
Is a higher rate of JobSeeker 
a disincentive to work?
Our experience is that this is simply not true.

The vast majority of people want to work. A small cohort legitimately cannot seek or 
maintain employment but are ineligible for other payment types, while only a tiny group 
of people ‘play the system’.

It is wrong to design a punitive system for the majority based on the behaviour of a small minority. 
A low rate is actually acting as a barrier to work through hindering the ability of people to present 
themselves well or maintain readiness to work.

 The Claim 
A common objection to raising the rate of JobSeeker and associated payments is that an income 
support payment to cover the essentials is a disincentive to seeking work. 

This was most recently raised by the Prime Minister who told the Sydney radio station 2GB (29 
June 2020) that the government could not allow the JobSeeker unemployment benefit –  
effectively doubled for six months until September – “to become an impediment to people  
going out and doing work, getting extra shifts”. The Prime Minister cited “a lot of anecdotal  
feedback from small businesses, even large businesses, where some of them are finding it hard 
to get people to come and take the shifts because they’re on these higher levels of payment”. 

Evidence 
People are looking for work 
Despite claims that people aren’t looking for work, the National Skills Commission reported that 
only 3% of 2,324 businesses surveyed said they were having – or expected to have – difficulty 
recruiting staff due to a lack of applicants. In addition, jobs portals Seek and Indeed both report a 
marked increase in job search and application activity. This is despite the mandatory requirements 
of mutual obligation, to apply for up to 20 jobs a month, being relaxed during COVID-19. 

“I hope to study and to find more permanent work.”
- Hassan, JobSeeker

The jobs just aren’t there 
For those who are actively looking for work, suitable jobs are in short supply. According to the ANZ 
measure of job ads, employment ads were down 42% (over 60,000) from February to July 2020. 
There are 12 Australians on unemployment payments for every 1 vacancy. This does not include  
those seeking work but not receiving payments which can push the figure up to 18 for every vacancy.
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The jobs don’t fit the workforce 
Innes Willox of the Australian Industry Group said that recent National Skills Commission data 
showed “a large share of the difficulty employers are having filling vacancies is due to a lack 
of suitable skills in the available workforce”. Government, education and training providers, 
employers and industry bodies all have a role to play in training people for work and matching 
jobseekers to jobs. 

An essential income is not Easy Street 
Recent research on the impacts of the recession on both young people and older workers (ANU, 
Brotherhood of St Laurence) suggest that even with a temporary raised rate of JobSeeker, many 
of  these households are still experiencing housing stress. This temporary rate is allowing many 
families to meet only the minimum costs of housing, adequate amounts of healthy food and basic 
transport and medical needs. 

“Attending an interview has a price tag even if you don’t get the job.” 
- Daniel, JobSeeker

The poverty line is well below the minimum wage   
The current temporary rate of JobSeeker is keeping households just above the poverty line. 
Meaning there is little to none discretionary spending beyond the basics. The minimum wage is 
about 50% more than JobSeeker. The financial incentive to work is there. 

“This enables me to be ready to seek employment knowing 
  that at home everything is in order and I can go job hunting 
  without that main stress factor, which is the stresses at home.”
  - Melissa, JobSeeker 

JobSeeker is different from JobKeeper
We have found some media commentary confusing the more generous and less targeted 
JobKeeper rate with Jobseeker. In particular, the flat rate of JobKeeper is going to all employees 
regardless of previously contracted hours. JobKeeper is temporary response to COVID-19 
restrictions but JobSeeker needs to retained a s safety net for all, beyond the COVID-19 crisis.

A level of income support that allows people to access decent food and safe 
accommodation is not a disincentive to work. It is the opposite. With basic 
necessities covered, people are able to look for work, travel to interviews and 
maintain a positive and productive outlook.


