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Introduction 
The Manufacturing industry is the third largest employing industry in the Australian economy, employing 
1 008 200 people (or 9.3 per cent of the total workforce) as at February 2009.  The Manufacturing industry 
is affected by structural adjustment, with some regions of Australia especially susceptible to employment 
fluctuations in specific Manufacturing sectors.   

 

The industry is divided into 15 sectors: Food Product Manufacturing, Machinery and Equipment 
Manufacturing, Transport Equipment Manufacturing, Primary Metal and Metal Product Manufacturing, 
Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing, Furniture and Other Manufacturing, Textile, Leather, Clothing and 
Footwear Manufacturing, Printing (including Recorded Media), Basic Chemical and Chemical 
Manufacturing, Wood Product Manufacturing, Non-Metallic Mineral Manufacturing, Polymer and Rubber 
Product Manufacturing, Beverage and Tobacco Manufacturing, Pulp, Paper and Converted Paper 
Manufacturing, Petroleum and Coal Product Manufacturing. 

 

The discussion below focuses on employment characteristics, trends and prospects in the Manufacturing 
industry.  The analysis of characteristics includes workforce ageing, employment share by gender, 
educational profile, weekly earnings, average hours worked, regional and occupational employment. 
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Employment Growth 
Since 1991, employment in the Manufacturing industry has experienced volatility in line with the economic 
cycle. In the five years to February 2009, employment in Manufacturing fell by 36 600 (or 3.5 per cent) to 
1 008 200 (see Figure 1). This equates to a decline, on average, of 0.5 per cent per year. 

Figure 1:  Employment Level (‘000) - February 1991 to February 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey (DEEWR trend data) 

 

Employment in Manufacturing has fluctuated considerably since February 1990 (see Figure 2).  The 
industry experienced a recovery in the year to February 2000 with employment growth of 46 600, reflecting 
the lead up to the introduction of the GST. The largest decline over the period occurred in the year to 
February 2009 when employment fell by 55 900. 

Figure 2: Employment Level (line RHS) and Annual Chan ge (‘000) - year to February (cols LHS) 

-38.7

-4.3

17.6 18.8

-11.6

23.2

-14.8

-38.3

46.6

-17.8 -18.6

-45.8

13.0

-14.0

-5.9

39.2

-55.9

34.7

-80

-60

-40

-20

0

20

40

60

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

990

1000

1010

1020

1030

1040

1050

1060

1070

1080

1090

1100

 
Source: ABS Labour Force Survey (DEEWR trend data) 
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When employment in the Manufacturing industry is broken down into specific sectors, the main contributors 
to employment can be identified.  In February 2009, 20.6 per cent (193 800) of persons employed in 
Manufacturing were employed in Food Product Manufacturing (see Figure 3), followed by 12.6 per cent 
(118 400) in Machinery and Equipment Manufacturing and 9.4 per cent (88 100) in Transport Equipment 
Manufacturing. 

Figure 3:  Manufacturing Sectors -Employment Levels  (‘000) - February 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey (DEEWR trend data) 
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Employment Prospects 

The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) prepares annual updates of 
employment projections for industries for the next five years.  These are based in part on the Monash model 
developed by the Centre of Policy Studies at Monash University, but also take into account recent 
employment trends and prospective industry developments.  It should be noted that a certain degree of 
uncertainty is attached to these employment projections. 

 

Although Manufacturing as a broad industry has experienced a downturn in employment over the past ten 
years, specific sectors within Manufacturing have experienced employment growth and provide 
opportunities for future jobs.  DEEWR has projected employment declines for the next five years for the 
majority of Manufacturing sectors. It should be noted that considerable risk is attached to this outlook due to 
strong global competition and the future performance of the Construction and Mining industries, both of 
which influence Manufacturing. 

 

In line with long term trends, Manufacturing employment is expected to continue to fall further over the next 
five years.  Accordingly, the DEEWR employment growth projection for Manufacturing is somewhat 
subdued.  In the five years to 2013-2014, employment in Manufacturing is expected to decline at an 
average rate of 1.2 per cent per annum (see Figure 4).  In contrast the all industries average is expected to 
grow at a rate of 1.0 per cent per annum. 

Figure 4: Recent and Projected Employment Growth (%  pa) - to February 2009 (past) and 5 years to 
2013-2014 (projected) 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey (DEEWR trend data); DEEWR projections 
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Employment is expected to decline in 13 of the 15 sectors within Manufacturing (Figure 5).  Food Product 
Manufacturing is projected to grow by 0.5 per cent per annum over the five years to 2013-2014.  The 
strongest decline is projected for Transport Equipment Manufacturing, which is expected to fall 3.4 per cent 
per annum over the next five years. 

Figure 5: Manufacturing Sectors - Projected Employm ent Growth (% pa) – to 2013-2014 
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Source: DEEWR projections 

 

When employment growth in the Manufacturing industry is broken down by sectors, the main contributor to 
past growth and employment losses can be identified (see Figure 6).  In the five years to February 2009, 
Food Product Manufacturing experienced growth of 28 300.  The largest decline occurred in Transport 
Equipment Manufacturing (down by 18 100).  Employment is projected to grow by 5.1 per cent per annum 
over the five years to 2013-2014 for Food Product Manufacturing.  The largest decline is expected for 
Transport Equipment Manufacturing (down by 14.0 per cent). 

Figure 6:  Manufacturing Sectors - Recent and Future  Employment Growth (‘000) - 5 years to 
February 2009 (past) and to 2013-14 (projected) 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey (DEEWR trend data); DEEWR projections 
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Workforce Ageing 
The largest share of employment in the Manufacturing industry is for workers aged 35 to 44 years 
(25.0 per cent), there are also a large number of workers aged between 45 and 54 years (23.8 per cent) 
and also between 25 to 34 years (22.7 per cent).  The age profile of the Manufacturing industry is 
comparable to the all industries average with a low proportion of both young and mature age workers (see 
Figure 7). 

Figure 7:  Employed by Age compared with All Industr ies (% share of employment) - 2008  
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 

 

When examining the median age of each sector (see Figure 8), Petroleum and Coal Product Manufacturing 
has the highest median age of 45 years, followed by Textile, Leather, Clothing and Footwear Manufacturing 
(44 years).  Furniture and Other Manufacturing, Transport Equipment Manufacturing and Food Product 
Manufacturing have the lowest median age of 39 years, higher than the all industries average of 37 years. 

Figure 8: Manufacturing Sectors – Median Age in 2008  (years) 
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Manufacturing has a slightly older than average age profile, with 38.2 per cent of workers over the age of 
45 years in 2008 (see Figure 9).  The all industries average for workers over 45 years is 37.4 per cent. 
However, only 1.5 per cent of workers in the manufacturing industry are aged 65 years and over, compared 
to 2.4 per cent for all industries. 

Figure 9: Mature Age Workers (45+ years) % share of employment - 2008 
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Figure 10 shows employment by age group for three calendar years: 1998, 2003 and 2008.  This provides a 
guide to changes in the employment mix by age group in the Manufacturing industry.   

As the Australian workforce experiences an increase in the median age of the population, it is important that 
there is a supply of prime age and mature age workers entering the workforce.  Over the past decade, 
increases in mature age employment have been the main driver of industry employment growth.   

In the 10 years to 2008, the number of workers aged 45 years and over increased by 80 000 while 
employment of workers aged under 45 years has fallen by 87 700.  The most notable changes have 
occurred for workers aged 55 to 64 years, with an increase of 44 200 to 135 500 workers and for workers 
aged 25 to 34 years, with a decrease of 41 200 to 238 600 workers over the past decade.  Much of the shift 
between age categories can be attributed to workforce ageing, but the concern is the decrease of young 
workers in Manufacturing since 1998, especially those aged 20 to 34 years (down by 69 000), who can 
assist in meeting future skill needs in the Manufacturing industry.   

Figure 10: Employment by Age (‘000) 1998, 2003, 2008  
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 
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Employment by Gender and Full-time/Part-time 
The majority of workers in Manufacturing are male workers employed full-time (see Figure 11).  In the year 
to February 2009, this group made up 69.4 per cent of workers in the industry, compared with 46.4 per cent 
of male full-time workers in all industries.  Female full-time workers account for 17.6 per cent of the industry, 
and female part-time workers account for 8.2 per cent.  This is significantly lower than the female share of 
workers in all industries (25.1 per cent and 20.3 per cent respectively).  Manufacturing also has a low share 
of male part-time workers (4.8 per cent compared with 8.2 per cent for all industries). 

Figure 11: Employment by Gender and Full-Time/Part- time – year to February 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 

 

Male workers have the majority share in 14 out of the 15 sectors in the Manufacturing industry (see 
Figure 12).  The sector in which the percentage share of female workers is the greatest (65.1 per cent) is 
Textile, Leather, Clothing, and Footwear Manufacturing.  Primary Metal and Metal Product Manufacturing 
has the greatest percentage of male workers with an 89.2 per cent share. 

Figure 12:  Manufacturing Sectors - Employment by G ender (% share) - year to February 2009 
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While overall female employment in the Manufacturing industry has fallen in recent years, female part-time 
employment has increased (by 2800 workers).  The largest decline has been experienced by female       
full-time workers (down by 9400 since February 2004). Male employment has increased for both part-time 
and full-time workers (5400 and 4200 respectively). 

Figure 13: Employment Growth by Gender Full-Time / Part-Time (‘000) - 5 years to February 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 

 

All of the Manufacturing industry sectors had a higher share of full-time workers than all industries         
(71.5 per cent, see Figure 14). The highest shares of full-time employment can be found in Petroleum and 
Coal Product Manufacturing (93.6 per cent), Primary Metal and Metal Product Manufacturing (93.5 per cent) 
and Transport Equipment Manufacturing (92.7 per cent). The lowest share of full-time employment was 
apparent in Textile, Leather, Clothing and Footwear Manufacturing (74.9 per cent). 

Figure 14:  Manufacturing Sectors - % working full- time, year to February 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 
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Hours Worked 
The Manufacturing industry has slightly lower average full-time weekly hours worked than that of all 
industries (40.5 hours compared with 41.3 hours).  This can be attributed to the recent growth of part-time 
workers in the industry, and employment losses for full-time workers. 

Figure 15:  Hours of Work (% share) - year to Februa ry 2009  
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Employment Characteristics 

Educational Profile 
The Manufacturing industry provides a diverse range of occupations and employment opportunities at all 
educational and skill levels.  Within the Manufacturing industry, 53.3 per cent of workers have a non-school 
qualification.  The most prevalent non-school qualification in the industry is a Certificate III or IV 
(24.8 per cent), reflecting the importance of Trades occupations in the industry.  Manufacturing also has 
education intensive sectors associated with research, design and development of complex manufacturing 
processes.  This is reflected through higher qualifications in the industry: 13.7 per cent have a Bachelor 
degree or above and 7.2 per cent have an Advanced Diploma or Diploma. 

 

While formal education is important in the industry, there is also a large share of workers with a low 
educational attainment.  Manufacturing plays a vital role in providing job opportunities for low skill workers 
through new jobs and job turnover.  Accordingly, 46.7 per cent of workers have no non-school qualification. 

Figure 16: Educational Attainment (% share of emplo yment) – May 2008 
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Median Weekly Earnings 
The median weekly full-time earnings for Manufacturing are slightly below the average all industries ($950 
compared with $1000) (See Figure 17).  The lowest earning sector in the industry is Textile, Leather, 
Clothing and Footwear Manufacturing ($690), while Petroleum and Coal Product Manufacturing is the 
highest earning sector ($1200).  The disparity in the earnings between the sectors could be associated with 
the varied share of qualification requirements across the sectors. 

Figure 17:  Manufacturing Sectors - Median weekly e arnings (full-time and before tax) - February 
2008 
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Main Employing Regions 

As demonstrated in Figure 18, the largest number of workers in Manufacturing are employed in Melbourne 
(245 700), followed by Sydney (199 200) and Brisbane (128 900).  The Manufacturing industry is largely 
based in highly populated metropolitan areas, with few workers in smaller and more remote locations such 
as the Northern Territory (4500) and the Australian Capital Territory (4600). 

Figure 18: Main Employing Regions (‘000) – year to F ebruary 2009 
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Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 
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Main Employing Occupations 
It is useful for job seeking and career advice to identify key occupations within an industry.  Occupations are 
generally spread across a variety of industries and may not normally be associated with particular 
industries.  In 2008, the 20 largest employing occupations in the Manufacturing industry (see Figure 19) 
were Structural Steel and Welding Trades Workers (54 600), followed by Metal Fitters and Machinists 
(43 400) and Product Assemblers (38 400). 

Figure 19: Top 20 Employing Occupations (‘000) – ye ar to November 2008 

54.6

43.4

38.4

33.6

32.6

24.7

24.4

23.6

22.8

22.7

20.9

20.2

19.6

17.6

17.1

17.0

15.2

14.7

14.5

14.0

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Structural Steel and Welding Trades Workers

Metal Fitters and Machinists

Product Assemblers

Packers

Production Managers

Food and Drink Factory Workers

Cabinetmakers

Engineering Production Systems Workers

Sales Assistants (General)

Manufacturers

Storepersons

Forklift Drivers

Advertising and Sales Managers

Bakers and Pastrycooks

Purchasing and Supply Logistics Clerks

Sales Representatives

Printers

Office Managers

Meat, Poultry and Seafood Process Workers

Carpenters and Joiners

 
Source: ABS Labour Force Survey 

 

Further information on occupations is available on the Job Outlook website (www.joboutlook.gov.au)  

 

For further information on the Manufacturing industry (or other industries), visit the SkillsInfo website at 
skillsinfo.gov.au.  SkillsInfo provides a range of skills related information for industries and regions.  The 
website offers a broad range of information on employment, careers, education and training and skills 
issues – including workforce ageing, skills in demand, labour force data, ICT and employability skills, as 
well as quick links to skills information.  Data are sourced mainly from the ABS Labour Force Survey. 

 

SkillsInfo also brings together a large collection of links to external industry and skills related websites. 

 

 

 


