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1. Executive Summary
This report provides a comprehensive
presentation and analysis of the
consultation and engagement project
of Y Australia under the Australian
Government’s Youth Advocacy Support
Grants Scheme.
Entitled ‘Amplifying Youth Voice – Economic
Participation and Employment Pathways Project’,
this project aimed to hear and amplify the voices of
young people across Australia on issues regarding
economic participation and the policy solutions
young people envision for themselves.
Initially, the report provides an overview of the
current research and literature on the barriers,
challenges and opportunities experienced by
young people and their engagement with the
labour market.
The report then details the project methodology and
some key demographic data of the young people
who contributed to and participated in the project.

In summary, we recommend:
The development of a comprehensive national
initiative that focuses on life-ready and
work-ready skills, and experience
for young people.
The consideration of secondary education
curriculum reform that addresses and
incorporates aspects such as redesign of the
ATAR system and a greater focus on skills-based
student outcomes.

The design and investment in youth-specific and
youth-targeted employment initiatives that are
localised and respond to the needs of young
people where they live.

The design, funding and implementation of
mandatory minimum requirements for mental
health and wellbeing support in the workplace.

Qualitative and quantitative data collected
through this project was extensive and the analysis
of the data is themed according to firstly, the
barriers young people experience in gaining
employment; the barriers young people face
in maintaining their employment; the role of the
education system; and then the skills that young

The funding and development of a suite of
programs that will ensure all work environments
are diverse, inclusive and psychologically safe
for all employees.

people identify as important.

The funding and development of a suite of

Based on this thematic analysis, the report then

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people

draws on young people’s view on the policy changes

and organisations to ensure culturally safe

they would like to see and what they believe should

employment practices.

programs and initiatives co-designed by

be the priorities for both government investment
and employer focus, now and in the future.
The design and funding of targeted place-based
initiatives in regional, rural and remote areas to
optimise the engagement and employment of
young people living in these areas.
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2. Introduction
Y Australia (formerly YMCA Australia)
welcomes the opportunity to provide our
report to the Commonwealth Government
following the completion of all activities
funded under the Youth Advocacy
Support Grants Scheme.

The primary objective of

Y Australia is the national body governing the

and directly inform policies

federation of all Ys in Australia. The first pillar
of our strategic focus is to:

“ Enable young people in Australia
to have a stronger voice and be
heard more clearly.”
All Ys across Australia are united in their purpose to
empower young people. Y Australia delivers national
initiatives to ensure the diverse voices of young
people are heard; that young people are engaged
in advocacy and leadership; and that young people
are supported to co-design the solutions that will
optimise their potential. Designed and delivered
by young people, for young people, these national
initiatives include youth summits, youth retreats,
leadership programs, professional development
programs and digital platforms to elevate the voice
of young people. In addition to supporting hundreds
of young people every day, Ys across Australia employ
more than 6,000 young people in diverse roles
across multiple sectors.

our project under the grant
has been to ensure the
voices, expertise and lived
experiences of young people
across Australia are heard
at all levels of government
impacting the lives and futures of all young people.
Through national consultations, online interactive
forums and surveys, the Y has heard directly from
young people about their barriers to economic
participation and employment, and more importantly
the policy solutions young people envision for
themselves. Young people are the experts in their own
lives and bring inherent knowledge that is based on
their lived experience and a deep understanding of
the world in which they live. Critically, the voices and
expertise of young people must be valued and must
be at the centre of policy development.
This report brings together the diverse and unique
perspectives of young people and privileges their
direct voice throughout. In various ways, more than

650

young
people

have contributed their passions, knowledge and
commitment to this report – and we commend
their voices to you.
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3. Background
The participation of young people in
employment is not only essential to
achieve individual social, economic and
health outcomes, but is critical in ensuring
the strength of the Australian economy,
now and into the future.

in the trajectory of Australia’s youth unemployment

Guaranteeing the full economic participation of all

impact of the GFC, youth unemployment rates

young people in Australia is not just an important
issue for young people, it is an issue that impacts
the wellbeing and prosperity of all Australians.
Young people exist within complex social,
economic, political and cultural ecosystems
and experience challenges and opportunities
that are as diverse and unique as young people
themselves. Too often, our policy responses and
systems are designed in ways that do not respond
to this diversity, assuming that young people
are part of a homogenous group, with common
lived experiences. When our policy responses do
recognise the diversity among young people, this

story,” (BSL, 2017, p. 2). While Australia was one of the
few countries in the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) to emerge
from the GFC without a recession, the impacts on
youth unemployment and youth wellbeing were
both significant and long-term. As an immediate
were much higher than average rates across the
workforce and by 2015 had still not returned
to pre-GFC levels (Junankar, 2015).
Young people are often employed in the labour
market in narrow, casualised segments that are
particularly vulnerable to economic downturn.
Young people transitioning from secondary school
to employment or from tertiary education to the
workforce are particularly vulnerable in the event
of an economic crisis as companies and businesses
seek to reduce their casual and part-time
employees (Junankar, 2015).

often involves ascribing categories of difference,

Parker et al (2015, p. 641) also highlight the

otherness and disadvantage with assumptions

particular dangers of macroeconomic events,

about the experiences of young people based

like the GFC, in the potential to “knock youth off a

on these categories.

typical developmental track; delaying transitions,

Adopting a rights-based approach that
actively seeks to recognise and embrace the
intersectionality of issues affecting young people
is critical. This, coupled with an approach that
upholds young people as the experts in their lives
is essential to developing policy responses that
will bring sustained and positive outcomes for
all young Australians.

interfering with increasing independence from
parents, and extending periods of career and
educational uncertainty.” Junankar (2015,
p. 193) also found that the social impact of youth
unemployment is significant and when young
people are unemployed, “they may face various
problems including heightened levels of social
alienation and depression.”
Almost a decade following the GFC, young people

3.1 What do we already know about young
people’s economic participation?
3.1.1 The legacy of the global financial crisis
Issues impacting the economic participation
of young people are not new. Unemployment,
underemployment, insecure and highly casualised

were becoming increasingly included in the
numbers of the long-term unemployed.

50,500

work have characterised young people’s

Australians aged 15 to 24 had spent a year or

engagement with the labour market for

more searching for employment in 2017.

more than a decade.

(BSL, 2017)

The current environment for young people is

At this time, young people reported a lack of

set against a backdrop of the lasting impact of

experience (41%), lack of education (33%) and

macroeconomic events such as the global financial

transport challenges (30%) as the key barriers

crisis (GFC) of 2008 which “remains a defining event

to securing employment (BSL, 2017, p. 7).
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Foundation for Young Australians’ research

While some sectors of the labour market are starting

illustrates the implications of youth unemployment

to recover, there remains deep concerns about the

and underemployment on the broader economy

long-term implications of COVID-19 on the future

demonstrating a $15.9 billion loss in gross domestic

employment prospects for young people.

product each year and social impact of related

At the onset of the pandemic,

mental health issues at $7.2 billion each year

26%

(FYA, 2018, p. 9).

3.1.2 The emerging impacts of COVID-19
Many of these issues remain unchanged in 2021
and continue to be exacerbated as the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic sharply disrupt young
people’s education, employment and socio-cultural
connections. As noted by Tiller et al (2020), existing
unemployment and underemployment rates for
young people and the casualisation of the sectors
in which young people predominantly work have
given rise to increased employment insecurity,
impacted further by the labour market changes
arising from COVID-19. Concerns about their future
employment are uppermost in the minds of young
people as economies recover from the pandemic.
“In relation to COVID-19 and future work, young
people are highly concerned about the negative
impact the pandemic will continue to have on their
futures. Their insights demonstrate that COVID-19
has already impacted their current and future work
prospects for school-aged young people,”
(Youth Action, 2021, p. 11).

of employees aged 15 to 24 years were in
casual employment and had been with their
current employer for less than 12 months

which meant they were ineligible for the JobKeeper
payment (Youth Action, 2021, p. 10). The impacts on
sectors such as hospitality, retail, tourism and the
arts will continue to disproportionately affect young
people as these industries experience ongoing
contraction in the labour market and the economy.
3.1.3 Existing barriers facing young people
Prior to COVID-19, research conducted by the
Foundation for Young Australians showed that on
average it took young people 2.6 years to attain
full-time employment after leaving education.
Despite 60% of young people aged 25 years having
a post-school qualification, 50% are unable to secure
full-time work, defined as more than 35 hours of work

The impact of COVID-19 on the mental wellbeing

per week (FYA, 2018, p. 3). For those who do attain

of young people continues to be significant

full-time working hours, 21% are doing so as a casual

and is closely related to concerns about their

employee and 18% achieving full-time hours through

future economic security and prosperity. Anxiety

working multiple jobs (FYA, 2018, p. 7).

caused by insecure work and financial stress was
prominent among young people prior to the onset
of COVID-19, in addition to the now publicly known
issues of employer exploitation and wage theft
disproportionately impacting young people (Youth
Action, 2021). Research has shown that extended
periods of unemployment and underemployment
can significantly impact young people’s self-esteem
with 40% identifying as having low levels of social
and emotional wellbeing. “Among 18 to 24 year-olds
who are looking for work, 28% reported anxiety in the
previous year and 41% said they were affected

Young people have reported barriers that related
to gaining work experience and education with
75% reporting they do not believe they have
enough vocation and practical experience to
gain employment and 50% reporting they do not
have the technical skills required. A lack of career
management skills such as resume writing, job
application skills and interview skills are reported
by 25% of young people, in addition to 70% reporting
a lack of available jobs in the area in which they
live (FYA, 2018, p. 9).

by stress,” (cited in FYA, 2018, p. 7).
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More recently, the Mission Australia Youth Survey
also asked young people about barriers they
face in relation to employment, with very similar

We also note the six priority areas
identified in the framework of:

outcomes to earlier research. Flexible working
hours were important for 75% of young people and
having availability of jobs in the areas in which
they live were important for almost 60% of young
respondents. 42% also viewed access to practical
and relevant work experience as important in their
journey to employment (Tiller et al, 2020, p. 4). These
issues were equally important for young Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people in addition to

Youth empowerment
and engagement

Opportunity and
security

Safety, inclusion, respect
and acceptance

Health and
wellbeing

Navigating
the system

Environment

ensuring workplaces, education and employment
programs embedded culturally safe practices
that take cultural and family responsibilities
into account (Tiller et al, 2020, p, 14).

75%

of young people considered flexible
working hours as important.

3.2 Australia’s Youth Policy Framework
Y Australia welcomes the development and
publication of Australia’s Youth Policy Framework
in August 2021. Importantly, among the Framework’s
five objectives are the following: “(2) Captures the
voice of young people on the policies that affect
them; and (3) Listens and responds to young people
on issues that matter to them,” (DESE, 2021, p. 1).
Y Australia also acknowledges the Framework’s
commitment to strengthening youth advocacy and
a commitment to regular consultations with
young people and the youth sector.

These priority areas are reflective of the issues that
young people continue to raise in their engagement
with the Y and many are a strong feature of our
consultations with young people throughout
this project.
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4. Methodology
Implementing a participatory and collaborative

To build the long-term capacity and skills of young

approach, Y Australia adopted several principles

people, Y Australia trained and supported a group

in our methodology for this project that ensured

of ten young people as consultation facilitators.

consultation and engagement:

Youth Advocates also participated in policy

•

was designed by young people;

development training conducted through the

•

led by young people; and

•

enabled the capacity building of young people.

Australian Youth Affairs Coalition (AYAC) and many

Our intention was to directly engage and consult
with an approximate total 400 young people and
ensure their views and solutions directly inform
policy-making on issues impacting the lives
and futures of all young Australians. Through all
engagement and consultation processes, more than
660 young people have contributed to this project.
For the purpose of this project young people are
defined as those aged between 15 and 24 years,
however Y Australia recognises that issues affecting
young people and youth transitions are important
across a broader age range.

reported this training was key to their development
of skills and knowledge. All young people trained
as facilitators and young participants in both the
online forums and targeted consultations will be
offered an opportunity for ongoing engagement
in advocacy and policy input through the Y. This
group of Youth Advocates have played a central
leadership role in ensuring the diverse voices and
perspectives of young people across Australia
have been heard and documented.
“I enjoyed that I was an advocate dedicated
to speaking to specific groups of young
people, rather than being asked to speak on
behalf of young people.” – Youth Advocate

4.1 Key Project Activities
The following key activities were undertaken as part
of this project and are described in detail below:
•

Online Forums x 2.

•

Consultations in locations in VIC, NSW, QLD, NT, SA
and WA.

•

Surveys.

A detailed outline of the consultation process and

“Through this opportunity, we were able
to connect with young people across
Australia who are passionate about the
issues in their community.”
– Youth Advocate

survey questions are provided at Appendix A.
4.1.1 Support and capacity building of Youth
Building the skills, confidence and capability

Advocates
The project was led and supported by ten Youth
Advocates in VIC x 2, NSW x 2, SA x 2, NT x 2, WA
and QLD.

of young people through the facilitation and
consultation process has not only enabled their
active input into policy-making processes, but has
also provided a series of hands-on professional
development opportunities. Youth Advocates have
been provided with training and ongoing support

2
NT

1

WA

2
SA

in group facilitation, consultation techniques and

1

design-thinking.

QLD

“The experience I have gained running both

2

face-to-face consultations and the breakout
room sessions during the online forums is

NSW

very helpful and has definitely increased my

2

VIC

confidence in my ability to run these types
of discussions/events.” – Youth Advocate
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Y Australia measures youth empowerment
outcomes in all national projects and initiatives. The
results below represent the proportion of our Youth
Advocates who reported the following outcomes
as a result of their participation in the project:

100% 83%
Increased sense

Increased

of belonging

self-confidence

83% 83%
Enhanced leadership

Having a voice and

experience

being heard

83% 100%
Increased

knowledge and skills
in group facilitation

“Our consultations were designed by
us as youth advocates and we had
the freedom to deliver them however
we would like. This freedom gave us
the opportunity to gain new skills in
facilitation and gave us ownership
over the project.”
– Youth Advocate

Importantly, our Youth Advocates and young
participants will be offered the opportunity to
become involved in regular national advocacy
networks within the Y to ensure this engagement
and input into policy decision-making is ongoing
and formalised. Youth Advocates have been
provided an honorarium in recognition of
their time, skills and expertise.

Increased knowledge

4.1.2 Online Forums:

and skills in policy

Y Australia convened 2 online forums that

development

encouraged broad participation of approximately
150 young people from across Australia. The

For many Youth Advocates, the project has
provided the impetus and motivation for the further
development of their youth advocacy skills with
a strong appetite to pursue work in this area. Some
have expressed the desire to undertake further
training and participate in consultation and
engagement activities in the future.
“While I have been lucky to have my voice
heard in the past, this project enabled me
to have it heard through the organisation
of consultations relevant to my communities.
Furthermore, after taking part in this and
other youth advocacy opportunities this year,
I appreciate that this project has begun me
on my journey on helping raise the voices of
others and making space for them…”
– Youth Advocate
“The experiences I’ve had when running
breakout rooms, in meetings, during the policy
training and doing the interview was amazing
because every youth advocate was so
passionate and really took the time to listen to

forums were structured to facilitate smaller group
consultations through the use of online break-out
rooms and online collaboration tools.
Participation in both the online forums and the
targeted consultations have provided multiple
benefits for young people. Not only do these
engagements provide an opportunity to capture
the views, challenges and solutions envisioned by
young people, but also ensures young people can
learn from one another, learn from other leaders
and experts and build lasting connections across
networks. This has been particularly important as
many young people have experienced significant
disconnection and interruption to their regular
networks during the COVID-19 pandemic.
“This was a fantastic event. The interstate
approach meant we could connect across
Australia and learn what is happening in other
states, including that many of our experiences
are common. The facilitators were very mindful
in leading discussions and the panellists were
great.” – Participant

what we each had to say.” – Youth Advocate
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The online forums were designed and led by a

Participants in the online forums were asked about

working group of young people and other Y staff

the extent to which they agreed with the following

who directly support young people. Participants

statements:

in both forums had the opportunity to hear from

“ The online forum helped me gain

a facilitated panel discussion on the issues of
economic participation and employment and
participants were then also invited to participate
in smaller group discussions and workshops via
online breakout rooms.

new knowledge about issues on
youth employment in Australia

97% agreed or strongly agreed

“ My opinions were valued and
“It was eye-opening and a great
chance to get to know other people
that have the same if not similar
passions as I do.”
– Participant

my voice was heard at the
online forum

97% agreed or strongly agreed

“ I was able to contribute

ideas to support new ways of
supporting youth employment

“I loved contributing to the
conversation surrounding issues
I am passionate about and have
experienced. It was amazing to be able
to contribute to actual policy making.”
– Participant

in Australia
88% agreed or strongly agreed
4.1.3 Consultations
Y Australia Youth Advocates facilitated a series of
consultations and design-thinking workshops with
young people 15 to 24 years of age to hear their
views on the challenges and solutions regarding
economic participation and

Both online forums were advertised nationally
through a variety of networks and while interested
people from all age groups were welcomed and
invited to attend, the role and participation of
young people in the forums was prioritised.

employment pathways.
We proposed to convene a series of targeted
consultations with young people from cohorts that
have been identified as particularly vulnerable or
harder to reach. While initially aiming to conduct

“The forum was a very exciting and thought-

7 to 10 consultations, our Youth Advocates were

provoking experience. Hearing ideas, issues

successful in conducting 15 consultations in Victoria,

and concerns from other young people really

New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia,

gave me some unique insight into the different

Western Australia and the Northern Territory. While

perspectives surrounding these issues.”

young people in the ACT and Tasmania were not

– Participant

part of our targeted consultation process, there were

Demographic data was collected through the
online forums and the outcomes recorded from the

numerous participants in our two online forums, in
addition to our national survey.

group discussions and breakout workshops that

The targeted consultations and workshops with

occurred as part of the online forums.

vulnerable cohorts of young people were delivered
primarily through our direct service provision links in
local communities and participants were identified
through these service connections.
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These included targeted consultations with young

While economic participation and employment

people from the following identified cohorts:

pathways was the primary focus of our engagement

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander young people;

and consultation with young people, this also

Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) young

provided important insights on a range of

people; young people who have had experience

interrelated issues facing young people including

with the juvenile justice system; young people at

disruption to education and training; health and

risk of disengaging from education; young people

mental health; housing and homelessness; diversity

with disability; young people living in regional and

and inclusion; and social and cultural connection.

rural Australia; and young people who identify
as LGBTQIA+. Young people participating in our
targeted consultations will be provided with a small
honorarium in recognition of their time, skills and
expertise through lived experience.
The Y provides a service response to young
people through health and recreation, community

“I feel like I had the opportunity to share
what was lacking in terms of giving
young people support and what that
support might look like.”
– Consultation Participant

development, education, counselling, leadership
programs and entrepreneurial skill development
programs. The targeted consultations provided
the opportunity for young people to build their
confidence and capacity to engage in the
policy decisions that impact their lives and
their communities. This ensures there a direct
mechanism by which young people will continue

Implementing a design-thinking approach the
Youth Advocates enabled young participants to be
empowered through the consultation process and
think creatively about the challenges and solutions
they envision for themselves.

to have a voice and be empowered through
the project and in future opportunities.

“I expressed my honest opinion, felt as
though my voice was heard.”
– Consultation Participant

“It was a safe space where I could talk
freely about my experience.”
– Consultation Participant

“I took on a more diverse
understanding of youth employment,
especially for people living in remote/
rural spaces. Policy should be tailored
to city and rural contexts.”
– Consultation Participant

Where possible, these consultations took place
in person using places and spaces that were
familiar and safe environments for the young
people participating. Online consultations,
via videoconferencing occurred in many
circumstances due to COVD-19 related health
directives in various jurisdictions. At all times, Y
Australia placed the safety and wellbeing of our

“I felt heard, valued and respected by all.”
– Consultation Participant

staff, Youth Advocates and participants as our
highest priority. Of the 15 consultations, 11 were
conducted in person and 4 were conducted online.
In one location, 4 semi-structured interviews were
also conducted with individual participants in
addition to a larger survey.
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Youth Advocates were trained and supported in
conducting consultations and group facilitation
and were all provided with a consistent framework
in which the consultations would be conducted.
This has enabled data collection and analysis to be
conducted in a consistent and comparable manner
across all aspects of the project.

4.1.4 Surveys
Throughout the project surveys were conducted
in a variety of ways and asked questions similar
to those that were asked during the targeted
consultation and online forums. In Alice Springs
a survey was conducted with 39 young people
responding in addition to a small number of

Data from consultations were collected in a variety

in-depth interviews with young people. In Cairns,

of ways. With consent from participants, some

the Y Australia Youth Advocate established a stall

of the online consultations were recorded and

at a local show and spoke directly with young

transcribed and in other consultations the Youth

people, using the survey tool to capture their views

Advocates scribed notes during each session. Some

and perspectives. While this was in many ways

consultations also engaged participants in online

a direct consultation with young people, for the

polling activities, the results of which also formed

purpose of this report this is presented as survey

part of the data collection. Where possible and with

data. Importantly, the Youth Advocate was able to

the consent of participants, demographic data

talk with approximately 240 young people directly

was also collected.

in an environment in which they were comfortable –
meeting young people where they were.
A national online survey was also conducted
receiving 44 responses and in total survey data
has been analysed from 324 respondents.
As a component of the online forums and many of
the consultations, participants were also asked to
respond to a brief outcomes measurement survey
to provide information on how valuable the process
had been for young participants. Where available,
this outcomes data is also discussed in this report.
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5. Data

662
Young people

participated in this
project

Where data was available:

192

Total number of
young people in
metropolitan areas

125

83

Regional / rural

Remote

Participants in targeted
consultations:

15 17
VIC

388

NSW

6 53
QLD

WA

3
NT

31
SA

Where data was available and young
participants were comfortable responding:

103

Identified as
Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander

122

Identified as
culturally and
linguistically diverse

85

Identified as living
with a disability

117

Identified as
LGBTQIA+

15

Participant outcomes: where data was
collected (n=69)
This helped me gain new knowledge about
issues on youth employment in Australia

Strongly
agree
Agree
Neutral

“I loved talking in my breakout room
w/ other young people from regional
and rural areas, to see how similar our
experiences are. I also loved hearing
about the brainstorming from the other
breakout rooms, who also helped me
expand my knowledge on issues and
realise how similar our opinions and
experiences are nation-wide.”
– Online forum participant

Disagree
Strongly
disagree

“It’s amazing hearing everyone’s different
experiences and issues from across Australia,
and it has really opened my mind to the world
“The forum provided useful information from

I’m living in.” – Online forum participant

every side of the youth employment debate.”

“I took on a more diverse understanding of

– Online forum participant

youth employment, especially for people living
in remote/rural spaces. Policy should
be tailored to city and rural contexts.”
– Consultation participant

“Speaking to people from all across
Australia allowed for a deeper insight
into different issues surrounding
employment. But this also reconfirmed
that the issues I am facing locally are also
issues youth across Australia are facing.”
– Online forum participant

My opinions were valued and my
voice was heard

Strongly
agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree

“Young people from a range of backgrounds

Strongly
disagree

were able to provide their experiences of
barriers to employment and help grow
understanding of this issue.”
– Online forum participant
“It was great to hear other young people’s
experiences in the world of work and get a
better understanding of different experiences.”
– Online forum participant

“I appreciated everyone who spoke out and
participated with whatever I was saying. It was
extremely welcoming and I felt my voice was
heard.” – Online forum participant

“I felt heard, valued and respected by all.”
– Consultation Participant
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“Fantastic facilitation in break out rooms. Led
by young people.” – Online forum participant

“I had time to contribute and did not
encounter some of the usual difficulties
of speaking at an online forum. My
voice was heard!”
– Online forum participant

“I feel like I had the opportunity to share what
was lacking in terms of giving young people
support and what that support might look like.”
– Consultation participant

“I felt that my ideas and concerns were
heard and appreciated by members of
my breakout room, and I had a chance
to comment on ideas brought forward
by others.”
– Online forum participant

“It was a safe space where I could talk
freely about my experience.”
– Consultation participant
“The youth advocates did a great job
facilitating the breakout room, ensuring that
everyone had the opportunity to contribute,
and clarifying any points made by other
participants to ensure they were understood

“I think I had a different perspective than other

correctly.” – Online forum participant

members of my group which helped our policy

“There was every opportunity for my voice to

discussion.” – Online forum participant

be heard and I really appreciate it. I’m still kind

“I was able to introduce my thoughts regarding

of shy so I probably didn’t contribute as much

the education system as a student and I

as I could have.” – Online forum participant

believe the insight is immensely valuable to the

“Everyone collaborated their ideas really well

future generation.” – Online forum participant

within my group, and I felt that no one was

“Looking firstly at how it’s difficult for youth

left behind during discussion. We were all

to gain and keep employment really made it

respectful of one another and open to

clear when looking for recommendations

hearing what each person had to say!”

to solve it.” – Online forum participant

– Online forum participant

I was able to contribute ideas to support new
ways of supporting youth employment in Australia

Strongly
agree
Agree

“We had multiple opportunities to
express our opinions, especially on
issues facing young Australians. It was
quite surprising that sooo many young
Australians were facing the same issues,
yet they are not being addressed.”
– Online forum participant

Neutral
Disagree
Strongly
disagree
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6. Thematic analysis and discussion
The outcomes of our consultations and

6.1 Barriers to gaining employment

engagement with young people across Australia

80%

have focused on four key themes:
•

barriers to gaining employment;

•

barriers to keeping employment;

•

the role of the education system; and

•

the skills young people believe they need to
support their employment journey.

of the more than 300 young people surveyed told

The following discussion and analysis of these

us that they, or someone they know, had faced

themes will illustrate the issues, challenges and

challenges in finding or retaining employment.

opportunities that are experienced systemically by
young people. Where apparent, we will also discuss
these issues as they impact young people who
may face particular issues and challenges that are

Many of these challenges and concerns faced by
young people can be grouped in the following ways:
•

lack of available jobs where I live;

•

transport issues;

Discussion and analyses below draw on outcomes

•

lack of experience;

from targeted consultations, survey data and

•

discrimination;

insights gained from young people through their

•

mental health and wellbeing;

participation in one or more of the online forums

•

aligning passions and interests with work; and

held. Where relevant we will also draw on evidence

•

understanding the process and the system.

related to aspects of their life circumstance.

from other initiatives of the Y including Youth
Parliament, the WhyNot platform and others.
Have you or people you know faced challenges
finding or keeping secure employment?

WhyNot is for young Australians, by young
Australians – it’s a platform that supports
without judgement and stereotypes. This online

Yes

platform was created to give all young people an

No

opportunity to have their voices heard by publishing

Unsure

their opinions, questions, ideas and stories.

YMCA Youth Parliament
is a program that gives young people a chance
to stand up in Parliament and have their voices
heard. The program aims to educate, empower and
encourage young people to take an active role in

“A lot of people and friends at my school have
been finding it difficult to find a job for extra
money.” - Survey respondent

their community by contributing the views of their

“It is hard to find a reliable employer who is

electorate at a state level. YMCA Youth Parliament

flexible with activities that occur within the

is currently run in VIC, NSW, QLD, WA and SA.

young community such as sporting events.”
– Survey respondent
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“Studying at uni while looking for work is

Young people in our online forums also spoke about

difficult with availability.” – Survey respondent

the lack of availability of employment opportunities

“It’s challenging to find employment when
you aren’t personally connected.”

in regional and remote areas, raising challenges
such as needing to rely on personal networks, the
risk of young people being exploited by employers

– Survey respondent

but not being able to go elsewhere and also the

“I have many friends who have been unable to
obtain employment throughout the pandemic
for 6 months or more.” – Survey respondent

gendered nature of some work opportunities in
regional areas, citing trade-related roles compared
to office administration as an example.

6.1.1 Lack of available jobs where I live

While the issue of employment availability close

In addition to asking young people about the

significantly (90%) for those in regional or remote

availability and accessibility of jobs close to
where they lived during consultations, we also
surveyed young people about this issue. Just under
half (48%) of respondents felt there were enough
opportunities in the area they live.
“The town is too small for employment with
opportunity for growth and expansion both
personally and professionally.”

to where young people live was experienced most
areas, the issue also impacted young people living
in larger cities and urban environments where
factors such as transport, high competition and
the COVID-19 pandemic have played a role.
“With lockdown happening on and off for
the past two years, I feel a huge decline in
confidence going for jobs and seeking jobs
that I feel I am at a level of employability for.

– Survey respondent

Social networking has disintegrated, and

“Living in a small town/city they only wish to
employ those who they know and those who
are older and more experienced workers.”
– Survey respondent

I have less self-esteem, drive, and confidence
in job networking and meeting people.”
– Consultation participant
For young people who felt there were jobs available

“I want to work for a charity/NFP but there’s not
many jobs that I can actually do where I live most available are for experienced people
in the sector, there’s not many entry-level
full-time jobs.” – Survey respondent

in the areas in which they lived, they noted barriers
such as poor treatment of young people by certain
employers or difficulty obtaining a first job without
experience or references. Young people also
expressed a disconnect between the availability
of jobs more broadly, and the opportunity for
employment in the areas in which they were
experienced, currently studying or qualified.

Do you feel that there are enough opportunities
to work where you want in the area you live?

Yes
No

“As a designer there aren’t many jobs
available in the Gold Coast. There is
very low demand [for design work]
and a high supply [of designers].”
– Survey respondent

Unsure

Many who felt positive about the job availability in
their area noted the majority of opportunities were
offered through the fast food and retail sectors,
and in some areas the growth in hospitality
and tourism despite COVID-19.
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“The town is growing and there are more
jobs becoming available. Sometime when
people say they can’t find a job, there are jobs
available and I think they are being a bit picky.
I think if you need a job, apply for it –
it doesn’t have to be your forever job.”
– Consultation participant

“I’m applying to many jobs but not
being accepted for anything, not
owning a car and therefore having
limited work opportunities.”
– Survey respondent

6.1.2 Transport issues
Many young people spoke about the issue of
transport, and this impacted those living in regional
and remote areas in particular, but was also raised

In some consultations, Aboriginal and Torres Strait

by those in metropolitan areas as an issue in

Islander young people raised the issue of obtaining

seeking employment. The issue of transport as

a driver’s licence as a key factor in being able to

a barrier to seeking and obtaining employment

obtain employment and retain work, particularly

for young people was raised in all but one

for those living in outer regional or remote areas.

of the consultations.

During consultations young people noted that local

“Public transport is not great, so if you’re not
living in the inner suburbs, access to jobs
(that will lead to career progression) is limited.

support services and organisations were providing
practical assistance in obtaining a driver’s licence
which was viewed as a positive factor.

Then you run into problems with housing

One consultation with young people transitioning

accessibility, and there’s a flow on effect of

from the justice system demonstrated the

‘I can’t get jobs in my career path, to access

challenges that many young people in this situation

jobs you need a job to pay higher rent to live

face, particularly if they have lost their licence for

closer to get a job to pay the rent, etc.’ It’s

a period of time and the critical barrier this

a cycle.” – Consultation participant

presents in obtaining and retaining employment.

In some areas, public transport is available, but

“A lot of us don’t have our licences when we

services are reduced at times when young people

first get out ‘cause we lose it or whatever

may be available to work, such as evenings or

before we go in. So I didn’t have a licence for 3

weekends. This presents significant challenges

months and it is challenging but you’ve gotta

for young people and often prevents them

get through that to actually move forward.”

from applying for particular jobs, or limits their

– Consultation participant

availability for certain hours of work. Relying on the
time and ability to walk, ride a bike or use public

6.1.3 Lack of experience

transport at unusual hours may also create

In both our consultations and surveys, young

issues of safety for many young people.

people repeatedly raised the challenge they have

Not having a driver’s licence or access to a car
is a limiting factor for many young people, in
particular those who are seeking to be engaged

when employers are looking for young people with
experience, but access to opportunities to gain the
required experience is unavailable or limited.

in trade-related employment which requires them
to travel independently to a variety of
worksites in different locations.

“Friends not getting jobs because they
don’t have enough experience but
having no way to get that experience.”
- Survey respondent
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“Places of employment not wanting to

“People put you down when you have a

give people opportunities due to lack of

disability. I’m not treated fairly.”

experience. However, the only way to obtain

– Survey respondent

experience in a new field is by being given the
chance to learn through the workplace.”
– Survey respondent
“Many people are looking for someone who is
experienced, not someone who is looking to
gain experience.” – Survey respondent

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people
in our consultations spoke directly of racism
and a lack of cultural understanding they had
experienced when seeking employment.
“I went for a meal at a local restaurant and
saw they were hiring on a flyer, I asked if I

Many young people expressed a sense of

could get a job and they said ‘No we don’t hire

frustration and feeling disheartened when applying

your people’” – Consultation participant

for jobs only to be told they were ‘not mature
enough’ or ‘needed more experience’, but then
employers being unwilling to provide young people
with those opportunities.

“I went for an interview and I couldn’t do as
many hours as they wanted because of family
commitments. I explained it and thought I went
really good in the interview, but as soon as I

Participants in the consultations noted that trying

answered that question, everything else was

to gain experience during COVID-19 lockdowns was

overlooked and I never heard back.”

incredibly challenging and some also reported that
the only way they could gain experience is if they
had a friend or relative who could help them.

A number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
young people spoke about challenges they faced
with undertaking formal interview processes and

While many young people reported that

that a less formal, more culturally aware approach

volunteering was a good way to gain skills,

would be valuable.

confidence and experience, some also felt that
voluntary experience was not valued by some
employers who preferred to see that young people
had been in paid employment previously.
6.1.4 Discrimination

“It’s a more relaxed approach, let’s just have
a yarn. What do you think? What are your
aspirations? What do you want to do? Where
do you wanna go? How can we support you?”
– Consultation participant

Young people experiencing discrimination in the

Often, the discrimination young people face occurs

labour market and in their journey to employment

at the intersection of multiple issues. Aboriginal and

on the basis of age, gender, race, and cultural

Torres Strait Islander young people spoke about

background, ability, sexuality, and socio-economic

experiencing racial discrimination in addition to

status was expressed consistently through our

discrimination on the basis of the socio-economic

consultations and engagement with young people.

status of themselves and their families.

Discrimination in all it’s forms was raised in our
online forums and in every consultation
we held with young people.

“Many young people face issues with
employment as there are cases of
racism, sexism, and many other things
that prevent them from getting a job.”
– Survey respondent

“How do you go for a job interview if
you don’t have clean or undamaged
clothes?”
- Consultation participant

One consultation participant also spoke about
facing discrimination based on gender and age.
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“I studied for so long to work in the

Many consultation participants and young people

construction industry to be put down because

survey felt they were facing discrimination on the

I’m a girl and I’m too little and young still. It’s

basis of their age. For some, this was about being

things like this that put youth down instead

viewed as too young or not experienced enough

of building them up. Discrimination is still

and for others they felt discrimination due

happening in our workplace.”

to being in an older age group.

– Consultation participant
Discrimination and barriers in seeking and gaining
employment faced by young people living with
disability was also a prominent issue in many
consultations and through the survey data.
“I’m visually impaired which presents
challenges in getting employment as I require

“Once I hit 18 nobody wanted to hire
me because they could just hire kids.
I actively job searched for over a year
and never got past interview stage.”
– Survey respondent

extra training and have less options as there
are just some industries I can’t work in (e.g fast
food).” – Survey respondent
“I do have an issue with the application

“Young people I find are more likely to be

process, because I have a disability and

dismissed because of their age.”

it makes the process a lot harder for me.

– Survey respondent

For some there have been reasonable
adjustments that have been made, but for
some they don’t – so it makes it much harder
for me to go through that process.”
– Consultation participant

Other young people reported discrimination based
on their cultural background creating a barrier at
the application stage and young people who had
been in the justice system reported significant
barriers due to gaps in their resumes. For these
young people, seeking employment for position

“There are employment services out
there for people like myself – I have a
disability. People can reach out to those
services, but they’re not widely known.”
- Consultation participant

online or through job advertisement platforms was
incredibly difficult and in the majority, employment
was gained through friends or knowing someone
in a particular industry.
“One thing I’ve seen affect my family is
discrimination. Though I’ve grown up here
(Australia), my family is from India. Employers
see an “Indian” background on a resume

A young deaf person in one of the consultations

and automatically assume that you don’t

spoke about previously being told they can’t get the

know English, even though English is our first

job that they want, reporting that people don’t have

language. So imagine the employers surprise

an awareness and don’t take the time to understand

when they heard my family speak fluent

what he is saying and often dismiss him.

English. They asked questions, some of which

Some young people spoke about not wanting to
apply for jobs with certain employers because they
were known in the local community to treat their

were quite rude like, ‘Oh wow, did you have
a really good English teacher?’”
- Online forum participant

employees poorly, or they were perceived to be
discriminating against younger people.
“Yes, there are jobs, but there are many that
don’t treat their staff correctly.”
– Survey respondent
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Young people’s awareness of their rights
Young people provided a mixed response when
asked about their level of awareness of their rights
as employees and in the workplace. Just over half
of our survey respondents (56%) indicated they were
aware of their rights.

“I know how to find my rights via the
government sites however I do not know
them off by heart.”
– Survey respondent

Are you aware of your rights as an employee?

Many young people indicated they had learned
about their rights through workplace training,
Yes
No

through their vocational courses or at
university as part of their studies.
Young people participating in our online forums
also spoke about the level of confidence young
people have in asserting their rights and they
noted their own experiences and those of their
peers and friends in not having the knowledge and
confidence to raise an issue with their employer

Responses during the consultations and through
survey data, many young people reported that
their employers were very proactive in providing
information to employees and highlighting the
rights that apply in the workplace. Some young
people were aware of where they could go to seek
further information, whereas others reported that
poor induction and training and a lack of
knowledge contributed to a minimal
understanding of their rights.
“When I was employed, I was given paperwork
showing my rights and responsibilities from my
employer which was appreciated as I had not
known this at prior workplaces.”
– Survey respondent

resulting in many experiencing exploitation.
6.1.5 Mental health and wellbeing
A common theme among young people in our
online forums, almost all consultations and
prominent in the survey data were issues and
barriers that related to the mental health and
wellbeing of young people. This included the
experience of mental health as a barrier to seeking
employment, but also the mental health impacts of
the job seeking process itself.
Managing mental health issues while actively
looking for work was a challenge for many young
people, exacerbated by lockdowns and loss of work
hours as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“There’s unions and Fair Work, there are things
in place. But some might not be aware, or
maybe they don’t care. They might not even
know about Fair Work.”
– Consultation participant

“Can’t get a job when battling mental
health.”
- Survey respondent

“I’ve never been taught.” – Survey respondent
“My employer is great at telling me what my
rights are and what I am entitled to in my job
otherwise I would not know.”
– Survey respondent

“Yes, people with mental health issues, or
physical and intellectual disabilities often find
it hard to get a job.” – Survey respondent
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Some young people reported a positive and

young people raised concerns about young people

supportive culture in their workplace and many

needing to explain gaps in their work history due to

young people spoke about an inclusive and

mental health issues, noting that young people may

accepting workplace as a key factor they were

‘chop and change’ jobs because previous employers

looking for in their employment journey.

have not responded in a supportive way to mental

“I’m employed in my first job still…it’s only a
small business but they’re really supportive.
I’ve had anxiety attacks before and the staff
have been lovely. It’s helped me to be more
open and honest about my mental health.
I think I’m the only Indigenous person there.”
– Consultation participant
Not only do young people describe mental health
concerns as a barrier to seeking and obtaining
employment, many also report that the process of
job seeking itself can have mental health impacts.

“There were thousands of people
applying for one job so a lengthy and
drawn-out recruitment process is not
great for a young person’s mental health.”
- Consultation participant

health and wellbeing issues.
6.1.6 Aligning passions and interests with work
Some young people spoke about the challenges
they face in seeking and obtaining employment in
the roles or sectors that align with their passions,
interests and qualifications.
In some cases, the lack of opportunity or availability
of jobs in areas of interest for young people was
also related to where young people live with those in
regional or remote areas facing numerous barriers.

“I want to work in an industry that is not
present in my region (concept art and
game character design).”
- Consultation participant

“Coding is more required in large business, and
“It’s hard when coming out of uni and trying
to find employment that doesn’t really relate
to your area of study, it’s disheartening when
trying to find a job in your discipline and being
pushed back time after time.”
– Consultation participant
“After being rejected constantly for 2.5 years I
had completely given up and told people that
I was going nowhere in life because I had been
rejected so much. I didn’t know physically,
mentally or emotionally what to do anymore.
It took a lot of people telling me not to give
up and to keep trying to get into the mindset
to keep trying and keep going. It’s one of the
hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”
– Consultation participant
Participants in our online forum also spoke about
the complexity of young people’s experience of
mental health challenges in that some young people
may not realise or acknowledge they are suffering
with mental ill health. This creates difficulties for
employers in knowing how to support young people
or understand what is occurring for them. Other

my city does not have many of them.”
– Survey respondent
Many young people acknowledge the important
role that entry-level jobs including those in fast
food and retail can play in terms of gaining
valuable skills and experience. However, many
young people also experience an expectation
that they should take any job that is available.
“There’s still this idea that when you’re young
– just get any job that’s there. Which serves
a purpose in terms of generic skills, but we
sometimes forget that there a better choice
we could make.” – Consultation participant
“The majority of people here, when they’re
going for their first job, they don’t care where
they work, they just need to work while they’re
in high school. So, when they do leave, they
have that bit of money.”
– Consultation participant
Young people who were passionate or training in
creative industries, found aligning their interests with
available employment to be a significant challenge.
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“Many young people are told that art related

When asked about the extent to which young

careers are ‘risky’ or not a ‘proper job’, leaving

people were aware of government supports to

them under the impression that to achieve well

assist with employment, responses were varied

and have a successful career they have to get

with some young people reporting knowledge of

into one of the more prominent and ‘socially

specialist supports for people living with a disability

accepted’ job roles (eg. law, medical, teaching

or for those with work-related injuries. For those

or engineering).” – Online forum participant

that were aware of supports and services, many

“It’s difficult to get a job in what I’m passionate
about (creative arts) so I need to get

believed that services needed to be more flexible
and responsive to the needs of young people.

something to help me get by, that I don’t hate.”

“This isn’t the best job provider to use, they

– Consultation participant

want you to get a job but they don’t help you

“There are some opportunities to volunteer
(in the arts) – but no income source.”
– Consultation participant
“Many young people are told that art related
careers are ‘risky’ or not a ‘proper job’, leaving
them under the impression that to achieve well
and have a successful career they have to get
into one of the more prominent and ‘socially
accepted’ job roles (eg. law, medical, teaching
or engineering).”
– Online forum participant

to look or find a job. They have boxes to tick
and with the amount of people they see they
don’t have the passion to train young people
in the skills or to help them write their resume
and apply for jobs. I don’t feel like I am being
supported at all. The focus is on quantity not
quality.” – Consultation participant
Other elements of the process and the system
that young people identified as barriers included
experiencing frustration and feeling let down when
employers did not respond to job applications. This
was also coupled with a common experience of

6.1.7 Understanding the process and the system

not having familiarity with the application process

Many of the barriers young people raised with

selection criteria and writing an effective and

regard to seeking and gaining employment
related to issues of navigating the system and also

itself, such as understanding and interpreting key
quality resume.

understanding the process involved in transitioning
into the labour market. A number of the issues
described below are expanded on further in Section
6.3 of this report: the role of the education system.
In terms of navigating and understanding the
system, many young people spoke about the role of

“We’re never taught how to do these
activities, I mean you can learn it, but
it’s like a game you have to play
to get a job.”
- Consultation participant

family and friends as a key network through which
employment opportunities could be identified.
Many young people in our consultations suggested
these networks played a stronger role than formal
networks or employment service agencies.
“In high school, I was in hospitality and I got
the job because of my sister, and it took me
a while before I found a job on my own.” –
Consultation participant

“Some of the application processes can be
long and confusing, and it’s disheartening
when you don’t even get a reply when you’ve
spent an hour on the application.”
– Consultation participant
A number of young people also spoke about the
challenge they sometimes faced in needing to pay
for and await pre-employment screening checks

“You need to know someone to get a
job because there’s lots of competition.”
– Consultation participant

such is criminal history checks or applying for
Working With Children Checks (or equivalent).
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While many young people experienced challenges

impacts young people from regional or remote

in navigating the system, a number of our

areas who need to live and work away from home

consultations revealed factors that young people

in order to secure ongoing employment.

believed were positive and helpful to them in their
employment journey. These included receiving
advice and support from teachers and tutors at
university, non-government services and support
from family members and friends. Many young
people spoke about the importance of a strong
family and friend support system including older
role models they could seek advice from.
A number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
young people spoke about the important guiding
role that school-based specialist advisors including
Aboriginal Liaison Officers played in certain
communities.

For those who are younger and commencing in their
first casual employment, it is difficult to retain these
jobs as they get older due to pay structures that
result in employers recruiting younger teenagers.
“When I reached 17, my shifts in fast food were
cut back and younger staff getting more
hours because they are cheaper. Workplace
bullying in a fast food restaurant still happens,
because I was only getting those 2.5 hours, I
was just put on stock and it isn’t meaningful
employment and I wanted to learn more but
they didn’t care. Why am I even here and why
am I even trying?” – Consultation participant

6.2 Barriers to maintaining employment
Unsurprisingly, many of the issues and challenges
faced by young people in maintaining employment
are similar to the barriers experienced in seeking
and obtaining employment.

“It is difficult for youth to keep employment
when they turn 18, because it is cheaper for
employers to pay a 14, 15, 16 or 17 year old as a
junior to do the same job. Casual employment
means employers can just stop rostering on

The discussion below will build on the previous
section in this report and where relevant highlight

employees without a valid reason.”
– Online forum participant

the emerging issues that become apparent once
young people are established in the workplace.
Many of these issues can be grouped in the
following ways:

Pay conditions

Flexibility and
balancing other
commitments

Workplace culture

6.2.1 Pay and conditions

“I don’t get many shifts… instead of
training the older people, they keep hiring
younger people because it is cheaper.”
– Online forum participant

In highly casualised work environments, young
people often benefit from flexibility, but are also
impacted by fluctuating and changeable shifts
resulting in insecure income. The resultant financial
stress can have a significant impact on young

One of the most common themes to emerge during

people’s mental and physical wellbeing and can

our consultations and engagement with young

also lead to housing insecurity. The impacts of

people was the challenges they face living on either

COVID-19 on young people’s economic participation

minimum wages or very low wages.

has been discussed in the earlier Section 3.1.2 of

The primary issue with rates of pay and pay
structures in many of the sectors and roles young
people are employed in result in insecure or
fluctuating income due to the casualised nature
of work. This issue is felt most strongly by young
people who are living independently from their

this report and was also a frequently raised issue in
our consultation and engagement. While a number
of young people referred to COVID-19 related
lockdowns and restrictions as an issue, this was
not as prominent as many other longer-standing
structural and systemic barriers young people face.

parents or family and who may also be studying.
Importantly, the issue of living independently often
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Another related issue raised by young people

“Employers are not flexible and they are

included the lack of training and development

discriminating…My job offer was cancelled

offered in many jobs for young people, leading to

because I couldn’t attend Sunday morning

a sense of reduced opportunity for personal or

shifts because I went to Church.”

professional development.

– Consultation participant

16% of survey respondents identified the issue of

“Some employers are not interested in

low and poor pay structures for young workers as

accommodating school student needs and

their top priority for policy change. This was among

commitments.” – Survey respondent

the top three issues for young people that needed
policy reform.
6.2.2 Flexibility and balancing other commitments
As discussed earlier, the highly casualised nature of
many roles available to young people can be both
positive and negative. Many young people in our
consultations and through the survey expressed a
strong desire to have flexibility in their working lives.

Young people we consulted who were transitioning
from the justice system raised some unique
concerns about flexibility and acceptance in the
workplace. Requirements of their release from
custody including regular drug testing
off-site created a significant barrier in maintaining
employment and maintaining good working
relationships with managers and supervisors.

For the majority of young people this meant being
able to juggle their school or tertiary study with
work in an environment that was understanding
or accommodating of these commitments
through a flexible roster.
“[It’s] difficult for students who have a part
time job whilst studying to maintain work.
It becomes a challenge to balance
demanding work hours and study.”
– Online forum participant
“It’s difficult to keep work especially when
students have to do pracs or internships, often

“I just have days off for the corrections
order. Urine analysis and stuff like that.
Other employers aren’t designed the
way this is. They (ReBuild) cater to that.
I had a little taste of that. I left ReBuild
and got another job. And yeah, just the
difference is massive. The boss was like
‘mate, didn’t you have a day off two
weeks ago?’ and then I’ve gotta dwell
into why I’m doing this, what I’m doing
and all the rest of it.”
- Consultation participant

for 6 weeks at a time, to finish their degree.”
– Online forum participant
“From an employer’s perspective, it can be
hard to keep up with availability changes and
replace young people with someone with

YMCA ReBuild

more consistent availability.”

YMCA ReBuild is a social enterprise that provides

– Online forum participant

young people who may have been involved in

“I do find it is a bit difficult to communicate to
[my employer] and I do not feel comfortable

the criminal justice system with a pathway to
re-integrate back into the community.

telling them I have exams, it feels trivial telling
them I am missing out on work for other

Some expressed difficulty in making the transition

commitments.” – Online forum participant

following release and the impact this had on

Sporting commitments and personal commitment
such as cultural or religious activities that are

their ability to work, being excessively tired and
responding to all the changes in their lives.

important to young people were also a key

“Especially if you’ve done a couple of years

factor for many young people in their ability

then come out and go straight into work.

to maintain employment.

Your body doesn’t know how to cope the first
couple of weeks.”
– Consultation participant
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6.2.3 Workplace culture
Related to the above discussion are the multiple
issues which impact workplace culture and the

Participants in our online forums also reflected that
a positive workplace culture was one in which they
felt respected and value as employees.

working environment for young people. Young

“Not just being a number, not easily replaced.

people reported this as an important consideration

An open relationship with my boss and not

for them in maintaining existing roles with

just surviving but thriving.”

current employers.

– Online forum participant

“We all have a work self and personal self, but

“Having a good relationship between

there’s limited individuality in a workplace,

employee and employer – the trust that I

which means there’s not a lot of support levels

won’t be laid off – this improves morale and

for staff who need additional help or training

encourages a healthy environment.”

or need things explained in a certain way.

– Online forum participant

Being able to work with their strengths rather
than just ‘you can’t do the job, so bye’.”
– Consultation participant
A workplace culture that is safe, accepting and
open was noted as being an important factor for
young people. Of particular focus for many young
people were the ways in which their workplace
responded to and supported the mental health
and wellbeing of its employees.
“Young people are scared of admitting mental
health concerns to their employer or other
staff members…There’s an old-fashioned
attitude where the employer doesn’t think

6.3 The role of the education system
Our consultation and engagement with young
people across Australia demonstrated the critical
role our education system plays in creating
an enabling environment for young people to
develop the skills, confidence and capabilities to
successfully navigate the world of employment.
Like all issues explored in this project, the role
of education more broadly including school,
university, TAFE or other educational settings can
be both positive and negative and young people’s
experience of these systems is highly varied.

mental health is a big thing.”

When surveyed, a significant proportion of young

– Consultation participant

people did not believe that what they learnt at

Racism and a lack of cultural awareness was

school helped them find the job they want.

an issue for many of the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander young people in our consultations.
Many expressed the view that employers did not

Do you think that what you learn/learnt at school

understanding cultural and family commitments.

will help/helped you find the job you want?

“Recently my boss didn’t accept sorry
business as a reason for need to be
absent from work.”
– Consultation participant

Yes
No
Unsure

“Aboriginal young people will lose their
jobs when they leave town for a funeral.
Employment structure is Westernised and
doesn’t cater for Aboriginal practices.”
– Consultation participant
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“I believe the education system doesn’t allow

“The school I attend doesn’t teach us life skills

young people to explore their interests in a

or how to get a job without being scammed

way that will benefit them. So much pressure

etc.” – Survey respondent

to do well and get a good ATAR, rather than
focusing on life and job skills they may
need in the future.” – Survey respondent

“School doesn’t teach us skills for life. No
longer do we need to know and remember
information - we have instant access to

“I had a lot of trouble accessing information

information via our phones and computers.

and help to guide me into a job or career as

We need to learn skills and yet we don’t.

many courses and ways of accessing them are

Schools don’t teach us useful things.”

not always straight forward to find.”

– Survey respondent

– Survey respondent
“I got taught f*** all at school, nothing about
mental health and what the real world will
have in store for young people [or] what is
expected at a job.” – Survey respondent
“Yes, but I understand I went to a very

“School prepared us for uni, but they
didn’t prepare us for any life skills.”
– Consultation participant

fortunate school that really challenged
and pushed us to learn things.”
– Survey respondent
“What I learnt at university in the classroom not so much. What I learnt at university outside
the classroom, definitely.” – Survey respondent
The issues raised by young people about the role
that school and the broader education system are
diverse and interconnected. For the purpose of this
section, they will be discussed in the following ways:

Some consultation participants were positive about
the programs and initiatives from their schools that
taught them some of these things and others also
noted the role that family and friends can play
in assisting young people to navigate
and develop these skills.
6.3.2 Teaching employability skills

•

teaching life skills;

Closely aligned with the opportunity to learn

•

teaching employability skills;

valuable life skills, many survey respondents and

•

careers guidance and advice;

young people consulted highlighted specific skill

•

mainstream and alternative pathways; and

development opportunities that were missing

•

educational vulnerability

in their school curriculum such as CV writing,

6.3.1 Teaching life skills
A number of young people identified an existing
gap and a need for them to learn about ‘life skills’
or ‘essential skills’ in order for them to engage
successfully in the world of work. These skills
broadly included understanding how to approach
people, effectively communicate and have
challenging conversations. Additionally, young
people spoke about the need to understand taxes,
manage personal finances, navigate insurance,
banking and the use of credit cards, how to apply
for loans, and how to be aware of financial pitfalls.

interview skills and preparation, the job application
process and what to expect, and where to go to
find out information about workplace rights and
responsibilities. Young people consistently identified
these skills as being critical in their preparation
and development towards employability.
“I never learnt resume writing, appropriate
workplace communication etc. at school. It
can be hard to know what is appropriate,
what is wanted from employers, how to treat
customers, and this can impact maintaining
a job. Teaching this at school would be really
good.” – Online forum participant
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“I actually got help with my resume. I had a few

While the opportunity to develop these important

people look at it and then one of the ladies I

skills were available for some young people in their

work with she had a look at it…I had everything

secondary education, this was not available in

on there she just moved everything around

a consistent or systemic way.

and just made it look pretty. And yeah so, I’m
grateful for that.” – Consultation participant

“A lot of the skills I have gotten, that have
allowed me to be confident to apply for a job,

In analysing the responses from young people, it

are from the extra things I have done outside

was apparent that a difference existed between

of school.” – Online forum participant

mainstream education and vocational or
alternative forms of education in terms of focus

6.3.3 Careers guidance and advice

on employability skills. Many young people who
were engaged in vocational education spoke
positively about the education they had received
and the opportunity to learn about how to write
a CV, the job application process and how
to manage an interview.

“If you weren’t 100% sure about what
you wanted to do, school provided
limited guidance.”
– Consultation participant

In addition to this, many young people from
regional and remote areas also had a focus in
their curriculum on CV writing and preparation
for job interviews.

“I mean, schools offer support to an extent
- showing careers. But after that, students
should be shown how they can go on with life.

“It feels like schools do more now on
work readiness and careers counselling
etc – but we still need more support
on how to write a CV and how to do
interviews etc, we need training on how
to apply for a job.”
- Consultation participant

Sure, universities do it. But not everyone goes
to uni. What if a student doesn’t know what
they want to do at the end of year 12?”
– Online forum participant
In addition to having the opportunity to learn
specific employability skills, young people also
identified a gap and need in improved careers
guidance and information, including further
opportunities for work experience and opportunities
to connect with industry and local employers.

“I received support in knowing this in high
school, we studied a careers unit where we’d
learn how to write resumes, cover letters, learnt
about OH&S, and we did a visual depiction
of how you’re going to reach an end goal,
mapped out in a diagram.”
– Consultation participant
“When I left school and hit the age of 15 I had
no idea where to start, what to do, because no
one had sat down with me to walk through the
steps of looking for a job, how to apply for
a job, how to present, how to talk.”
– Consultation participant
“My education did not help with finding
employment. Nothing I learnt in school I use
now or even think about anymore. Subjects
aren’t transferrable with skills.”
– Consultation participant

Responses from young people were mixed as to
the extent which these initiatives were effective in
supporting their journey to employment and for
those who were positive about these programs,
many were looking for more opportunities to learn
and gain experience.
Young people in some regional and remote locations
spoke about valuable experiences such as local
employers visiting their schools and talking about
the employment opportunities available. For some
young people in remote communities there were
programs designed to familiarise them with university
experiences in the major regional centres and cities.
While connection with local employer networks and
industry leaders were perceived to be valuable,
some young people expressed limitations with
this in terms of diversity of career pathways. For
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example, in one remote community, the focus of
career development and pathways for young
people were almost exclusively directed towards
employment in mining and in trade-related roles.
Many young people were interested in pursuing
study or opportunities in sport, recreation or
nutrition pathways, but reported they didn’t know
where to find information about how to do this.
When reflecting on formal careers advice that was
available in the school environment, young people
also had mixed responses.
“It was not useful advice, and not coming
from a place of people who are in touch with
the current job market or education options. I
didn’t know (and many others also don’t know)
that government funding for certificates exist.
When I found out and pursued this, these have
led to getting a job later on. But I was never
told about them.” – Consultation participant

6.3.4 Mainstream and alternative pathways
“My career advisor told me, ‘the only way for
you to get a job is for you to finish year 12 and
get a good ATAR’”. – Online forum participant
Through our consultations and engagement with
young people, insights and feedback was provided
from those engaged in both mainstream and
vocational or alternative education.
Many young people expressed a view that
mainstream education was directing young people
towards a particular pathway that focussed primarily
on achieving their ATAR (or equivalent) and pathways
to tertiary education. Responses from many young
people in metropolitan, regional and remote settings
indicate a strong desire for an alternative.
Those who were engaged in vocational or
alternative education spoke positively about
the opportunities and support provided.
“FLO (Flexible Learning Options) is a lot better
– there is a case manager which makes a

“I told the careers counsellor what
I wanted to do. They directed me to
an arts degree, but that’s not what I
wanted to do. It was ‘do this degree
because I think you’re this kind of
student’, not the things you want to do.”
– Consultation participant

big difference, it helps you get into the areas
you want, with individual support and a case
manager that cares and helps if you fall
behind.” – Consultation participant
“I’m more confident about being able to get
a job and FLO has more peer support – we’ve
all been through similar things with common
ground, we all fit in.” – Consultation participant
Some young people spoke about the negative

“Giving young people access to methods,
strategies and supports for even just

perception that participation in vocation education
can give rise to and that this should be challenged.

confidence building, how to put on the
act until you are comfortable, how to work
through times you feel super uncomfortable
with imposter syndrome. I had to force myself
into situations until I felt competent. Having
formalised support structures can go a long
way to give someone that confidence through
employment seeking and education. Even
the push to volunteer is lacking in school
structures. I was a student who was high

“I think there’s a cheapening of the
qualification…because people do it as
a bludge subject and it’s treated and
taught as a bludge subject instead of this certificate means that this person
is actually employable coming out of
high school.”
- Consultation participant

achieving, and that support was assumed not
to be needed - ‘you’re a smart student, you’ll
figure it out’. Social smarts isn’t addressed
much in terms of employment and life outside

For other young people, they reported feeling let

school. Academics doesn’t really mean much.”

down or not well-served by the focus of mainstream

– Consultation participant

education on achieving academic results and
obtaining a pathway to university.
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“If you fall behind in mainstream you’re a
lost cause, they don’t back you up. This hurts
emotionally and impacts learning, gaps in
learning have a big impact personally. If you
can’t meet the bar, they don’t care about you.
Sometimes they do try to help you, but they
don’t have time.” – Consultation participant

6.3.5 Educational vulnerability
Our consultations revealed the experience of
educational vulnerability for many young people.
For some their experience was related to issues of
mental health and wellbeing or personal and family
circumstances. For others, issues were reflective of
more systemic challenges such as those experienced

“I don’t recall any sense of support or

by young people living with disability and Aboriginal

conversation of further employment after

and Torres Strait Islander young people.

high school… I never asked for support, but
I shouldn’t have to ask. As a young person, I
never knew TAFE or VCAL was an option, or any
of the different ways to learn.”
– Consultation participant

“Grades don’t necessarily reflect
the ability of that person, people
excel in many different areas, not just
academics – but this is the focus.”
– Consultation participant

A number of consultation participants spoke
about how their challenges with mental health
impacted their educational experience and
subsequently their perceptions of their
ability to seek and obtain employment.

“And I think at that age, I don’t think you
can help yourself, you don’t even have
the skills to know how to help yourself.”
- Consultation participant

Some young people spoke about the value of
“There’s so much pressure for students to do it
(ATAR)…but realistically, your ATAR matters up

wellbeing and mindfulness classes at school and that
this should be included in all parts of the curriculum.

until the day you’re accepted into a course…

One participant reflected on the positive connections

there’s other pathways to university and it

their school had made in providing support to young

doesn’t make much sense to put so much

people living with disability through building active

pressure on the ATAR.”

partnerships with local support services and disability

– Consultation participant

employment organisations.

“I thought I had to finish school and go into

Other young people we spoke to provided some

TAFE or Uni to do something big with my life.

insights into the experience of young people who

But it doesn’t have to be like that. You can take

disengage from education early. In one remote

little steps and get their eventually.”

community, this was a common experience and

– Consultation participant

services provider indicated a significant gap for

“There are so many different pathways and

young people in this situation.

opportunities and this is what schools need

“There is no follow up with children who

to reinforce in students. There are different

disengage from the education system and

pathways and foundation courses that can

support is only a possibility of being referred to

lead to the job you want. They just need to be

[local service] if they go onto JobSeeker once

more supported.” – Consultation participant

they turn 17.” – Consultation participant

Our consultation and engagement with young

“Nah I dropped out pretty much I think first term

people demonstrated a clear desire for a range of

of year 7. Teachers didn’t give two f***s back

educational pathways that supported individual

then its just ‘ah who cares, he’s gone, he’s gone’.

need in addition to different ways of learning and

But I did VCAL inside [prison].”

for young people to be able to explore the full range

– Consultation participant

of opportunities available to them.
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6.4 The skills young people need

“Being flexible and adaptable and
knowing how to communicate clearly
and without hurting people’s feelings.
I learnt how to do this through
casual work. Not entirely sure whose
responsibility it should be.”

Do you feel that you have the skills/
qualifications to get the job you want?

- Survey respondent
Yes
No
Unsure

“Communication and teamwork: I think schools
should be responsible for teaching these skills
and preparing students for the expectations
for communication in the workplace.”
– Survey respondent
“Communication, confidence, initiative. Some

In our survey, young people were asked to identify
the skills they believed they need to obtain and
maintain employment. Approximately half of young
people nominated communication, interpersonal
and people skills as being essential to not only gain
employment, but to function effectively and build
relationships in the work environment.

building of these at school but to be honest
most just come with time and experience.
Those with initiative will inherently seek out
more and do better generally.”
– Survey respondent
“I think presenting like you’re employable is a
key skill in getting a job. Things like knowing how

Other key skills identified by young people were:

to act during an interview and how to speak
when talking to a potential employer.
I think teaching skills like this should be done by
teachers in several levels of schooling across
different pathways.” – Survey respondent

Teamwork

Adaptability and
flexibility

Confidence

“Communication, trust, organisation and
leadership. The responsibility falls back on
everyone in that young person’s life:
parents/guardians, teachers, family, employers,
mentors and coaches just to name a few.”
– Survey respondent
“Personal skills and social skills: Parents should

Reliability

Honesty, respect
and trust

Leadership

be teaching their children these skills as it
assists in a classroom as well. Then schools
may build on that.” – Survey respondent

While some young people also identified technical
skills, such as use of technology and computer skills
these were secondary when compared with the
‘soft skills’ young people felt were most important
to their success.

Our targeted consultations with young people
also provided similar responses and a particular
focus for young people was on the development of
communication skills, building a strong work ethic
and developing personal characteristics like
self-confidence, an open mindset and resilience.
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Similar to our survey responses, young people felt

Many young people also spoke about the value

that the responsibility for helping young people to

and importance of volunteering to help provide

acquire these skills was a collective effort on the

experience and build and develop professional

part of teachers, parents, role models and mentors,

skills that will be attractive in the workplace.

in addition to having the opportunity to develop
these skills in the workplace.
An important theme that emerged from both the
survey data and consultations was that young
people were asking those around them – teachers,
parents, and employers – to give them time and the
opportunity to gain experience to develop these
skills and learn from their mistakes in a safe and

“Every job I’ve had has been the result of
volunteering.” – Consultation participant.
“Volunteering gave me the skills and
confidence in talking with people – this helped
me get a job even though I didn’t have the
exact skills required.”
– Consultation participant.

supportive environment.

“A portfolio career is having all these
different things under your belt…we
should encourage people to explore
their passions and play to their
strengths instead of focusing
on just one profession.”
- Consultation participant

“I live in a small regional town,
volunteering helps employment
because everyone knows each other.
It’s great for networking, the reputation
you make can really stick with you.
Volunteering meant having certain
references, and an employer will
usually know the references
and that holds a lot of value.”
- Consultation participant

“A lot of my skills have been gained
through volunteering, but I feel like
employers need you to have paid
experience to demonstrate
you have the skills.”
– Consultation participant

“Volunteering on things like Youth Parliament
and being involved with UNOY give me an
insight into acting in a professional world, and
the skills needed to act in an employment
environment. I would draw on this wealth of
knowledge that a lot of people don’t have.
It has been a helpful resource in terms of
employability.” – Consultation participant.

“I feel like I do have those skills like being able
to communicate well with other etc, but when
you’re going for a job you have to be able to
show evidence of those skills, which is hard to

Many young people also spoke about the value in
certain certificates and qualifications such as first
aid and CPR and felt these should be considered
as part of the school curriculum.

prove sometimes.” – Consultation participant.
“I just finished a three-year undergraduate
degree and I still feel like I don’t – it was all
theoretical. I’ve had to get part-time jobs and
extracurricular activities to gain some of the
skills I think I might need.”
– Consultation participant.
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7. Policy Solutions
One of the key objectives of this project
was to not only hear from young people
about the barriers and challenges they
face, but also the solutions they envision
for themselves.

In addition to the above factors young people also

The section below discusses a number of policy

aspects for young people, one of the prominent

recommendations and areas of reform that

themes was the need to explore employment

have been presented by the young people we

opportunities that were more than just earning

surveyed and also those who participated in our

money to ‘survive’. Young people were also looking

consultations and online forums.

for benefits in the workplace such as:

In undertaking this project, we have adopted a
number of principles that privilege the voices of

focused on the importance of a safe, supportive and
stable workplace. Personal sense of happiness and
fulfilment was also expressed by many young people.
While income is understandably the most important

•

being respected and accepted;

•

compassion and understanding about mental
health and wellbeing;

young people and the inherent skills, knowledge
and experiences they hold. We also know that
young people are the experts in their own lives

•

being close to home; and

•

the ability to balance work and study.

7.2 If you could change one thing…

and the following policy recommendations
are provided within this framework.

In our survey, consultations and online forums,
young people were asked if they could change

Prior to asking young people about the policy

one thing, if they had a magic wand to improve

change they would like to see, we asked our

one thing to better support young people in their

participants about the most important aspects

employment journey – what would this be?

they were seeking in a job and the benefits
they are looking for.

Analysing open-ended responses from more than 300

7.1 Aspects of employment that are important
“You’ve gotta have to want it. Why would
someone offer you a job if you’re just coming

survey respondents the policy changes young people
would like to see are themed in the following ways:

What’s the one thing you would like to improve?

in and going through the motions? You have
to want to work and want to change.”
– Consultation participant

More opportunities

Improve wages

Whats the most important aspect
that you want/expect from a job?

Safe workplaces

Income

Training and development

Work-life balance

Curriculum reform

Learn new skills

Easier process

Secure employment

Flexible hours
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themes in more detail.
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7.2.1 More opportunities

“Employers giving more young people
opportunities, regardless of experience.”

More than 1 in 4 young people who
responded to our survey broadly
identified the provision of more
opportunities for young people
as the key aspect they would like
to see changed and improved.
In describing ‘opportunity’ young people spoke
about a variety of elements that include:

– Survey respondent
“There is a massive gap in the employability of
young people… there is still so much ageism…
I am questioned and looked at weirdly for
being a young person myself.”
– Online forum participant
“For employers to understand that young
people can’t get experience if they aren’t given
work to gain experience.” – Survey respondent
“Providing a framework that employers have
to follow that allows young people to gain
entry level jobs in fields that they are actually
interested in. Not just fast food and retail.”

Opportunity to gain
experience

Opportunity near where
young people live

– Survey respondent
For many young people, expressing the need
for ‘opportunity’ was reflective of a desire for
employers to simply give them a chance and give
them a ‘fair go’.

Opportunity specifically
for young people

Opportunity for
diverse roles

“Opportunities and the chance for
young people to learn and understand
their rights.”
- Survey respondent

As discussed earlier in this report, young people
have consistently expressed a sense of frustration

“Help them out, give them opportunities to get

over the requirement for many entry-level jobs to be

a job.” – Survey respondent

able to demonstrate previous experience.

“Give people a chance to prove themselves.
If they’re bad, who cares, but there are good
people. That’s all you need, all you need is a

“You need experience to get a job, but
it’s hard to get that experience first to
be able to get a job. It’s a catch 22.”
– Survey respondent

good chance.” – Consultation participant
7.2.2 Improved wages
In highlighting the issue of wages, young people
in both the survey and consultations spoke about
wages in two contexts; firstly, in terms of equity and
fairness and secondly in terms of the ability to earn

“Improve employment avenues and access

a living wage.

to employment. I wish that young people

Many young people spoke about their own

could be employed on the basis of passion

experience or that of their peers and friends in a lack

not experience and skills, because skills can

of equity and fairness regarding wages structures

be taught and acquired, but passion can’t be.

and also the behaviour of some employers in

Young people possess a lot of passion.”

exploiting young people through underpaying.

– Survey respondent
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minimum wages and award rates applicable to
junior workers need to be reformed is based on the

“Change the pay structures for younger
people and 17-18 year olds. Change the
pay rate so people aged between 14-18
don’t get paid so differently, it almost
encourages workplaces to hire younger
staff and then make the 17-18 year olds
redundant. It’s only a 1-2 dollar difference
but this leads to underemployment of
youth, especially school levers. This need
to be changed and should maybe be
based on job skill and work you do within
the company.”
– Consultation participant

need to earn a living wage, an income that enables
young people to secure adequate and stable
housing, afford medical care, afford transportation
and undertake education and training.
“Increase to minimum wage and award
rates – especially for young people living
independently.” – Consultation participant
“Increase to minimum wage to move
beyond just survival income.”
– Consultation participant
“Minimum wages or junior wages aren’t
enough for young people to live on – when
many of them are living independently.”
– Consultation participant
7.2.3 Safe workplaces

“A lot of companies take advantage of younger
people and pay them less because they don’t
know their rights and the law.”
– Survey respondent
“Would love for younger people to understand
more of their rights so employers will stop
taking advantage of younger people
(e.g underpaying/overworking).”
– Survey respondent

When speaking about safety in the workplace,
young people commonly referred to issues
surrounding psychological and cultural safety
and the need to create welcoming and
supporting work environments.
For some this is about creating a workplace that
understands that young people are still learning
and gaining experience, but also one that values
the skills and attributes young people bring.

“Adolescent casual employment should pay
around the same wage (e.g., 15-17 year olds
who do the same work).” – Survey respondent
“I’d wish that employers would stop taking
advantage of young people in workplaces. It’s

“A safer environment. For people to
understand we don’t have much life
experience.”
- Survey respondent

disgusting how much wage theft goes on with
young people, especially students in their first
job as they don’t know their rights as workers.”
– Survey respondent
As discussed earlier in this report in Section 6.2.1,
young people’s experience of receiving minimum
wage rates or low wages is a significant barrier to
maintaining their employment. Many young people
experience financial and housing stress as a result
of both insecure work and low wages, particularly
for those who live independently from their parents
and for those who need to live, work and study away
from home. Young people expressing a view that

“Less of people looking down on them (young
people) and believing they don’t know as much
just because they are young.”
– Survey respondent
“Improve the culture to value young people
more.” – Survey respondent
“Employers need to be more accepting of
a diverse range of individuals – negative
perception of young people’s abilities is
a key issue.” – Consultation participant
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“Support for young people having difficulty
at work and don’t know what to do.”

“Interviewing processes for young
people should not only be centred
around ‘what can they do for me’ but
also ‘what I as an employer can do for
you as a young person.’”
– Consultation participant

– Consultation participant
“Make support systems more accessible
and more known to employees giving them
the ability to access free councillors or
psychologists through employee assistance
programs. This needs to become normalised
and less taboo.” – Consultation participant

For others the issue of a safe workplace focused on
the need for employers to ensure the workplace is
free from all forms of discrimination and where the
rights of all employees are understood and upheld.
“Before going into the job being made aware
of the rights that you have as an employee.”
– Survey respondent
“An employer wouldn’t judge a possible
employee by their disability or gender.”

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people we
spoke with also raised concerns about cultural safety
in the workplace and the development of culturally
safe recruitment, training and induction practices.

“There needs to be culturally
appropriate interview process, more of
a yarn and less formal.”
- Consultation participant

– Survey respondent
“Normalise and open more job opportunities
for people who suffer with autism or Down
syndrome.” – Survey respondent
“If I had a magic wand I would improve on the
respect and comfort at work. I feel I am not
treated respectfully enough at work and
have heard the same from friends.”
– Survey respondent
“More training around cultural diversity, inclusion
and competence within the workplace. How to
work with, communicate and involve people
of diverse background appropriately and
respectfully.” – Survey respondent
For many young people, an employer and
workplace that understands and responds in
a supportive manner in relation to mental health
and wellbeing is highly important.
“Workplaces that provide support and are
encouraging for young people are beneficial
for the mental wellbeing and development of

“There needs to be more cultural awareness in
workplaces to better understand family and
cultural commitments like needing to care for
younger siblings etc. This could involve local
elders and the local Land Councils.”
– Consultation participant
Young people coming from a background and
experience of the justice system also spoke about
the need for greater awareness and training in
workplaces to help employers gain a better and
more complete understanding of the challenges
some young people face.
“They just look at everyone as a number. You’re
a number at the end of the day, just in the jail
system. And that’s probably training on their
behalf to understand that we’re not all trying
to do the wrong thing, some people
are actually trying to do the right thing.”
– Consultation participant
“Yeah, there’s not a lot of room for growth

young people.” – Consultation participant

for someone if the person who’s meant to be

“Create a system that allows people with

they’re trying to sneak their way through…We’re

mental health issues to step away and return

trying to move forward instead of- every time

to work.” – Consultation participant

you think about that you’re just, thinking about

“Mental health awareness program for

helping them thinks they’re just gonna fail, or

your past.” – Consultation participant

employers – mandatory Mental Health
First Aid.” – Consultation participant
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7.2.4 Training and development
Whether in preparation for employment, or in
development in the workplace, young people
consistently expressed the need for a greater focus
on training and development opportunities.
Section 6.3 of this report discusses in detail the
relationship between education and the challenges
and opportunities young people experience in their
employment journey. Much of this discussion focused
on the teaching of practical employability skills such
as CV writing and preparing for job interviews.
When asked about policy solutions, this was also

“Creating pathways that allow young people
to meaningfully develop professional skills and
how to work in an environment.”
– Survey respondent
Other young people identified on-the-job training
and professional development opportunities
early in their careers to support their learning and
acquisition of new skills. Young people also spoke
about this in terms of creating pathways to explore
new and different opportunities in additional
sectors or industries. This was of particular
importance to young people from regional
or remote areas.

a focus for many young people who expressed
the need for specified training in these areas in
addition to the creation of formal pathways
to entry-level or first-time roles.

“The access to find a job and the tools
required to get a job such as a resume.”
– Survey respondent

“Increased funding and resources
to support workplaces to provide
training – to build skills and confidence
of employees and in-house training
opportunities for young people.”
- Consultation participant

“Bringing more PD events to regional and rural
“Co-funding entry level jobs for young people

areas, including professionals from different

that offer training and opportunities for career

industries and sectors and make sure these

progression. In particular, making these

are well advertised through schools and

available to disengaged and disadvantaged

workplaces.” – Consultation participant

young people who may not yet have the
confidence to seek out such opportunities.”
– Survey respondent
“I would make it easier to enter a full-time
position with training provided instead of
having to already have experience in the field.”
– Survey respondent
“We need the Government to offer more
incentives for local businesses to employ youth
and offer on the job training, that will lead to a
progressing career. For example this could be
achieved through tax incentives.”
– Survey respondent

“More industry support to enable development
of skills among young people.”
– Consultation participant
“More access to training and professional
development opportunities in regional area
would be good.” – Consultation participant
“As a regional student we have limited access
to experience career pathways we are
interested in. It would be nice to have people
come to our school to share their careers,
not just people from our area.”
– Consultation participant

“Support with resumes and cover letters e.g
templates for ideal resume and cover letter
in application.” – Survey respondent
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7.2.5 Curriculum reform
Recognising the clear links between educational
experience and young people’s pathways to the
world of work, it is not surprising that various
aspects of curriculum reform were uppermost
in young people’s thinking about the changes

Of significant concern to many young people are
the challenges and barriers that emerge when
they experience pressure related to pursing an
academic pathway that is driven by a focus on
achieving an ATAR (or equivalent). Many young

they would like to see.

people we spoke to felt these pathways were not

As discussed in Section 6.3 of this report, many

opportunity to pursue their passions and qualities.

young people would like to see formal changes
to the curriculum that focus on equipping young
people with the knowledge, skills and practical
experience to engage effectively and successfully
with the labour market.
“I wish schools taught more practical skills.” –

in their best interest and did not offer them the

“A curriculum reform that emphasises
necessary skills to function healthily in society,
that does not overwhelm students with the
idea that university is the be all and end all.”
– Survey respondent

Survey respondent

“Diminishing the pressure for students to strive

“Interview skills should be taught in school.” –

or more creative subjects, as this decreases

Survey respondent
“I think formal mentorship structures should be
made available to young people who are in
high school, seeking employment or engaging
in further studies.” – Survey respondent
“Including more careers-themed content
within the senior secondary education
curriculum.” – Consultation participant

academically… and not diminishing artistic
confidence levels of individuals minimising
their confidence in gaining employment.”
– Survey respondent
Critical for many young people is that reform of
the secondary school curriculum is co-designed
with and for young people and that young people’s
experiences are at the centre of policy redesign.
“Complete curriculum reform – must be
co-designed” – Consultation participant

“Schools and education settings
should help by generating connections
with employers and work environments
to educate students on taxes, resumes,
interview skills, superannuation and
mortgages etc.”
– Consultation participant

“Careers counselling by young
people for young people in schools
(independent of the school itself?),
focusing on intentional and specific
support rather than broad (often
outdated) advice.”
- Survey respondent
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8. Recommendations

8.2 Curriculum reform
We recommend the consideration of secondary

The following policy recommendations
are based on what young people have
told us about:

education curriculum reform that addresses and
incorporates the following aspects:
•

renewed focus on the provision of compulsory

•

the barriers, challenges and opportunities they face;

education, support and skill development for

•

what matters to them in their lives and their local

young people in relation to understanding mental

communities;

health and wellbeing through a prevention and

what’s important to them in the workforce and in

early intervention approach;

•

their careers;
•

the skills, knowledge and experience they need; and

•

the change they want to see.

•

a skills-based approach;
•

complementary, to be co-designed with young
people and implemented across systems. While
each policy area has inherent value, commitment
and investment must be made collectively across all.

to tertiary education;
•

less weighting of assessment based on
standardised testing;

•

inclusion of the assessment of student outcomes
based on the development of ‘soft skills’ such as
communication, leadership, adaptability, resilience,

We recommend the development of a
life-ready and work-ready skills, and experience

more equitable weighting of projects, assignments
and other forms of assessment;

•

8.1 Life skills and employability skills
comprehensive national initiative that focuses on

refocusing the ATAR (and equivalent measures)
system to create alternative admission pathways

The following recommendations are of equal
priority and importance and must be viewed as

a recalibration of educational outcomes towards

innovation, collaboration and creativity; and
•

universally implemented programs of workplace
experience at each year level of senior secondary

for young people. A systemic approach is required

education.

that includes the involvement and partnership of
teachers and schools, community organisations,

8.3 Youth-targeted job creation

business and employer networks, and

We recommend the design and investment in

parents and carers.
This includes a universally funded and delivered
suite of programs that focus on the acquisition of
knowledge and skills, and exposure to practical
experience for young people that includes, but
is not limited to:
•

the job application process;

•

CV and resume writing;

•

addressing key selection criteria and role

youth-specific and youth-targeted employment
initiatives that are localised and respond to the
needs of young people where they live. Placebased solutions that focus on job creation and
incentivising local employer networks to open
more opportunities for young people will be critical.
Specific measures for consideration include:
•

local employer networks, chambers of commerce
and secondary schools in local government

requirements;
•

interview skills and experience;

•

workplace communication skills;

•

workplace and employee rights and

areas to facilitate work experience, traineeships
and to ensure young people are aware of local
employment needs and opportunities. This will
also support the establishment of relationships

responsibilities;
•

personal financial management;

•

taxation;

•

superannuation;

•

insurance;

•

bank loans including personal loans; and

•

avoiding financial pitfalls

Establishing collaborative partnerships between

between young people and business owners and
employers in their local areas.
•

The creation and investment in funded programs
to enable small businesses and local employers
to recruit young people into entry-level and
developmental roles. This could be achieved
through targeted incentives and subsidies.

•

A comprehensive review of pay structures and
award rates that impact young people aged 14
to 18 years. This is to achieve equity among young
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people under 18 years performing the same role and

Consideration should be given to implementing

remove structural barriers that create disincentives

minimum requirements regarding diversity and

for employers to retain older teenage workers. The

inclusion practices for:

review must also consider the adequacy of existing

•

all public sector organisations and agencies;

minimum wage rates and the systemic inequality,

•

non-government organisations that receive tax

financial and housing stress that results when young

concessions and funding from the Commonwealth
and/or State and Territory governments; and

people are unable to earn a living wage.

8.4 Mental health and wellbeing initiatives
We recommend the design, funding and
implementation of mandatory minimum

•

any employer, business or corporate entity subject
to the Commonwealth Procurement Rules.

8.6 Culturally aware employment practices

requirements for mental health and wellbeing

We recommend the funding and development of

support in the workplace. This would incorporate

a suite of programs and initiatives co-designed by

education and awareness raising, requirements

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and

for the delivery of Mental Health First Aid in the

organisations including:

workplace and the introduction of legislated mental

•

implemented, this would be a measure of benefit
to all Australians of working age and generate
significant cost savings for the national economy.

•

education and awareness raising for employers
regarding cultural and familial commitments; and

•

the establishment of collaborative partnerships
between elders, local Aboriginal Land Councils,

8.5 Diversity and inclusion initiatives

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisations and local employer networks

We recommend the funding and development of

to ensure the development of culturally safe

a suite of programs and initiatives co-designed by

mechanisms for the attraction and retention of

people with lived experience. This is to implement
a range of measures that will ensure all work

culturally appropriate recruitment processes
including tailored interview practices;

health leave provisions. Universally funded and

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.

environments are psychologically safe for all

8.7 Regional and remote initiatives

employees and where all forms of discrimination

We recommend the design and funding of targeted

are prevented, and systemic barriers are identified

place-based initiatives in regional, rural and

and addressed. These initiatives could be delivered

remote areas to optimise the engagement of young

in partnership with nationally accredited and

people living in these areas with the labour market.

recognised organisations through a multi-year

In addition to the recommendations made above,

funding program. The range of programs and

we also recommend the development of specific

initiatives should focus on, but not be limited

measures including:

to the following areas:

•

•

education and awareness raising in the workplace;

•

training on inclusive language;

•

specialist advice for employers on inclusive practice

industry to create or move jobs to regional, rural
and remote areas;
•

implementation of diversity and inclusion policies;
•

can participate in further education and/or the

training and guidance for employers and
organisation on the development and

workforce in a safe and affordable manner;
•

to regional, rural and remote school-based or
community based settings to enable young people

ensuring accessible and transparent complaints

to understand and navigate the many options open

mechanisms and appropriate reporting of
workplace discrimination, including effective
•

design programs to bring sector leaders and
industry experts from broad and diverse fields

regular workplace training on the rights and
responsibilities of employers and employees;

•

greater investment in regional and remote transport
options to ensure young people living in these areas

with regards to recruitment, induction and training;
•

the creation of incentives for employers and

to them in terms of academic or career pathways;
•

work in partnership with the tertiary and further

whistle-blower policies and processes; and

education sectors to ensure the equitable physical

the design and implementation of a national

and virtual presence of educational opportunities
for young people in region and remote areas; and

workplace accreditation and recognition program
to promote and demonstrate leading practice in
workplace diversity and inclusion.

•

design incentive schemes for local employers and
businesses to employ young people from their
local communities.
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Appendix A
Consultation, engagement and survey tools
Survey Questions

List of targeted consultations
Location

Cohort

VIC

Melbourne

Volunteers

•

VIC

Melbourne

Transitioning
from justice

•

NSW

NSW

Sydney

Cooma

Aboriginal and
Torres Strait
Islander young
people
Regional young
people

•
•
•
•

•

•

various

QLD

Cairns (Survey
also)

Regional young
people

•
•

WA

Narrogin

Regional young
people

•

WA

Kalgoorlie

Aboriginal and
Torres Strait
Islander and
regional young
people

WA

Newman

Remote young
people

SA

Whyalla

Regional young
people

SA

Adelaide

various

NT

Alice Springs

Regional /
remote young
people

Katherine*

Remote young
people

Consultations – questions and guidelines

•

•

Brisbane

*Data not available at time of writing

•

•

QLD

NT

•

•

State

Have you personally or are you aware of young
people who have experienced challenges/barriers
accessing employment?
Are there enough opportunities to work where you
want in the area you live?
Do you feel that you have the skills to get the job
you want?
Do you think that what you learn/learnt at school will
help/helped you to find the job that you want?
Are you aware of your rights as an employee?
What’s the most important aspect that you want/
expect from a job?
What are some of the key skills that you believe
young people need to get a job? Who is
responsible for teaching these skills?
If you had a magic wand, what is one thing you
would improve in regards to employment for
young people?

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Have you or people you know faced challenges
finding or keeping secure employment?
Do you feel that there are enough opportunities to
work where you want in the area you live?
Do you feel that you have the skills/ qualifications
to get the job you want?
Do you think that what you learn/learnt at school
will help/helped you to find the job that you want?
If you are employed, what is the status of your
employment?
If you are currently employed do you enjoy your
job?
Are you aware of your rights as an employee?
What’s the most important aspect that you want/
expect from a job?		
What are some of the key skills that you believe
young people need to get a job? Who do you
believe responsible for teaching these skills and
do you feel like you have access to these people/
resources?
What do you think is the major obstacle that
young people face when seeking and maintaining
secure employment (even if you haven’t
experienced it firsthand)?
If you could change one thing regarding
employment, to improve the current system, what
would it be? (Things to consider could be policies,
pay rate, contracts, qualifications etc.)
Which state/territory are you from?
Do you live in a metro, regional or rural area?
Do you identify as an Australian Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander Person?
Are you, or do you identify as LGBTQIA+?
Do you have a disability?
Do you consider yourself to be CALD? (Culturally
and Linguistically Diverse)
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