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Australia’s labour market continues to gather pace

Signs of Australia’s strengthening labour market continue to come with each month’s ABS 
release. The national unemployment rate has fallen a further 0.1ppt to 5.1% in the month 
to October 2018 on trend figures - the lowest since April 2012 - and an additional 25,400 
jobs have been created over the month, 9 in 10 of which have been in full-time positions. 
The WA jobs market also continues to strengthen, with trend unemployment falling 
0.1ppt to 5.9% in the month to October 2018. Unemployment in the West does seem 
to have turned a corner, coming on the back of a downward revision in the previous 
month’s unemployment rate for September 2018, down 0.1ppt to 6.0%. And as a mirror 
to national trends, WA’s employment growth has been driven by growth in full-time jobs 
– up by 2.7% over the month.
Taken alongside WA’s return to positive economic growth, as reported in BCEC’s latest 
WA Economic Update, these latest labour market figures provide perhaps the strongest 
evidence yet that the West’s economy is well on track - led by the State’s resources 
sector, but supported by increased economic activity in mining, construction, finance and 
manufacturing, as well as strong value add in the health care sector.

Should we be concerned about falling labour force participation?  
 

The latest labour force participation patterns show that for the first time in some time, 
participation rates are down on trend yearly terms for nearly all states and territories and 
for both men and women. This is an unusual pattern compared to previous BCEC MLMU 
releases, where most states and territories saw growth in labour force participation, 
particularly among women. 

Of interest is the continued fall in participation for Vic, coupled with a very big decrease 
in the number of unemployed, which makes one wonder whether the unemployed have 
simply left the labour force altogether – or the State. But we haven’t seen this same 
trend for Qld, which has also seen a fall in participation, but unemployment remains 
unchanged. 

We do know that monthly labour force participation trends are driven in part by  
longer-term trends in the labour market as pointed out in our Future of Work Report. 
Falling participation among men and increasing participation among women, coupled 
with an ageing population are all contributing to some of the current trends we’re seeing.  
An indicator to keep an eye on.

WA’s labour market outlook a step in the right direction 
 

WA added 2,800 workers to the State over the last month, placing WA among the top 
three performers across states and territories when looking at employment growth in 
absolute numbers. The extra good news is that most of the additional jobs were full-time, 
with an extra 5,600 jobs added since September. Unemployment in the West has also 
fallen slightly over the last month on trend terms, down to 5.9%, however, this was driven 
by a decrease in unemployment among men rather than women. 

On year-to-date measures however, WA still has some catching up to do, with employment 
growth relatively weak compared to other states and territories – 1.2% compared to 2.3% 
nationally. And unemployment is higher than what it was 12 months ago. 
But, still, this is a step in the right direction for WA and the outlook is much more positive 
than it’s been in quite some time. 
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The national unemployment rate remains unchanged 
at 5.0% on seasonally adjusted figures but narrowed 
slightly to 5.1% on trend figures. There are just over 
680,000 unemployed persons across Australia – 37,000 
fewer than there were 12 months ago. This represents a 
decrease on year-to-date measures of 0.4ppts. 

Across states and territories, the ACT has the lowest 
unemployment rate (3.7%), with Vic the second lowest 
at 4.5%. Close by is NSW and the NT both with a 4.6% 
unemployment rate. The highest u/e rate remained with 
Qld at 6.2%. 

In the last month, Vic, WA and Tas have seen a 0.1ppt 
reduction in their u/e rates. The NT’s u/e rate increased 
and all other states and territories remained unchanged. 

Looking back over the last year, Vic has seen the biggest decrease in unemployment, down 1.3ppts and around 44,000 fewer people 
unemployed than a year ago. Qld, the NT and WA are the only three regions to have seen an increase in the u/e rate on year-to-date measures. 

Australia’s labour market has maintained its positive 
outlook according to the latest ABS Labour Force 
Survey. From September 2018, just over 25,000 
workers were added to the Australian workforce. 
Annual employment growth since October last year 
has reached 2.3% nationally. In the year to October 
2018, all states experienced an improvement in 
the labour market, but both territories had a slight 
reduction in the number of employed. In the last 
month, NSW recorded the highest increase in the 
number of employed persons, with an additional 
10,400 workers. Vic had the second highest, with just 
over 6,000 workers added to the labour market in the 
last month. WA has 2,800 more employed – the third 
highest change among the states. 

On a yearly basis, employment growth across states and territories has been mostly driven by full-time employment, with the ACT being the 
exception. ACT’s full-time employment shrunk by 1.9% from October last year, in the same period SA has recorded the lowest positive growth 
at +1.3%. The highest growth in full-time employment was in Vic (+3.8%), followed by WA (+2.7%). Part-time employment grew in just a few 
regions: with low positive growth in the ACT (+1.2%) and SA (+1.9%) and significant annual growth of 6.7% in NSW.

Table 1: Employment changes - states and territories

Nationally, labour force participation grew equally 
(and very slightly) for both men and women, up 0.2 
ppts over the last year. NSW had the highest growth 
in female participation (+1.7 ppts), while WA saw the 
highest increase among men (+0.6 ppts). With the 
exception of NSW, men in WA and women in SA, all 
other states and territories have seen a decrease in 
labour force participation for both men and women 
over the last year. 

The biggest decline for both men and women was 
in the ACT (-1.5 and -2.8 ppts). Vic has also seen a 
reasonably large decrease in female participation in the 
last year, down a full percentage point. This is quite a 
different pattern to participation rates seen in previous 
BCEC Monthly Labour Market Updates.  

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 October 2017 to October 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. 



The BCEC Monthly Labour Market Update is based on estimates from the ABS monthly labour force survey. These estimates are subject to sampling variability.

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

The overall improvement in unemployment is apparent for 
both men and women, with rates lower now than a year ago. 
NSW, Vic and SA have seen a similar improvement for men and 
women, with the reduction in Vic being the highest across all 
states and territories. Qld is the only region with an increase in 
unemployment rates for both genders. In WA, Tas and the ACT the 
unemployment rate for women increased, but decreased among 
men. In the NT, the pattern of change is the opposite: women 
have a lower unemployment rate compared to a year ago, but for 
men it is higher. At 6.2%, the unemployment rate among Qld men 
and women is the highest across all states and territories. The 
unemployment rate among ACT men is the lowest among genders 
and across all states and territories. The two territories have 
the lowest unemployment rate for women across the states and 
territories.

Full-time employment for both men and women grew across all 
states and territories on year-to-date measures, with the exception 
of the ACT. Vic has recorded the strongest growth for full-time 
employment among men (+4.5%). Qld again saw the strongest 
growth in female full-time employment over the last 12 months 
(+3.8%). WA has seen similar growth in full-time employment for 
both men and women in the last year (+2.7%). 
Nationally, we’ve seen an increase in part-time employment over the 
last year. This growth has largely been driven by the considerable 
growth in part-time employment among men and women in NSW – 
growing at over 6.0%. 
Part-time employment growth has been more mixed among states 
and territories, and genders. Vic and WA are the only two regions 
where part-time employment among men shrunk. For women,  
part-time employment grew in just Vic and SA. The ACT had the 
highest part-time employment growth among men (+9.0%). WA was 
the only state to see part-time employment decrease for both men 
and women.

Since October 2017, the number of hours worked per employee on a 
national level has fallen by 0.3%, dropping to 139.1 hours per month. 
Tas, NSW and Qld saw decreases in total monthly hours worked per 
employee, down by 1.2%, 0.9% and 1.2% respectively.

The NT recorded the highest total hours worked per employee, as well 
as the strongest growth since October 2017 (+1.9%). WA followed the 
NT, with the second highest average total hours worked, 141.5 hours 
per employee each month. The lowest number of total hours worked 
was in Tas, at 131.4 hours per employee. Qld and Tas saw a reduction 
in average monthly hours per worker, down by 1.2%.

Figure 5: Underemployment ratio by gender – states and territories    

Nationally, underemployment for women remains unchanged over 
the last year (11.2%), but for men underemployment has fallen to 
from 7.0% to 6.5%. But in general, women are still significantly 
more likely to be underemployed than men. Vic has had the 
biggest decrease in male underemployment, a 1.4 ppt decrease 
taking it to 6%. For women, Tas has seen the greatest reduction 
in female underemployment, (-1.05 ppts), but it still remains the 
highest among all regions. The NT, Tas and Vic are the only regions 
with a reduction in female underemployment. WA and Qld have 
seen female underemployment increase over the last year.

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 October 2017 to October 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 October 2017 and October 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: Trend values are used. 
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