
• COVID-19 has impacted women’s employment more than men’s across the globe.

• In Australia, the COVID-19 crisis of 2020 produced the first national recession in which women lost 
more jobs than men.

• 2020 showed us that women fare much worse than men under lockdown in terms of: job loss, work 
intensification in frontline work, loss of hours of work, underutilisation, unemployment1, increase in 
unpaid work2, domestic violence3, exhaustion4, poor mental health5 and lower access to6 and take up7 
of income support.

• Women’s employment bounced back strongly once the 2020 lockdown was lifted, posting historical 
highs in participation and hours worked, demonstrating that Australian women have a strong 
connection to the labour market. 

• Major lockdowns in 2021 have seen women’s employment again severely disrupted, especially in New 
South Wales and Victoria. 
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The State of Play

This GEWL Insights paper provides a high-level summary of the evolving impact of 
the 2021 lockdowns on workforce gender inequality. We include a special focus on 
NSW, home to about one third of the national workforce.
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The National Picture

The 2021 lockdowns have seen a rapid decline in labour market participation and hours of work. 

Total labour force participation fell to a low of 64.5% in September and total monthly hours of work in all 
jobs declined by 102.5 million hours between May and August, or 5.6%. The fall stabilised in September which 
showed an increase of 15 million hours of work across the nation. 

As in 2020, women have been hardest hit by the 2021 lockdowns showing a more rapid and pronounced drop 
in participation and loss in hours of work than men.

Women’s participation rate has fallen more quickly and steeply than men’s. In March 2021 women’s labour force 
participation reached an historical high of 61.9%. By September 2021 it had declined by 1.9 percentage points 
to 60%, with the greatest decline in August. Men’s participation was hardest hit in September, registering a 
participation rate of 69.3% off a 2021 high of 71.1% (January).

Figure 1. National: Labour Force Participation rate for men and women, seasonally adjusted, 2017-2021 

Figure 2. National: Monthly hours of work in all jobs for men and women, seasonally adjusted, 2017-2021

The impact of lockdowns on employment and economic security is best reflected in monthly hours of work 
(See Figure 2). Since the 2021 lockdowns began women have lost a greater proportion of hours than men: 5.1% 
compared to 4.6% for men (May-September 2021) with the largest decline for both groups experienced in August. 

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, Table 1, October 2021

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, Table 19, October 2021



Focus on New South Wales

In 2021, NSW was the first state to go into extended lockdown, beginning on June 24th. The impact on workers 
was immediate, registering a 4.3 percentage point drop in total labour force participation (May-September) and 
a 12.7% decline in the number of hours of work lost across the NSW between May-August, recovering slightly to 
register a decline of 9.3% by September. 

The largescale withdrawal of people from the workforce these figures reflect is significant. Since May around 
244,000 workers in NSW have left employment. 

Women have borne the brunt of the impact. 

Women’s labour force participation in NSW was hit earlier and harder than men’s declining 4.3 percentage 
points, compared with 2.8 points for men between June and August (See Figure 3). Men’s participation took a 
dive in September registering a further 1.1 percentage point decline compared to a small 0.1 decline for women.

Figure 3. NSW: Labour Market Participation, men and women, seasonally adjusted. 2017-2021

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, Table 4, October 2021

The decline in women’s participation reflects the loss of 148,700 women’s jobs since the employment high in 
May 2021. The impact on women was immediate with women losing 85% of all jobs lost in the first month of the 
lockdown (June-July 2021). Men’s job loss was most acute in August. Overall, women have lost 61% of total jobs 
lost in NSW between May-September (See Figure 4).

Figure 4. NSW: Change in total employment (‘000), men and women NSW, May-Sept, 2021

Source: ABS, Labour force Australia, Table 4, October 2021



Lockdown induced risks to women’s long-term economic participation and security are high. 

Prolonged online schooling and the increase in domestic and care work associated with the 2021 lockdowns 
have again seen many women radically reduce their paid work in order to undertake essential unpaid care 
work. 

A gender equal COVID-19 recovery & an inclusive future of work requires urgent public and private sector 
investment in decent work for all. This can be achieved by:

• Designing gender equality into the future of work, including high quality hybrid work models.

• Facilitating women’s access to male dominated sectors and revaluing highly feminised work. 

• Building work/care regimes that support men, women and productive workplaces.  

Failure to address these issues will stifle national productivity, slow the pace of the COVID-19 economic 
recovery, amplify socio-economic inequalities and reduce Australia’s economic resilience.

Action
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Job loss for NSW women is reflected in the number of women no longer in the labour force. After reaching 
a 5 year low in the number of women not in the labour force in May 2021 (1,291,500), the number of women 
reporting they are not in the labour force grew by 50,000 in the first month of the NSW lockdowns, to reach a 
total increase of 155,300 by August. Labour market disengagement appears to have abated in September.

Of women who remained employed during the lockdowns there was an 11.7% decline in the monthly hours of 
work done between May-August 2021. Men in NSW lost a greater proportion of hours, 13.5% over the same 
period, but were more likely than women to remain employed.8

To find out more, visit: sydney.edu.au/business/gewl


