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Purpose of this
Document

This summary provides a
condensed overview of the
issues and actions identified

in the full report. The full report
contains detailed analysis,
additional data and the next
steps. The summary is intended
as a shorter companion
document. It highlights the key
drivers of workforce shortages
and outlines the areas where
change is most needed.
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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 continue to struggle
to fill vacancies. In 2022-23, only 45% of advertised roles were filled,
and 85% of applicants were unsuitable.

Training enrolments have declined by 7% since 2015, International experience provides a cautionary tale.

and in 2024, nearly 3,340 apprentices cancelled or In the United Kingdom, projections suggest hairdressing
withdrew from training. Retention within the occupation apprenticeships could disappear entirely by 2027,

has also been a major issue; fewer than half of qualified and industry employment is forecast to fall by more than
Hairdressers remained in the industry over the past 90% by 2030. Similar pressures are already evident
decade (2011-2021). These figures point to deep- in Australia, such as declining apprenticeships, rising
seated, structural issues within the training system self-employment and financial constraints for salons.

and workplace conditions.

This summary highlights 5 interconnected root causes
behind the shortage. Each root cause includes a summary
of evidence and recommended actions. While the issues
are distinct, they are strongly interconnected, requiring
coordinated, system-wide responses.
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Introduction

Hairdressing has been recognised as a trade of
national significance, and has been consistently listed
as in shortage for more than two decades.’

Employers across Australia report ongoing difficulty
attracting qualified staff. Low retention, declining
participation in training, and a growing shift towards
self-employment have constrained the supply of
qualified workers, limiting the sector’s ability to meet
sustained demand.

" Department of Jobs and Small Business (2017) Hairdresser Labour Market Rating, attachment to Fair Work Commission submission,
accessed 2 June 2025,



https://www.fwc.gov.au/documents/sites/awardsmodernfouryr/am201740-ws-brandreth-attach-kb1.pdf

As both an essential service and a key youth employer,
hairdressing plays a vital role in workforce development.

[t provides one of the largest entry-level trade pathways
for young women and increasingly for men. However,

low wages, weak progression opportunities and poor
perceptions of the trade reduce its appeal compared

to other occupations. These factors contribute directly to
retention challenges within the occupation. Figure 1 shows
that fewer than half of hairdressers have remained in the
occupation over the past decade (2011-2021).2

The persistence of shortages reflects broader labour
market dynamics. While other trades, such as plumbing
and electrical, benefit from strong regulation, higher
wages and clear career pathways, hairdressing remains
undervalued and fragmented. These comparisons
highlight the impact of structural settings on

workforce stability.

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.”

Hairdresser, Victoria, 2025°

Figure 1: National hairdressing workforce dynamics — patterns of exit and retention (2011-2021)
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Source: ABS, Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) 2011-2021

2 ABS, Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD) 2011-2021.
3 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

2021

Hairdressers
46%

Not in the Labour Force
13%

Hospitality, Retail
W and Service Managers
2%
Sales Assistants
= and Salespersons
1%
. Carers and Aides
1%

Unemployed
= 1%

Other Occupations
4%


https://www.abs.gov.au/about/data-services/data-integration/integrated-data/australian-census-longitudinal-dataset-acld
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Root
Causes




Root Cause 1:
Training duration, cost and
mismatch with workforce needs

The training system is central to workforce supply, yet enrolments
and completions have stagnated. Enrolments fell by 7% between
2015 and 2024, while completions increased marginally by 3%.*

In 2024 alone, there were 3,340 withdrawals from the apprenticeship
program (see Figure 2).

“ Withdrawals have also become more concentrated among

L equity groups over time. For example, the withdrawal rate
Tram'ng needs to be for Indigenous apprentices increased from 4% in 2015
overhauled... to meet current to 7% in 2024, while the rate for apprentices with disability
salon requirements’ i.e. new increasing from 3% to 5% over the same period.®

trends basics and fundamental Smaller salons — where many apprentices traditionally

skills need more time and train — are offering fewer opportunities due to financial
management from both trade pressures. Employers frequently report that graduates
school and in salon training n are not job-ready — 85% of applicants are deemed

unsuitable.” This issue is largely linked to outdated
course content and insufficient workplace preparation.

Salon Owner, Western Australia, 2025°

The Certificate lll in Hairdressing takes a median of

847 days to complete — longer than most other trade
qualifications — yet graduates earn less compared to
the national average, reducing the return on investment.®
Employers also highlight inconsistencies in training
quality between providers, and weak alignment with
modern salon practices, such as digital marketing and
emerging techniques.

4 National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) (2024) Total VET
students and courses 2024.

5 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

& NCVER (2024) Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2023:
data tables.

7 Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA), 2022-23 Employer Survey.
& JSA (nd) VET National Data Asset Dashboard, 2019-20.



https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/collections/students-and-courses-collection/total-vet-students-and-courses
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/collections/students-and-courses-collection/total-vet-students-and-courses
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/data/all-data/completion-and-attrition-rates-for-apprentices-and-trainees-2023-data-tables
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/data/all-data/completion-and-attrition-rates-for-apprentices-and-trainees-2023-data-tables
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/vet-national-data-asset
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Figure 2: Enrolments and completions for hairdressers (2015-2024)
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Source: NCVER, Total VET Student Enrolments and Completions, 2015 to 2024

Opportunities for further exploration include:

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

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

e Patterns across regional and demographic groups
that could inform future policy, program design,
and strategic engagement.




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

Training remains heavily concentrated in metropolitan
centres, and regional and remote participation is declining.
Between 2015 and 2024, the share of completions in
regional areas fell from 31% to 29%.°

‘ ‘ Over the same period, the share of withdrawals from

. . . . regional and remote areas increased from 26% to 29%.°
Blg CIty education isn't Apprentices often face long travel times and high costs
easy to access or affordable. to attend block training, which discourages participation

Too easy to forget about us and contributes to higher attrition." For example, Figure 3
shows the concentration of enrolments in Queensland,

= n
in the country. which had the highest number of enrolments in 2024.

Salon Owner, Victoria (Regional), 2025" Stakeholder feedback highlights that access to
training is a defining barrier for regional communities.
Local salons struggle to recruit apprentices who are willing
or able to relocate for training. This undermines service
provision in communities where demand remains strong.
Innovative programs have begun to emerge, such as
community-based delivery, but coverage remains limited.

¢ NCVER (2024) Total VET students and courses 2024,
10 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

" NCVER (2024) Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2023:
data tables.



https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/collections/students-and-courses-collection/total-vet-students-and-courses
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/data/all-data/completion-and-attrition-rates-for-apprentices-and-trainees-2023-data-tables
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/data/all-data/completion-and-attrition-rates-for-apprentices-and-trainees-2023-data-tables
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Figure 3: Enrolments by student place of residence — Queensland (2024)
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Opportunities for further exploration include:

e 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.



Root Cause 3:

Salon capacity constraints and

self-employment shifts

The structure of the industry is shifting rapidly. More hairdressers
are choosing freelance, home-based or rent-a-chair arrangements,
attracted by greater flexibility and the potential for higher earnings.”

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"

2 ABS (2021) Census of Population and Housing, 2021.

8 The Australian Hairdressing Council (2025) The Good, The Bad, The Ugly and
The Way Forward for Hairdressing Apprenticeships in Australia, accessed
30 June 2025.

4 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

This shift is leading to a decline in the number of salons
able to support apprenticeships. This trend accelerated
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, leaving fewer
structured environments where apprentices can learn.”
From 2027 a Australian government ban on non-compete
clauses for most workers earning under $175,000 will

take effect. While this aims to boost worker mobility, salon
owners worry it may accelerate the shift to contractor

or rent-a-chair models, as they risk losing trained staff
and clients without legal recourse.

Small salons, already operating on tight margins, face
significant costs when supporting apprentices, including
training fees and lost productivity. Many report that the
risks outweigh the benefits, particularly when apprentices
withdraw early. This limits the pipeline of new, qualified
stylists entering the workforce.

Stakeholders have also identified that the salary
requirements for salons to sponsor international
hairdressers — mandated by migration income thresholds
and market salary rates — are unsustainably high.

This challenge is especially pronounced for salons in
regional and remote areas, where workforce shortages
tend to be most severe.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

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

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


https://www.abs.gov.au/census
https://theahc.org.au/the-way-forward-for-hairdressing-apprenticeships-in-australia/
https://theahc.org.au/the-way-forward-for-hairdressing-apprenticeships-in-australia/
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Root Cause 4:

Low wages, conditions, and
limited career pathways

Wages in hairdressing are substantially lower than the national average.
In 2023, Hairdressers earned an average of $1,145 per week, compared
to approximately $1,900 across all occupations and $1,950 across

the broader Technicians and Trade Workers (Figure 4).

Our young people don’t want
to work for $13.58 an hour

as a first year! They would
rather drop shipping from
their bedroom and have an
e-commerce job or only work
20 hours instead of the long
hours on the salon floor.”

Salon Owner, Victoria (Regional), 2025"°

5 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.

6 Hair and Beauty Award [MAO00005] — Fair Work Ombudsman.

7 JSA (nd) VET National Data Asset Dashboard, 2019-20.

& 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.

Hairdressing wages not only remain well below the
national average but have also shown minimal growth

over the past decade, reinforcing the financial barriers

to attraction and retention. Apprentices earn as little as
$13.58 per hour in their first year, another key factor behind
high dropout rates.

Poor workplace conditions — bullying, exploitation

and limited mentoring — further undermine retention.
While some salons invest heavily in culture and
development, many apprentices report poor treatment
and limited learning opportunities. Career progression
also remains weak, with few structured pathways beyond
the Certificate III.”

Hairdressers also frequently perform emotional labour
alongside technical skills, as salons often prioritise
personality traits like positivity and friendliness to build
client relationships. This emotional support fosters
trust but can blur professional boundaries, leading to
burnout and challenging the profession's expert identity.®
Coupled with physically demanding work conditions
and long hours, mental health concerns are rising,
prompting many stylists to seek alternative, healthier
work arrangements or exit the industry, which worsens
workforce shortages.


https://www.fairwork.gov.au/employment-conditions/awards/awards-summary/ma000005-summary
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/vet-national-data-asset
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34423509/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34423509/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34423509/
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Figure 4: Average weekly total cash earning (2014-2023)
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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 amounts. Earnings are presented in nominal
dollar values.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

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

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

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




Root Cause 5:
Public perceptions, gender norms,
and industry status

Hairdressing continues to suffer from low public perceptions
(see Figure 5). Despite requiring technical skill and creativity,
it is often dismissed as low-skill ‘women's work'.

Hairdressing is still seen
as a trade one does if one
cannot do anything else.”

RTO Educator, Victoria, 2025"°

Figure 5: Hairdressing is undervalued
as a skilled trade
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Source: SaCSA's Hairdressing Shortage Survey
N =144

This perception is reinforced by wages well below
male-dominated trades. Weak regulation further
undermines professionalism, as unqualified operators
compete with trained stylists."®

Gender norms also shape workforce exits because many
women leave the profession during child-rearing years.
This reduces the pool of senior stylists able to mentor
apprentices, which compounds shortages. Stakeholders
emphasise that lifting the status of the trade is essential
to attraction and retention.

Opportunities for further exploration include:

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

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

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

19 SaCSA (2025) Hairdresser Shortage Survey.
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Conclusion and
Next Steps

Australia’s hairdressing workforce shortage
reflects interconnected challenges across
training, employment and public perceptions.
Addressing these challenges will require
systemic reform, collaboration and investment.

This summary highlights key drivers and
opportunities for further exploration. 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.
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