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PART 1: DEFINING WAGE THEFT 

 

 
Figure 1: The Categories of Wage Theft 

 

Wage Theft

All forms of underpayment

'Regular' Wage 
Theft 

The underpayment of 
award wages. 

Time Theft

Unpaid overtime

Super Theft

The underpayment 
or non-payment of 
the superannuation 
guarantee. 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Regular Wage Theft: Unpaid Award Wages 

Time Theft: Unpaid Overtime  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Number of Employees Working 35 Hours of More vs Hours Actually Worked on Average. Source: ABS Cat 

6291.0.55.0036 

 

Super Theft: Unpaid Superannuation 
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 ‘Super theft’ disproves arguments about complex awards driving wage theft 
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Part 2: Wage theft in SDA-covered industries  

 



 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

SDA members wage theft case studies 
 

JACK’S STORY  

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Tony and Annabelle’s Story 
 

  
 

  



 

 

 

 

SOURAV’S STORY 

 
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Ryan’s Zombie Agreement Underpayment  
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

More is needed from Government 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Part 3: Who is impacted by wage theft?  

The ‘Wage Theft in Australia’ report18 

“For government, [the extent of wage theft] demands examination 

of levels of resourcing required to address the scale of non-

compliance, and consideration of specialised programs and 

infrastructure to prevent and remedy wage theft among temporary 

migrants” – Berg & Farbenlum, 2017.  
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The ‘Migrant Workers’ Taskforce’20 

 

Young Workers Center Surveys  
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PriceWaterhouse Coopers Estimates  
 

 

McKell Institute Estimates  



 

 

 

 

 

McKell Institute collation of FWO audits shows prevalence of wage theft  
 

Data compiled by The McKell Institute, used with permission.  

 



 

 

 

 

Wage theft impacts every Australian indirectly  

 



 

 

 

 

Part 4: The determinants of wage theft  

There is an historic lack of oversight in the workplace  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Migrant Worker Taskforce called for more FWO resourcing 
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The Reinstatement of Industry Unions’ Inspection Powers Is Vital 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Insignificant financial and legal penalties for offenders  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Difficulties and cost barriers for victims accessing justice  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A lack of education about entitlements, and where to report malfeasance  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Arguments surrounding award complexity do not stand up to scrutiny 
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ATO crackdown on super underpayment welcome  
 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Part 5: Estimating the cost of wage theft  

 

Figure 1: Results from data extracted from FWO audit campaigns since 2009 

 

Percentage of non-compliant businesses (monetary and non-monetary 
breaches) 

38.72% 

Percentage of non-compliance (monetary breaches) 24.40% 

Average reimbursement per wage theft victim $719.61 

Avg. number of wage theft victims per non-compliant (monetary 
breaches) business 

6.5 
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Figure 2: Cost of wage theft in Australia, various scenarios 
 

Number of Total Employers in Australia June 2018 (latest data) 877,744 

Estimated number of non-compliant (monetary contraventions) 
businesses in Australia using FWO audit campaigns data percentage  

214,171 

Estimated number of wage theft victims across all non-compliant 
(monetary contraventions) employers in Australia 

1,393,067 

Estimated amount of identified wage theft victims’ wages not paid 
(Based on FWO audit campaigns data average money recovered per 
wage theft victim) 

-$1,002,463,861 

Total Wages at Average Salary of $65,000 $90,549,339,346 

If 3 per cent of identified wage theft victims’ wages were not paid -$2,716,480,180 

If 5 per cent of identified wage theft victims’ wages were not paid -$4,527,466,967 

If 10 per cent of identified wage theft victims’ wages were not paid -$9,054,933,935 

Foregone government revenue  

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Estimated forgone government revenue, various scenarios 

 

 FWO-based 
estimate 

3 per cent 5 per cent  10 per cent 

Forgone 
income tax 
revenue 

-$375,923,948 -
$1,018,680,068 

-
$1,697,800,113 

-
$3,395,600,225 

Forgone GST 
revenue 

-$33,833,155 -$91,681,206 -$152,802,010 -$305,604,020 

 

Macroeconomic impact of wage theft 

 

𝑆𝑖𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑒 𝑚𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑖𝑝𝑙𝑖𝑒𝑟 (𝑘) =  
1

1 − 𝑀𝑃𝐶
 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Estimated economic impact of wage theft in Australia, various scenarios 
 

 FWO-based 
estimate 

3 per cent 5 per cent  10 per cent 

Total 
economic 
impact 

-$2,179,269,263 -$5,905,391,696 -
$9,842,319,494 

-
$19,684,638,988 

Loss in GDP 0.12 per cent 0.31 per cent 0.52 per cent 1.04 per cent 

 

The cost of underpayment and non-payment of superannuation 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 5: 

  

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Part 6: The Broader Impact of Wage Theft on SDA-covered Sectors  
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Consumer Confidence at the same level as the Global Financial Crisis  
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The decline in spending has damaged the sector  
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Conifidence Indices
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Source: ABS Cat. 850101942. 

 

 
Source: ABS Cat. 8501.043 
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Source: ABS Cat. 8501.0. In the five years to December 2019, there have been too many quarters of negative growth 

in the retail sector.  

 

Addressing wage theft would help boost spending  
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Part 7: Measures to end wage theft  

Recommendation 1: Align the payment of superannuation with wages. 

 

Recommendation 2: Increase workplace audits by restoring trade unions’ inspection and 
enforcement powers 



 

 

 

 

Recommendation 3: Establish an affordable, easily accessing small-claims jurisdiction in 
which wage theft victims can seek justice 

 

Recommendation 4: Implement a criminal penalty for severe cases of deliberate and 
systematic wage theft.  

 

Recommendation 5: Increase financial penalties for wage theft.  

 

Recommendation 6: Ensure whistleblowers’ visa status is protected when the blow the 
whistle on wage theft  
 



 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Conclusion  
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