
 

 

 

 
 

Creating Opportunity or Entrenching Disadvantage?  
Labour Market Trends in the ACT 

Drawing on recently available data we know that, in 2011 in the ACT there were 21,528 
people living in poverty; 9,910 households experiencing housing stress; 14,148 people 
experiencing financial stress; 1,785 experiencing homelessness; and 28,639 
disadvantaged people according to the ABS SEIFI Index.1 What is more, there will be a 
number of people experiencing multiple disadvantage across these categories – for 
example, in poverty and homeless; or in poverty, in financial stress and in housing stress.2  

The proportion of people living with poverty in the ACT (9.1%) is less than other Australian 
cities (14%)3. However, having poverty in what has reportedly been described as the 
wealthiest and most liveable city in the world is unacceptable.4 Poverty creates lifelong 
and intergenerational deprivation and exclusion. Canberra is a prosperous city with great 
community, public and private amenities. We should be able to ensure a decent standard 
of living for everyone in the ACT.  

A common argument we hear in debates about poverty is the need to get people into jobs 
as a solution to poverty. Whilst employment, and the income and social connections it 
generates, are positive goals, research tells us that the quality of job matters and that it is 
full-time jobs that are most likely to keep people out of poverty.5 Additionally, according to 
ACOSS’ 2014 Poverty Report the majority (61%) of people who live below the poverty line 
rely on Income Support payments. However, 31% of people below the poverty line rely 
upon wages as their main income.6 A critical factor to address if we are to reduce poverty 
is the opportunity provided in the labour market to get and keep a job that pays a living 
wage and offers decent conditions.  In low wage industries, and in jobs that are not full 
time, penalty rates are essential to earning an income that covers the costs of living in 
Canberra.  Any change to penalty rates will put low income workers, and people who are 
underemployed, more at risk of poverty and homelessness. 

The kinds of labour markets that we have are not an accident of fate – they are a product 
and effect of public policy. In the ACT we need a labour market that is accessible to all and 
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that equitably distributes opportunities for adequate incomes, decent working conditions 
and rewarding careers. We need a labour market that supports social mobility early in 
people’s working life (16-25) and at critical life transitions, including returning to work as a 
single (or partnered) parent of young children, and returning to work later in life after 
fulfilling caring roles or retrenchment. We need a labour market that is accessible if you 
are a person living with a disability. And we need to close the gap in employment 
opportunities and outcomes between people who are Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander and non-Aboriginal peoples.  

In this Snapshot we draw on existing publicly available labour market data to consider the 
labour market operation and outlook in Canberra. We look at the industries in which the 
majority of jobs are predicted to be created in the next few years in order to understand 
more about what employment typically looks like in these industries. We also attempt to 
gauge how accessible jobs are likely to be for groups that are disadvantaged by the labour 
market including women; people with disability; older job seekers; school leavers and 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples. The full report from which the data in this 
Snapshot are drawn is also available on the ACTCOSS website.  

In the recent ACT Budget the Government made a series of commitments to investing in 
the economy and fuelling labour market growth. Most notably, these commitments 
included a $2.5 billion Infrastructure Investment to generate jobs in related industries.7 
While ACTCOSS welcomes the Government’s interest in stimulating areas of growth in the 
labour market, given our analysis in this publication, we do not consider these measures 
will ensure people who face significant barriers to getting and keeping a job get a fair go in 
the ACT labour market. 

Research suggests that finding and keeping a full-time job is the best way to ensure 
protection from poverty.8 An analysis of the labour market in the ACT demonstrates that 
there are excellent opportunities for secure, well-remunerated employment for some, but 
not for everyone. Some industries, notably those where women are significantly over-
represented, have comparatively low (full-time) wages and part-time employment is the 
norm. In terms of basic qualifications and minimum skills and experience, of the other 
relatively accessible occupations likely to grow in the coming years, most will provide at or 
below the average weekly earnings for all occupations. Taking into account the high costs 
of living in the ACT (which ACTCOSS reported on in our 2013 Anti-Poverty Week 
publication9) people employed in these occupations may struggle with low and insecure 
income, many will need to access government funded and philanthropic emergency 
assistance service and most will experience housing stress.  

Considering the demand for highly skilled labour in the ACT, and the trend towards 
upskilling in all industries, there is a need to support people to access training and 
education across their lifetime. There is also a need to continue to better understand the 
workforce experience of disadvantaged groups, the growth in part-time jobs as compared 
to full-time jobs and to engage employers in making a substantial contribution to reducing 
poverty in the ACT. 

We call on the Territory and Federal governments to make the following commitments in 
order to ensure an equitable and accessible labour market: 
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 Support the maintenance of penalty rates in low wage industries; 

 Develop public policy that promotes living wages and decent working conditions that 
make jobs in growth industries viable as long term careers; 

 Prioritise investment in industries outside of the public sector with anticipated 
employment growth; 

 Generate a social dividend from government investment in industries by positively 
weighting tenderers that can demonstrate they have a track record and future 
intention of employing women; people with disability; older job seekers; people who 
have been long term unemployed, school leavers/new graduates and Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples; 

 Prioritise investment in supporting disadvantaged groups including women, single 
parents, people who have been long term unemployed, Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander peoples, young people and older job seekers to be able to access the 
education system to obtain the qualifications that they need to compete for jobs in 
industries with higher wages and decent working conditions; 

 Increase number of wage subsidies for employers who employ someone who has 
been unemployed for more than 12 months in a job for two years; 

 Continue funding the Youth Connections Program; 

 Support adequate income when out of work by increasing Newstart and other 
Allowances by $50 and increasing indexation of payments. Work by ACOSS10 
highlights that if people outside of the labour market do not have access to adequate 
income support over time this lack of adequate income makes it even harder to get a 
job. 

Employment Trends 

In the last twenty years there has been some change to the major employing industries in 
the ACT. The Public Administration and Safety industry remains the largest employer 
increasing from 26.3% to 32.1%. The Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 
industry grew the most from 6.3% to 9.4%, followed by the Health Care and Social 
Assistance industry, 7.9 % to 10.5%. Meanwhile the Education and Training industry 
decreased its share of the workforce from 10.4% to 8.2%. Retail Trade decreased from 
9.9% to 7.9% and Accommodation and Food Services also decreased from 7.3% to 6.7%. 
The Construction industry showed little change, growing from 6.0% to 6.2%.11 12 

The ACT workforce is highly skilled; only 30% of employees do not hold post school 
qualifications compared to 36% nationally13. 43% of ACT workers hold a Bachelor degree 
or higher qualification (compared to the national figure of 29%, while fewer ACT workers 
hold a Certificate III or higher vocational education and training (VET) qualification as 
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compared against the national average (24% compared to 31%).14 These statistics reflect 
the ACT’s low share of industries in which trades employment is significant.  

As at September 2014, the ACT had an unemployment rate of 4.6% – with 4% male 
unemployment and 5.1% female unemployment. The participation rate was 70.5% (74% 
male, 67.2% female). 57% of males and 42.3% of females were employed full-time.15 The 
underemployment16 rate was 6.5 per cent – 5.8% male and 7.2% female, and the 
underutilisation17 rate was 11.1% – 9.9% male and 12.3% female.18 The 
underemployment rate for women is up from May 2014 while the rate for males has 
reduced. The underutilisation rate for both men and women has increased from May 2014.  

Projected Employment Growth and Key Employing Industries 

Based on the available data, over the next four years the industry share of the labour 
market in the ACT will remain almost the same as it is currently. However, it is unclear if 
the anticipated Australian Public Service job losses over the next 2 to 5 years are factored 
into the published labour market projections. 

The highest projected employment growth to November 2018 will be in the Public 
Administration and Safety industry.19 It is predicted that in 2018, the Public Administration 
and Safety industry will account for 32.7% of the labour market. Continued strong growth 
in Health Care and Social Assistance jobs will see this industry retain the second largest 
share of the labour market (10.3%) ahead of the Professional, Scientific and Technical 
Services industry (9.5%).20 The Education and Training industry will grow marginally, 
providing 9.2% of jobs. Projected to grow at a rate of 0.5, the Retail Trade industry will 
account for 7.2% of the ACT labour market in 2018. The Construction industry will make 
up 6.5% of the market, growing at a rate of 0.4. Despite having the fourth largest growth at 
a rate of 0.6, the Administration and Support Services industry will only account for 3.1% 
of the labour market.21 

The characteristics outlined below—based on 2013 data—provide details on selected high 
growth occupations. As points of comparison, in 2013 the average hours worked per week 
for all occupations was 41.1 and the average earnings per week before tax for all 
occupations was $1,152. The latest Poverty report from ACOSS puts the poverty line at 
$400 for an individual and $841 for a family with two children22. 

                                            
14

  ibid. 
15

  Australian Bureau of Statistic, Labour Force, Australia, Sep 2014, cat. no. 6202.0, 9 Oct. 2014, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6202.0Sep%202014?OpenDocument>. 

16
  Underemployed workers are defined as part-time workers who want, and are available for more hours of work than 

they currently have, and full-time workers who worked part-time hours during the reference week. 
17

  Underutilisation includes unemployed and underemployed persons. 
18

  Ibid. 
19

  Department of Employment, ‘Regional projections to Nov- 18- interactive tool’, Regional Charts, Projected regional 
employment growth - five years to November 2018 ('000), ACT, 
<http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections>. 

20
  Ibid. 

21
  Department of Employment, ‘Regional projections to Nov- 18- interactive tool’, loc. cit. 

22
  ACOSS ‘Poverty in Australia 2014’ 2014: 8 

4 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6202.0Sep%202014?OpenDocument
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/EmploymentProjections


 

 

As seen in the table above, it is the case that some of the major, and growing, employing 
industries in the ACT include excellent working conditions. However it is also apparent 
that, in relation to wages and working conditions, people who are highly educated and 
socially mobile are rewarded by the labour market in ways that people with fewer tertiary 
qualifications are not. Some of the leading industries where growth is predicted are the 

Contract, Program and Project Administration23  Child Care24 

Largest growing occupation in the ACT over the 12 
months to February 2014. 

Child care is one of the leading occupations in the 
Health Care and Social Assistance Industry and the 
field in which women’s over-representation is 
highest 

Persons employed in this occupation plan and 
undertake administration of contracts, 
organisational programs, special projects and 
support services  

 Level of Education- 33.3% have a Bachelor 
degree  

 Women are 53.85% of this workforce 

 14.7% work part-time (average full-time hours 
per week 39.6) 

 30.6% are 35-44 years old 

 Weekly full-time before tax earnings $1600 

Job titles for persons employed in this field include: 
Childcare Worker; Nanny; Family Day Care Worker 

 Level of Education- 34.7 per cent have a 
Certificate III/IV  

 Women are 95.2% of this workforce 

 48% per cent work part-time (average full-time 
hours per week 37 

 24.9 per cent are 25-34 years 

 Weekly full-time before tax earnings $740  

General Clerks25 Welfare Support Workers26 

Welfare Support Workers will grow at more than 
double the general growth in this sector27  

Persons employed in this occupation perform a 
range of clerical and administrative tasks. 

 Level of Education- 29.5% have a Year 12 
Certificate. 

 Women are 80.4% of this workforce 

 37.6 % work part-time (average full-time hours 
per week 35.8) 

 25.8% are 45-54 years.  

 Earnings weekly full-time before tax earnings 
$942. 

 

Job titles for persons employed in this field include: 
Community Worker; Disabilities Services Officer; 
Family Support Worker; Residential Care Officer; 
and Youth Worker. 

 Level of Education- 26.6% have a Certificate 
III/IV. 

 Women are 70.6% of this workforce 

 34.5% work part-time (average full-time hours 
per week 38.7) 

 29.8% are 45-54 years.  

 Earnings- weekly full-time before tax earnings 
$1150  
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industries where part-time work is the norm, earnings are lower, and women are 
significantly over-represented.  In these industries many people would be earning an 
income from work that puts them under the poverty line referred to above. 

In considering trends in the labour market it is crucial to track part-time work rates 
because, while average full-time wages are above the poverty line even in those industries 
that are generally lower paid, this is not necessarily true as regards the take-home pay of 
part time workers. In thinking about labour market accessibility it is also significant that, 
despite the fact that the public sector is generally good in terms of representation of 
women at higher levels, more women than men are employed at the lower levels of these 
occupations. Additionally, nationally, only 2.1% public sector employees identify as 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander and only 3% of persons report having a disability at 
June 2014.28  

Qualifications & Accessibility 

Nationally, in the 10 year period from August 2003 to August 2013, jobs requiring higher 
skill levels (skill level 1) increased as a proportion of overall employment, up from 37% to 
41.1%.  At the same time, jobs at lowest skill level (skills level 5) diminished as a 
proportion of total employment from 19.9 per cent to 17.5 per cent. Jobs requiring skills 
level 3—corresponding to Certificate IV or a formal apprenticeship—are growing 
considerably. For those without appropriate qualifications, it is getting harder find work.29  

Data from the 2011 Census indicates that just over half (51%) of 25 to 34 year olds in the 
ACT have attained a Bachelor Degree or higher (compared to 35% nationally) and 23 per 
cent have attained an Advanced Diploma or Certificate III/IV (compared to 30% nationally). 
These statistics are an excellent outcome for the ACT.  

In the ACT, those aged 25-34 who have not completed Year 12 have an 8.4% 
unemployment rate and the lowest employment participation rate of 72.1%. Those with a 
Certificate I/II as their highest level of education have a 13.7% unemployment rate and an 
80% participation rate, as compared to the rates of those with a Bachelor Degree – 2.2% 
unemployment and 90.9% participation rate. Those with a Certificate III/IV have the lowest 
unemployment rate at 2.1% and the highest participation rate of 92%.30  
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