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Tracking the labour market (1): Concepts and relationships

The Labour Force Survey (LFS) measures the 

labour market status of Australians: those 

employed, unemployed and not in the labour 

force.

The Labour Account measures employment by 

industry and sector.

The scope of Labour Statistics

Source for figures on this page: ABS Labour Statistics: Concepts, Sources and Methods

The Labour Force Framework

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/6102.0.55.001~Feb%202018~Main%20Features~Overview%20of%20Labour%20Statistics~1
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Tracking the labour market (2): Employment and jobs

• The ABS monthly Labour Force Survey (LFS) provides information about the labour 

market activity of Australia’s resident civilian population aged 15 and over, excluding 

members of the defence forces, overseas diplomats and overseas residents in 

Australia. The LFS is primarily designed to provide estimates of the labour market status 

of Australians: that is, are they employed, unemployed or not in the labour force.

• The ABS quarterly Labour Account provides estimates of the number of employed 

people, jobs, hours worked, and the income earned from each industry. The scope is 

all enterprises resident within Australia’s economic territory engaged in the production 

of goods and services and the Labour Account relates to the employment of all 

people in jobs created by those enterprises. It includes all people who contribute to 

Australian economic activity regardless of their residency status.  It is the preferred 

source of data on employment by industry and sector, because industry information is 

drawn from how businesses have been officially categorised rather than how 

employed people describe the business in which they work. This matters because 

some employees, when responding to the LFS, will describe the business activities most 

relevant to their job, rather than the actual industry of the business that pays their 

wages or salary. 

• Weekly Payroll Jobs and Wages is a new ABS collection based on payroll information 

via the ATO from businesses with single touch payroll (STP) enabled payroll and …

• (contd.) … accounting software.  A payroll job is a relationship between an employee 

and their employing enterprise, where the employee is paid in the reference week 

through STP-enabled payroll or accounting software. The series tracks changes in total 

jobs and offers a timely, high-frequency source of labour market data. However, data 

are only available in original (nsa) terms and recent data can be subject to sizeable 

revisions.

• The ABS quarterly Job Vacancies Survey (JVS) presents estimates of job vacancies 

classified by industry, sector and state/territory. It covers all employing organisations in 

Australia except for enterprises primarily engaged in agriculture, forestry and fishing, 

private households employing staff, and foreign diplomatic missions. Measures of job 

vacancies differ from job ads (below) because the former also include jobs where 

other recruitment approaches (e.g. word of mouth, internal) are used. Estimates 

suggest up to 19 per cent of jobs are not advertised. Job vacancies also count every 

position advertised within a single notice while some job ads may be used to fill 

multiple positions. 

• ANZ job ads are based on information provided by Seek.com.au and 

Jobsearch.gov.au. From November 2020, newspaper job ads were excluded from the 

series, affecting published data from January 2019 onwards.
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Tracking the labour market (3): Wages

• The ABS quarterly Wage Price Index (WPI) measures changes in the price of labour in 

the Australian labour market. It is a labour market version of the consumer price index 

(CPI), tracking price changes in a fixed ‘basket’ of jobs and is therefore not affected 

by changes in the quality and/or quantity of work. Different versions of the WPI cover 

total hourly rates of pay including and excluding bonuses, and ordinary hourly rates of 

pay including and excluding bonuses. The WPI is the major measure of inflationary 

pressure on wages and salaries.

• The ABS series on Average Weekly Earnings (AWE) measures average gross earnings 

(wages and salaries) of employees at a point in time. Estimates are derived by 

dividing estimates of total earnings by estimates of the number of employees. AWE is 

not a survey of individual workers and how their earnings change over time, and 

therefore does not measure the earnings of the ‘average person.’ Rather, it captures 

changes in the value of average wages and salaries over time. AWE is available on a 

six-monthly basis.

• Weekly payroll Jobs and Wages is a new ABS collection based on payroll information 

via the ATO from businesses with single touch payroll (STP) enabled payroll and 

accounting software. It provides timely, high-frequency information on changes in 

total wages paid but is only available on an original (nsa) basis and recent data 

points are subject to significant revisions.

Illustrating the differences between the three concepts

The ABS provides the following scenario to explain the differences between the three key 

wage series.

Imagine that the labour market data collected relates to information from a single 

business, Business X, instead of to the total labour market. At the time of the first ABS survey 

cycle, Business X has ten employees. Prior to the second survey cycle, the lowest paid staff 

member retires and is not replaced.  The remaining staff maintain their existing 

remuneration and conditions.

• AWE scenario: Both the reported total number of employees and total gross weekly 

earnings will decrease. However, the resulting average (total gross weekly earnings 

divided by total employees) will increase due to the retirement of the lowest paid staff 

member and the compositional shift toward higher paid jobs.

• Weekly Payroll Jobs and Wages scenario: Both the number of payroll jobs and total 

wages paid will decrease in response to the retiring employee.

• WPI scenario: The WPI tracks jobs and will not be affected.  As the job does not exist in 

the second survey cycle, it will not contribute to the calculation of changes in the 

price of wages and salaries.



© Copyright Australian Institute of Company Directors or its licensors 2021. All rights reserved under Australian and foreign laws. 2020/21 V1

M
A

R
K

 
T

H
I

R
L

W
E

L
L

L
A

B
O

U
R

 
M

A
R

K
E

T
 

C
H

A
R

T
 

P
A

C
K

 
–

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 
2

0
2

1

6

6

Employment and unemployment
(National – LFS)

T W O



© Copyright Australian Institute of Company Directors or its licensors 2021. All rights reserved under Australian and foreign laws. 2020/21 V1

M
A

R
K

 
T

H
I

R
L

W
E

L
L

L
A

B
O

U
R

 
M

A
R

K
E

T
 

C
H

A
R

T
 

P
A

C
K

 
–

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 
2

0
2

1

7

Employment

Employment jumped by a record 366,100 

people in November 2021, with f/t 

employment up 128,300 and p/t up 

237,800. This brought to an end a run of 

three successive monthly falls.

As of November 2021, the total 

number of people employed in the 

Australian economy was around 13.2 

million, or 181,800 people (1.4%) more 

than in March 2020.
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Unemployment
Increases in the number of unemployed can reflect (1) a movement from employment to unemployment but also (2) a movement from

not in the labour force to unemployment.  Likewise, falls can reflect (1) a movement from unemployment to employment but also (2) a 

movement from unemployment to not in the labour force. 

In normal times, a change in the unemployment rate would indicate a change in the degree of labour market slack. For example, a fall 

in the rate would indicate a tightening labour market and vice versa. But in lockdowns the unemployment rate also becomes an 

indicator of the difficulty of being able to actively look for work / be available for work while public health restrictions are in place. As a 

result, the reported number of unemployed can drop not only because some people are finding jobs but also because others are giving 

up looking for work / are unable to look for work, and are exiting the labour force.

The unemployment rate fell to 4.6% in November 2021 

and is again back below pre-COVID levels.
The number of unemployed fell by more than 

86,000 people in October as the labour market 

returned to a more normal mode of operation.
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Hours worked
During lockdowns, hours worked become a relatively more important guide to 

labour market conditions.

Hours worked rose by 76.7 million hours (4.5%) 

in November 2021 and were up 2% relative to 

pre-pandemic levels.

In November 2021, only 78,500 people 

worked zero hours for economic 

reasons. That was the lowest reading 

since May 2021.
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Underemployment and Underutilisation

The unemployment, underemployment and 

underutilisation rates are all now below pre-

pandemic levels.
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Labour force

The onset of the pandemic saw a dramatic 

withdrawal of workers from the labour market. 

Delta-driven lockdowns delivered a similar but 

smaller effect with three consecutive monthly falls in 

July, August and September 2021. The labour force 

increased again in October and (especially) 

November.

A sharp increase in employment drove the rise 

in the labour force in November, reverting to a 

more ‘normal’ pattern after October’s result.  
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Civilian population and those Not in the Labour Force

A rise in participation saw a marked fall in the 

number of people not in the labour force in 

November as state economies reopened and 

workers returned to employment.  

The pandemic has had a major impact on 

overall labour market supply in the form of

large change in the growth profile of the 

civilian population.
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Participation rates and Employment to population ratio

Participation rates and the employment to 

population ratio have returned to pre-

pandemic levels.  
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Part-time employment and Casual employment
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15

Employment and unemployment
(By State – LFS)
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Employment

The pattern of employment growth by state in 

November 2021 reflects the impact of the 

reopening of the NSW, VIC and ACT economies 

over the course of the previous month.  
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Unemployment
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Underemployment
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Participation rate
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Employment to population ratio
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Hours worked – New South Wales and Victoria

Exit from lockdown was reflected in a marked rise in hours worked in 

NSW and VIC in November 2021 as well as a sharp fall in the number 

of employed Australians working zero hours for economic reasons.  
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22

Job Numbers and Employment
(Labour Account)
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Change in total number of jobs, filled jobs and vacancies

The total number of jobs is equal to the number of filled jobs plus the number of vacancies.

Note that using Labour 

Account data, the number 

of filled jobs is back to below 

pre-Pandemic levels.

Delta-driven lockdowns in the September quarter 

of 2021 saw falls in the number of filled jobs 

(down c.378k or 2.6%) and in the number of 

vacancies (down c.28k), contributing to a 

combined 405.5k (2.7%) fall in total jobs over the 

quarter.
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Role of short-term non-residents in the labour force

• The LFS provides data on the ‘usually resident civilian population’ aged 15 and over 

while the Labour Account estimates all employed people (and jobs) in the Australian 

economy.  In addition to the count in the LFS, it also includes: (1) people not usually 

resident in Australia; (2) Australian defence force personnel; and (3) people under the 

age of 15. The difference between the total number of employed persons reported in 

the labour account and the total number of employed persons reported in the 

monthly LFS is therefore an estimate of the total size of those three groups.

• The ABS uses a model to estimate the contribution of short-term / temporary non-

residents to the labour force. Starting with the September quarter 2021, the Bureau 

introduced a new model to estimate the number of short-term/temporary non-

residents employed, based on estimates of the stock of short-term visitor arrivals who 

have a visa with rights to work in Australia, of which a share are estimated to be 

employed. 

• Based on this new model, the ABS estimates that prior to the start of the pandemic 

there were generally between 100,000 and 150,000 employed short-term non-

residents in Australia each quarter. During the pandemic this fell to around 5,000 due 

to border restrictions.

• The ABS has also adjusted its estimates of the number of child workers, including a 

downward revision of 60,000 in the June 2020 quarter.

The drop in the gap between Labour Account and 

LFS estimates in part captures the impact of the 

decline in employment of short-term non-residents 

during COVID-imposed travel restrictions. The ABS 

puts this effect at between 95k and 145k.
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Employment by industry
(Labour Account)
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Filled jobs by industry



© Copyright Australian Institute of Company Directors or its licensors 2021. All rights reserved under Australian and foreign laws. 2020/21 V1

M
A

R
K

 
T

H
I

R
L

W
E

L
L

L
A

B
O

U
R

 
M

A
R

K
E

T
 

C
H

A
R

T
 

P
A

C
K

 
–

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 
2

0
2

1

27

Change in filled jobs by industry

Jobs in customer-facing 

services industries suffered 

the greatest declines 

during the September 

quarter lockdowns, with 

the largest quarterly 

declines in arts and 

recreation services and 

accommodation and 

food services.

Sixteen of nineteen industries saw a 

fall in filled jobs during the September 

2021 quarter.
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The pandemic and job structure by industry
The pattern of job losses during lockdowns showed both similarities 

and differences between Q2:2020 and Q3:2021. For example, while 

accommodation and food services saw large job losses on both 

occasions, administrative and support services suffered a large 

decline in job losses in 2020 but added jobs during the latter period.

Thirteen of nineteen industries now have a smaller 

number of filled jobs than pre-pandemic, with the 

biggest shortfalls in accommodation and food 

services, education and training, and arts and 

recreation services.



© Copyright Australian Institute of Company Directors or its licensors 2021. All rights reserved under Australian and foreign laws. 2020/21 V1

M
A

R
K

 
T

H
I

R
L

W
E

L
L

L
A

B
O

U
R

 
M

A
R

K
E

T
 

C
H

A
R

T
 

P
A

C
K

 
–

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 
2

0
2

1

29

29

Vacancy rate and multiple jobs
(Labour Account)
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Labour Account Vacancy Rate

The industry vacancy rate fell back 

slightly in the September quarter 

2021 but remains elevated relative 

to past experience.
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The Beveridge Curve (Labour Account basis)

The Beveridge Curve plots the 

relationship between the 

unemployment rate and the vacancy 

rate.  Movements up the curve indicate 

less slack in the labour market and 

movements down the curve indicate 

more slack.  An outward shift in the 

curve suggests the labour market has 

become less efficient at matching 

workers to jobs while an inward shift 

suggests increased efficiency.
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Vacancy rates by industry
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Vacancy rates and multiple job holding by industry

A relatively large fall in the number 

of secondary jobs in the September 

quarter 2021 saw a marked drop in 

the number of multiple job holders.
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34

ABS Vacancy Data
(JVS)
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Job Vacancies

ABS job vacancies fell 36,200 

(9.8%) in the August 2021 

quarter relative to the May 

2021 quarter but were still 

almost 62% higher than in the 

same quarter last year and  

106,000 or more than 46% 

higher than in February 2020, 

pre-pandemic.  This was the 

first fall in vacancies since the 

May 2020 quarter.
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Share of Australian businesses reporting vacancies

The share of businesses 

reporting at least once 

vacancy remains significantly 

higher (almost double) than 

pre-pandemic.
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Job Vacancies by Industry

The biggest percentage falls 

in vacancies in the August 

2021 quarter were in arts 

and recreation services and 

accommodation and food 

services.
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Job Vacancies by State and Territory

The August fall in vacancies 

coincided with lockdowns in 

effect in NSW, VIC and the 

ACT and followed lockdowns 

in QLD and SA.
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The Beveridge Curve (JVS basis)
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ANZ Job Ads

E I G H T



© Copyright Australian Institute of Company Directors or its licensors 2021. All rights reserved under Australian and foreign laws. 2020/21 V1

M
A

R
K

 
T

H
I

R
L

W
E

L
L

L
A

B
O

U
R

 
M

A
R

K
E

T
 

C
H

A
R

T
 

P
A

C
K

 
–

D
E

C
E

M
B

E
R

 
2

0
2

1

41

Job Ads

Job ads rose 7.4% over the 

month in November 2021 to 

be a record 44.2% higher 

than pre-pandemic levels. 

Re-opening has seen rising 

job ads in New South Wales, 

Victoria and the ACT.

At current levels, job ads are 

consistent with an 

unemployment rate below 

5%.
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42

Payroll Jobs

N I N E
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Payroll jobs

Payroll jobs rose by just 0.2% 

over the two weeks to 13 

November 2021.  Jobs were 

up 1.7% over the month and 

2.4% over the year.  Job 

numbers are about 4.7% 

higher than pre-pandemic.
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Payroll jobs by state

According to the most recent 

fortnight of data, payroll jobs were 

little changed across most 

geographies.

Payroll jobs are now back 

above pre-pandemic levels 

in all states and territories, 

although only just in the case 

of the ACT.
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Payroll jobs by selected geography
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Payroll jobs by industry (1)

Over the most recent data period, 

payroll jobs rose strongly in arts and 

recreation services and also 

increased in accommodation and 

food services, retail trade, and in 

education and training.

Since the start of the pandemic, job 

numbers are up the most in health care 

and social assistance services, and 

down the most in accommodation and 

food services.
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Payroll jobs by industry (2)
Arts and recreation services and accommodation and food services have 

suffered the largest falls in payroll jobs during the pandemic and have 

been hit particularly hard by lockdowns. While there have been recoveries 

in NSW, VIC and the ACT over the month to 13 November, jobs in both 

industries remain below pre-lockdown levels in all three geographies.
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Payroll jobs by selected state and industry
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Payroll jobs by demographics and firm size
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50

Wage Price Index 
(WPI)

T E N
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Wage growth

The WPI rose 0.6% over the quarter and 

2.2% over the year in Q3:2021.  The ABS 

said that the September quarter 2021 

data marked a reversion to a pre-

pandemic pattern of wage growth.

The Public sector WPI rose by just 1.7% over the 

year in Q3:2021,  up from 1.3% in Q2 which was 

the weakest annual rate in the history of the 

series. This was the first annual increase since 

the March quarter of last year. Private sector 

WPI rose a more robust 2.4%.
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Wage growth by State and Territory
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WPI weights by Industry
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Wage growth by Industry
The ABS pointed to ‘pockets of wage 

pressure’ for skilled construction-related, 

technical and business services roles.
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Wage growth by selected industry over time
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Real wages
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57

Average Weekly Earnings 
(AWE)

T E N
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Average weekly ordinary time earnings
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RBA labour market forecasts
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JobSeeker claimant count vs number of unemployed

There is a significant gap between the

reported number of recipients and the

ABS count of unemployed Australians.

That’s because they measure two

different things.

People who receive JobSeeker are not

automatically classified as unemployed

(and those classified as unemployed will

not necessarily be in receipt of

JobSeeker). JobSeeker is paid to people

who are looking for work or are sick or

injured and cannot undertake their usual

work or study for a short time, and who

meet the eligibility requirements. For

example, people can receive the

JobSeeker payment if they have a job,

provided they meet a low-income test.

Moreover, some of the government’s

changes to JobSeeker in response to

COVID-19 saw temporary relaxations of

the mutual obligation requirements, such

as looking for work.
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Changes in distribution of weekly earnings

The distribution of earnings 

changed significantly in 

August 2020 with a large 

increase in the number of 

employees earning between 

$700 and $799 per week, 

likely reflecting the impact of 

the JobKeeper $1500 per 

fortnight payment. That saw 

an increase from 580,000 

earning that amount in 

August 2019 to 920,000 in 

August 2020. In August 2021 

this number fell to 499,000 

Low paid workers tend to be 

particularly affected by 

lockdowns and other public 

health restrictions.
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Median hourly earnings by occupation and skill level

Note that gap between 

median hourly rates for 

occupations is smaller than 

for weekly rates, reflecting 

differences in hours worked.
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Median weekly earnings by education
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Median weekly earnings by industry
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Job mobility and mobility by industry
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Job mobility by occupation and skill
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Labour shortages and international border closures
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The rise in WFH
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Teleworking and the pandemic
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Teleworking now and in the future
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HISTORICAL COMPARISONS

T W E L V E
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Unemployment over the long run
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Rise in part-time work

The share of part-time 

employment rose from 

15 per cent in the late 

1970s to 26 per cent at 

the start of the 2000s, 

and then to 30 per 

cent in 2009.  To date,  

the peak share was 

more than 32 per cent 

in October 2020.
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Rise in participation
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Trends in casual employment
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Decline in job mobility

Job mobility fell to its 

lowest rate on record in 

the 12 months to 

February 2021.
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Decline in Union membership

Trade union membership 

at August 2020 was 1.5 

million. Trade union 

membership has fallen 

from 51 per cent of 

employees in 1976 to 40 

per cent in 1992 to 14.3 per 

cent in 2020.
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Decline in industrial disputes

There were 50 industrial 

disputes in the September 

quarter 2021, up from 14 in 

the previous quarter.

Industrial disputes in the 

September quarter 2021 

involved 13,300 workers, up 

from 6,400 in the previous 

quarter, and saw 18,500 

working days lost, up from 

10,400 in the June quarter.
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Find more AICD economics…

✓ Subscribe to the Weekly Note

✓ Listen to The Dismal Science Podcast

✓ Sign up for our Economics webinars


