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Purpose of this Document 
In order to set the foundations for effective and 
robust solutions, this report builds a deeper 
understanding of the underlying drivers behind 
persistent workforce shortages in the Australian 
hairdressing industry. Drawing on national data 
and stakeholder insights, it identifies 5 root causes, 
their impacts, and strategic opportunities for 
research policy and coordinated actions.

The structure of this report is built around 5 interconnected 
root causes identified through detailed data analysis and 
stakeholder consultation. Each chapter explores one of 
these issues, presents supporting evidence, and integrates 
qualitative insights from industry and training stakeholders. 
The final sections synthesise key insights and implications 
to inform the next stage of co-design and action across 
policy, practice and workforce development.

Training enrolments have declined by 7% from 2015 to 
2024. In 2024 alone, nearly 3,340 apprentices cancelled 
or withdrew from training. These trends reflect broader, 
long-standing challenges within the training system, and 
with employment conditions and public perceptions 
of the occupation. 

International trends offer a warning sign. In the United 
Kingdom, industry projections suggest hairdressing 
apprenticeships could vanish entirely by 2027, with  
sector-wide employment forecast to fall by over 
90% by 2030. 

Similar pressures, including reduced apprentice intake, 
challenges associated with rising self-employment, 
and changes in training delivery, are already emerging 
in Australia. Without action, shortages are likely to 
continue and worsen.

This report explores the root causes of workforce 
shortages in the Australian hairdressing sector. 
The root causes of workforce shortages in 
hairdressing are interconnected; challenges 
in one area often compound pressures in 
another. Addressing them requires coordinated 
action across multiple parts of the system. 

The 5 root causes are: 

Root Cause 1

Training Duration, Cost and 
Mismatch with Workforce Needs – 
Outdated, lengthy training and low 
completion rates are limiting the 
supply of job-ready graduates.

Root Cause 2

Limited Accessibility to Training 
in Regional and Remote Areas – 
Limited access to training outside 
metropolitan areas is deepening 
regional workforce shortages.

Root Cause 3

Salon Capacity Constraints and 
Self-Employment Shifts – Freelance 
business models and tight margins 
are reducing opportunities for 
apprenticeships and mentoring.

Root Cause 4

Low Wages, Conditions and Limited 
Career Pathways – Low pay and 
the absence of clear progression 
pathways are contributing to attrition 
and deterring new entrants.

Root Cause 5

Public Perceptions, Gender Norms 
and Industry Status – Persistent 
stereotypes and weak regulation 
are undermining the status and 
appeal of the occupation.

Each chapter of this report draws on national 
data and stakeholder insights to examine the 
root causes and their impact on the workforce. 
While presented individually, these root causes 
are closely connected, and conditions in one 
area often influence or exacerbate challenges in 
another.  Addressing these challenges will require 
collaborative action and policy reform, informed by 
industry co-design in the next stage of work.

Executive 
Summary
Australia’s hairdressing occupation is facing a persistent and complex 
workforce shortage. Despite employment levels remaining steady 
at around 63,000 over the past 5 years, employers are struggling to 
fill vacancies. In 2022–23, only 45% of advertised roles were filled, 
and 85% of applicants were considered unsuitable. 
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Hairdressing has been identified as an occupation in 
national shortage in 2025, according to the Occupation 
Shortage List (OSL) published by Jobs and Skills 
Australia (JSA).1 JSA has reported that hairdressing 
has been in persistent national shortage since 2021. 

However, the issue dates back even further. 
Historical data from the Department of Jobs and Small 
Business indicates that shortages in the hairdressing 
occupation have persisted for over two decades, and 
employers have consistently experienced difficulty 
filling vacancies.2

Introduction

1Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) (2025)  Occupation Shortage List.
2�Department of Jobs and Small Business (2017) Hairdresser Labour Market Rating, Fair Work Commission website, 
accessed 2 June 2025.

https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/occupation-shortage/occupation-shortage-list
https://www.fwc.gov.au/documents/sites/awardsmodernfouryr/am201740-ws-brandreth-attach-kb1.pdf
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This shortage indicates that, at prevailing remuneration 
levels, with current conditions of employment and in 
accessible locations, the demand for Hairdressers 
consistently exceeds supply.3 These shortages have 
persisted for many years at both the national and state 
levels (refer to Appendix A detailed breakdown). JSA has 
identified the primary driver of this shortage as a retention 
gap, where there are below-average rates of retention, 
potentially reinforced by low numbers of new applicants 
per vacancy. Increasing the number of qualified applicants 
alone is unlikely to address the issue, as many do not 
remain in the occupation due to low pay, poor working 
conditions, and limited access to social infrastructure.4 

As an essential service industry and a major employer 
of young Australians, hairdressing plays a critical role in 
national workforce development. In addition to structural 
training issues, emerging international research has 
drawn attention to the cultural expectations embedded 
in vocational education, particularly the emotional 
demands placed on students in feminised service 
sectors like hairdressing, which can further impact 
retention and progression.5

These factors contribute to observed workforce dynamics, 
which are visually represented in Figure 1. This figure 
reveals significant workforce dynamics over the decade. 
Within a 10-year span (2011–2021), less than half (45.8%) of 
those identified as hairdressers remained in the profession. 
A key factor in this attrition is exits from the labour force; 
for instance, 14% of hairdressers exited the labour force 
between 2011 and 2016. Consistent with hairdressing’s 
feminised reputation, a majority of these individuals were 
women of typical child-rearing age, highlighting the 
influence of gender expectations and care responsibilities 
on workforce participation. As highlighted in Figure 1, 
there is limited re-entry into the profession, with less 
than 20% of those who exited the labour force by 2016 
returning to work as hairdressers by 2021.6 These patterns 
highlight how factors relevant to service sectors with a 
predominantly female workforce contribute to long-term 
workforce instability and shortages.

Crucially, international examples paint a picture of where 
Australia’s hairdressing workforce could be headed without 
coordinated intervention. In the United Kingdom, forecasts 
from industry and economic bodies warn that hairdressing 
apprenticeships could disappear entirely by 2027. The 
employment of the sector is projected to decline by 93% 
by 2030.7 These warnings reflect pressures already visible 
in the Australian context, including reduced apprentice 

intake, financially constrained salons, and changes in 
employment models that limit training opportunities. 
Together, these global experiences offer a valuable lens 
to examine systemic risks and inform the development of 
long-term strategies tailored to the Australian setting.

“Hairdressing takes years of 
training, technical skill, creativity, 
and people skills — but it’s still 
seen by many as “unskilled” 
or “just a hobby” job. This 
perception keeps wages low and 
doesn’t reflect the real expertise 
needed. Gender stereotypes 
also play a role, as hairdressing 
is often seen as “women’s work”, 
which further devalues it as a 
trade. Changing this mindset 
could help attract and keep more 
people in the industry.”
Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025

Figure 1: National hairdressing workforce dynamics: patterns of exit and retention (2011–2021)

Source: National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), total VET student enrolments and completions, 2015 to 2023

3JSA, (2025) Occupation Shortage List Methodology
4JSA (2025) Occupation Shortage | Jobs and Skills Australia 
5�Klope H and Hedlin M (2023) ‘Always happy: An ideal is reproduced and challenged in hairdresser vocational education and training’, Journal of Education and Work, 
36(3), 237–250.

6Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) 2011–2021 Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) | Australian Bureau of Statistics
7�National Hair and Beauty Federation & Pragmatix Advisory (2022) Careers at the Cutting Edge: Tackling the Skills Shortage in Hair & Beauty; CBI Economics and British 
Beauty Council (2025) Hairdressing Apprenticeship Forecasts Report.

https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/sites/default/files/2024-10/2024%20OSL%20Methodology%20%281%29.pdf
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/occupation-shortage
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13639080.2023.2174957
https://www.abs.gov.au/about/data-services/data-integration/integrated-data/australian-census-longitudinal-dataset-acld
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Australian 
Hairdressing

Industry 
Overview

The hairdressing industry faces ongoing workforce 
challenges, driven by limited supply, shifting demand 
and broader international trends. The following sections 
explore each of these dynamics in more detail.

Problem Statement
The Australian hairdressing industry is facing a 
critical workforce shortage, driven by low retention, 
declining participation in training, and a growing 
shift toward self-employment. Many qualified 
workers leave the occupation due to factors 
such as low pay, limited career progression, and 
poor working conditions, reducing the industry’s 
ability to maintain a stable workforce. As a result, 
businesses struggle to fill vacancies, regional 
areas face service gaps, and the pipeline of 
experienced professionals continues to shrink.

Similar pressures have been observed 
internationally, where other countries are 
also grappling with declining hairdressing 
apprenticeship uptake, reduced training 
investment and workforce attrition in the 
hairdressing sector.

Without intervention, these shortages could 
persist and potentially worsen – especially given 
sustained demand and low retention and limited 
new entrants into the occupation – threatening the 
industry’s long-term sustainability and consumer 
access to essential services.

Overview of Hairdresser Supply
Research conducted by JSA suggests most 
hairdresser applicants lack suitable qualifications 
or experience, leading employers to turn to 
platforms for recruitment, or, in some cases, 
declining available work. According to a survey 
conducted by JSA in 2022–23, employers 
indicated that fewer than half of the surveyed 
hairdresser vacancies were filled (45%), and most 
applicants were considered unsuitable (85%).8 

The training pipeline, representing the flow of newly 
qualified hairdressers, has experienced a slight 
decline since 2015, with enrolments decreasing 
by 7% between 2015 and 2024, indicating that 
few qualified hairdressers are entering the market.9  

The sector also faces low completion rates 
with individual completion rates for those who 
commenced in 2019 stood at 45.2%, which is 
lower than other trade occupations (54.1%) and 
all occupations (54.8%).10 A high number of 
withdrawals from the apprenticeship program is 
evident – 3,340 cancellations or withdrawals from 
hairdresser apprenticeships or traineeships were 
recorded in 2024, accounting for 10% of total 
in-training apprentices in the trade. This rate is 
relatively high compared to the national average 
of 6%, and 8% for the broader Technicians 
and Trades Workers category.11

8JSA (2024) Labour Market Update, February 2024. 
9National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) (2024) Total VET students and courses 2023.
10NCVER (2024) Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2023: data tables. Note: Individual completions rate 4 years after commencements. 
11NCVER (2023) Total VET students and courses 2023.
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Figure 2: National employment for hairdressers (2000–2024) with forecast to 2034

Source: ABS Labour Force Survey, 2024; Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA), Victoria University Employment Projections – May 2024 to May 2034 
Note: Trend line derived using Locally Estimated Scatterplot Smoothing (LOESS) regression

The Fair Work Ombudsman’s Hairdressing Apprentice 
Initiative has identified low pay rates, including weekend, 
public holiday and overtime pay, along with issues 
concerning break and leave entitlements, as common 
workplace issues that could contribute to low retention 
rates of hairdressers.12 Data from the Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) National Data Asset reveals that 
graduates of the Certificate III in Hairdressing are less 
likely than the national average to pursue further VET or 
higher education. This reflects a gap in career pathways in 
the hairdressing industry, as there are no widely adopted 
qualifications beyond the Certificate III to support 
advancement into leadership or specialised roles.13

In 2024, the Labour Force Survey (LFS) recorded 
over 63,000 hairdressers employed in Australia, and 
employment was projected to grow by 5.6% over the 
next decade, reaching more than 67,000 by 203414 (Figure 
2). However, assuming a continued level of demand 
similar to that experienced over the past decade, this 
projected growth may be insufficient. The workforce had 
already reached approximately 67,000 in 2018 and 2021, 
yet shortages were still present at that time. Therefore, 
assuming similar levels of population growth and sustained 
demand, shortages are likely to persist into the future.

Overview of Hairdresser Demand
Demand for hairdressers, as measured by online job 
postings, showed a downward trend in the 5 years leading 
up to the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 3). Post-COVID-19, 
demand increased significantly, peaking in March 2021, 
before resuming its decline. Relative to other occupations, 
hairdressing has experienced lower demand growth in 
Australia; illustrating the widening gap between demand 
for hairdressing and other occupations.15

While online job advertisements for hairdressers have 
decreased faster than the national average, this likely 
reflects a growing shift to self-employment (44% of 
hairdressers were self-employed in 2021, up from 41% 
in 2016)16 and increased use of alternative recruitment 
methods like word-of-mouth and social media, which are 
not captured by Internet Vacancy Index (IVI) data. Despite 
this decline in online advertisements, employment levels 
have remained stable at around 63,000 hairdressers 
over the past 5 years, suggesting sustained demand 
for hairdressers that is not fully reflected in online 
vacancy data.

Figure 3: Growth in demand for hairdressers compared to other occupations, measured by the Internet Vacancy Index (IVI)

Source: Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA), Internet Vacancy Index (IVI), February 2025 
Indexed 2015 Q1 = 100

12JSA (2024), Labour Market Update, February 2024. 
13JSA (n.d)  VET National Data Asset Dashboard, 2019–20. 
14JSA (2024) Employment Projections.

15JSA (2025) Internet Vacancy Index (IVI), February 2025.
16ABS (2021) Census of Population and Housing, 2021.

https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/download/19522/labour-market-update-february-2024/2280/labour-market-update-february-2024/pdf
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/vet-national-data-asset
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/employment-projections
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/internet-vacancy-index
https://www.abs.gov.au/census
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Our Approach

International Context
Workforce shortages in hairdressing are not confined to 
Australia. Countries such as the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand and Canada face similar challenges, driven by 
a complex mix of regulatory settings, training system 
pressures, wage structures and shifting employment 
models. While each country’s experience is shaped by 
its unique policy environment, common themes emerge, 
including declining apprenticeship uptake, financial 
barriers to training, a rise in self-employment and 
concerns about qualification standards. 

The international comparison detailed in the appendix 
of this report outlines key drivers and responses in these 
countries, providing valuable context for understanding 
Australia’s current landscape and informing future 
policy considerations. The International Industry 
Overview section of this report outlines a comprehensive 
international analysis that highlights the structural and 
policy factors contributing to workforce shortages abroad 
and offers valuable lessons for the Australian context.

This report was developed through a structured process that combined 
data analysis, literature review and extensive stakeholder engagement.

The project commenced with the development of a shared 
problem definition and a root cause analysis to explore 
the key drivers of workforce shortages in the hairdressing 
occupation. A comprehensive review of existing research 
was undertaken, alongside detailed analysis of training 
enrolments, completions, apprenticeship withdrawals, 
labour market trends and workforce mobility. Additional 
insights were drawn from internal training expertise to 
assess current and future pathways.

To complement the data analysis, SaCSA administered a 
national survey with over 150 respondents and conducted 
targeted interviews with employers, training providers 
and industry stakeholders. These inputs were critical to 
refining the root causes and identifying feasible, impactful 
areas for action. Survey feedback and stakeholder insights 
added depth and nuance to the analysis, particularly 
around emerging trends such as self-employment 
and regional access challenges.17

The Strategic Workforce Advisory Group (SWAG) played 
an important role throughout the process. Members were 
engaged to test early findings, validate proposed actions 
and review draft outputs, helping to ensure the report 
reflects on-the-ground realities and industry priorities.

Together, these insights shaped a report that highlights 
the root causes of workforce shortages, presents 
supporting evidence and stakeholder perspectives, 
and outlines opportunities for policy, program and 
partnership responses.

17Respondent demographics are provided in Appendix C.
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Root 
Causes

This section presents 5 interrelated root causes 
that contribute to persistent workforce shortages in 
the hairdressing industry. Identified through national 
data analysis and stakeholder consultation, these 
causes reflect deep, systemic challenges across 
training, employment and retention. 

While each root cause is explored individually, 
they are closely linked and often reinforce 
one another. 

Understanding these connections is critical to 
identifying where targeted, coordinated action 
may be most effective.
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Root Cause 1: 
Training duration, cost and 
mismatch with workforce needs

Training systems influence who enters the hairdressing profession, who 
completes their qualification, and how well graduates are prepared for work. 
This section introduces the first of 5 root causes identified through data 
analysis and stakeholder feedback: training duration, cost, and misalignment 
with workforce needs. Drawing on enrolment patterns, employer capacity 
and learner outcomes, it explores how current settings may be limiting 
the supply of qualified workers.

Training Pipeline and Completion Challenges
The flow of new, qualified hairdressers into the workforce 
has not kept pace with demand for an extended period. 
National data shows that enrolments and completions in 
VET have remained flat or declined, limiting the pipeline 
of workers each year.

Between 2015 and 2024, enrolments in hairdressing 
qualifications fell by 7%, while completions increased 

marginally by 3% (Figure 4).18 Moreover, the apprenticeship 
individual completion rates for those who commenced 
in 2019 stood at 45.2%, which is lower than other trade 
occupations (54.1%) and all occupations (54.8%).19 
This gap suggests a long-term structural issue: too few 
students are completing training to meet industry needs, 
a key driver of the persistent shortage.20

State-by-State Variability
State-level enrolment data shows diverging trends.21  
Between 2015 and 2024: 

•	 �In Victoria enrolments declined from 6,127 (2015) to 
3,588 (2024), a 41% decrease.

•	 �In contrast, New South Wales saw enrolments rise from 
2,727 to 3,513, a 29% increase.

•	 �Queensland and Western Australia also recorded 
growth, 20% and 18% respectively.

•	 �In addition to Victoria, South Australia, Tasmania, and 
the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) were experiencing 
decline in enrolments during the periods.

•	 �In 2024, Queensland accounted for the largest share of 
enrolments at 29%, up from 22% in 2015. Victoria held 
the second-largest share at 25%, a decline from 40% 
in 2015, while New South Wales accounted for 24%, up 
from 18% in 2015. Eighteen percent of enrolments were 
distributed across other jurisdictions, with no significant 
changes in their individual shares since 2015.22

Completion data mirrors this pattern. Between 2015 
and 2024:

•	 In Victoria completions dropped 38% (1,415 to 873).

•	 �In New South Wales completions rose 38% (907 to 
1,255).

•	 �With the exception of Victoria, the only other jurisdiction 
to record a decline in completions was the ACT, which 
fell by 32%

•	 �The remaining states experienced growth in 
completions: Queensland (38%), the Northern Territory 
(19%), South Australia (7%) and Tasmania (5%). 

•	 �In terms of share of completions, New South Wales 
accounted for the highest at 32% in 2024, up from 
24% in 2015. Queensland held the second-largest 
share at 23%, an increase from 17% in 2015, while 
Victoria accounted for 22%, a decline from 38% 
in 2015. Approximately 18% of completions were 
distributed across other jurisdictions, with no jurisdiction 
experiencing a significant change in its individual share 
since 2015.23

Visual representations of these trends are provided in 
Appendix A.

Figure 4: Enrolments and completions for hairdressers (2015-2024)

Source: National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), Total VET student enrolments and completions, 2015 to 2023

18List of qualifications mapped to hairdressing is provided in Appendix A
19NCVER (2024) Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2023: data tables.
20NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses (TVA) program enrolments, 2023. 

21NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses (TVA) program enrolments, 2023. Note- Location based on student state/territory.
22The remaining 4% of enrolments were recorded under Offshore and Not Known.
23The remaining 6% of completions were recorded under Offshore and Not Known.
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Participation by Equity and Demographic Groups
The hairdressing training system is heavily reliant on 
domestic students, who accounted for an average of 
98% of total enrolments between 2015 and 2024. The 
small international student cohort, averaging 3% of 
enrolments, demonstrates a fluctuating but consistently 
higher completion share compared to their share of 
enrolments. For example, their completion share for 
international students has varied from a high of 6% (2015, 
2017) to a low of 3% (2019, 2022), before rising again to 
5% in 2024.24 This pattern suggests a stronger likelihood 
of course completion among international  students. 

Stakeholders suggest that the limited growth in 
international student enrolments, combined with a 
primary reliance on the domestic workforce, may be 
exacerbating shortages. As a female-dominated sector, 
much of the workforce works part-time due to family 
commitments. Consequently, international and fully 
qualified workers are needed to fill the gap in full-time 
hairdressers and barbers.25

In this context, stakeholders emphasise the importance 
of streamlining the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) 
process.26 They suggest that for qualified individuals 

from other countries, or those with substantial industry 
experience (for example, 5 or more years), qualification 
conversion needs to be simpler, but without compromising 
the quality of graduates. For instance, evidence 
requirements for certifications like Certificate III in 
Hairdressing should be less stringent, with one or two 
examples per unit being deemed sufficient. This approach, 
stakeholders believe, would help boost the participation 
of qualified international hairdressers and contribute 
to easing existing industry shortages.

A positive trend in the training pipeline is the growing 
diversity. The participation share among Indigenous 
Australians have doubled from 3% to 5% between 2015 
and 2024. The share of completions for Indigenous 
students has also doubled from 2% to 4% in the 
same period.27

Enrolments for students with disability have also seen 
growth, increasing from 6% to 8% of the student share 
between 2015 and 2024.28 The share of completions has 
increased from 5% to 7%. Although participation and 
completion rates have grown for equity groups, targeted 
support remains essential to strengthen training outcomes.

Employer Size and Apprenticeship Access
Apprenticeship commencements by employer size 
have shown distinct trends from 2015 to 2024. The 
most notable shift has been among the employers with 
one to four employees, which saw a 25% decrease in 
commencements and a 11% decrease in completions 
over this period.

This trend is further illustrated in Figure 5, which shows 
a decline in the share of qualified hairdressers entering 
the market through smaller employers, a common 
entry pathway into the profession. For instance, in 2015, 
employers with one to four employees accounted 
for 29% of commencements, whereas by 2024, 
this figure had dropped to 26%.29

These figures suggest that smaller employers, 
particularly self-employed hairdressers, are offering 
fewer apprenticeship opportunities. The decline in 
commencements and completions can be partly 
attributed to tight margins and rising operational costs 
faced by small salons, as discussed further in Root Cause 
3: Salon Capacity Constraints and Self-Employment.

24NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses (TVA) program enrolments, 2023. 
25�Submissions to the Review of the Australian Apprenticeships National Skills 

Needs List.
26SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

27NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses (TVA) program enrolments, 2023. 
28NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses (TVA) program enrolments, 2023. 
29NCVER (2024) Apprentices and trainees 2024.

Figure 5: Apprenticeship commencements and shares by employer size (2015–2024)

Source: NCVER, Apprentices 
and Trainees, December 2024

https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/total-vet-students-and-courses-2023
https://www.dewr.gov.au/system/files/documents/document-file/2020-12/australian_hairdressing_council.pdf
https://www.dewr.gov.au/system/files/documents/document-file/2020-12/australian_hairdressing_council.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/total-vet-students-and-courses-2023
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/total-vet-students-and-courses-2023
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/apprentices-and-trainees-2024-march-quarter


“In recent interviews 
hairdressers identified that 
they were poorly equipped 
to manage the range of client 
disclosures and emotional 
labour that was required on 
a daily basis, putting them at 
high risk of burnout, especially 
when entering the workforce 
at a young age.” 
Researcher, Victoria, 2025
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Cancellation/Withdrawals from Apprenticeship Program
The sector continues to experience a high rate of 
withdrawals from apprenticeship programs, further 
constraining the supply of qualified Hairdressers. 
In 2024, there were 3,340 cancellation/withdrawals, 
accounting for 10% of total in-training apprentices 
in the trade. This trend has persisted over time, with 
an average of 3,600 cancellations/withdrawals 
per year between 2015 and 2024.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of 
withdrawals was declining. Between 2015 and 2020, 
cancellations fell from 3,800 to 3,176, a reduction of 16%. 
However, this trend reversed after 2020, with withdrawals 
peaking at 4,060 in 2022, a 28% increase. Following 
this peak, withdrawals gradually declined, approaching 
pre-pandemic levels. The increase in withdrawals during 
the pandemic may reflect sector instability and financial 
stress caused by pandemic-related disruptions 
(Appendix B: Figure B2).

The composition of withdrawals also shifted. The 
proportion of male apprentices withdrawing increased 
from 9% in 2015 to 13% in 2024. Among Indigenous 
apprentices, withdrawals rose from 4% to 7%, while for 
apprentices with disability the proportion increasing from 
3% to 5%. These trends suggest the need for tailored 
retention strategies targeting priority learner groups.30

In terms of age, most withdrawals in 2024 were among 
apprentices aged 15 to 24, who made up 87% of all exits. 
However, this group’s share has declined from 89% in 
2015. In contrast, withdrawals among those aged 25 to 
39 rose from 9% to 12% over the same period. This shift 
may signal growing interest from mature-age entrants 
but also points to potential unmet expectations in 
training and employment conditions.

A key factor contributing to this is the disconnect 
between training and the practical demands of salon 
work. Employers frequently report that the current training 
system does not align with the needs of the modern 
workforce. Stakeholders cite outdated content, limited 
exposure to emerging trends like permanent straightening 
and perming, and technologies such as digital marketing. 
They also point to a lack of focus on essential workplace 
skills, including inter-personal skills. Reflecting this 
concern, 71% of respondents agreed that some elements 
of training fall short of preparing students for current and 
future workforce needs (Figure 6). A lack of leadership 
skills within the workforce was a common concern among 
stakeholders, with 65% of survey respondents indicating 
that this gap hinders the development of technical and 
management capabilities, especially among young 
apprentices (Figure 6).

Adding to these concerns, many stakeholders express 
that the quality of training from Registered Training 
Organisations (RTOs) and TAFEs is poor, and some 
teachers are perceived as being out of touch with 
current industry practices. Graduates, particularly 

from fast-track or non-apprenticeship courses, are often 
considered ‘unemployable’ due to lacking the necessary 
skills and commercial readiness for salon work. The 
standard of training also varies significantly between 
providers and employers.

Mismatch Between Training 
and Workforce Needs
According to a 2022–23 survey by Jobs and Skills 
Australia (JSA), fewer than half (45%) of advertised 
hairdressing vacancies were filled, and 85% of applicants 
were considered unsuitable. In response, many employers 
have turned to alternative recruitment methods, such as 
social media, or in some cases, declined available work 
due to the lack of qualified candidates.31

Figure 6: Industry perceptions on training gaps and workforce skills

Some elements of training do not meet the 
needs of the current and future workforce.

There is a lack of leadership and 
mentorship skills in the workforce.

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 149

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey  
N = 148

30NCVER (2024) Apprentices and trainees 2024.
31JSA (2024) Labour Market Update, February 2024. 

“Training needs to be 
overhauled … to meet current 
salon requirements, i.e. new 
trends basics and fundamental 
skills need more time set and 
management from both trade 
school and in salon training.”
Salon Owner, Western Australia, 2025

https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/apprentices-and-trainees-2024-march-quarter
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/download/19522/labour-market-update-february-2024/2280/labour-market-update-february-2024/pdf
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Another key issue raised in relation to training is the long 
training, which JSA identified as a contributing factor to 
workforce shortages in 2024. However, industry responses 
suggest a more complex picture. While the Certificate III 
in Hairdressing apprenticeship typically takes around 3 
years to complete, stakeholder feedback indicates that 
the duration is not the sole concern. There also needs to 
be a focus on the content and structure of the training 
delivered during that time.

The Certificate III in Hairdressing takes a median 
of 847 days to complete, which is 575 days longer 
than the national median for vocational training. This 
extended duration, coupled with lower than average 
earning, helps to explain why enrolment numbers 
have remained stagnant since 2015.32 

Some argue that the low pay rate, which is not reflective 
of the long training period, deters students from 
entering the industry. As Figure 7 indicates, only 30% of 
stakeholders believe extended training discourages entry 
into the industry, and just 25% agree it significantly delays 
the availability of qualified workers. This suggests that the 
content and delivery, rather than the length of training, 
requires attention and improvement.

“

“

Many experienced hairdressers 
haven’t been trained in how 
to mentor or lead apprentices 
effectively. They might be great 
technically but struggle to 
pass on skills or manage team 
dynamics. Better leadership and 
coaching training for senior staff 
would help new hairdressers 
feel more supported and 
likely to stay in the industry.” 
Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025

The apprenticeship time frame 
should remain the same, the 
quality of apprentices has 
dropped dramatically due to 
lack of training. The option to 
fast track should be kept for 
(those who have the required) 
experience.”
Salon Owner, Western Australia 
(Regional), 2025

32JSA (n.d)  VET National Data Asset Dashboard, 2019–20. 

33SaCSA analysis of NCVER Student Outcomes Survey.
34JSA (n.d) VET National Data Asset Dashboard, 2019–20.

Cost and Returns to Education
The VET Student Outcomes Survey (SOS), shows 
that most graduates from hairdressing and barbering 
qualifications enter the field. In 2023, 69% of Certificate 
III in Hairdressing graduates reported working as 
hairdressers, while 73% of Certificate III in Barbering 
graduates also reported working as hairdressers 
(this occupational category includes Barber as a 
specialisation). These results reflect strong alignment 
between qualifications and occupational outcome.33

However, income data reveals a less favourable picture. 
As Figure 8 illustrates, in the 2020–21 financial year, the 
median income for Certificate III in Hairdressing graduates 
was $41,800, and for barbering graduates it was $37,900. 
Both figures are lower than the national median income of 
$48,500. This wage gap is significant when considered 
alongside the time required to complete training.34

Figure 8: Median income after qualification completion (2019–2020)

Source: JSA, VET National Data Asset, 2019–2020

Figure 7: Industry perceptions of training 
duration as a barrier to workforce entry 
and availability

Long training periods (the time taken to 
complete an apprenticeship) discourage 
people from entering the hairdressing industry.

Long training periods (the time taken to 
complete an apprenticeship) delay the 
availability of qualified workers.

Source: SaCSA’s 
Hairdresser  
Shortage Survey  
N = 146

Source: SaCSA’s 
Hairdresser 
Shortage Survey 
N = 149

Key Insights and Areas for Action
The evidence presented in this section highlights 
how limited employer capacity and misalignment 
with industry needs are constraining the supply 
of qualified hairdressers. These challenges are 
further compounded among equity groups. 
While these issues are complex, they point to 
clear areas where targeted action could support a 
more sustainable and responsive training pipeline.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

a.	 �How training content aligns with current salon 
practices and future workforce needs.

b.	 �Ways to better engage small employers and 
training providers to understand barriers to 
participation and completion, particularly for 
equity groups and apprentices.

c.	 �Patterns across regional and demographic 
groups that could inform future policy, 
program design, and strategic engagement.
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“Big city education isn’t easy 
to access or affordable. Too 
easy to forget about us in 
the country.” 
Salon Owner, Victoria (Regional), 2025

Figure 9: Industry perceptions of training 
availability in regional and remote areas

Training in regional and remote areas is 
often limited and inconsistent.

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 128
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Figure 10: Enrolments by student place of residence – Queensland (2024)

Source:  
NCVER, Total VET 
enrolments, 2024

The absence of trained hairdressers in regional 
and remote areas limits access to a core personal 
service – particularly for those unable to travel. This 
gap disproportionately affects older people, people 
with disability, and First Nations communities, where 
consistent, culturally safe, and locally delivered 
services are essential to wellbeing.

The shortage of hairdressers is particularly pronounced 
in regional and remote areas. In 2018 in the Northern 
Territory, only 20% of advertised vacancies advertised 
by metropolitan employers were filled, whereas 
regional employers were unable to fill any of their 
advertised positions, highlighting a geographic 
disparity.35 The situation is even more challenging in 
remote and Indigenous communities, where access 
to local training providers is limited, especially for less 
common specialisations. As a result, apprentices are 
often required to travel long distances to urban centres 
for off-the-job training, incurring significant financial 
costs and logistical burdens.

Stakeholder feedback strongly reinforces this issue. 
As Figure 9 highlights, 70% of respondents agreed 
that training in regional and remote areas is limited 
and inconsistent. These barriers contribute to attrition 
and deter new entrants, compounding workforce 
shortages in areas where demand remains strong.

Root Cause 2: 
Limited accessibility to training 
in regional and remote areas

35Department of Jobs and Small Business (2018) Hairdressers ANZCSO 3911-11 Northern Territory, December 2018.

36NCVER (2024) Apprentices and Trainees 2024: June Quarter.
37Location is based on Student Remoteness (ARIA+), excluding those classified as ‘Outside Australia’ or ‘Not known’.

Persistent workforce shortages in hairdressing are especially acute outside 
metropolitan centres, where access to local training remains limited. These 
constraints reduce participation, increase withdrawals, and hinder supply 
in regions that already face service access challenges.

Training in Regional and Remote Areas
Between 2015 and 2024, training enrolments and 
completions became increasingly concentrated in 
metropolitan areas. The share of enrolments in major 
cities grew from 67% to 69%, with completions rising 
from 68% to 70%. In contrast, regional areas experienced 
a decline. Enrolments dropped from 32% to 30%, 
and completions fell from 31% to 29%. Remote areas 
consistently accounted for just 1% of both enrolments and 
completions, highlighting a persistent gap in access and 
training delivery (See Appendix B – Additional Data).36, 37

This trend is further illustrated in Figure 10. In 2023, 
Queensland recorded the highest overall share of 
total enrolments (29%), but participation remained 
concentrated in urban areas. A similar pattern is 
observed across other states, where enrolment 
outside metropolitan areas remained comparatively 
low. These findings point to a supply constraint: low 
regional uptake of training results in fewer qualified 
workers in non-metropolitan communities. 

https://www.fwc.gov.au/documents/sites/awardsmodernfouryr/am201740-sda-tab11-230819.pdf
https://ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/apprentices-and-trainees-2024-june-quarter
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Recognising this critical training gap in regional and 
remote locations, institutions like Charles Darwin University 
(CDU) are actively implementing programs to increase 
access to hairdressing education in remote and First 
Nations communities. Initiatives, such as the partnership 
with a program known as the Deadly Hair Dude, aim to 
provide basic hairdressing skills, including foiling and 
cutting hair with clippers, directly in these communities, 
thereby establishing a pathway to the Certificate III 
qualification and subsequent employment opportunities.38 
Despite these commendable efforts, approximately 
73 communities in the Northern Territory still lack basic 
hairdresser services.39 The focus of these programs is on 
training local community members, a strategy deemed 
essential for long-term sustainability, as experience 
indicates that individuals from outside the communities 
typically do not remain in these roles for extended periods 
when working as Hairdressers in regional communities.

The lack of training in regional and remote locations 
restricts the entry of new talent into the profession in these 
areas and contributes to attrition, as individuals may need 
to relocate for training or improved opportunities, further 
depleting the regional workforce. Specific initiatives, 
such as the Deadly Hair Dude, highlight the severity of 
this access issue and the innovative, community-led 
solutions required. 

This implicitly confirms the systemic nature of the problem. 
The inaccessibility of training in regional and remote 
areas creates regions underserved by hairdressing 
services. This affects local economies and social well-
being, given that hairdressing is an essential service 
that fosters community connection.40

Cancellations/Withdrawals and 
Retention Patterns by Region
A similar pattern emerges when examining training 
withdrawals. Between 2015 and 2024 the share of 
withdrawals from major cities slightly declined from 72% 
to 70%, while the regional and remote share increased 
from 26% to 29%. This shift signals emerging pressures 
in the non-metropolitan training pipeline.41

When analysed by state, all jurisdictions42 except 
Queensland recorded an increase in the proportion 
of withdrawals from regional areas between 2015 to 
2024. In Queensland, proportion of regional withdrawals 
declined, from 33% to 32% in Queensland.43, 44

These trends highlight weakening retention in many 
regions, exacerbating workforce gaps in areas 
already facing training delivery challenges.

38Charles Darwin University (16 August 2022) ‘New program to increase access to studying hairdressing in remote areas’.
39Delaney A (6 March 2022) ‘Dozens of NT communities have no hairdresser. An Indigenous initiative aims to change that’, 7NEWS website, accessed 30 June 2025. 
40Charles Darwin University (22 September 2021) ‘More hairdressers on their way to support industry’, accessed 30 June 2025.

41�Location is based on Client Remoteness (ARIA+), excluding those classified as ‘Outside Australia’ or ‘Not known’. While the proportions differ slightly, 
the overall conclusion remains robust when workplace remoteness (ARIA+) is used instead.

42Tasmania, Northern Territory, and Australian Capital Territory were excluded due to small sample size.
43Location is based on Client Remoteness (ARIA+) and Client State, excluding those classified as ‘Outside Australia’ or ‘Not known’. 
44NCVER (2024): Apprentices and trainees 2024: June quarter.

“We only have access to one 
training provider in my area 
and we need to drive an hour 
to access it. Some of the 
younger girls in my TAFE class 
struggle and some travel over 
2 hours there and back.”   
Apprentice, New South Wales 
(Regional), 2025

Key Insights and Areas for Action
This section highlights how geographic barriers, 
particularly in regional and remote areas, are 
disrupting access to training and contributing to 
the uneven distribution of qualified Hairdressers. 
Declining enrolments, flat completions, and 
rising withdrawal rates in non-metropolitan areas 
indicate that the training pipeline is not equitably 
serving all communities. Without action, 
shortages in these regions are likely to deepen.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

d.	 �How flexible, locally responsive training 
models could reduce travel burdens and 
increase access for regional and remote 
learners.

e.	 �How regional data and stakeholder feedback 
can be used to identify priority areas for 
collaboration and program design. 

“In regional and remote areas, 
there are fewer training providers 
and qualified trainers, so 
apprentices often have to travel 
long distances or wait for block 
training. This makes it harder to 
start or finish an apprenticeship 
and discourages people from 
staying in the trade locally. 
More accessible and consistent 
training would really help 
these areas.”  
Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025

https://www.cdu.edu.au/news/new-program-increase-access-studying-hairdressing-remote-areas
https://7news.com.au/news/nt/hairdressing-is-opening-doors-for-indigenous-australians-and-people-with-disabilities-in-remote-communities-c-5661866
https://www.cdu.edu.au/news/more-hairdressers-their-way-support-industry
https://ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/apprentices-and-trainees-2024-june-quarter


“Fewer opportunities are 
available now for apprentices. 
Yet employers do not value the 
non-apprenticeship pathway.” 
RTO Educator, Victoria, 2025

Evolving Models and Decline 
in Apprenticeships
As identified in Root Cause 1, a critical concern is 
the continued decline in apprentice commencements 
and completions, which is limiting the pipeline of new, 
skilled entrants into the sector. A key factor contributing 
to this trend is the evolving business landscape. 
The traditional salon model, where owners typically 
employed apprentices and covered their wages, is 
becoming less prominent in the industry. Increasingly, 
self-employment and freelance arrangements are 
reshaping how hairdressing services are delivered, 
reducing the availability of apprenticeship opportunities 
and weakening training pathways. Between 2016 and 2021, 
the proportion of self-employed individuals increased 
slightly from 41% to 44%. This change was driven by a rise 
in self-employment without employees, which grew from 
28% to 32% over the same period. 

In contrast, the proportion of self-employed individuals 
with employees declined from 13% to 12%.47 According 
to SaCSA’s survey, 82% of respondents agreed that an 
increase in self-employed or freelance stylists is reducing 
opportunities for apprenticeships, and limiting pathways 
for upskilling through formal qualifications (Figure 11).
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Industry Structure and 
Business Size
The Australian hairdressing industry is predominantly 
composed of small to medium-sized businesses (SMEs). 
An estimated 96.8% of these businesses employ 
fewer than 20 people.45 In 2022, the sector comprised 
approximately 20,413 hairdressing and barbershop 
businesses, and the average business employed 
approximately 4 individuals.46 This fragmented structure 
limits the sector’s ability to scale workforce development 
and contributes to ongoing shortages.

A key upcoming change is the Australian government’s 
plan to ban non-compete clauses in employment 
contracts for workers earning under $175,000, effective 
from 2027.48 While this reform aims to boost worker 
mobility, wages and small business creation, it raises 
concerns among salon owners who invest significantly in 
staff training and client base development. Losing both 
staff and clients to competitors with little recourse poses 
a risk to salon owners. Industry bodies like the Australian 
Hairdressing Council (AHC) acknowledge this complexity. 
They support worker progression while recognising 
employer risks. There is speculation that this ban may 
accelerate the shift towards contractor or rent-a-chair 
models as employers seek to mitigate these risks.49

Appeal of Self-Employment
The increasing prevalence of self-employment models, 
such as chair rental, home-based salons and single 
operators, is significantly affecting the hairdressing 
industry’s training capacity. According to an AHC report, 
in 2019 rent-a-chair arrangements increased from 
2,200 to 6,600 in 12 months.50 Census income data 
highlights why this shift is appealing. Although median 
weekly earnings for both employees and self-employed 
hairdressers fall within the same range ($650 to $799), 
a greater proportion of self-employed individuals earn 
at the higher end of the income distribution. In addition, 
self-employed hairdressers typically work fewer hours 
per week, a median of 25 hours compared to 30 
hours for employees.51

These financial and lifestyle benefits help explain 
why many new and experienced hairdressers are 
leaving traditional salon employment in favour of 
freelance arrangements.

Root Cause 3: 
Salon capacity constraints and 
self-employment shifts

45Submission 47 - Hair and Beauty Australia - Workplace Relations Framework - Public inquiry.
46Ernst & Young (2022): Hygiene, Personal Care and Specialty Products industry: Economic State of the Industry report, Accord website, accessed 30 June 2025.
47ABS, Census of Population and Housing, 2021. 

48The Treasury (2023) ‘Non-compete clauses and other restraints’, The Treasury website, accessed 31 July 2025.
49�Maloney K (26 March 2025) ‘Non-Compete Clauses to Be Banned: What This Means for the Hairdressing Industry’, Australian Hairdressing Council website, 

accessed 30 June 2025.
50�Australian Hairdressing Council (2020) Submission to the Review of the Australian Apprentices National Skills Needs List, Department of Employment and Workplace 

Relations website, accessed 30 June 2025.
51ABS, Census of Population and Housing, 2021.

A growing shift towards self-employment and freelance work is reducing 
the availability of traditional salon-based apprenticeships and limiting 
opportunities for formal upskilling. At the same time, tight profit margins and 
rising overheads are restricting the ability of many salons to invest in training, 
mentoring and workforce development. Together, these trends are limiting 
the industry’s capacity to grow and maintain a skilled workforce.

Figure 11: Industry perceptions of the impact 
of self-employment on training pathways

An increase in self-employed or freelance 
stylists is reducing opportunities for 
apprenticeships, as well as limiting pathways 
for upskilling through formal qualifications. 

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 144
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https://theahc.org.au/non-compete-clauses-to-be-banned-what-this-means-for-the-hairdressing-industry/
https://www.dewr.gov.au/system/files/documents/document-file/2020-12/australian_hairdressing_council.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/census
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High overheads and wage rates can make it impractical 
for many small businesses to employ apprentices. 
Additionally, stakeholders have identified that the salary 
required for salons to sponsor international hairdressers, 
which involves meeting the Temporary Skilled Migration 
Income Threshold of AUD 73,150 per year (as of 1 July 1 
2024) and the Annual Market Salary Rate for the position, 
is too high a cost for salons, particularly those in regional 
and remote locations where shortages tend to be more 
severe.53 While government incentives, such as the 

Australian Apprentice Training Support Payment, the 
Key Apprenticeship Payment, Australian Apprenticeship 
Support Loans and Living Away From Home Allowance , 
exist to support both employers and apprentices, they may 
not fully offset the cumulative risks for small employers.54

According to the SaCSA survey, 76% of respondents 
agreed that salons struggle to support apprentices 
due to time, staffing and cost pressures and 90% 
of respondents agreed that tight margins limit 
investment in workforce development (Figure 12).

Impacts on Training and 
Capacity
However, while these models offer greater flexibility and 
autonomy, they often lack the structure, financial resources 
and staffing capacity needed to support apprenticeships 
or formal on-the-job training. For instance, self-employed 
contractors operating below the GST registration threshold 
are typically unable or unwilling to take on apprentices. 
As a result, they contribute little to the development of 
a future skilled workforce.

The AHC notes that this trend is particularly pronounced 
among qualified hairdressers with family responsibilities, 
who increasingly opt for home-based work or rent-a-
chair setups. As more experienced stylists shift away from 
traditional salons, the number of senior staff available to 
train apprentices declines. This is especially concerning 
given the one-to-one ratio of qualified stylists to 
apprentices often required by regulation.52

Financial Risks and 
Disincentives
Salon owners also face significant financial burdens 
related to apprentice training fees. Government 
mandates requiring employers to pay for apprentice 
TAFE training can be particularly challenging, especially 
when apprentices don’t complete their training. This 
situation can lead to individuals exploring the profession 
without full commitment, leaving salon owners to bear 
training fees for uncompleted apprenticeships.

53SaCSA Consultation with Stakeholders.
54MEGT (n.d) ‘Financial support for Australian Apprentices’ MEGT Ltd website, accessed 30 June 2025.

52�AHC (2020) Submission to the Review of the Australian Apprentices National, Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations website, accessed 30 June 2025.

“

“

Self-employed stylists will likely 
struggle to take on and sustain an 
apprentice. When you’re working 
for yourself, you don’t have the 
benefit of structured training, 
ongoing upskilling, or the shared 
knowledge that comes from 
being part of a team. Financially, 
it’s tough too – you’d need to 
stop earning in order to train 
someone else, and potentially 
even pay for that training yourself. 
In a team-based salon like ours, 
you learn from each other every 
day – that just doesn’t happen 
when you’re working solo.”   
Salon Owner, Queensland, 2025

No accountability for 
apprentices to complete 
their apprenticeships. They 
are able to drop out with no 
compensation to the business 
who have invested in them.”   
Salon Manager, South Australia, 2025

Figure 12: Industry perceptions of business constraints affecting workforce development

Salons struggle to support apprentices 
due to time, staffing, and cost pressures. 

Tight margins limit investment 
in workforce development.

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 144

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 143

https://www.megt.com.au/financial-support-for-apprentices
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“Most salons run on tight margins because of high rents, product 
costs, and competitive pricing. This leaves little room to pay for 
extra training, mentoring time, or incentives to keep staff long term. 
Owners often want to invest more in workforce development but 
simply can’t afford it without putting their business at risk.”   
Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025

Systemic Impacts
The combination of an industry dominated by small 
businesses and a significant shift towards self-employment 
is systematically dismantling the traditional apprenticeship 
model. As experienced Hairdressers increasingly opt 
for flexible self-employment, the pool of senior stylists 
available to mentor apprentices in conventional salons 
diminishes. This is particularly problematic given 
the regulatory requirement for a one-to-one ratio 
of qualified stylists to apprentices.

This trend towards self-employment is exacerbating 
the already pervasive shadow economy. Over 65,656 
of the 106,716 active Hair & Beauty ABNs are not 
registered for GST (~60%)  – a key indicator of 
informal or undeclared operations.  

A substantial number of ABNs (54,640) are explicitly 
identified as being at high risk of contributing to the 
shadow economy. Therefore much of this growth in 
self-employment likely occurs outside the formal tax 
framework.55 These undeclared ventures, frequently 
operating as a ‘cottage industry working at home 
avoiding tax obligations’, fundamentally erode the 
tax base and diminish the visible, regulated sector.56 

This structural shift is weakening the talent pipeline 
of new talent, diminishing public perception and 
intensifying workforce shortages across the sector.

Insights and Areas for Action
This section highlights how rising self-
employment and changing salon models are 
reducing the number of apprenticeships and 
formal training opportunities across the sector. 
Without strategies that reflect these evolving 
dynamics, the industry will face further difficulty 
growing and sustaining a skilled workforce. 
SaCSA is well placed to drive a coordinated 
response through engagement, policy insight 
and support initiatives that reflect current 
business realities.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

f.	 ��How self-employed hairdressers and small 
salon owners experience barriers to training, 
and what models might work in more flexible 
business environments.

g.	 �How practical policy insights and case 
studies could help identify scalable training 
approaches suited to non-traditional 
employers.

55AHC (2020) Submission to the Review of the Australian Apprentices National, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations website, accessed 30 June 2025.
56AHC (2020) Submission to the Review of the Australian Apprentices National, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations website, accessed 30 June 2025.
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Root Cause 4: 
low wages, conditions and 
limited career pathways

Low wages, poor conditions and limited career progression make hairdressing 
a less attractive long-term profession. These pressures are especially acute 
in this sector and are driving experienced workers out while deterring new 
entrants, further weakening the pipeline of qualified professionals.

Statement 

My job is more stressful 
than I had ever imagined

I get paid fairly for the 
things I do in my Job

I have to work very 
intensely in my job

I have a secure 
future in my job

My working times 
can be flexible

Overall job  
satisfaction

Rating Rating when first entered the workforce (after 1 year)	 Current Rating

Implications
The key insights from this individual’s perspective reveal a 
concerning trajectory within the hairdressing profession. 
Upon entering the workforce, this hairdresser experienced 
their job as somewhat intense, with relatively low stress 
and a sense of job security.

However, their current reality shows a notable increase in 
both stress and intensity, suggesting a more demanding 
work environment over time. Concurrently, their initial 
feeling of a secure future has significantly diminished. 
While they initially held a strong perception of fair pay, 
this sentiment has since declined to a more neutral stance. 

Compounding these issues, this individual reports that 
flexible working times have in fact worsened significantly, 
a negative shift that further compounds the difficulties. 
This individual’s overall job satisfaction has declined 
from a high initial level to a more moderate one.

This personal journey highlights how the evolving 
nature of the role, characterised by increased demands 
and decreased security, can lead to a reduction in job 
satisfaction for an individual. This example illustrates 
some of the potential issues retention issues within 
the Australian hairdressing industry.Case Study  

Regional Hairdresser:  
Evolving Work Conditions and Job Satisfaction
This case study provides an illustrative example of the 
challenges facing many hairdressers. It is important 
to note that it is not representative of the workforce, 
but is intended to give the reader a snapshot of the 
challenges that exist in the industry.

Key Insights

Source: SaCSA analysis of Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Restricted Release 23

Profile of respondent:

Location: Regional

Age: 25–35

Gender: Female

Education: Certificate III

Job tenure: 5+ years



Figure 14: Average weekly total cash earning (2014–2023)

Source: Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia, May 2023 
Note: This is the average pay for full-time non-managerial employees paid at the adult rate before tax and salary sacrificed amounts. The full-time non-managerial 
employees paid at the adult rate population has been used because it excludes people paid unusually high or low 
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Wages and Compliance
The industry’s capacity to attract and retain skilled 
workers is significantly constrained by its prevailing 
wage structure and working conditions, which are often 
insufficient to offset low financial returns and systemic 
non-compliance with minimum entitlements.

Stakeholder feedback reinforces these concerns – 78% 
of respondents agreed that low pay discourages people 
from joining or remaining in the industry. This is echoed 
by salon owners, who find it difficult to retain staff against 
higher-paying jobs in other industries (Figure 13).

Under the Hair and Beauty Industry Award, a full-time 
hairdresser with a Certificate III qualification earns a 
minimum weekly wage of $1,032.30.57 While this represents 
the legal minimum, stakeholders frequently describe 
this wage as insufficient. It remains uncompetitive when 
compared to benchmarks for other skilled occupations, 
placing hairdressers at a significant financial disadvantage.

Data from the ABS Survey of Employee Earnings and 
Hours (May 2023) confirms that actual earnings for 
hairdressers are significantly lower than national averages. 
The average weekly full-time earnings for a Hairdresser 
were $1,145, which is over 40% lower than the average 
full-time weekly earnings for all occupations at $1,922. 
When looking at hourly wages, hairdressers earned 
a median of $26 per hour compared to $43 per hour 
for all occupations, representing a gap of nearly 40%.

In addition to the disparity, hairdressers have experienced 
low wage growth over the past decade. As illustrated in 
Figure 8, wages for all occupations steadily increased 
from around $1,500 in 2014 to nearly $1,900 in 2023. 

Hairdressers’ average weekly earnings only rose 
modestly from approximately $900 to just above 
$1,100 over the same period, and wages stagnated after 
2018. The wages of technicians and trade workers also 
reflected a similar trend to all occupations, increasing 
from about $1,600 to roughly $1,950 over the same 
period.58 Hairdressers’ wages have consistently lagged 
behind the broader workforce and other trades, 
highlighting the financial barriers to attraction and 
retention. Figure B7 in Appendix B further shows that 
when adjusted for inflation, average weekly earnings 
have declined in 2023 compared to 2014, indicating 
that the wages of hairdressers have failed to keep 
pace with the cost of living.

“

“

There is so many competing 
industry choices these days 
that pay more.”   
RTO Educator, Victoria, 2025

Some people need to get 
another job to survive – an 
apprentice electrician gets 
more than a senior hairdresser.”   
RTO Educator, Queensland

57Fair Work Ombudsman (n.d) ‘Hair and Beauty Award [MA000005]’, accessed 31 July 2025.

58ABS (2014-2024) ‘Employee Earnings and Hours, Australia, Data Cube 6 and 14’, accessed 31 July 2025.
Note: This is the average pay for full-time non-managerial employees paid at the adult rate before tax and salary sacrificed amounts. The full-time non-managerial employees 
paid at the adult rate population has been used because it excludes people paid unusually high or low amounts. Earnings are presented in nominal dollar values.

Figure 13: Industry perceptions of the impact 
of low pay on workforce retention and entry

Low pay discourages people from joining 
or staying in the hairdressing industry.

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 146
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Compounding the effects of the low wage structure, 
findings from the Fair Work Ombudsman’s Hairdressing 
Apprentice Initiative highlight that low pay rates, often 
below the legal minimum, are a common and systemic 
issue. This includes the incorrect application or non-
payment of weekend, public holiday and overtime penalty 
rates, as well as failure to provide proper break and leave 
entitlements. Such non-compliance contributes directly 
to financial instability for workers. Stakeholder feedback 
suggests that while non-compliance persists, the low base 
rate of pay is the more pressing issue for most workers. 
In SaCSA’s survey, only 47% of respondents agreed that 
low penalty rates are a key issue affecting recruitment 
and retention, and only 33% agreed that inadequate 
entitlements such as leave were a major factor.59 This 
suggests that while compliance issues impact a segment 
of the workforce, the inadequacy of the base wage is 
a more widespread concern.

The apprentice wage structure presents a significant 
financial barrier that contributes to low retention rates 
in hairdressing apprenticeships. Under the award, a first-
year apprentice without Year 12 completion earns just 
$13.58 per hour, increasing to only $21.73 by the third 
year. Industry stakeholders widely regard these rates as 
exceptionally low. The Fair Work Ombudsman (FWO) has 
identified low pay rates as a common workplace issue 
linked to the large number of apprenticeship withdrawals, 
which totalled 3,900 in 2023.60 This concern is further 
supported by apprentice testimonials describing poor 
treatment and exploitation, which creates a strong 
incentive for many to leave the trade.

The wage disparity in the hairdressing industry significantly 
reduces the incentive for skilled professionals to stay, 
resulting in high attrition as workers seek better paying 
opportunities in other sectors with more favourable 
conditions. This loss of experienced talent directly 
affects the viability of salons and limits consumer 
access to quality hairdressing services.

In terms of returns to experience, analysis of total income 
data from Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) indicates that hairdressers with more 
than 10 years of experience earn no statistically significant 
additional income compared to those with 10 years or 
less. This suggests that greater experience is not strongly 
rewarded within the occupation. In contrast, statistically 
significant returns to experience are observed when 
analysing the broader workforce.61

59SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey. N=141. 
60JSA (2024) Labour Market Update, February 2024. NCVER (2024), Apprentices and trainees 2024. 
61SaCSA analysis of Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Restricted Release 23

“Low wages are one of the 
biggest reasons people leave 
hairdressing or choose not to 
start an apprenticeship. Many 
apprentices struggle to cover 
basic living costs, and qualified 
hairdressers can earn more in 
other industries with less physical 
and emotional demand. Better 
pay would help attract new 
people and keep experienced 
stylists in the trade..”   
Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025

Career Progression Limitations
The established career path for hairdressers in 
Australia effectively ends at the Certificate III level, 
creating a structural barrier to advancement and long-
term engagement. While post-trade qualifications such 
as a Certificate IV in Hairdressing and a Diploma of Salon 
Management exist, they are not widely adopted and do 
not form part of a recognised career progression model.

Data from the VET National Data Asset highlights a notable 
gap in career progression for hairdressers. Only 7% of 
Certificate III graduates pursue higher-level VET studies, 
compared to 16% nationally. Just 2% of hairdressers 
with a Certificate III advance to higher education, 
compared to 8% nationally (Figure 15).

The absence of a clear, industry-endorsed progression 
pathway reinforces the perception of hairdressing as a 
short-term or transitional job, rather than a sustainable 
career. Salary and role progression depend largely on 
individual employers rather than recognised higher 
qualifications, creating a ‘qualification ceiling’ that 
limits long-term career development.

Figure 15: Education progression from vet qualifications

Source: VET National Data Asset, 2019-20

https://www.smartcompany.com.au/retail/hairdresser-worker-skill-shortage-online-ad-shortage/#:~:text=business%20models%E2%80%9D
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/apprentices-and-trainees-2024-march-quarter


Drivers of Hairdressing 
Workforce Shortages 41

“

“

Unfortunately, we are still 
hearing about workplace 
bullying and intimidation 
stories coming from some of 
our students. Many are fearful 
of having an open conversation 
with their employers.”   
RTO Educator, Victoria, 2025

A lot of employers do not meet 
their contractual requirements 
when it comes to training and 
mentoring the apprentice 
weekly, they are often kept 
from attending school due to 
the salon being too busy, most 
pay their school fees and are 
never reimbursed.”   
RTO Coordinator (Hair, Barbering and Beauty), 
Victoria, 2025

Workplace conditions, 
Mental Health and Role 
Expectations
Poor workplace conditions, such as bullying, exploitation 
and breaches of employment obligations, are widespread 
and impact retention. One union described the sector 
as ‘rife with workers getting bullied, harassed and stolen 
from’ Anecdotal accounts, especially from apprentices, 
highlight experiences of exploitation and humiliation.

Adding to these issues are concerns about poor 
leadership, a lack of mentorship, and a failure to adapt to 
the needs of younger employees, all of which contribute 
to a negative work environment. Professional bodies 
recognise these problems and offer guidance to salon 
owners on how to manage complaints effectively in order 
to avoid legal action. SaCSA’s survey indicated that 71% 
of respondents ‘Agreed’ that poor workplace conditions 
affect job satisfaction, contributing to the high attrition 
rates across the industry (Figure 16).

Hairdressers are also frequently expected to deliver 
emotional labour alongside technical service. Employers 
and VET educators often emphasise traits such as 
positivity, passion and friendliness over core technical 
skills, reinforcing the idea that personal qualities matter 
more than professional capabilities.62 Survey and 
qualitative feedback noted that salons often seek 
‘personality hires’ who can build rapport, even if their 
technical skills are still developing. Hairdressers are 
also expected to act as informal therapists or confidants, 
creating a safe and supportive space for clients. While 
this emotional support builds trust and loyalty, it can also 
blur professional boundaries, contributing to burnout 
and weakening the profession’s expert identity.63

Adding to these challenges, hairdressing is physically 
demanding, involving long hours standing, late nights, 
weekends and often a lack of flexibility. Stakeholders 
are reporting that mental health issues, including stress 
and burnout, are a growing concern within the profession 
due to these conditions. Consequently, many stylists are 
seeking a healthier and kinder way of working, which the 
traditional salon model often does not support.64 This often 
leads them to move towards self-employment or leave the 
industry entirely, exacerbating shortages in the industry.

62�Klope H and Hedlin M (2023) ‘Always happy: An ideal is reproduced and challenged in hairdresser vocational education and training’, Journal of Education and Work, 
36(3), 237–250.

63�Page S, Chur-Hansen A and Delfabbro P (2021) ‘Hairdressers as a source of social support: A qualitative study on client disclosures from Australian hairdressers’ 
perspectives’,  Health Soc Care Community, 30(5):1735-1742

64SaCSA Consultation and SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage survey

Key Insights and Areas for Action
The evidence in this section highlights how low 
wages, inconsistent workplace conditions and 
limited career pathways are undermining the 
hairdressing workforce. These factors weaken 
retention, contribute to high attrition among 
apprentices, and reduce the sector’s ability to 
attract new talent. While these challenges are 
longstanding, they point to specific areas where 
action could improve job quality and long-term 
workforce sustainability.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

h.	 �How workforce insights can inform national 
discussions on award settings and apprentice 
pay, ensuring remuneration structures reflect 
the demands of the role.

i.	 �How workplace culture and mentoring 
practices influence retention and 
engagement among employers and training 
providers.

j.	 �How stronger post-trade career pathways 
could support progression and leadership 
within the occupation.

Figure 16: Industry perceptions of 
workplace conditions and job satisfaction

Poor workplace conditions affect job 
satisfaction.

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 146
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“Hairdressing is still seen as a 
trade one does if one cannot 
do anything else. There is still 
a perception that is an easy 
skill to pick up.” 
RTO Educator, Victoria, 2025

Figure 18: Labour force exits by age and gender percentage

Source: ABS, Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) 2016–2021
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Social Value and Status 
of the Profession
The public perception of hairdressing has declined over 
time. Hairdressers are no longer as widely regarded as 
trusted experts and influential fashion advisers. Today, 
industry stakeholders note that the profession is often 
unfairly stereotyped as a low-skill option. Stakeholders 
noted that the cultural status of the profession has become 
eroded over time; the public frequently views it as low-
skill or low-value work. Industry stakeholders consistently 
report that hairdressing is unfairly perceived as a low-skill 
or fallback career path. Some people describe it as ‘work 
for high school dropouts’ or limited to ‘just mixing colour 
and putting it on hair’. This negative image acts as a major 
deterrent for young people who may otherwise consider 
a career in the industry.65

Further compounding this issue is the broader societal 
tendency to undervalue services predominantly used 
by women. Hairdressing, especially services associated 
with beauty and personal grooming, is often seen as  
non-essential or indulgent, rather than as a critical,  
skill-intensive trade.66 Several stakeholders also pointed to 
media portrayals and school career advice as reinforcing 
outdated stereotypes about hairdressing. SaCSA’s 
stakeholder survey reflects this sentiment: 94% of 
respondents agreed that hairdressing is an undervalued 
skilled trade, despite the technical expertise, creative 
judgment and interpersonal skills it requires (Figure 17).

Gender Norms and 
Economic Undervaluation
Hairdressing remains a highly gendered profession; 
women comprise approximately 80% of the workforce.67 
Compared to male-dominated trades that require similar 
levels of technical skill and training, hairdressers earn 
significantly lower wages. This gender pay gap reinforces 
the perception of hairdressing as a low-value occupation 
and reflects broader patterns of gender-based 
economic undervaluation.

Workforce exits are also shaped by gendered 
expectations around care responsibilities. Between 
2016 and 2021, approximately 21% of hairdressers exited 
the labour force. Of those, 80% were female and most 
were women of typical child-rearing age (Figure 18).68 
Stakeholders report that low wages and the demands of 
family care contribute to high attrition. Many respondents 
noted the challenge of combining long hours and 
unpredictable shifts with parenting, particularly 

Root Cause 5: 
Public Perceptions, Gender 
Norms and Industry Status

65Leasa (20 August 2020) ‘Why the Australian Hairdressing Industry needs change NOW to survive’, Birdie website, accessed 29 August 2025.
66�McCann H (15 April 2020) ‘Coronavirus shutdowns: what makes hairdressing ‘essential’? Even the hairdressers want to close’, The University of Melbourne website, 

accessed 29 August 2025.

67ABS (2022) ‘Occupation by Sex’, in 2021 Census of Population and Housing.
68ABS, Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) 2011–2021.
69AHC (2023) Submission to the Fair Work Legislation Amendment (Closing Loopholes No. 2) Bill 2023, accessed 29 August 2025.

Public perceptions, gender norms and the status and value placed on 
hairdressing influence how the profession is viewed. These perceptions 
shape how young people, families and career advisors see the industry, 
and affect attraction to the profession.

in the absence of flexible childcare. While the flexibility 
of part-time or freelance work helps some women stay 
connected to the profession, it also reduces the pool 
of full-time, experienced stylists available to mentor 
apprentices or manage salons. Survey data from the 
AHC confirms that most salon owners employ casual or 
part-time workers to accommodate family commitments, 
exacerbating the industry’s shortage of senior staff.69

Figure 17: Industry perceptions of 
hairdressing as a skilled trade

Hairdressing is undervalued as a skilled trade.
(It’s perceived as a low-skill service, despite 
requiring technical skills).

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser Shortage Survey 
N = 144
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https://www.birdiehair.com.au/theblonderoom/2020/8/20/why-the-australian-hairdressing-industry-needs-change-now-to-survive
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/news/11788-coronavirus-shutdowns--what-makes-hairdressing-'essential'%3F-even-the-hairdressers-want-to-close
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiOpuDL_8qPAxUZa_UHHQrWGfcQFnoECBYQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.aph.gov.au%2FDocumentStore.ashx%3Fid%3De61d92ae-e964-47cd-bf95-2191608ab36b%26subId%3D749576&usg=AOvVaw1zbhiHT5F-GqCkjKzMqWyN&opi=89978449
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“The contribution to the cash 
economy does not help the 
reputation of the industry … 
high business running costs and 
high wages contribute to many 
businesses not being able to 
make ends meet. This in itself is 
a trigger in the cash economy. 
Most salon owners earn less 
than their staff and work the 
most hours.”   
Former Salon Owner, New South Wales, 2025

Lack of Regulation and 
Inconsistent Standards
Another significant factor contributing to this 
undervaluation is the lack of appropriate regulation 
and inconsistent standards and training across the 
states. Unlike countries such as the United States, where 
licensing is required, formal licensing is not mandatory to 
practise hairdressing in most Australian states, including 
Victoria, the Northern Territory, Queensland and the ACT. 
Only New South Wales and South Australia mandate 
that salons be operated by a registered hairdresser.70 

This regulatory gap enables the growth of ‘unregulated 
home salons’, and allows ‘backyard’ operations to flourish, 
which often advertise cheap services. This creates 
unfair competition and can lead to potentially unsafe 
conditions due to a lack of health and licensing checks. 
This trend towards self-employment fuels the shadow 
economy; 60% of active Hair & Beauty ABNs are not 
GST-registered and 51% have been identified as high 
risk for the black economy. This shift to contractor or 
rent-a-chair models is expected to accelerate from 2027 
with the Australian government’s ban on non-compete 
clauses in employment contracts for workers earning 
under $175,000, as employers seek to mitigate risks.71

Stakeholders expressed concern that this environment 
fosters unfair competition and devalues legitimate 
qualifications. The presence of unregulated operators 
devalues the skill and professionalism of trained 
hairdressers, fuels public confusion about quality 
and safety, and undermines the case for stronger 
recognition of hairdressing as a skilled trade.

70Solo A (22 June 2025) ‘Beauty Salon Regulations in Australia: Legal Compliance Guide’, Sprintlaw website, accessed 29 August 2025.
71�AHC (2020) Submission to the Review of the Australian Apprentices National Skills Needs List, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations website, 

accessed 29 August 2025.

Key Insights and Areas for Action
The evidence in this section shows that 
outdated perceptions, gender-based 
undervaluation, and a lack of professional 
recognition are undermining hairdressing’s 
status and discouraging new entrants. These 
factors directly affect workforce attraction, 
particularly among young people and women 
balancing care responsibilities. There are 
clear opportunities for SaCSA to support 
targeted change.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

k.	 �How industry and training partnerships can 
help reposition hairdressing as a skilled 
and valued profession through campaigns, 
school outreach, and careers materials.

l.	 �How emotional and relational skills can 
be better recognised and integrated into 
training and workforce strategies.

m.	�How evidence on workforce impacts and 
employer perspectives can inform national 
discussions on licensing and regulation.

https://sprintlaw.com.au/articles/beauty-salon-regulations-in-australia-legal-compliance-guide/#What_About_Hairdressing_Laws_and_the_Hairdresser_Act
https://www.dewr.gov.au/system/files/documents/document-file/2020-12/australian_hairdressing_council.pdf
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International 
Industry 
Overview 

In the UK, declining apprenticeship uptake and an 
inequitable tax system are placing pressure on salon-
based training and employment. In New Zealand, a high 
proportion of unqualified workers, limited regulation and 
reduced training participation have raised concerns about 
workforce quality. Canada, while more regulated, faces 
high apprentice dropout rates and limited workforce 
mobility due to provincial licensing differences.

Several shared themes emerge across these jurisdictions:

•	 �Apprenticeships are under strain, and financial and 
structural barriers limit employer participation.

•	 �Wages and conditions remain modest, especially 
for early-career workers.

•	 �Self-employment is expanding, often at the expense 
of tructured training and workforce development.

•	 �Regulatory settings vary, highlighting trade-offs 
between quality control and flexibility.

These international examples provide valuable insights 
into how policy and economic settings can either 
support or undermine workforce sustainability.

See Appendix A– International Industry Overview  
or a detailed international comparison .

Workforce shortages in hairdressing are not unique to Australia. 
Countries such as the United Kingdom, New Zealand and Canada 
are grappling with similar challenges, which are driven by structural 
shifts in training systems, employment models and labour 
market expectations.
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Next Steps & 
Opportunities

The next phase will build on the insights presented 
here to co-design solutions and strategies with 
industry, training, and policy partners. This process will 
focus on translating the evidence into shared priorities, 
actions and measurable outcomes that strengthen 
the hairdressing workforce over time.

Table 1 outlines the 5 root causes and corresponding 
areas for further exploration that will inform the co-
design of future actions, outputs, measures and long-term 
outcomes. It provides a foundation for prioritisation and 
coordinated planning across the sector.

This report has identified 5 root causes that contribute 
to workforce shortages in the Australian hairdressing industry, 
drawing on detailed data analysis and stakeholder insights. While 
the challenges are complex, they also present clear opportunities 
for SaCSA and industry to lead targeted, meaningful change.

Root Causes Opportunities for further exploration

Root Cause 1:  
Training Duration, Cost, and 
Mismatch with Workforce Needs

a.	 �How training content aligns with current salon practices and 
future workforce needs.

b.	 �How small employers and training providers can better support 
participation and completion, particularly for equity groups.

c.	 �How regional and demographic training patterns can inform 
future policy and engagement.

Root Cause 2:  
Limited Accessibility to Training 
in Regional and Remote Areas

d.	 �How flexible, locally responsive training models could reduce 
travel burdens and improve access.

e.	 �How regional data and stakeholder feedback can help identify 
collaboration and program design priorities.

Root Cause 3:  
Salon Capacity Constraints and  
Self-Employment Shifts

f.	 �How self-employed hairdressers and small salon owners 
experience barriers to training, and what models work in 
flexible business environments.

g.	 �How practical policy insights and case studies can identify 
scalable training approaches for non-traditional employers.

Root Cause 4:  
Low Wages, Conditions, and 
Limited Career Pathways

h.	 �How workforce insights can inform national discussions on 
award settings and apprentice pay.

i.	 �How workplace culture and mentoring practices influence 
retention and engagement.

j.	 �How stronger post-trade career pathways could support 
progression and leadership.

Root Cause 5:  
Public Perceptions, Gender Norms 
and Industry Status

k.	 �How industry and training partnerships can reposition 
hairdressing as a skilled and valued profession.

l.	 �How emotional and relational skills can be better recognised 
in training and workforce strategies.

m.	�How workforce evidence and employer perspectives can inform 
national policy discussions on licensing and regulation.
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Workforce shortages in hairdressing are not unique to Australia. Examining 
how similar challenges are playing out in other countries helps identify 
policy options and structural risks that may inform the Australian response.

Countries such as the United Kingdom, Canada and New Zealand 
have also reported ongoing shortages. These appear to be driven by a 
combination of socio-economic changes, shifting consumer expectations, 
and differing regulatory and fiscal settings. This section provides a concise 
overview of the current situation in these international markets, outlining key 
causes and policy responses. The analysis is structured around common 
drivers of shortage and offers comparative insights that help inform 
the Australian context.

Current Landscape
The United Kingdom’s hairdressing sector exhibits 
significant worker shortages. Data from early October 
2024 indicates that approximately 28% of businesses in 
the sector reported staffing deficits, a figure notably higher 
than the 8% observed across all businesses.72 Forecasts 
from industry and economic bodies warn that hairdressing 
apprenticeships could disappear entirely by 2027, and 
the sector is projected to decline by 93% by 2030 due to 
an inequitable tax system.73This presents a major risk to 
apprenticeships, employment and the continued presence 
of hairdressing services in local communities. This crisis is 
observed to disproportionately affect female employment, 
given that 84% of hairdressing professionals are women.74

New Zealand’s hairdressing industry is currently facing 
a sustained labour shortage as demand continues to 
outpace the supply of qualified professionals. Employers 
report ongoing difficulty in sourcing skilled hairdressers, 
and concerns have been raised about the number 
of unqualified operators in the industry.75

It is estimated that, on average, only 60% of hairdressers 
and 40% of barbers hold formal qualifications.76 The 
shortage has been further exacerbated in the post-COVID 
period by a decline in the arrival of skilled international 
workers.77

Canada is currently experiencing a historically tight 
labour market. Nearly 37% of businesses report difficulty 
recruiting skilled workers.78 For hairstylists and barbers, 
national projections for the period 2024–2033 indicate 
that labour supply is expected to broadly align with 
demand, suggesting no acute shortages at the national 
level.79 However, regional variations remain. Similar to 
Australian salons, the Canadian industry faces high 
operational costs, and 82% of salon owners have 
reported difficulty securing qualified staff. In 2022, the 
sector recorded an average staff turnover rate of 40%, 
highlighting ongoing challenges in workforce retention.80

Apprenticeship Challenges
The United Kingdom is facing a significant decline in its 
hairdressing apprenticeship system. Apprentice numbers 
have fallen from 16,000 in 2016 to just 6,000 in 2023. 
Forecasts commissioned by the British Hair Consortium 
(BHC) and prepared by CBI Economics suggest that, 
if current trends continue, new apprenticeships could 
disappear entirely by 2027, contributing to a projected 
93% drop in direct employment by 2030.81 This trend 
is particularly concerning given that apprenticeships 
remain the preferred training pathway for around 
95% of employers, because apprenticeships deliver 
practical, hands-on experience that classroom 
learning alone cannot provide.82

This is not a result of low interest among learners or a 
flaw in the training model. Instead, it reflects the financial 
pressures facing salon businesses. Rising operating costs, 
increases to the national minimum wage, and higher 
employer National Insurance contributions are making 
it increasingly difficult for salons to afford to employ and 
train apprentices. For example, Headmasters, one of the 
United Kingdom’s largest salon groups, received over 
300 applications for apprenticeships but was only able 
to place 60 due to the limited number of salons able 
to take them on.83 This highlights a clear gap between 
interest in training and the availability of opportunities.

In response, industry bodies are calling for government 
action in two key areas. The first is greater investment 
to promote and support apprenticeships. The second 
is broader economic reform, particularly changes to the 
Value Added Tax (VAT) system, which many in the sector 
view as critical to improving the financial viability of  
salon-based employment and training.84

In New Zealand, the industry is characterised by a 
notable proportion of unqualified operators; only 60% 
of hairdressers and 40% of barbers are formally qualified 
on average.85 This indicates a substantial skills gap or a 
widespread reliance on informal training pathways. The 
post-COVID period has also witnessed a reduction in 
the influx of skilled international hairdressers, which has 
exacerbated existing supply challenges.86 New Zealand 
also reports declining apprentice numbers and reluctance 
among salons to take on trainees, which may be linked 
to costs, the level of commitment required and recent 
reductions in government wage subsidies through the 
Apprenticeship Boost program. A key criticism of the 
New Zealand system is that formal training programs are 
seen as too lengthy, inflexible and often not aligned with 
industry needs.87 This contributes to high attrition rates and 
graduates who are not fully prepared for work. Confidence 
in formal training pathways is further weakened by the fact 
that the industry is unregulated, meaning qualifications 
are not legally required to practise.

Appendix A
International Industry Overview

72Office for National Statistics (24 October 2024) ‘Business insights and impact on the UK economy: 24 October 2024’, accessed 12 September 2025.
73British Hair Consortium (BHC) (2025) Securing the Future of UK Hairdressing and Beauty: The Economic, Fiscal & Societal case for VAT reform, 2025.
74BHC (2025) Securing the Future of UK Hairdressing and Beauty: The Economic, Fiscal & Societal case for VAT reform, 2025.
75�Kinnear C (24 May 2024) ‘Watch Focus: Hairdressing industry faces ‘concerning’ skills gap as salons turn apprentices away’, The New Zealand Herald website, 

accessed 12 September 2025.
76Ministry for Regulation (2025) Hairdressing and Barbering Industry Regulatory Review: Final Report, New Zealand Government website, accessed 12 September 2025.
77Malcolm Pacific Immigration (4 January 2023) ‘How is the Government Addressing the Labour Shortages?’, Malcolm Pacific website, accessed 30 September 2025.
78Statistics Canada (2022) Labour shortage trends in Canada, Statistics Canada website, accessed 5 September 2025.
79Job Bank (2025) Hairdressers in Canada, Job Prospects over the 10 years, Government of Canada website, accessed 1 September 2025.
80Verified Market Research (2024) Hair Salon Statistics in Canada Market Size and Forecast, accessed 1 September 2025.
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In response, both government and industry have 
introduced a range of measures. A new subsidy in 2025 
will offer a 50% fee discount for first-year apprentices to 
support uptake.88 At the same time, alternative training 
models are beginning to emerge. These include self-
paced, digitally supported courses that aim to improve 
accessibility and reduce reliance on traditional salon-
based apprenticeships, potentially offering a new pathway 
for future hairdressers. Industry bodies and Workforce 
Development Councils, such as Toi Mai, are advocating 
for revised apprenticeship models that place greater 
emphasis on flexible, work-based learning.89

Canada faces high apprentice dropout rates, estimated 
at around 40%. Financial barriers play a significant role, 
including the costs of tools and training, lost income during 
off-the-job training periods and low apprentice wages. 
A key structural challenge is that only a small proportion 
of skilled trades employers, around 19%, actually train 
apprentices, making it difficult for individuals to secure 
placements.90 Additionally, Employment Insurance 
eligibility rules during technical training often exclude 
trades like hairdressing where training typically occurs 
upfront. This disproportionately affects female apprentices, 
who make up a large share of the workforce in this field. 
While government grants are available, their influence 
on apprentices’ decisions to begin or continue training 
is reported to be limited.91

Across these countries, common challenges include 
making apprenticeships financially viable for both learners 
and employers, ensuring training is relevant and produces 
work-ready graduates, and improving retention through 
better support and working conditions.

Wages and Workplace 
Conditions
Wages in the United Kingdom’s hairdressing sector 
remain modest. Entry-level stylists typically earn around 
£19,000 (~ AUD 36,000) per year, increasing to £30,000 
(AUD 57,000) for experienced professionals. The average 
hourly rate is approximately £9.28, although this is often 
supplemented by commission or bonuses.92 A gender 
pay gap is evident. Women hairdressers earn 81p for 
every £1 that men earn on median hourly pay, despite 
making up the majority of the workforce.93

These wage levels are closely linked to the structure 
of the industry, where more than half of workers (63%) 
are now self-employed.94 This shift has significant 
implications for job security, as many stylists lack access 
to basic employment protections such as sick leave, paid 
holidays and employer pension contributions. In many 
cases, workers are treated as independent contractors 
but operate much like employees. While some value 
the flexibility of freelance work, others are driven into 
it by salon owners looking to reduce labour costs and 
tax obligations. This arrangement transfers financial 
risk to the individual, often resulting in income volatility 
and reduced long-term financial security

In New Zealand, hairdresser wages vary depending on 
experience and skill. Apprentices begin on a training 
wage, while qualified stylists typically earn between 
the national minimum wage and NZ$55,000 (~AUD 
48,500) per year, and skilled hairdressers earning up 
to NZ$100,000 (~AUD 88,000) in 2025.95 In comparison, 
the national average for all occupations is NZ$66,000 
(~AUD 58,200).96 The workforce predominantly comprises 
female workers, who account for approximately 87% 
of the workforce.97

Demand for experienced stylists remains high, partly 
due to a decline in skilled international workers since 
the COVID-19 pandemic.98 At the same time, the presence 
of many unqualified practitioners – only about 60% of 
hairdressers and 40% of barbers hold formal credentials 
– may contribute to lower wages at the entry level 
and increase competition for salons that employ 
fully qualified staff.99

Wages for hairstylists in Canada vary across regions, 
reflecting the country’s diverse economic landscape. 
The national average salary for hairstylists is around 
C$39,975 (~AUD 44,000) per year, compared to 
approximately C$73,000 (~AUD 80,000) for all 
occupations.100

The Canadian hairdressing industry experienced a 
significant contraction between 2016 and 2021, when 
the workforce shrank by 34.1%. This decline is primarily 
attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing 
government-mandated closures of non-essential services. 
101 These measures resulted in widespread job losses 
among stylists and barbers and have had lasting 
effects on the labour market within the sector.

Currently, salon owners in Canada face ongoing 
challenges, including high operating costs and 
considerable difficulty retaining staff. Data indicates that 
approximately 82% of salon owners report challenges 
in hiring qualified workers, while 67% have increased 
wages as a strategy to retain their current teams.102 
The pandemic exacerbated existing workforce issues, 
and the reopening of salons revealed a smaller, more 
competitive talent pool. This intensified competition for 
skilled stylists has subsequently driven wages higher 
as businesses endeavour to rebuild their workforces.

Business Models and the  
Regulatory Environment
The United Kingdom’s hairdressing industry currently 
operates without formal regulation, meaning there is 
no legal mandate for practitioners to possess specific 
qualifications or licenses. The Hair Council was established 
by Parliament in 1964 with the objective of maintaining a 
register of qualified hairdressers, but registration with this 
body remains voluntary.103, 104 This absence of statutory 
oversight has enabled economic factors, particularly 
the prevailing tax system, to significantly influence the 
industry’s structural evolution.105

88HITO (2025) ‘50% off fees for first time apprentices’, accessed 12 September 2025. Archived at: 50% off fees for first time apprentices - HITO.
89Toi Mai Workforce Development Council (3 July 2024) ‘Flexible, adaptable, work-based training needed for barbers and hairdressers’, accessed 12 September 2025.
90Employment and Social Development Canada (2024) Apprenticeship Grants: Evaluation Report, Government of Canada website, accessed 1 September 2025. 
91Employment and Social Development Canada (2024) Apprenticeship Grants: Evaluation Report, Government of Canada website, accessed 1 September 2025.
92BHC (2025) Securing the Future of UK Hairdressing and Beauty: The Economic, Fiscal & Societal case for VAT reform, 2025.
93UK Hairdressers 2024-25 Gender pay gap report: UK HAIRDRESSERS 2019 LIMITED gender pay gap report for 2024-25 reporting year.
94BHC (2025) Securing the Future of UK Hairdressing and Beauty: The Economic, Fiscal & Societal case for VAT reform, 2025.
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One consequence of this regulatory environment is the 
substantial increase in the self-employment, or chair-
renter model, which now accounts for over 58% of the 
sector’s workforce, an increase from 46 in 2006.106 This 
shift isn’t solely attributable to individual preference; it 
has been identified as a direct response to the existing 
tax framework. Specifically, the BHC has highlighted this 
as creating an ‘unlevel playing field’, primarily due to the 
application of VAT.107 Traditional salons are obligated to 
register for and levy 20% VAT on their services once 
their annual turnover surpasses £90,000. Given the 
labour-intensive nature of hairdressing and the limited 
VAT-rated inputs, these salons have minimal opportunities 
to reclaim VAT. Conversely, salons using self-employed 
chair-renters can maintain their individual revenues below 
the VAT threshold, thereby avoiding VAT charges entirely. 
This disparity creates a substantial financial advantage, 
allowing them to either offer more competitive pricing or 
achieve higher profit margins. This economic imbalance is 
directly implicated in the observed decline in the traditional 
employer-based salon model and the corresponding 
deterioration of the apprenticeship system historically 
supported by such establishments.108

New Zealand is undertaking a significant policy shift 
in its hairdressing industry. From July 2025, the Health 
(Hairdressers) Regulations 1980 will be repealed after 
more than 40 years. The sector will now be governed 
by broader legislation, including the Health and Safety 
at Work Act 2015 and the Consumer Guarantees Act, 
supplemented by new, voluntary public health guidelines 
from the Ministry of Health.109 

The government, through the Minister for Regulation, 
justifies this move by calling the 1980 regulations 
‘outdated’, and ‘costly’. It highlighted specific, often 
disregarded requirements concerning salon layout 
and client amenities, such as those governing chair 
spacing, lighting levels and prohibiting coffee service.110

Deregulation is projected to save the industry 
approximately NZ$1 million annually in compliance costs. 
The government contends that customer vigilance and 
market competition will adequately maintain hygiene 
and safety standards.111

This policy has generated a divided response. While 
some salon owners welcome the reduced bureaucracy, 
the primary industry body, Hair & Barber New Zealand, 
expresses concerns. They warn that full deregulation 
could worsen the existing skills shortage and the issue 
of unqualified practitioners. With a substantial portion 
of the workforce already lacking formal qualifications, 
they argue that removing the regulatory framework 
eliminates a crucial baseline of credibility.112 This places 
the entire burden of due diligence on the consumer to 
distinguish between qualified professionals and others, 
risking de-professionalisation and potentially lowering 
overall service quality and safety. The government’s main 
response involves the creation of voluntary guidelines 
and a commitment to review the effects of deregulation 
in 2 years to determine if new, more targeted risk-based 
regulations are necessary.

In contrast to the United Kingdom and New Zealand, major 
Canadian provinces have adopted a model of compulsory 
certification for hairstyling. In Ontario, for example, 
hairstyling is a compulsory trade regulated by legislation. 
To practise legally, stylists must possess a valid certificate 
of qualification or be a registered apprentice in a formal 
training agreement.113

This framework creates a regulated and enforced barrier 
to entry. Government bodies like Skilled Trades Ontario 
oversee the system, setting apprenticeship curriculum 
standards, issuing certifications and conducting 
inspections to ensure compliance. They also have the 
authority to impose penalties for violations. The explicit aim 
of this model is to guarantee a minimum standard of skill, 
safety and competence for consumer protection.114, 115

Policy Implications for Australia
The experiences of the United Kingdom, New Zealand 
and Canada offer a substantive and evidence-based 
foundation for evaluating potential policy responses to 
Australia’s ongoing hairdresser shortages. Given that 
the Australian industry is also largely unregulated in 
terms of mandatory qualifications across all jurisdictions, 
the challenges and policy choices observed in these 
comparable markets provide valuable insights.

The situation in the United Kingdom offers a relevant 
case study for Australia. The United Kingdom’s experience 
demonstrates that without formal industry regulation, other 
policy mechanisms, in this instance the tax system, can 
inadvertently act as market regulators, leading to structural 
changes. The VAT system has unintentionally created a 
strong economic incentive for salons to transition from 
the traditional employer model to ‘disguised employment’ 
and chair-renting arrangements. This shift has, in turn, 
severely constricted the industry’s apprenticeship 
pipeline, as the employer model is the primary 
means of delivering such training.116

For Australia, which similarly lacks mandatory national 
registration for Hairdressers, this presents a key lesson. 
The Australian industry is highly susceptible to the same 
type of distortion. Future adjustments to the Australian tax 
framework, such as changes to payroll tax thresholds or 
Goods and Services Tax (GST) application, or substantial 
increases in employment-related costs could inadvertently 
prompt a similar move towards self-employment models. 
Such a transition would directly undermine Australia’s 
apprenticeship system and worsen the very skills shortage 
the nation aims to resolve. The United Kingdom illustrates 
that an absence of regulation does not result in a neutral 
free market; rather, it creates a market highly vulnerable to 
reshaping by the unintended consequences of broader 
economic policies.

Canada’s approach, with its compulsory, provincially-
managed certification, shows that it is possible to enforce 
a minimum qualification standard across a significant 
part of the market.117 This helps ensure consumer safety 
and professional competence, a baseline less evident in 
the United Kingdom and potentially soon to be absent 
in New Zealand.

For Australia, this implies that a system of mandatory 
national certification could be a valuable tool. It could 
enhance the industry’s professionalism, improve quality, 
and help address the shortage by making hairdressing a 
more respected and appealing career, which is a primary 
factor in current shortages. However, the Canadian 
experience also suggests that regulation on its own isn’t 
a complete solution. If training standards aren’t flexible 
and current, critical skills gaps, like the need for stylists 
proficient in diverse hair types, can persist and even 
grow within a regulated system.

To maximise labour mobility and reduce labour market 
frictions, such as those caused by state-specific 
qualification requirements like Australia’s Responsible 
Service of Alcohol (RSA) certification, a single, nationally 
consistent standard for this system would be highly 
beneficial. An approach similar to Canada’s Red Seal 
Program makes it much easier for individuals to work 
across different states and territories. Additionally, the 
oversight for such a system should be dynamic to allow 
training standards to evolve with Australia’s diverse 
and changing population.118
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Appendix B
Additional Data

AUS NSW VIC QLD SA WA TAS NT ACT

2024 S S NS S S S S S S

2023 S S S S S S S S S

2022 S S S S S S S S S

2021 S S S S S S S S S

Table B1: Hairdresser shortage by year

Source: JSA, Occupation Skills List, 2024

S = Shortage

NS = No Shortage
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Figure B3: Enrolments by student place of residence – New South Wales (2023)

Figure B2: Apprenticeship cancellations and withdrawals
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Figure B1: State-variability in enrolments and completions
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Figure B4: Enrolments by student place of residence – Western Australia (2023)

Figure B5: Enrolments by student place of residence – Victoria  (2023)
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Figure B6: Share of enrolments by location type

Figure B7: Average weekly total cash earnings in 2023 dollars
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Appendix C
Survey Data
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Figure C1: Respondents by State and Territory (%)

Figure C2: Respondents by sector (%)

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser 
Shortage Survey 
N = 149

Source: SaCSA’s Hairdresser 
Shortage Survey 
N = 149

Powered by Bing 
© Australian Bureau of Statistics

Salon owner (hair salon)
Hairdresser
Independent educator
Business owner (barbershop)
Other

Apprentice

Product company representative

RTO educator
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Note - Question was restricted to Salon Owner; 
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N = 95
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Note: Question was restricted to Salon Owner; 
Hairdresser; Barbershop; Apprentice
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