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PATHWAYS IN ADULT LIFE:
SUMMARY REPORT ON THE
2016 SURVE Y

INTRODUCTION
This report presents the results of the survey you completed earlier 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, attitudes to life,
and health and wellbeing. With your contribution, we are able to provide valuable insights that can
inform governments, social institutions, and your generation.
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This report takes a longitudinal view to provide a perspective on how you have fared over the last
few years at work, studying, in your social relationships and your wellbeing and living arrangements.
This enables us to understand what has changed for your generation and what has not, and how the
different elements of your lives are related.

SAMPLE AND LIVING SITUATION
This report is based on the responses of Cohort 2, which now consists of 534 participants from
Victoria, Tasmania, the ACT and New South Wales. In 2016 participants are aged 27-28 years. Now
52% of participants are completing the survey online. Consistent with previous years, there are more
women respondents than men (68% to 32%). A majority (61%) of participants live in a metropolitan
area, with the rest distributed in regional centres and rural areas. Table 1 shows the characteristics of
participants involved in this wave of the survey.
Table 1. Composition of Life Pattens participants in Cohort 2, 2016 (%)
Female
Male
Metropolitan centre
Regional centre
Rural areas

68
32
61
24
14
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In 2016, fewer participants are living at home with their parents and rely on direct support from their
family as a main source of financial support than in the previous six years. Full-time work continues
to be the main source of financial support and more people are in a relationship (either married,
in an on-going or in a de facto relationship) than in the previous years. Only 3% of participants are
parenting in 2016. Table 2 shows the trend towards a more independent living over the last 6 years.

2012

2014

2016

58
25
4
13

45
27
6
22

31
22
11
37

23
22
10
47

56
1
38
6

48
4
40
10

42
11
37
12

35
22
34
13

27
58
29

55
34
12

70
23
9

73
22
7

In addition to the data presented in Table 2, further analysis of your responses shows that men (28%)
are more likely to be living at home with their parents than women (20%). Women (26%) are more
likely to be married than men (15%). These gender patterns have been consistent over the years. In
terms of location, we notice that participants living in rural areas are more likely to be single (41%)
than those in urban (35%) and regional centres (29%). Rural people, however, are also more likely to
be married (32%) than their urban (19%) and regional (24%) peers.
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Living arrangements
Living at home with parents
Living in a share house
Living on your own
Living with your partner
Civil status
Single, unattached
Married
In an on-going relationship
In a de-facto relationship
Sources of financial support
Full-time work
Part-time work
Direct family support

2010

5

Table 2. Living arrangements, relationships and financial status, 2010-2016, Cohort 2 (%)

EDUCATION
The data in this survey reaffirms the high rate of participation in post-secondary school studies
for this cohort. By 2016 an overwhelming majority of participants (89%) have done some study
since leaving school. At least seven out of ten participants have completed a bachelor degree,
while approximately 20% of the cohort has completed a tertiary qualification in a TAFE institution.
Consistent with the times, 18% of participants have already completed a bachelor degree and
a postgraduate qualification, while another 8% are currently enrolled in a postgraduate course.
Meanwhile, of the 25% of the total cohort that are studying in 2016, six out of ten are part-time.
Taking a longitudinal view, in the last six years we have witnessed the important transition
from education into work. That is, during the period between 2010 and 2016 the percentage of
participants studying decreased from 73% to 25%. Nonetheless, the percentage of participants
studying has remained stable at approximately a quarter of the total cohort for the last two years.
Over the years, one of the main concerns of members of your generation, researchers and policymakers is the strength of the link between doing tertiary studies and obtaining a job in your field
of study. Your responses in the current survey reveal that two thirds of participants feel they are in a
job in their field of study (Table 3). Those that answered “not applicable” or who did not undertake
post-secondary education do not appear in the table. Table 3 shows how strong the link between
education and work is for your generation.
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Table 3. To what extent do these statements apply to your situation now? N=499, (%)
Agree

Disagree

I am in a job in my field of study

66

22

My tertiary qualification helped me get the job I have now

67

19

I have been looking but have not yet been able to find a job
in my field of study

9

49

There are very few jobs available in the area related to my
field of study

29

54

I am looking for jobs outside my area of study because I
have been unable to find work in the area I studied in

10

55

I am looking for jobs outside my area of study because I am
not interested in working in that area

14

55

I feel I need another degree to help me get work in my
chosen area

17

61
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The first two statements in Table 3, “I am in a job in my field of study” and “my tertiary qualification
helped me get the job I have now” have remained stable, with the same percentage of “agree”
respondents, since 2014. It is also important to point out that while two thirds of all participants
state that they are in a job in their field of study, almost 30% believe “there are very few jobs
available in the area related to my field of study”. Finally, the percentage of participants who feel
they need another degree to help them get work in their chosen area of study has decreased from
25% in 2013 to 17% in 2016.

EXPERIENCES OF TRANSITION:
FROM WORK TO STUDY
Those with insecure jobs are less likely to be working in a job in their field of study than those in
secure employment. For example, participants with a permanent job were more likely to have a
job in their field of study than those in non-permanent work (72% vs 59%). By the same token,
participants who said that their job security was good were also more likely to be in a job in their
field of study than those who said their job was insecure (70% vs 62%). We also found that some
vocational degrees including teaching, nursing, social work and medicine have an initial stronger
link between studying and finding a job in that field. This female participant from Canberra affirms
that:

I have a Bachelor of Social Work and work as a social worker in a job that requires
a formal social work qualification. Pretty straight forward, which is great as social
work practice is a broad practice and always required.
However, obtaining a vocationally-oriented degree is not always a guarantee of finding a job
directly related to your studies. It also depends on the labour market. This female participant from
Melbourne makes that point:
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I am a teacher and have full time employment. However, as a graduate I (and my
peers) struggled to get a teaching job. The media is perpetuating this myth that
there is a surplus of teaching jobs out there, but that isn’t the case at all.
Some participants who stated that they were not working in a job in their field of study still found
positive things from their investment in tertiary education, as this female participant from Victoria
illustrates:

I am currently working as a retail manager and have been in this role for over 4
years now. Even though what I studied at uni is completely different to this field
of work, it’s not at all a waste. Many skills, processes and ways of working which
I learnt from my degree, can be applied in my work place and how I manage my
team.
The following quote from a male participant living in rural Victoria adds a spatial dimension to the
quest of finding work in your area of expertise. He studied plumbing and struggles to find work:

Trying to find work in my field, there are not many positions close to my home. I
have to either travel into the city or further out.
Finally, another female participant raises an important issue for your generation: the need to
undertake an internship in order to get a foot in the door of the labour market.

Most accounting jobs require experience and the only way that one can get
experience is through an internship. There are very few internships on offer and
working for free isn’t feasible with bills and rent to pay.
These comments are just a brief but powerful example of the many efforts and struggles that your
generation has to go through in order to capitalise the investments done in education. We now turn
our attention to findings in the employment sphere.

EMPLOYMENT
There were no surprises in this year’s survey in terms of the trend towards increases in full-time work
participation. More of you are working full-time than three years ago: from 54% in 2013 to 71% in
2016. On the other hand, part-time employment has remained stable in the last three years at 16%.
In terms of status of employment, the trend is from non-permanent to permanent work for most of
the participants. Table 4 illustrates this trend.

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

2010
40
5

2012
52
9

2014
63
11

2016
70
9

4
37
13
1

6
21
9
2

7
12
7
1

7
8
4
2

Comments by some participants illustrate the trend towards more secure employment in their late twenties.
Those participants still studying were less likely to answer they are in a permanent job than those not
studying (53% vs 76%). Another difference we noticed was that men were more likely than women to be
in permanent employment positions (74% vs 68%). Data from Table 4 also shows that at least a third of the
cohort is still finding it difficult to find permanent work. Other responses in the survey point to the complex
journey your generation is taking through the labour market. For example, 36% of the total cohort are
working more than 40 hours a week, while 41% work at least between 30 to 40 hours a week.

9

Table 4. Employment status 2010 – 2016, for total Cohort 2 (%)

Working shift work makes it hard to see friends or my wife. We both work shift work
and can sometimes go a week before we see each other - depending on if we are on
night shift.
This female participant working as a primary school teacher in rural Victoria also commented on balancing life
and work:

A great deal of time is spent planning and correcting student work on weekends.
This can impact upon the time I have to enjoy leisure activities, particularly during
busy times such as report writing.
We also noticed the different trade-offs that you have to do to get ahead in a competitive labour market. This
male participant from an urban centre working as a technician in air conditioning gives the following account
about working long hours:

At times it can be very demanding. Although, I want as much work as I can get as I
feel this will be the only way for me to get ahead in life.
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Over the years we found that just as the previous generation, Gen X, you also struggle to find a balance
between work and spending time with your family and friends and engaging in leisurely activities. This male
participant studying part-time and working full-time as a nurse illustrates this point:

This female participant from an outer-suburb of Sydney, and also doing nursing, illustrates the negotiation of
work and life:

I enjoy the flexibility my work gives me working afternoons or mornings. Working
weekends and public holidays are good for penalty rates, but I do miss out socially
on occasion.
In the survey, several participants pointed out the need for job security and consistent hours of work to be
able to construct a plan for the future. For example, a woman currently taking parental leave from her job in
local government in regional Victoria reflected on obtaining job security and maternity leave support, saying:

Consistency meant I could plan for a family.
Finally, while some participants enjoy stability and standard hours, others value flexibility at work, which for
some enables a better distribution of their time. This female participant illustrates this point:
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I have a permanent full time office job, but we have just been offered flexi hours
which is a fabulous incentive. I am a big believer in work/life balance, and flexi hours
will allow me to start work as early as 7am and finish by 3pm, which will mean more
time for exercise, walking the dog (not in the dark!), making appointments 		
without rushing from work or feeling guilty to leave early.

DIFFERENT PAT TERNS OF WORK
Patterns of employment insecurity and instability are also reflected in t+he proportion of participants
working irregular hours. At least seven out of ten participants currently working are doing some form of
irregular hours. Table 5 shows the working conditions for those participants that have been employed from
2010-2016.

2010

2012

2014

2016

Working night or evening shifts

51

47

56

47

Weekend work

67

59

54

60

Working public holidays

51

46

38

39

Variability in when you work

N/A

33

40

40

Table 5 reveals that over the last six years a significant proportion of participants have done irregular working
hours. Overall, seven out of ten participants are doing some form of irregular work at some point during their
working week. According to the 2016 survey, working irregular hours was most common among those in
part-time work, in jobs not related to their field of study, and those still studying. The conditions of irregular
work have an impact in other spheres of participants’ lives, including wellbeing and the capacity to sustain
relationships that matter to them, as the following quotes illustrate.

I want to work standard hours so I can see my friends more.
									(Urban, male participant)
My casual job has me working weekends and nights. This affects me as I don’t get to
spend as much time as I like relaxing or with family/friends.
									(Urban, female participant)

I work part time every weekend because I cannot survive off my full time wage. It
limits me socially and is physically draining.
									(Rural, female participant)
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Does your work ever involve…

11

Table 5. Working conditions 2010 – 2016, Cohort 2, (%)

We also asked you to respond to several issues regarding your conditions of work. Table 6 records the
answers to these statements focusing only on the sum of those “strongly agree” and “agree” responses.
Table 6. To what extent do you agree with the following statements about your current work?
Cohort 2, (%)
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The pay is good
Chances for promotion are good
Job security is good
The work is interesting
It gives me a feeling of accomplishment
My work is psychologically stressful
It is what I expected to have at this stage

“Strongly agree” +
“Agree” in 2014
70
42
68
77
76
51
54

“Strongly agree” +
“Agree” in 2016
70
46
71
83
78
57
55

In the last two years, we have not noticed significant changes in your attitudes towards your working
conditions. The most significant increase has been on the percentage of participants that feel their job is
psychologically stressful. However, data from Table 6 reveals the complexity of the modern workplace. In
2016, while at least seven out of ten participants agree the “pay is good”, “job security is good” and “work is
interesting”; almost 60% feel their job is psychologically stressful and a third of participants could not agree
that they “look forward to coming to work”. Further, those in a non-permanent job were less likely to agree
that job security was good (41%), that chances for promotion were good (34%) or feel that it was what they
expected at this stage in life (48%) than those in a permanent job. As illustrated in some of the quotes above,
the challenges of work, study for some, and balancing life are impacting on many participants’ health. We
now turn our attention to issues related to wellbeing and broader goals in life.

WELL BEING AND GOALS IN LIFE
Tables 7 and 8 illustrate how participants rate their physical and mental health in 2013 compared to 2016. In
general, while 42% of you report being healthy, there is a significant minority (at least 20%) who currently say
they do not feel they are physically or mentally healthy.
Table 7. Physical health 2013 - 2016, Cohort 2, (%)
2013

2016

Very unhealthy

2

3

Unhealthy

14

18

Neutral

21

20

Healthy

50

47

Very healthy

13

12

2016
4
20
24
42
10

In general terms, there has been a slight decrease in participants’ mental and physical health.
That is, the proportion of participants who reported feeling physically very unhealthy or
unhealthy has increased in the last three years from 16% to 21%; while the proportion feeling
mentally unhealthy or very unhealthy increased from 17% to 24%. Most importantly, almost a
quarter of participants feel mentally unhealthy. Pressure of study, work, and being away from
family, relatives and friends are conditions that seem to influence mental health negatively.
While some exercise regularly to manage stress and keep fit and/or feel on-track with their
goals in life; others are finding hard to continue balancing different spheres of life. Here are
some quotes that illustrate these different experiences.

I would like to be physically healthier (weight and fitness), but struggle to find
the energy to focus on this area outside of my work. I have worked very hard on
improving my mental health over the past few months. A change of jobs and
continued effort have made a significant difference.
									(Urban, female participant)

As I assumed into a managerial role, the responsibilities in my work load increased,
which meant it became more mentally stressful and demanding. However, I am
able to minimise this by ensuring I had a balanced lifestyle. This included seeing my
friends at least once a week and playing sports.
									(Urban, female participant)

I left my last job due to extreme levels of stress and mental ill health.

									(Regional, female participant)
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Very unhealthy
Unhealthy
Neutral
Healthy
Very healthy

2013
4
13
24
46
13

13

Table 8. Mental health 2013 - 2016, Cohort 2, (%)

My anxiety for the future is becoming noisier and there is a sense of urgency to take
steps towards a future that will sustain me and allow me to have more control over
my life. This age is such a transition between being in your early 20s and focusing
on education, relationships, finding a career, etc.; into thinking about the next
stage (the 30s) and having to worry about owning (or not owning) a home, having
financial stability, starting a family, etc. I’m finding it challenging to navigate the
changes.
									(Urban, male participant)

I think there’s so much pressure on young people at the moment, especially in the
workplace: to achieve, to get promoted, to make more money, to work harder,
etc. And then in life generally: to buy a house, to get married, to have children. So
I wonder if perhaps mental health issues are going to become a bigger and more
common issue for our generation.
									(Urban, female participant)
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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.

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/
Or follow us on Twitter:
https://twitter.com/YRCunimelb

