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Summary

Pandemic-induced declines in net overseas migration have disrupted
our migrant-driven growth model and coincided with a spike in job
vacancies against a backdrop of robust aggregate demand.

Missing temporary migrant workers can plausibly account for a sizeable
share of the increase in vacancies in sectors that previously relied
heavily on international students and working holiday makers (e.g.
hospitality), but appear less relevant elsewhere.

These results highlight the role that migrant workers have played
ensuring certain sectors of our economy are able to function at their full
potential.
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But since the onset of the pandemic, net overseas migration has plummeted, 
falling from 241,340 in 2018/19 to -88,760 in 2020/21.4

Notes: Temporary migrants excludes tourists.
Source: Department of Home Affairs, 2022a; e61 analysis
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Pandemic-induced declines in net overseas migration have 
disrupted our migrant driven growth model 

Although the re-opening of Australia’s international border has seen net temporary
migration return to positive territory, the legacy of the pandemic lingers. As of June
2022, there were still 195,220 (35%) fewer international students and 94,351 (70%)
fewer working holiday makers living in Australia compared to the same period in
2019 (Figure 2). 

The Australian economy has become increasingly reliant on immigration since the
1990s, with migrants now making up nearly one third of the labour force. Prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic, skilled migration had also helped ameliorate skills
shortages,  while immigration driven population growth drove a wedge between
GDP and GDP per capita growth, partly concealing the impacts of the productivity
slowdown on GDP.
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Notably, much of this decrease was driven by temporary migrants who
disproportionately worked in hard hit sectors, but were ineligible for JobSeeker and
largely excluded from JobKeeper. Between 2018/19 and 2020/21, net temporary
migration fell from 190,300 to -122,950, and by September 2021 the number of
temporary migrants living in Australia had decreased by 362,677 compared to the
same period in 2019.

5

6

7

Mackey, Coates and Sherrell (2022)
Sherrell (2019)
See O’Brien (2018) and Oliver (2019)
ABS (2022a)
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Notes: The increase in the number of people on bridging visas has been primarily driven by gridlock in our visa processing system, which has led to longer wait times for
people already in Australia on a substantive visa (e.g. a temporary visa) who have lodged an application for another substantive (e.g. a permanent visa) (Rizvi, 2022).
Temporary migrants excludes tourists. ‘Other temporary’ includes temporary protection and crew/transit visa-holders. 
Source: Department of Home Affairs, 2022a; e61 analysis



Incredibly, there is now only one unemployed person for every job vacancy, 
compared to the three who chased each opening before the pandemic.9

Notes: Temporary migrants excludes tourists. Vacancies data excludes Agriculture as it is not included in ABS data. Increase in vacancy rates calculated at the
industry level between May 2019 and May 2022. Pre-COVID temporary migrant shares calculated using 2016 Census data sourced from Mackey et al. 2022. 
Source: ABS 2022c; Mackey, Coates and Sherrell 2022; e61 analysis
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Industries which previously relied heavily on migrant workers are 
now facing acute labour shortages

While the current labour market tightness is broad-based, some industries are
feeling the pinch more than others. Figure 4  compares the increase in vacancy
rates (between May 2019 and 2022) in each industry with the pre-pandemic share
of the workforce who were in Australia on a temporary visa. It highlights that
industries which were more reliant on temporary migrant workers before the
pandemic have seen a larger increase in job vacancy rates. 

The decline in net overseas migration takes on even greater significance against
the current backdrop of robust growth in domestic demand, partly a consequence
of highly accommodative macroeconomic policy settings. Indeed, despite record
high labour force participation and unemployment at a near 50-year low,  the
supply of new workers has been unable to keep up with demand for labour (see
Figure 3). 
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ABS (2022b)
Hutchens (2022)
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Notes: Temporary migrants excludes tourists. Vacancies data excludes Agriculture as it is not included in ABS data. Increase in vacancy rates calculated at the
industry level between May 2019 and May 2022. Pre-COVID temporary migrant shares calculated using 2016 Census data sourced from Mackey et al. 2022. 
Source: ABS 2022c; Mackey, Coates and Sherrell 2022; e61 analysis
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Detailed analysis 
suggests that missing 
migrant workers can 
potentially account for 
a sizeable share of 
vacancies in some 
industries 

Given the timing of the sharp decrease in net overseas migration and subsequent increase in
job vacancies, can missing migrant workers plausibly help explain current labour shortages?
To help answer this question, we construct estimates of the number of ‘missing’ temporary
migrant workers under three counterfactual scenarios: 

The total number of temporary migrants in Australia remains at 2019 levels
(‘low scenario’). 

The number of temporary migrants increases, but grows more slowly, with
growth between 2019 and 2022 equivalent to one year of pre-pandemic
average annual growth (‘middle scenario’). 

Scenario 1

Scenario 2

Scenario 3

Using these three scenarios, we aim to explore how missing temporary migrant workers are
distributed across industries and the extent to which pandemic induced declines in net
overseas migration have exacerbated labour shortages. 

Overall, we find that there are between 57,000 (low scenario) and 186,000 (high
scenario) missing temporary migrant workers. Comparing these estimates to the recent
increase in job vacancies, we find that even under our most conservative ‘low’ scenario,
missing temporary migrant workers plausibly account for more than 19 per cent of the

increase in vacancies between May 2019 and May 2022.

See the Appendix for more details on our methodology.

The number of temporary migrants continues to grow at its pre-pandemic
growth rate (‘high scenario’).10
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Even under our most conservative ‘Low’ scenario, missing migrant workers can 
potentially account for 83 per cent of the increase in job vacancies in 

Accommodation and Food Services. 
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We also analyse which temporary migrants are missing from each industry. Figure 6
outlines the estimated number of missing migrant workers by visa category and
industry. Alongside Figure 5, it highlights that in industries which previously relied
heavily on international students and working holiday makers, missing migrant
workers account for a much higher share of the increase in vacancies.

The ABS do not report job vacancies in Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing industry, however, we estimate that the industry accounts for between
8 per cent (low scenario) and 18 per cent (high scenario) of all missing migrant workers. This figure aligns with evidence from other sources
regarding the impact of missing temporary migrant workers on the productive capacity of the industry (National Farmers Federation 2022)
Rizvi (2022)
Department of Home Affairs (2022b)

However, as Figure 5 highlights, we also find that a large portion of missing
migrants are concentrated in a few select industries, including Accommodation and
Food Services (~39,200 in our middle scenario), Agriculture (~11,500),
Administrative and Support Services (~10,200), and Retail Trade (~7,100). 
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Figure 6 also highlights the significant increase in the number of migrants on
temporary bridging visas, which has partially offset declines elsewhere. This
increase reflects the current gridlock in our visa processing system, which has led to
longer wait times for people already in Australia on a substantive visa who have
lodged an application for another visa.  With almost one-quarter of those on
bridging visas applying to move from a temporary to a permanent visa,  the increase
in bridging visas means our estimates of missing temporary migrant workers are
likely conservative, as many temporary migrants would have moved onto a
permanent visa in the absence of the current gridlock.
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*

Notes: Negative values indicate the number of temporary migrants in an industry/visa category has increased. Details on
the estimation of missing migrant workers can be found in the Technical Appendix. 
Source: Department of Home Affairs, 2022a; Mackey, Coates and Sherrell 2022; e61 analysis

*No data is available from the ABS on job vacancies in Agriculture.
Source: ABS 2022c; Department of Home Affairs, 2022a; Mackey, Coates and Sherrell 2022; e61 analysis

*
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Although our work suggests a sizeable share of vacancies may be explained by the
fall in temporary migration, there are a few important caveats to keep in mind
when interpreting these estimates. 

While these caveats remain, this analysis highlights the potentially material effects
of border closures on labour supply. Moreover, it shows that the shock has been
asymmetric: missing temporary migrant workers are particularly important to some
industries, which continue to feel the long tail of the pandemic. 

Mackey, Coates and Sherrell (2022)
Edo (2018)
Card (1990)
The number of temporary migrants living in Australia has only just recovered to September 2017 levels and remains almost 150,000 below June
2019 levels.
See, for instance, Ball (2022), Wiggins et al. (2022) and Tadros (2022)
Adams et al. (2022)

 1.

 2.

They rely on the implicit assumption that labour demand would have
evolved similarly across the industries (with and without migrant
supply constraints) in the absence of the shock created by the COVID-
19 pandemic.

 3.

 4.

They rely on information regarding industry of employment sourced
from before the pandemic and therefore may not properly consider the
changes in demand for migrant workers in certain industries, such as
healthcare, which have occurred since.

They represent short term, partial analysis: they do not allow for the
fact that new migrants boost consumption and thus demand, which
may partially offset the boost to supply of additional migrant workers.15

They do not imply that migrant workers take the jobs of non-migrant
workers. Within industries with a large number of ‘missing’ migrants,
shortages imply greater opportunities for non-migrant workers.  But in
high skill, highly specialised occupations, non-migrant workers may
not have the requisite skills to fill vacancies. Previous work has also
found little overall impact of new migrants on the wages and
employment rates of non-migrant workers.
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With net overseas migration still well behind pre-pandemic trends, this work also
emphasises the significant challenges that lie ahead. Measures announced at the
Jobs and Skills Summit will help, but more will need to be done to accommodate an
increase in immigration, including policies to support an increase in the supply of
housing and investments in critical infrastructure. 
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There is also an implicit assumption in many of the policy annoucements made to
date that Australia remains an attractive destination for migrants. However, with
global competition for labour heating up,  this may not be as true as it was before
the pandemic. In this environment, it is particulary important that policymakers
also consider how we allocate our existing stock of talent more efficiently as well
as looking to grow the stock. 
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Appendix

This section outlines the approach we take to estimate the number of missing
temporary migrant workers. This process is broken down into five-steps: 

Determining the total number of missing temporary migrants. If the
pandemic had not occurred, what would the total number of additional
temporary migrants have been in 2022 under each counterfactual
scenario? 

 1.

Estimating which migrants are missing. What is the distribution of
migrants between different visa categories that make up the total
number of missing migrants?

 2.

Calculating the share of migrants who would have been working. What
proportion of migrants in each visa category would have been employed
(based on pre-pandemic data)?

 3.

Determining which industries migrants would have likely been working
in. Where would these migrants have been likely to work (based on pre-
pandemic data)?

 4.

Calculating the number of missing migrant workers. Bringing together
steps 1 to 4, how does the number of migrant workers in each
counterfactual scenario compare to what we observe?

 5.



Labour shortages in Australia: what role for missing migrants? 11

We construct three estimates of the counterfactual stock of temporary migrants.
Each is constructed using publicly available data published by the Department of
Home Affairs, which contains the quarterly stock of migrants by visa category.
Using this data, we estimate the total stock of migrants under the following three
counterfactual scenarios: 

The average year on year growth rate pre-COVID is calculated using growth in the
stock of migrants in June of each year (to account for seasonality) between 2013
and 2019. 

To allocate the total stock of migrants in each counterfactual scenario to different
visa categories, we assume that the distribution of migrants between visa types
matches the distribution in 2018-2019. That is: 

Determining the total number of missing migrantsStep 1

Estimating which migrants are missingStep 2

Calculating the share of migrants who would have been workingStep 3

To estimate the employment rates of migrants, we use data from the 2016 Census
and the Australian Census and Migrants Integrated Dataset, sourced from Mackey
et al. (2022). This data provides detailed information on the labour force
participation rates of primary and secondary applicants of each visa category. To
calculate the probability of a migrant from each visa category being employed we
calculate a weighted average of the employment to population ratio across
primary and secondary applicants.

Determining which industries migrants would have likely been 
working in

Step 4

To determine the distribution of temporary migrant workers between industries,
we again use data from the 2016 Census and the Australian Census and Migrants
Integrated Dataset, sourced from Mackey et al. (2022). This data provides
information on the distribution of workers within each visa category across
industries (by one-digit ANZSIC code). 

Scenario 1: The total number of temporary migrants in Australia remains at 2019
levels (‘low scenario’). 

Scenario 2: The number of temporary migrants increases, but grows more slowly,
with growth between 2019 and 2022 equivalent to one year of pre-pandemic
average annual growth (‘middle scenario’). 

Scenario 3: The number of temporary migrants continues to grow at its pre-
pandemic growth rate (‘high scenario’).

Where          is the counterfactual distribution of visa type m,      is the total
number of temporary migrants from visa type m at time t. Calculating the
distribution in this way ensures that: 



             is the number of migrant workers in 2022 in industry I
             is the total stock of migrants in 2022
    indicates the counterfactual value    
          is the distribution of migrants across visa types m
              is the employment to population ratio of a given visa type m
                    is the distribution of workers of a given visa type across industries          
                                        is the number of missing migrants of visa type m

Unfortunately, not all visa categories are covered in each of the datasets used in
steps 1 to 4 of our analysis. For example, we lack information on how workers on
bridging and graduate visas are distributed across industries. This is particularly
important for bridging visas, which have increased in number since the onset of the
pandemic (See Figure A.1). To overcome this issue, we assume that the data is
missing at random, that is, the distribution of outcomes for bridging and graduate
visas are identical to the distribution for non-missing visa categories. In practice,
this means that we impute missing values with the weighted average of the values
for the non-missing visa categories. 
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However, we believe that this specific data issue is likely to make our results a
more conservative estimate of the number of missing migrant workers. Given
labour force participation and employment are currently at record highs, the
employment to population ratios used in our analysis are likely below the
employment to population ratios we would use if our analysis were based on
current data. 

Discussion of data quality

Calculating the number of missing migrant workersStep 5

The final step in our analysis is calculating the number of missing migrant workers
in each industry. This is done by bringing together the analysis in steps 1 to 4 in
the following formula: 

Where: 

It is also important to note that steps 3 and 4 rely on data from Census 2016, which
is now six years old. Unfortunately, this is the timeliest source of publicly available
data on temporary migrants’ labour force participation.


