rise in part-time work of 3.0% on 
a year-to-date measure. Taken together with a slight contraction in full-time jobs 
over the period, low private sector wage growth of 0.5% over the last quarter, and 
rising underemployment, the private sector labour market looks to be adjusting 
to counter the effects of a more challenging economic outlook. 

The public sector in Australia presents a very different story, with workforce 
growth of 5.2% during the year to May 2017. Much of this growth came in the 
form of increased part-time work for women, up 7.0% compared to the same 
time last year, while men experienced full-time employment growth of 6.3% over 
this same period. 
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WA labour market still adjusting post-resources boom

WA’s headline employment numbers continue to improve, with 3,500 more 
people employed during May 2017. However, the State’s labour market is still 
adjusting to life after the resources boom, with the WA construction sector 
shedding 15,300 jobs in the year to May 2017 (down 10.2%, and very much 
against the trend for the sector nationally). Similar pressures are being felt in 
Transport, Postal and Warehousing, which lost 5,300 workers over the year, and 
in Rental, Hiring and Real Estate. On a positive note, the WA agriculture sector 
employed 6,000 more workers over the year to May 2017. 

Jobs in retail are on the decline nationally, perhaps a signal that the tighter 
economic climate is having a dampening effect on household spending choices.
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National employment continued to increase by just 
over 25,000 people between April 2017 and May 2017, 
according to the latest ABS monthly release. On a year-
to-date measure, employment has grown by 1.6% 
since May 2016.

Employment rose between April 2017 and May 2017 
in all states and territories other than SA. The greatest 
proportionate increases over the month to May 2017 
were in VIC (up 0.27%, or 8,400 people), NSW (up 
0.26%, or 10,000), WA (up 0.26%, or 3,500) and QLD 
(up 0.25%, or 5,900 people). 

On year-to-date measures, employment in the NT has 
increased the most, by 5.2% in the year to May 2017, 
followed by VIC with employment growth of 3.4%. 

Growth in full-time employment in Australia has 
strengthened in the last month, up 19,300 since 
April 2017, but the trend towards increased part-time work remains strong. At 2.5%, the rate of growth in part-time employment growth is still 
double the rate for full-time. TAS and NT have both seen the biggest increases in part-time employment in the last 12 months – 26.8% and 9.4% 
respectively. WA is showing signs of a strengthening labour market for the second update in succession, with full-time employment rising by 4,400 
people in the month to May 2017. This trend may be contributing to the fall in the number of part-time workers in the State.

Table 1: Employment Changes - states and territories

The labour force participation rate (LFPR) for Australia 
remained stable over the year to May 2017, with 
no growth over the period. However, this national 
aggregate conceals some significant differences 
between states and territories, particularly in the 
labour force participation of women.

Year-to-date labour force growth reached 1.7% in VIC 
and 1.5% in TAS in the year to May 2017, while NSW 
showed the largest decline in participation across this 
period, falling by 1.4% since May 2016. 

VIC has seen a sizeable increase in female participation 
of 3.4% on year-to-date measures, while participation 
decreased in NSW for both males and females, by 2.3% 
and 0.6% respectively. In contrast, female participation 
fell in WA by just under 1% during the year to May 
2017. 

Male participation has either declined or remained 
relatively unchanged across all states and territories.

Figure 1: Growth in Labour Force Participation Rate – 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. 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. Figures show growth from May 2016 to May 2017.
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There were 729,200 unemployed people in Australia 
in May 2017, down 4,800 since April 2017. The 
national unemployment rate for May 2017 remained 
at 5.7% on trend figures (5.5% on a seasonally 
adjusted basis).

WA was last month’s best performer across states and 
territories in terms of change in the unemployment 
rate, with a 0.2ppt reduction in the month to May 
2017, 2,200 fewer unemployed than in April 2017.

VIC and SA unemployment rates increased the 
most in the year to May 2017, by 0.4 and 0.2 points 
respectively. VIC has seen a year-to-date rise of 
19,900 in the number of unemployed people, while 
NSW has seen a fall of 15,000.                                                                                             

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 Rate by gender

The national unemployment rate for women, at 5.8%, is marginally 
higher than for men, at 5.5%. State and territory unemployment 
rates for men have fallen in the year to May 2017 in NSW, SA and 
WA as well as in the smaller states and territories; NT (down 1.6ppt 
to 2.8%), TAS (down 0.9ppt to 5.7%) and ACT (down 0.7ppt to 
3.3%). 

The picture is different for women, with female unemployment 
rates rising in five of the eight states and territories over the year 
to May 2017. SA saw the most significant worsening of the female 
unemployment rate, up 0.9ppt to 7.4% since May 2016, while rates 
in VIC have risen over the year for both men and women. 

There has been a strengthening of full-time employment growth 
for men in the year to May 2017, particularly in SA, VIC, NSW and 
WA. Full-time employment for women has grown in the year 
to May 2017 in WA (up 4.2%) and VIC (2.7%), but fallen among 
women in all other states and territories. TAS has seen the biggest 
year-to-date fall, down 6.2%. 

The share of part-time workers continues to rise on year-to-
date measures from May 2016 to May 2017. With the exception 
of WA, part-time employment for women has grown across all 
jurisdictions, most significantly in VIC (at a rate of nearly 8% since 
May 2016), TAS and ACT. 

Nationally, the youth unemployment rate decreased by 0.09 
percentage points between April 2017 and May 2017, but still 
sits at almost 12.8%. Youth unemployment in South Australia 
grew 0.22 percentage points in the month to May 2017, and is 
now higher than any other state or territory on a yearly average 
measure. 

Tasmania (at 15.1%) and Queensland (13.5%) both improved 
slightly in the month to May 2017, but youth unemployment in 
Victoria remains at 13.1%. The NT and ACT have the lowest youth 
unemployment rates – at 7.9% and 10.6% respectively.

Figure 5: Underemployment Ratio by gender - states and territories

The underemployment ratios for men and women in Australia 
remain at 7.2% and 11.3% respectively, with underemployment 
higher for women than men across all states and territories. 

Most noticeably, the underemployment ratios for WA have risen 
for both men and women during the year to May 2017, by around 
1.3 percentage points each to 8.0% and 13.1% respectively.  For 
the two most populous states, NSW and VIC, underemployment 
remained unchanged over the year to May 2017. Tasmania 
has the highest female underemployment ratio, at 13.7%, 
increasing from 13.2% in May 2016. SA recorded the highest male 
underemployment ratio, at 8.6%.

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 May 2016 to May 2017.

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau of Statistics Cat 
No 6202.0
Notes: Figure shows unemployment rate for 15 to 24 years olds – 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 

Nationally, the public administration sector had the most growth 
in the year to May 2017, both in terms of total employment (up 
49,700) and in industry employment share (with an increase of 
6.7%). This was followed by Construction (up 33,400, or 3.2%) 
and Accommodation and Food Services (up 31,600 or 3.8%). 
Employment numbers fell the most in Retail Trade (down 28,200, 
or 2.2%) and the utilities and waste services sector (down 6.9%, or 
10,000). 

Total public sector employment grew strongly in the year to May 
2017, by 5.2% overall. Most of this growth came from increases 
in full-time male public sector employment (up 6.3% since May 
2016), women in full-time employment (up 4.0%) and women in 
part-time work (up 7.0%). In contrast, the private sector delivered 
modest employment growth of less than 1.0% in the year to May 
2017. Most private sector employment growth comes in the form 
of part-time jobs (up just over 3.0% year-to-date), with stronger 
part-time employment growth among men (up 5.0%) than women 
(up 2.1%).

Construction is one of the top performers in several states, with year-to-date employment growth of 29,500 jobs in NSW (up 9.3%) and 18,400 
jobs in Queensland (up 8.8%) while the pattern is less clear among bottom performers. WA’s labour market continues to adjust to life post-
resources boom, with the State’s construction sector shedding 15,300 jobs in the year to May 2017 (down 10.2%). Similar pressures are being felt 
in Transport, Postal and Warehousing, which lost 7.4% of the workforce (5,300 workers) over the year, and in Rental, Hiring and Real Estate, with 
employment down 6.8% over the year (1,700 fewer jobs). Most of WA’s employment growth in the last year has come in agriculture (up by 21.6%, 
or 6,000 workers). The Education and Training sector in VIC employed 20,200 more workers over the year to May 2017, whereas in QLD, the sector 
has seen the greatest fall in jobs over the past year, with the loss of 10,800 jobs since May 2016. 

Source: BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE | Australian Bureau Of Statistics Cat No 
6291.0.55.003
Notes: Trend values are used.

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 a 5 period moving average.   Values show yearly percentage growth in employment between May 2016 and May 2017 by state and industry sector. 
Values in [#] represent changes in 1,000’s of people. The growth of the top performer (in percentage terms) is marked with green while the bottom performer is marked red. 
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Table 3: Industry performers in employment, Yearly growth by states and territories
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