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Pat hways in Adult Li fe:
Summary Report on t h e 2012
Survey

In this report we take a longitudinal view to different aspects of your lives. In other
words, we look at how you have fared at work, studying, in your social relationships and
your living arrangements and so forth. This enables us to understand issues of continuity
and change for your generation and how different spheres are interrelated. We place
particular emphasis on the transition many of you are doing from tertiary study to fulltime work and the woes and challenges many participants are experiencing from it.
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This report presents the results of the survey you completed this year. The
survey is part of an ongoing research project by the Youth Research Centre, at
The University of Melbourne. It explores the pathways through different areas of
life taken by Australian young people, including their experiences in education,
the workplace, their family and personal relationships, their attitudes to life, and
their health and wellbeing. This report summarises some of the most significant
results from the survey. With your contribution, we are able to provide valuable
insights that can inform governments, social institutions, and your generation.
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I ntroduct ion

Sample and living
sit uation
This report is based on the responses of 636
participants from Victoria, Tasmania, the ACT and
New South Wales. Participants were aged 23-24
years in 2012. There were more women than men
(68% to 32%), and 62% of participants lived in a
metropolitan area, with the rest distributed mostly
in regional centres and country towns. Table 1 shows
the characteristics of the participants involved in this
round of the survey.

Female
Male
Metropolitan centre
Regional centre
Country town
Rural, not in a town

68
32
62
23
11
4

Table 2. Living Arrangements 2009-2012, (%)
At home with
parents
In a share house
On your own
With your partner
In college
Other

2009

2010

2011

2012

63

58

50

45

20
4
9
10
3

25
4
13
6
4

30
4
17
1
3

27
6
22
1
3

4

There have been a few changes since we
last surveyed you in 2011. For example,
the drift from country areas to the city
has slowed down. More of you are
moving away from your family homes
to independent living situations. Table 2
shows the ‘living arrangements’ trends of
the last 4 years.

Table 1. Composition of the group in 2012, (%)
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It is clear from table 2 that some participants have left the parental home to set up new forms of living
arrangements. Living with friends or your partner or sharing a house is becoming more common. This
shift reflects changes in the lives of many participants, many of whom have finished studying and are now
working full-time. While there is gender parity in almost all forms of living arrangement, females are more
likely than men to be living with a partner (25% vs. 16%). Participants that are working full-time (26%) are
more likely to be living with a partner than those studying full-time (13%), while for the latter it is more
common to be living with parents (47%) and sharing a house (36%) than for the former (43% and 23%
respectively).

In the last 3 years there has been a slight
decrease in people who say that they are single.
Participants in some form of relationship (e.g.
on-going, de facto or married) now represent the
majority. Table 3 reveals the broad patterns of
participants’ relationships.
Almost half of participants are single at this point
in their lives, while at least four out of ten are in
an on-going relationship. Males (53%) are slightly
more likely to be single or unattached than
females (46%).

Table 3. Relationship status 2010 – 2012, (%)
2010

2011

2012

Single/unattached
Married
In an on-going
relationship
In a parenting role
Divorced or separated

56
1
38

44
3
37

48
4
40

2
0

2
0

2
0

De facto relationship

6

8

10

Some of the increasing independence in living arrangements can be explained by participants’ greater
participation in full-time work. In the last four years we have seen an increase in full-time work as participants’
main source of financial support, thus signalling the progression from tertiary studies into a full-time
participation in the labour market. Table 4 depicts the changes in financial support from 2009 to 2012.

Part-time work
Full-time work
Direct support from family
Repayable loans from family
A private loan (bank, credit card,
university)
Youth allowance
Scholarships or bursaries
Personal savings
Other

2009

2010

2011

2012

62
20
34
5
3

57
27
29
5
3

47
40
21
6
6

34
55
12
2
3

33
21
N/A
4

31
19
N/A
7

23
11
34
5

15
4
20
4

The data from table 4 shows a gradual shift from part-time work to full-time work in terms of sources
of financial support. The former has almost halved from 62% to 34%. Another interesting change is the
decreasing dependence on family and welfare support (youth allowance). These changes can also be
explained by participants’ greater participation in full-time work, which is the only category in table 4 that has
shown a continuous increment over the years.
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Table 4. Sources of financial support 2009 – 2012, (%)

An overwhelming majority of participants (89%; 86% of males – 90% of females) have done some study since
leaving school. Many have already completed a course or degree (79%; 75% of males – 80% of females), while
a good proportion are still studying (42%; males and females equal). Of those still studying, the majority
(63%) are full-time. Nonetheless, a quarter of participants, since leaving school, have discontinued a course,
with a significant number of these (38%) stating they intend to resume or complete it. This shows that a
significant proportion does not take linear routes from secondary school to tertiary graduation but the
journey is more complex. In table 5 we illustrate the progress in study over the last there years.
Table 5. Progress in study, including full-time study 2010 – 2012, (%)
Year
2010
2011
2012

Percent studying
72
57
43

Percent of studiers studying full-time
80
74
63

As stated above, many participants have now completed a course or degree. Of those that have completed
a degree or course, 60% finished by the year 2010, approximately four years after leaving secondary school.
Interestingly, a quarter of participants agreed that they need another degree to help them get work in
their chosen area. This resembles data from our previous cohort, Generation X, about the predisposition to
continue studying even after having completed a first degree – in many instances, to guarantee their desired
place in the labour market, including the need to gain new skills and knowledge. We turn now our attention
to the sphere of work.
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Educat ion

Employment
In terms of work, study has paid off for many of our participants but not for the entire group. Fifty-five per
cent stated that they have a job in their field of study, 18% said that they are looking for such a job and,
as we mentioned above, 25% are prepared to study another degree to get work in their preferred area of
employment. Interestingly, of those looking for a job in their field of study, 64% feel they need another
degree to get such work. Finally, completing the picture of the relationship between study and work, a
third of participants agreed that there are few jobs available in the area related to their field of study. These
patterns point out to a complex labour market where sometimes a tertiary education degree has not been
enough to achieve the desired job. The following quotes reflect some of the issues many participants are
going through.
The field in which I am moving into is insecure. It takes a lot of work to break into. As such I anticipate
working part time in 3/4 jobs in other fields in order to stay afloat. Almost probably have to study for a
while longer. However, in just knowing that you’re moving into the right area of work gives tremendous
relief. It’s a shadowed blessing that there’s more casual work now. (female, metropolitan)
In order to get a job in my area of study I will need to move to a bigger city because there are no
opportunities here. I am now working in an industry that I have no interest in because it pays well and I am
able to save most of my salary towards a move. (female, regional)
As we mentioned above with ‘sources of financial support’, more participants are working full-time. Between
2011 and 2012 those in a full time job increased from 39% to 53%, while those in part-time work decreased
from 33% to 25%. The percentage of those doing voluntary work decreased from 10% to 7%, while those
engaged on home duties have remained steady at 6%. Significant changes can also be seen in the status of
participants’ work. Table 6 shows these trends over the last years.
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Table 6. Employment status 2009 – 2012, (%)

Permanent
Renewable contract
position
Limited term contract
Sessional or casual
Not applicable
Other

2009

2010

2011

2012

34
3

40
5

46
8

52
9

3
47
13
1

4
37
13
1

6
29
10
1

6
21
9
2

Table 7. Working conditions 2009 – 2012, (%)
Does your work ever
involve…
Working night or
evening shifts
Weekend work
Working public
holidays
Variability in when
you work
Not applicable
Other non standard
shifts

2009

2010

2011

2012

54

51

51

47

72
58

67
51

67
50

59
46

N/A

N/A

27

33

22
5

24
4

5
5

30
4

Table 6 reveals the progression to a
more stable employment situation in
contractual terms with at least half of
our participants in a permanent job.
The proportion of people in sessional or
casual contracts has halved but still two
out of ten participants continue with this
type of work. Despite this greater stability
for many participants, work conditions
are still often somewhat irregular. Table
7 illustrates the working conditions
for those participants that have been
employed from 2009-2012.
Table 7 shows that over the years many
participants have sustained irregular working
shifts. We have found in previous surveys,
as well as in this one, that this is one of the
reasons that makes it difficult to balance
different spheres of life. Moreover, despite
the slight decrease in the irregular working
patterns, many participants are working
irregular hours. Perhaps this is why almost
a third of our participants are looking
for another job (29%), with 45% of these
participants stating that they are seeking
another job for a better opportunity (this has
increased from 30% in 2010). At least half
of our participants have stressed that they
expect to be in another job within two years.

H EALTH & Wellbeing
Tables 8 and 9 illustrate how participants rate
their physical and mental health. In general, while
most participants report being healthy, there is an
important minority who say they do not feel they
are physically or mentally healthy.
Table 8. Physical health 2012, (%)
Very unhealthy
Unhealthy
Neutral
Healthy
Very healthy

3
11
18
50
18

Table 9. Mental health 2012, (%)
Very unhealthy
Unhealthy
Neutral
Healthy
Very healthy

3
11
26
46
14

		
If we look only at those that report being healthy/very healthy, we find that 68% feel this way physically and
60% mentally. That is, between 30% physically and 40% healthy were unable to express that their condition
was healthy or very healthy. Further, the number who report as mentally healthy is showing a decline. Table
10 illustrates this trend.

Participants mentally healthy or very healthy
67
69
65
60

There are a number of circumstances where more participants report lower mental health, such as pressure
of study, work, and being away from family, relatives and friends. Some participants exercise regularly to load
off the mental pressure and keep fit. Nonetheless, combining study and work (which 35% of participants are
still doing) and finishing your tertiary degree are some of the most common causes of worry for many people.
Here are some quotes that illustrate this point.

I feel the decline in my physical health is a result of
my mental health. I feel unsatisfied with various
aspects of my life and this has deeply affected me
mentally. (female, metropolitan)

Fifth year of uni, including writing a thesis, is
beginning to make me feel burnt out. It helps
knowing it’s my last year and having travel to look
forward to. (female, metropolitan)

Stress from my law degree affects my health. I feel
more stress at the thought of not being able to find
a job in the legal profession when I have finished
my studies. Living on a youth allowance salary is
stressful. Graduate jobs are paid poorly, meaning I
will have money worries for years to come. (male,
metropolitan)
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Year
2007
2010
2011
2012
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Table 10. Participants reporting as mentally healthy or very healthy 2007 – 2010, (%)

ATTITUDE CHANGES
We asked you questions about your attitude to your
future back in 2008, and repeated the question
this year. Most of the answers are very similar, but
there are a few areas where some of you seem to
be changing your attitudes. Table 11 shows these
answers.
Table 11. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (%)
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Strongly agree Strongly agree
or agree
or agree
2008
2012
The future is a challenge I can
control
I’ll probably be in one field of work
for most of my life
I tend to take things one step at a
time
I think my life will be similar to my
parents
I think my life is on a fairly
predictable course
I want to keep my options open
My future is secure as long as I
work hard

We see that many participants think that
their life will be like their parents, although
the percentage still low (24%). Many
participants want to keep their options
open, although this is declining, and more
than half believe their future will be secure
as long as they work hard. The notion of
predictability in participants’ life is still fairly
low, with only a third thinking they are on
a predictable course. In other words, while
participants are aware of the difficulties
of obtaining a job in their field of study
and of irregular shifts, many believe that
resilience and self-determination are the
key to a secure the future. In 2005 we
asked participants about goals to aim for
throughout their lives. We have asked this
question again this year. Table 12 shows the
comparison of life goals over a 7 year gap.

Change from
2008-2012

54

55

1

40

40

0

51

58

7

16

24

8

26

30

4

86
67

80
74

-6
7

Table 12. How do you rate the following as goals to aim for
throughout your life, in 2005 & 2012, by “very high”, (%)

To have financial security
To make a lot of money
To care and provide for a family
To be better off financially than my
parents are
To live up to ethical principles
To pursue a life of pleasure
To have a special relationship with
someone

“Very high”
in 2005
55
18
54
16

“Very high”
in 2012
59
10
52
14

19
26
54

30
23
60

The transition from school to university
seemed difficult at the time, looking back
now, not so much. Now, the transition
from uni to working, life seems hard in
different ways. Working and adult life
is something completely new - no more
assignments / exams, a job is a commitment,
a responsibility and I don’t know and
sometimes it feels like you’re on your own people that helped you adjust to uni are still
there, potential employers judge you by your
resume, friends move away for their own
jobs. (female, rural)

This year has been a big transition period.
For the first time since leaving school I am
not involved in further study but working
full time instead. I’ve had to take full
responsibility for my own services like private
health insurance and accounting; and start
owning assets like buying my first new car.
I’m still considering further study (a Masters)
but want to work for a few years; I’ve realised
that I’m suddenly hot on the heels of late
twenties and that my ‘distant future’ of
getting married and having kids, although
still not close but suddenly feasible within
that 5-8 year plan. (female, metropolitan)

While you and your generation continue to negotiate the opportunities and challenges of these aspects of
life, we hope to keep working with you to continue the task of building a well informed picture of you and
your generation.
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I am focused, hard working and organised,
and often think into the future. However, I
want to keep my options open. The thought
that I am on a set path makes me feel
panicked. The main things that matter most
in my life are job and financial security,
career opportunities, family, friends, travel
and enjoyment of life. I want to work hard
and feel proud of my efforts in my chosen
career. But I need work to give me a stable
existence and allow me to afford the things
and experience that make me feel happy
and fulfilled. (male, metropolitan)
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The responses in table 12 show that in many ways participants are perhaps more grounded in their aims
in life than they may have been on leaving school. The goals which have become more popular are the
possibility of being able to achieve financially security but without ‘making a lot of money’; caring for a
family and having a special relationship with someone rather than living a life of pleasure; and a non-desire
to be better off than their parents. Perhaps participants are aware of the difficulties impose by a complex
social world and are aiming to have a good but fairly traditional life. Table 12 illustrates that there is the same
emphasis on security establishing a meaningful relationship with someone as main goals in life. The following
quotes highlight some of the issues that are important for our participants.

PATHWAYS THROUGH LIFE: Summary report on 2012 survey

10

We appreciate and thank you for your contribution and we
look forward to seeing how future years go for you and the
group.
For more information on the Life Patterns Project visit our
website:
http://web.education.unimelb.edu.au/yrc/life_patterns/

