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THE LIFE PATTERNS RESEARCH PROGRAM
The Life Patterns research program is designed to follow patterns in people’s lives over time to gain a longitudinal
and holistic understanding of the ways in which two generations of Australians are responding to our rapidly changing
world. The program is based at the Youth Research Collective, in the Graduate School of Education at the University
of Melbourne.
The generosity and ongoing support of the Life Patterns participants has meant that this study has built up a unique
picture of the reality of the lives of two generations.
The Life Patterns program:

• follows two generations of Australians - one that left secondary school in 1991 (corresponding to the popular notion
of ‘Gen X’) and another that left secondary school in 2006 (corresponding to the popular notion of ‘Gen Y’ or the
‘Millennials’). Multiple comparisons can be made between the two cohorts across different points in their lives.
• explores the pathways through different areas of life taken by Australian young people including their experiences
in education, the labour market, their family and personal relationships, attitudes to life, concerns, and health and
wellbeing.
• provides a unique picture, very different from the stereotypes of smooth transitions from education to work, or of
the narcissistic or complacent generation often described in public discourse. We have argued for the importance of
paying attention to the diversity of experiences that characterise young people’s lives.
• allows for insights to be drawn that feed into policy advice and also into public debate. Our work is often in the media
disputing the simplistic claims about young people.
• was designed to follow patterns in young people’s lives over time in order to gain more than a static glimpse. We are
interested in developing a more dynamic picture of young people’s lives rather than a single snapshot in time.
The Life Patterns project is ongoing, thanks to the continued engagement of the participants, and the support of the
University of Melbourne and the Australian Research Council.

Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Youth Research Collective

1

INTRODUCTION
This research report examines the labour, financial and material impact of COVID-19 on members of cohort 2 (aged
33) of the Life Patterns program. It does so by drawing on data from a 2021 survey question related to the impact
of COVID-19. This open-ended question asked the participants to consider the impact of COVID-19 in terms of their
work, income, and ability to pay living expenses. The survey was completed by 470 participants, and 71 percent wrote
a response to this question. Of the total cohort, almost a third decided not to respond to this open-ended question
(29%), a third (31%) mentioned being negatively impacted by the crisis, another third (30%) stated no impact, and 10
percent commented that COVID-19 had impacted them positively (mostly through their ability to save money, although
a small number also commented on the benefits of working from home, including having their partner helping in the
house and with their children). In addition to this open-ended question, we also analyse the open-ended question
“please comment on your experiences of job insecurity”, as our preliminary analysis of the survey data showed that
many participants used both questions to comment on how COVID-19 had impacted them. We also draw on other
questions from the 2021 survey to paint a more complete picture of the labour, financial and social impact of COVID-19
on members of the Life Patterns project (see Methodology section for list of questions used in this report).
While a third of participants claimed to be negatively affected by the pandemic in terms of work and finances, we are
aware that other participants stated that COVID-19 had a serious negative effect on their health and wellbeing. For
example, a male participant living in a rural town, in a permanent job in applied science, commented that “there was
no impact to my income or expenses due to COVID”. This participant, however, later in the survey stated that “the
stresses of COVID border closures, and the impediment to seeing family and friends, led me to some dark times.”
This case in point serves as an example of the multidimensional impact of the pandemic in people’s lives. In fact,
while computing answers to the survey question “please comment on any health issues that may concern you”, we
found that the number of participants negatively affected during the pandemic increased from the 31 percent that
we had initially identified in the COVID-specific question to a total of 41 percent. A similar increase would likely be
found while computing other open-ended questions, such as those on relationships (which we focus on in a separate
research report). The findings of the survey as a whole suggest that the impact of the pandemic on the respondents
was widespread, multifaceted and unevenly felt across various aspects of their lives. Some found their working lives
affected but experienced some benefits in their home lives, while others found themselves relatively unaffected in both
of these areas but were concerned about the health and wellbeing implications of the pandemic and related public
health measures.
While this research report focuses primarily on the material, labour and financial impact of COVID-19, due to the
multifaceted impact of the pandemic on our participants’ lives, we also address other aspects of their lives when
they intersect with material, labour and financial considerations. We find that the pandemic has impacted upon
the respondents’ financial and working lives in many ways, ranging from loss or reduction of income and hours, to
relying on partners and parents to navigate the crisis, and the use of personal savings to survive, to opportunities to
save money in order to enter to housing market, to reaffirmation of the precarious state of the labour market and the
resulting need to actively manage one’s career in order to successfully maintain a degree of financial security. Further,
we find that social relationships become paramount in the experiences of these young adults. They serve in many
instances to offset the risks posed by losing work and income in a way that resonates with our previous findings that
family and household dynamics serve to buffer young adults against the risks of precarious employment (see Cuervo
& Chesters 2019). Interestingly, some participants felt “fortunate” to find themselves working in “essential industries”
that protected them from job loss. This employment location, coupled with their relationships, serve as forms of
protection during what they viewed as a very uncertain time.
Our cohort 2 respondents, currently aged 33, have now faced two major global financial crises – the Global Financial Crisis
(GFC) of 2008-2009 and the COVID-19 crisis of 2020-2021. This positions many of them at unique risk and disadvantage
both financially and in the labour market compared to other members of society. Their investment in education and
training, their location in the employment market, and their social background and family support all come together
to enhance or hinder their ability to navigate and thrive in very difficult times. The next section of this report provides
a background to the COVID-19 crisis with the aim of highlighting the trajectory from which our cohort 2 participants
entered into the pandemic. We highlight that the precarious labour market and rising inequality in Australian society is
not just a product of the pandemic but has instead long been in the making. The report continues with an explanation
2
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of our methodology and methods. We present our analysis of how the participants managed the “new normal” that has
emerged during the pandemic before turning to the material, labour and financial impact of COVID-19. We then analyse
how household dynamics and relationships helped the participants to offset the risks of the crisis, and on how some
individuals made use of their personal resources, including savings, to stay afloat during hard times. The report concludes
with some remarks about the lessons emerging from the pandemic, including looking at the role of the government and
public policy and the importance of relationships in young adults’ lives. Drawing together the findings of this report, we
ultimately contend that the pandemic has illustrated the power of the social safety net provided by the welfare state, as
well as the crises that may befall individuals when it lies out of reach for them.
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BACKGROUND TO THIS REPORT
Over the last two years the COVID-19 pandemic has brought existing social and economic inequalities within and
between societies into sharp relief. While social and economic inequality have been growing since the 1980s in
Australia (Whiteford 2013), the pandemic has made evident other unequal patterns in the labour market and the social
lives of young adults. This means that the labour and economic woes of young adults are not solely the product of the
pandemic crisis; they can instead be traced to the previous decades.
A variety of research, for example, has showed that the decline of the Australian youth labour market began decades
before the COVID-19 crisis (see Andres & Wyn 2010; Cuervo & Wyn 2011, 2016; Cuervo 2020; O’Keeffe, Johnson &
Daley 2021). A significant explanation of this deterioration of the youth labour market is the shift of the Australian
economy from a manufacturing and agriculturally based economy to a services and finances based one, leading to the
casualisation of youth jobs. Borland and Coelli (2021) support the claim that the labour market woes for young people
began before the pandemic period, highlighting that the decade after the GFC in 2008-2009 showed a worsening of
employment outcomes for young people aged 15-24 years (our participants’ age during that period) (see Moxon et
al. 2021 for similar findings). At this time young people’s poor job outcomes were due to an increase in labour supply
which ‘meant extra competition for jobs sought by the young’, that subsequently ‘resulted in them being crowded out
from employment’ (p. 421).1 Other researchers (see Bell & Blanchflower 2011) agree that young people fare worse in
recessions and crises due to their structural location in the labour market (e.g. typically in more junior positions, with
less professional experience than older workers). For Borland and Coelli, poor job market outcomes are significant not
just due to their impact on individuals’ careers and working lives, but due to their impact on well-being, income, and
the ‘danger of long-term scarring effects’ that they pose for those young people who enter the labour market at a time
when it is difficult to gain employment (see also Cuervo & Wyn 2016).
In previous research, we have showed that members of cohort 2 who were unable to gain secure and stable
employment between the ages of 24 and 29 years (2012 to 2017) had worse wellbeing and mental health outcomes,
struggled more to form relationships, and found it harder to imagine future pathways than those who enjoyed security
at work for that period (Cuervo & Chesters 2019). Our concern with participants’ labour precarity in their twenties
was informed in large part by the fact that many young adults rely on secure, permanent and full-time work to make
important life commitments such as entering parenthood or buying a home (Andres & Wyn 2010; Cuervo & Chesters
2019; Mills et al. 2005). The impact of the GFC, and the current COVID-19 crisis, exacerbates the existing dynamic
between labour-market precarity and transitions through young adulthood reach the traditional milestones associated
with adulthood, which further increases young workers’ vulnerability to becoming trapped in a cycle of unemploymentunderemployment, churning between precarious, insecure employment and unemployment (Cebulla & Whetton 2018;
Furlong et al. 2017).
In addition to a slower annual rate of job growth in the decade after the GFC (Borland & Coelli 2021), the Productivity
Commission (2020) has found that young people faced a decrease in hours worked and in wages per hour from 20082018, culminating in lower labour income among this cohort. Further, the latest Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) report, addressing measures of social and economic life up to 2019, reveals that those
under thirty-five years of age are more likely to work on a casual basis, and that casual workers are now even less likely
to transition to permanent work than they were 15 years ago (Melbourne Institute 2021).
While youth labour woes have a history that can be tracked back several decades, the early months of COVID-19 in
Australia, March to June 2020, saw the most dramatic decrease in labour demand in the history of the country (even
bigger than that experienced during the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s) (Borland & Charlton 2020). The steep
decline in monthly hours worked had its roots, in broad terms, in lower household spending and government business
restrictions (Borland & Charlton 2020).2

1

Borland and Coelli (2021) mention that this “crowded out” effect of labour competition for young people refers to those that are not attending full-time education. For
full-time students (working part-time or seeking casual jobs), international students and working holiday-makers are the main sources of labour-market competition
(p. 422).

2

Of course Borland and Charlton (2020) correctly argue that not every worker and business was similarly affected by the pandemic – for example, casual workers were
more impacted than permanent workers in relation to loss of employment, and service industries, like tourism and retail, were also more affected than other sectors.
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Drawing on HILDA survey data and Taking the Pulse of the Nation (TTPN) survey data, Kabatek (2020) identified young
people aged 18 to 24 as the most impacted in the early months of the pandemic in relation to loss of employment
and income, and reduction of working hours. He also found that rates of mental distress increased from 9 percent
to 23 percent between 2017 and 2020 for those aged 18-24. However, those aged 25-34 showed a greater increase in
rates of mental distress in that period, from 7 percent to 24 percent, due to the stresses felt by parents juggling work,
household duties and home-schooling for their children. The impact on employment and mental health, argues
Kabatek, was felt most strongly by those living in the state of Victoria, as they endured longer (and often stricter)
COVID-19 restrictions than their counterparts in other states and territories.
Kabatek (2020) highlights that the labour and health crises triggered by COVID-19 have manifested in distinctly
gendered ways. Women have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic due to their concentration in the
industries that have been heavily impacted, and due to increased caring responsibilities that have exacerbated
the already unequal household division of labour in Australia. Gendered dimensions of the pandemic have also
been registered in other economically developed nations (see Dias, Chance and Buchanan 2020; Qian & Hu 2021).
Researchers in Australia and internationally have also shown how the effects of the pandemic are better understood
through an intersectional frame, arguing that it impacts have been most severe for women, migrants, those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds, and young people (see Coffey et al. 2021; Couch et al. 2021; Gama et al. 2021; Lambrovska
et al. 2021; Maestripieri 2021; Nunn et al. 2021; Risse & Jackson 2021; Vromen et al. 2021).
While the impact of COVID-19 on the wellbeing and mental health of participants is addressed in another research
report in our series, we touch upon it briefly here due to both its prominence in public debates about the pandemic and
its significance to our participants’ experiences of employment and material (in)security. For the last decade, mental
health and wellbeing have been at the forefront of policy and public concern when it comes to young people’s welfare.
The impact of social isolation, lockdowns, and the closure of schools, businesses, and leisure and public spaces has had
an expected effect on the mental health of many Australians, regardless of their age or structural location. The annual
survey conducted by Mission Australia with 15 to 19 year olds between April and August has showed that more than
four in ten respondents were either ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ concerned about mental health (Mission Australia 2021, see
also Walsh et al. 2021 for a barometer of youth issues). Other surveys have found a deterioration of the mental health
and wellbeing of young people. For example, Skrbis and colleagues (2021) found a decrease in mental wellbeing from
2019 to 2020, with respondents (aged 27 in 2020) who were single, sharing a house or flat with housemates, in insecure
work and living in urban areas reporting poorer mental health than other members of their age cohort. It is interesting
to note that while Skrbis and colleagues found signs of strain for their participants stemming from their lack of social
space and personal time, and from feelings of isolation or loneliness, some young adults experienced positive sides of
the stay-at-home restrictions, such as finding more time for themselves (38% of their sample) and cultivating stronger
family and partner relationships (33%). In sum, emerging from these studies and surveys is a painstakingly picture of
the everyday material and emotional labour that has been deployed by young people to confront myriad challenges.
However, studies have thus far focused on young people in their late teens and twenties. Less detailed information is
available on young adults in their early thirties, and it is this gap that the current report seeks to fill.
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RESEARCH METHODS
This research report presents data from the Life Patterns research program which has collected longitudinal
quantitative and qualitative data from two generations of young Australians for over three decades. This report focuses
on cohort 2, who left secondary school in 2006 and were 33 years old in 2021. (For a methodological and conceptual
account of this research program, see Wyn et al. 2020.) The findings that we present are drawn from survey data
collected in 2021 (wave 17). The survey was sent to participants in April, and 90 percent of participants completed it
by June. The total sample size was 470 respondents, and they were from the Australian Capital Territory, New South
Wales, Victoria and Tasmania. The survey questionnaire focused on education, employment, living arrangements,
health and expectations for the future, and the impact of COVID-19 on their lives.
In 2021, 70 percent of our cohort 2 sample identified as female and 60 percent lived in a capital city. Forty-one
percent stated that they were married, 14 percent were living alone, 48 percent were living with a partner, parents or
housemates, and 38 percent were living with their partner and child(ren). In terms of housing, 34 percent were renting,
while 60 percent had a mortgage. Just like our first cohort in this project (who we have been tracking since 1991),
cohort two is a very highly educated group. For example, the majority of our participants have completed at least one
post-school qualification (94%). For more details on the composition and lives of our participants, see Table 1.
In this research report we primarily concentrate on responses to the open-ended question: “How has COVID-19 affected
your life in terms of work, income, ability to pay your living expenses, etc.”. During the coding process we found that
some of the participants’ responses to this question were closely related to their responses to another open-ended
question asking about “your experience of job insecurity”. Drawing on the literature discussed in the previous section,
we contend that this is because experiences of precarity and hardship predate COVID-19 and in many instances
informed the respondents’ experiences of the pandemic. The main question from which we draw the qualitative data
in this report is: Please comment on how COVID-19 has affected your life in terms of work, income, ability to pay your living
expenses, etc. (open-ended question). Other questions from which we draw our data for this research report are:
• Please comment on your experiences of job insecurity. (open-ended question)
• To what extent do you agree with the following statements about your current work? (Mark ONE box only for each
statement) (Scale: Strongly agree, Agree, No opinion, Disagree, Strongly disagree) (Categories: The pay is good; The
job has some freedom of decisions about the work; The chances of promotion are good; The work is interesting; The
work gives a sense of accomplishment; The work is linked to the respondent’s qualification(s); The work is what the
respondent expected at this career stage; The respondent looks forward to coming to work)
• Over the past year have you had difficulty meeting the following costs? (Mark ALL that apply) (responses: yes/no)
(categories: Food and other necessities; Rent or mortgage payments; Other loan repayments (credit cards, personal
loans, car loan etc.); House bills (power, rates, phone, internet etc); Health costs; Entertainment expenses)
• What are your sources of financial support at present? (Mark ALL that apply) (yes/no) (Categories: full-time work; parttime-work; government payments; repayable loans; direct family support; personal savings; scholarship/bursaries)
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GENERAL FINDINGS
In this section we present some general findings from our participants’ responses to three open-ended questions. Our
analysis shows that a third of participants (31%) stated that they were affected negatively through loss of employment
and income, reduction of working hours, using savings to pay bills, or experiencing difficulties meeting utilities, rent
or mortgage payments. Figure 1 shows the proportion of participants who were affected, or not, by the pandemic.
Ten percent of participants made comments indicating that they were positively affected by the pandemic. These
participants most commonly focused on an increased capacity to save money during lockdowns, which then allowed
them to pay down debt or accumulate a deposit to buy a property. Thirty percent of participants stated that they were
not affected by the pandemic in relation to their employment and financial wellbeing.
Figure 1. Percentage of participants affected, or not, by COVID-19 in terms of work, income, ability to pay living
expenses, health and wellbeing (N=470, 2021)
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Below, Table 1 presents various characteristics of respondents declaring having been negatively impacted by COVID-19
in terms of work, income and ability to cover expenses. It describes key aspects of young people’s lives, including
gender, place of residence, housing, relationship status, living arrangement, educational qualifications and work. It
also includes the corresponding proportion of respondents with the same attributes in the total 2021 survey sample to
allow for comparative analysis.
Table 1. Social profile of respondents negatively affected by COVID-19 in terms of work, income and ability to
pay living expenses and of total sample of respondents (%, 2021)

Gender
Place of residence

Housing

Relationship status

Living arrangements

Highest level of
education

Work*

Job security**

Participants for
whom COVID had a
negative impact

Total sample

Female

73.7

70.0

Capital city

63.2

60.3

Regional city

19.9

24.1

Rural

16.9

15.5

Homeowner
(with or without mortgage)

56.6

65.8

Renter

34.6

28.8

Living with parents

8.8

5.4

In a relationship/married

72.3

76.1

Alone (with or without children)

13.9

14.1

With partner, parents or
housemates

54.7

48.3

With partner and children

31.4

37.6

Post-graduate degree

27.9

32.5

Undergraduate degree

49.3

48.4

No university qualification

22.8

19.1

Working full-time

56.2

60.2

Working part-time

30.7

26.4

Self-employed

20.3

10.8

Working multiple jobs

27.9

18.9

Working non-standard hours

49.6

40.2

Irregular paid work hours

40.8

33.2

Permanent

68.9

78.2

Non-permanent

31.1

21.8

*: the work categories are not mutually exclusive.
**: job security status is calculated based on the respondents who declare working.
With respect to gender, place of residence, highest level of education, and relationship status, respondents declaring a
negative labour, economic or financial impact due to COVID-19 are different from the broader survey sample, albeit to
varying degrees. They are slightly more likely to be women (by 3.7 percentage points) and somewhat more likely to live
in a capital city (by 2.9 points). By contrast, they are less likely to have a post-graduate qualification (by 4.5 points) and
less likely to be married or in a relationship (by 3.8 points).
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In other respects, the social conditions of existence of participants reporting having been negatively affected by the
pandemic economically or financially are more markedly different from the broader sample. This is particularly the
case as regards housing, living arrangements, work and job security. Respondents affected in this way by COVID-19
were significantly less likely to own a home (by 9.2 points) and significantly more likely to live with someone else
(without children) (by 6.5 points). Their work status and conditions were often more precarious than those of the
broader sample: a higher percentage worked part-time, they were almost twice as likely to be self-employed, more
than one in four (27.9 per cent) worked multiple jobs, every second respondent worked non-standard hours (e.g.
evening/night shifts, on weekends or public holidays), and they were significantly more likely to have irregular paid
work hours from week to week (by 7.7 points). Despite being in their early thirties, over three in 10 participants (31.1 per
cent) declaring a negative impact due to COVID-19 only had limited job security, compared to one in five in the overall
sample. Taken together, these results paint a picture of a particularly pervasive impact of COVID-19 for young adults
in less stable locations within the labour market or at its margins, where work and economic activity are particularly
dependent on the broader economic conjuncture.
Participants’ full- or part-time work, job security and work hours provide an overall assessment of the adverse impact
of COVID-19 on young adults in more precarious work circumstances. But the fact that the negative impact of COVID-19
has been more common in specific segments of the labour market characterised by more negative social relations to
work as a social activity is better illustrated by the results presented in Table 2.
Table 2. Work and job conditions of respondents negatively affected by COVID-19 in terms of work, income and
ability to pay living expenses and of total sample of respondents (%, 2021)
Participants for
whom COVID had a
negative impact

Total sample

The pay is good

70.2

76.2

The job has some freedom of decisions about the work

57.9

66.7

The chances of promotion are good

31.1

40.9

The work is interesting

75.2

83.7

The work gives a sense of accomplishment

65.8

76.6

The work is linked to the respondent’s qualification(s)

65.3

74.1

The work is what the respondent expected at this career
stage

53.3

61.9

The respondent looks forward to coming to work

56.2

62.8

Based on questions asked of the Life Patterns participants, young people who work in less fulfilling, satisfying or
rewarding jobs (both economically and career-wise) more often report having been negatively impacted by COVID-19.
The gap is particularly large with respect to jobs where the chances of promotion are good (participants reporting
having been negatively impacted by COVID-19 are 9.8 percentage points less likely to hold such jobs) and for jobs in
which the work provides a sense of accomplishment (less common by 10.7 points among those reporting a negative
impact of COVID-19).
Bringing together the results of Table 1 and Table 2, the negative impact of COVID-19 has been felt more often among
those with less stable or secure work situations, but also among those with less rewarding jobs. The fact that these two
categories of locations in the labour market overlap confirms the particularly adverse effect of COVID-19 on those who
already get the least out of paid work in terms of stability, rewards and satisfaction.

Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Youth Research Collective
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MANAGING THE NEW “NORMAL”
The participants’ responses to COVID-related questions reflect the heterogeneity of experiences emanating from the
pandemic. Some participants wrote comments about the so-called new “normal” of working remotely from home. For
example, this female participant, with a postgraduate degree and working as a Communication Advisor, stated:
My husband and I have been very fortunate in that COVID has not affected our ability to work, we just transitioned
to working remotely. We did not have to stress about money which I know a lot of people unfortunately did. We did
find working from home permanently in our small apartment was quite difficult over time, but we knew we were in a
privileged position.
Nevertheless, COVID-19 did affect this participant and her husband in terms of their wellbeing, mental health and their
relationships:
We are in the process of relocating from NSW to Victoria and are in between living with friends and family, so it’s been
really hard to get a healthy routine happening and we are both stressed with work, family issues and finding a place to
live. COVID was difficult last year in that we both put on some weight and were less active and found it hard living and
working in the same environment. We also got married just before COVID hit, so when we got back from our honeymoon
we were literally in lockdown. My husband had a hugely stressful year with work and ended up taking 3 weeks leave to
look after his mental health. Between that and the time apart from our friends and family - it was a challenging first
year of marriage with everything going on, and we feel a bit like we’re still recovering from everything.
The contrast in this participant’s statements about work and health and wellbeing are indicative of the uneven way
in which the pandemic affected many of the participants. For many of those who were “fortunate” or “lucky” (as per
the words of our participants) and managed to avoid losing income and employment, the new “normal” signified a
loss of the separation between spheres of everyday life. This notion of lack of separation between the home and the
workplace is captured by this female participant, working as a project manager in a metropolitan area: “boundary
between work and home has eroded, overtime is the new normal!”.
However, even for those who remained in their jobs, employment-related stress and precarity was identified as a
significant challenge. The loss of employment, reduction of income and working hours and closure of businesses during
the pandemic (Borland & Charlton 2020; Kabatek 2020) impacted not only on those experiencing job loss, but on their
peers, colleagues, and friends. That is, even those that avoided having their work and income directly affected, were
shocked by the effects of COVID-19 on employment and business. This male participant reflects on the impact that the
pandemic had on those who remained employed in affected sectors:
I was lucky, last year my employer laid off 1 in 4 workers as our industry (travel and tourism) was hit hard by the
pandemic. Experiencing a mass lay off was quite stressful as there was a lot of uncertainty and anxiety around whether
I would still have a job or not. Thankfully, I was retained, but it was a stressful period of my life - perhaps the most
stressful period of my working life, especially, having to see friends and colleagues laid off.
Other participants, like this female working as a speech pathologist in a capital city, experienced a recurrent sense of
insecurity: “during the pandemic I was at risk of losing my job, I stay in my current job because it is permanent, many
jobs in my industry are contract so less secure”. She felt “at risk” of losing her job and that she “had to work all the time
to reduce risk of job loss”. This had an impact in terms of health, where she reported that she “felt chronically mentally
unwell from stress, I get sick a lot and am chronically exhausted”.
In contrast, some participants working in schools, in the health sector or in construction felt that their work was secure
due to their categorisation as “essential” workers. One male participant, living in Melbourne (which sustained more
than 250 days of lockdown), stated:
My work is in construction so was considered essential work and thus continued throughout the lockdowns and so I lost
no income during the lockdowns. Also, I had less expenditure on discretionary things like meals out, live music events
and holidays so managed to save money.

10

An Analysis of the Labour, Financial and Social Impact of COVID-19 in Young Adults’ Lives

Similarly, a male participant working as a registered nurse commented that he felt “no effect as my partner and I are both
essential workers”. However, while some of those who were categorised as essential workers felt that this ensured their
job security, this female participant, a teacher in a metropolitan school, offered another view of the “essential” worker:
As a teacher I was “essential”, so COVID didn’t affect me financially. Teaching during COVID was about 3 times the
amount of work and the students are still showing the negative results of “learning from home”.
While all individuals have felt the impact of the pandemic in one way or another, directly or indirectly, some of our
participants commented on its positive impact on their lives. This female participant working in digital marketing and
living in a capital city felt fortunate that she did not lose her job:
Whilst no one lost their jobs in the organisation and management told us no one would, it was always a possibility in
my eyes due to the COVID pandemic. Therefore, I think the job insecurity was felt. Our company has adapted well to
cope with the changes from COVID and moving to create a better workplace culture.
She felt that she “thrived during COVID”:
I now live again with my parents rent free, I have rented out my apartment and I am grateful my job is secure. I am really
good at saving and [have] been researching ways to invest my money better to set myself up financially for the future.
Those participants that managed to retain their employment often encountered opportunities to save money. Indeed,
approximately 10 percent of participants wrote comments about their ability to save money in our question about
impact of the pandemic on their jobs, working hours and income. This female working for the government illustrates
this: “COVID-19 has not affected me or my wife financially at all. Working in government, we both have secure jobs and
have even manage to sell and buy property during this period, seeking a bank loan to do so.” Some participants spoke
of the power of government support, such as the financial support that was available for those with children attending
childcare centres: “for a number of months, day-care fees were free, this helped immensely and allowed me to save”,
commented a female teacher working and living in a rural town.
Further, other participants commented that the restrictions in socialising and consumption imposed by the
government allowed them to save money, with lockdowns meaning that more time was spent at home and less was
spent in public places spending and consuming. This female participant living with her partner and working as a fulltime teacher in a permanent position felt that she was “lucky to have a job throughout COVID and I managed to save
more money as I wasn’t spending as much on entertainment”. This gave her and her partner the following possibility:
I saved enough to have a deposit to buy a first home. My partner and I would like to move regionally, as we thought this
would be more achievable; however, it has been so hard to get a home at a reasonable price.
This comment speaks to an important issue for current generations of young people and young adults in Australia: the
crisis of housing affordability (Pawson, Milligan & Yates 2020). This has been a recurrent concern for our participants,
ranking within the top three issues for their generation in their 2018 survey responses (Chesters et al. 2020). However, the
comments presented so far also point to the growing inequality in Australia in relation to home ownership and wealth. For
example, a recent report by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW 2021) revealed that individuals living in
the lowest socioeconomic areas are 2.6 times more likely to die from COVID-19 than those in the highest socio-economic
areas. Stanford (2018: 2) argues ‘wages are barely keeping up with inflation, let alone matching labour productivity’, and
that there has been an ‘offsetting rise in the share of income going to business owners and investors’ (see also Davidson,
Saunders & Phillips 2018). Thus, as wealth inequality grows in Australia, the gap between haves and have nots continues to
rapidly increase (Chesters 2017), affecting individuals not only materially but also in relation to health, wellbeing and their
capacity to navigate major crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Another issue emanating from the comments so far, and
which will become even more explicit below, is the reliance of participants on their partners and families to supplement
household income, gain access to the housing market, or just stay afloat in times of crisis. Thus, as inflation, cost of living
and housing prices have risen at a faster rate than wages from employment, the support of family and relatives and the
advantage of a dual-income household with steady and professional jobs appears to become critical for a cohort of young
adults that have already endured two major financial crises.
In the next section we focus on those participants that were affected by COVID-19 negatively in terms of employment
and income. Here, social relationships, family support and government welfare become increasingly important.
Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Youth Research Collective
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THE MATERIAL, LABOUR AND FINANCIAL IMPACT
OF COVID-19 ON YOUNG ADULTS
Thirty percent of participants left a comment in the survey stating that they were negatively affected by COVID-19 in
terms of loss of working hours, loss of income and employment, and reduction of their savings. Some participants, like
this male, living with his parents and working as an optometrist, commented that they “had no work at all during 2020
due to the pandemic. This year [2021] so far seems to be about 50% back to normal.” Like some of his peers, he had
to rely on government support, more precisely the “JobKeeper Payment scheme”, a subsidy for businesses that were
significantly affected by COVID-19 designed to cover the cost of their employees’ wages under the condition that their
employees were retained. This male participant felt that “2020 was somewhat concerning due to the lack of work, but
the JobKeeper payments helped greatly. I was able to avoid major financial problems.”
Another female participant, also working as an optometrist and living with her partner in a major city, stated:
Even throughout covid-19/lockdown I was fortunate that I retained my job and business maintained. I am aware many
people lost their jobs and I feel very sad and disappointed in this.
Retaining her job, however, was only possible through the financial support offered by the government:
Like most people, wage went down and both myself and my husband were living off Jobkeeper. So, we simply reduced
our expenses & sacrificed some luxuries.
Other participants were less fortunate. This female working as a business analyst in a permanent job felt that her
labour market opportunities were constrained during the pandemic:
In 2019, my manager made my current role redundant in the middle of house settlement. I had to take the role he
offered me to avoid settlement. It’s the same job rewarded at $30,000 less. Covid made it harder to move on from an
unhealthy job. I had no income only Jobkeeper for 9 months in 2020. It made [it] harder to save for the future.
As per her comment, this participants’ labour market woe predates COVID-19; however, the pandemic did not help
her leave an “unhealthy” job. She also felt that in terms of her health, she experienced “weight gain from covid” and
“poor mental health from current job”. Other participants, like this male working as a salesman in a regional town,
were content that “Jobkeeper has kept me in work”. For some others, such as this female participant, single, living in a
shared household, and working as a manager in a regional town, Jobkeeper was not enough to cover usual expenses:
I was stood down and earned only the Jobkeeper payment. I had reduced hours for a large part of 2020. This was
nowhere near my usual earnings and I still carried the mental strain of my job with many staff contacting me on a daily
basis and having to research and implement Jobkeeper. The only reason that I did not suffer financially was that I had
significant savings to fall back on.
Other participants also had to rely on their savings or superannuation (retirement) funds. This female participant, also
single and living in a share household in a metropolitan area, self-employed and working as a consultant, affirmed:
Through my own business, I was able to access JobKeeper, and I have been the most financially stable I have ever been
in my life! Along with drawing down some of my Super, I was able to pay off lingering loan debt and for the first time
in my life have a cash positive savings account that would be able to sustain me for 6 months not working in case of
emergency.
This participants’ statement about ‘drawing down’ her superannuation is a reference to the Australian Federal
Government’s superannuation early release scheme, through which eligible individuals could withdraw up to $10,000
from their superannuation account during each of the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 financial years. While this scheme
provided instant financial relief, it also risks exacerbating existing inequalities in the accumulation of superannuation.
Young people who accessed this scheme missed out on decades of compound interest, and young women were overrepresented among those who accessed the scheme despite typically having lower superannuation balances than their
male counterparts even prior to doing so (Cook 2020).
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Those that could not retain their regular income, and for whom the Jobkeeper payment was not available, typically felt
the stress of uncertainty. This male participant, working as a chef in a rural town, commented that:
During COVID I had no work, no guarantee of future work and was not entitled to Jobkeeper. It has been very stressful
with not knowing how or when I would receive an income again. I have had to reassess my whole life, budgets, plans,
goals, dreams & future plans. COVID made me insecure.
There was a stark distinction between the experiences of those who were and were not eligible for government-funded
support. For instance, this female participant, living with her husband and her parents and working on a casual basis in
retail, lost her job in the pandemic and was entitled to the Jobkeeper payment (as was her husband):
During covid lockdown we were actually eligible for financial support from the government for the first time ever my husband earns just over the threshold, just! So, we were for once actually in a good position while receiving that
support. We could spend more on food and doing things as a family. Now that is over, we are back to struggling to pay
what we need to each week.
In many ways, the quote by this female participant reveals the power of government support in providing each
individual with the opportunity to conduct a life with dignity and fulfill their basic needs. However, while some
participants were able to maintain their existing living situation despite experiencing a loss of income and/or
employment, others saw their income and working hours reduced and had to reassess and reaccommodate their lives –
including their housing arrangements. This female participant, who was working as a librarian prior to the pandemic,
had to move in with her mother when she lost her job:
I was made redundant from a permanent position I had held for approximately 6 years. The change was completely
unexpected. I managed to obtain employment for 2021 at a lower level/paid position but it is only on a single-year
contract.
As a result of obtaining a job with a lower salary, she stated:
My income has been reduced. I have been in the process of saving for a house. My reduced income has also reduced the
amount I am able to borrow. Currently my living expenses are still low because I am living with my mother and sister,
although the plan is to have the property sold and thus [I] will need to find a new place to live within approximately 6
months of that happening.
As mentioned above, labour precarity is not new to this cohort of young Australians. And relocating, be that moving
to a different city or town, or moving in back with parents, is not a novelty for them. During their twenties, some have
taken this road to save the deposit for their first home or have relocated to reduce commuting costs or to gain access
to a better remunerated or more fulfilling job (see Cook & Cuervo 2018). Further, even those in secure, permanent
jobs have been constantly attuned to the precarious nature of the labour market. Throughout our annual surveys
they have illustrated the everyday labour that they perform in order to keep their employment (see Wyn et al. 2020).
Some participants continued with this view through COVID-19. For example, a female participant, in a permanent job
as a speech pathologist, stated that “COVID-19 did not change my conditions, but it put them at risk, I had to work all
the time to reduce risk of job loss; as I knew I was at risk of losing it”. However, what this 2021 survey has highlighted
through participants’ voices and experiences is a greater deal of vulnerability and precarity for some, including having
to rely on savings or their partner or family’s income and wealth to make ends meet. In the next section we focus
specifically on these experiences of vulnerability and struggle.

Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Youth Research Collective
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HOUSEHOLD DYNAMICS AND
INDIVIDUAL SAVINGS
Before continuing with the qualitative comments by members of the program, we turn our attention to another
question of our survey: the impact of COVID-19 and employment variations on meeting different costs (e.g. food,
mortgage repayments, etc.). This is because the economic and financial impact of COVID-19 also extends beyond the
labour market and work situation of young people. In 2021, Life Patterns participants reported on whether they had
difficulty paying for various expenses, ranging from food and other necessities to entertainment expenses. While not
all those indicating having experienced such difficulties in the previous 12 months also reported a negative impact
of COVID-19 on their economic and financial life, for a significant number of respondents, difficulties in paying for
expenses were due to the impact of the pandemic on their life.
Table 3. Percentage of participants who reported struggling to meet costs in the previous 12 months among
those negatively affected by COVID-19 (in terms of work, income and ability to pay living expenses) and in the
total sample (2021)
COVID had a
negative impact

Total sample

Food and other necessities

11.7

6.2

Rent or mortgage payments

17.5

8.5

Other loan repayments (credit cards, personal loans, car loan
etc.)

15.3

7.7

House bills (power, rates, phone, internet etc)

14.6

7.9

Health costs

18.2

11.1

Entertainment expenses

21.2

12.6

On average across the six categories of expenses listed in Table 3, participants reporting a negative impact of
COVID-19 on their economic and financial life were 1.8 times more likely to report struggling to cover these costs (or
7.5 percentage points). It was particularly challenging for respondents negatively affected by the pandemic to pay for
health costs, rent or mortgage repayments and entertainment expenses. Relative to the overall sample, the increase
in the proportion reporting difficulties in paying for expenses was most significant as regards rent and mortgage
repayments. In other words, young people who suffered economically and financially due to COVID-19 struggled with
basic and necessary expenses, as well as with expenses that could in some cases be delayed or foregone (such as
entertainment).
It must be noted that these difficulties were regularly experienced despite financial support from various sources to
supplement income from paid work (for those working). Young people negatively impacted by COVID-19 economically,
financially or workwise were more likely than the overall sample to access financial support through government
payments (21% versus 11%), repayable loans (7% versus 3%) and direct family support (17% versus 11%). These
results testify to the importance of social support, either through personal networks or state institutions, when young
people’s dependence on the labour market for their income proves insufficient or inadequate.
As mentioned above, where participants’ income, and that of their partner or other members of their household, did
not reduce, the material and financial impact of COVID was often minimal or related to not being able to meet extended
family and friends during lockdowns. Other participants, however, were “thankful” that their partners were able to
“keep” their employment and sustain the household. This female participant working in a permanent job as a dentist in
a major city commented: “I was on Jobkeeper payments for a few months which covered rent, however I relied heavily
on my partner’s income for groceries during that time.” Another male participant, in a permanent job working as a
manager in a retail store stated that “I currently get paid my normal pay but I live with my brother who lost his job, so
now I pay all the bills”. These comments illustrated the capacity that some members of this cohort have to rely on (or
indeed provide support to) close family members and thus be buffered from a more precarious living situation. Indeed,
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several researchers contend that household dynamics, family resources and an individual’s background can reduce, as
well as amplify, the effects of precarious work (Alberti et al. 2018; Antonucci 2018; Cuervo & Chesters 2019).
However, while some individuals could rely on partners, parents and family members to offset the impact of the
pandemic on their loss of income or work, others had to rely on their own savings. For example, this female participant
working in the arts industry stated: “COVID has shown that contract work I’ve been engaged in is insecure”. During
the first year of the pandemic crisis, her “income dropped” and she “had to rely on my personal savings.” While she
“qualified for jobkeeper for some period”, “the whole process caused me some anxiety [and] I stopped claiming
payments”.
We are conscious that although nearly eight out of ten of our participants have a partner (whether they are married,
living together or in a relationship but not living together) a significant proportion (22%) of our cohort are single,
including some of those living with children as single parents. This female participant, living with her children as a
single parent and working on a casual basis in retail, illustrates the struggles of many Australians around the country,
both before and during the pandemic:
I was expecting to be in full time work this year within the industry I had studied in. The delay in graduating means I am
severely eating into my savings and we are having to make massive changes to the quality of food we eat and limiting
use of things like heating to save money where I can.
Other participants had to rely temporarily on their savings: “there was a period that my pay was cut by 20% but I was
lucky in that it did not impact my ability to pay things due to my savings and living arrangements” (female, living with her
partner, lawyer, permanent job). Similarly, this female participant, working as a registered nurse in a regional town, stated:
My husband has just this week gone back to his full-time job. Last year we had to freeze our mortgage as he was stood
down for months. I was on maternity leave so used pretty much all our savings. We are both working now.
Finally, a few participants had to use their leave entitlement from their job in order to make ends meet: “stood down
twice over COVID. No Jobkeeper, had to use leave to survive” (male, living in a regional town and working as an
assistant manager).
Ultimately, the participants who were adversely affected by the pandemic in relation to their income and employment
generally found that they were able to manage this situation either by relying on their own savings and entitlements
or relying on those around them. However, it is important to keep in mind that these experiences have led some of
them to rely on their savings or superannuation (retirement) funds, and thus have likely left them vulnerable to future
financial shocks and less well positioned to meet their future needs.

Melbourne Graduate School of Education, Youth Research Collective
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
It is difficult to encapsulate in a research report of this length the myriad experiences lived by our participants during
the pandemic. The experiences of participants in the Life Patterns study show how areas of life that are often seen as
discrete for analytical purposes (finance, labour, social relationships) are intertwined in people’s lives, constituting
livelihoods. Some participants benefited from reduced day-to-day expenses during COVID-19 and managed to save
money. However, at least a third were less fortunate and materially and financially struggled throughout the pandemic,
using their savings or leave to support themselves and their families. Others enjoyed working remotely and having
their partners helping in the house and with the children. A good proportion felt “lucky” to work in an “essential” job
that buffered them from the possibility of losing their job. There were comments about Zoom as a digital platform that
enabled them to continue working, as well as about the fatigue that it subsequently caused.
The cohort discussed in this report have now become part of a unique generation whose livelihoods have been
impacted by two major financial crises in their early adulthood: the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-2009 and the
COVID-19 crisis of, so far, 2020-2021. There is evidence that the Australian economy was not in a strong position even
prior to the COVID-19 crisis, which has been deemed the most significant in the modern history of Australia (see
Borland & Charlton 2020; Lim et al. 2021). While some researchers believe that the economy showed signs of recovery in
September 2020 due to the government stimulus packages and ease of restrictions in much of the country, the road to
recovery can be “slow, uneven and prolonged” (Lim et al. 2021: 16).
More than half a decade ago, we argued against austerity measures that increased the risks economic and social
pathways for already disadvantaged young adults. On that occasion, while opposing the federal government’s
measures to make it more difficult for young people to claim unemployment benefits and to eliminate career
counselling services, we argued:
Extended periods of poverty, unemployment, lack of access to meaningful and purposeful education or training
and insecure work for 18- to 25-year olds robs them of the building blocks to make productive lives. The momentum
lost during these crucial years is very difficult to recover… The proposed federal budget measures will effectively
remove the threadbare social welfare safety net that provides a basic level of support for young people who,
through no fault of their own, have little financial or social support, who have disabilities or health challenges…
Economically and socially, Australia has a lot to gain by supporting young people during these significant years of
their life. These years hold opportunities that young people need to take now. This time cannot be relived. (Wyn &
Cuervo 2014: 1)
At that time, our analysis suggested that economic crises, social inequality and poverty are often politically
manufactured. Today, the same argument can be made. For example, while some young workers did not qualify for
Jobkeeper, nonetheless these programs in 2020 demonstrated the wider benefits of supporting the most vulnerable
members of our society by lifting them from below the poverty line. As Phillips (2021: 2) argues, “before COVID-19 the
poverty rate for people receiving Newstart [now JobSeeker] was 88% but when the JobSeeker payments were doubled,
this dropped to 26%.” Government support in terms of education and training, and in the form of income support, is
critical to support the most vulnerable members of our society.
The weakening of the social contract between the state and young people that began a few decades ago (marked by
the restructuring of the economy, the neoliberalisation of education and employment markets, and the transfer of
social risks to the individual) has created more extended and precarious transitions for young people, threatening the
viability of the relationships and resources that secure livelihoods for young people. Our previous analysis of cohort 1
of the Life Patterns program, who left secondary school in 1991 in the midst of this erosion of the relationship between
the state and young people and the precarisation of the labour market, found that it took them at least a decade to
gain secure and meaningful employment (Andres & Wyn 2010). The last two decades have seen significant contraction
of full-time, permanent employment (ABS 2018), a persistent crisis of housing affordability (Grattan Institute 2017)
and the stagnation of workers’ salaries (Peetz 2019). This backdrop to the COVID-19 pandemic will exacerbate growing
social and economic inequality in Australia (Davidson et al. 2018). The introduction of the JobKeeper and JobSeeker
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programs and other government stimuli during the first year of the pandemic illustrates the potential of government
welfare measures to ensure the social and economic resilience of Australian society. The subsequent decision to cease
these measures, despite ample evidence of the repercussions for individuals and communities highlights the political
nature of inequality.
The comments from our participants in this report demonstrate the importance of family, and social relationships to
the maintenance of livelihoods. Some of the participants who did not experience job loss nevertheless experienced
stress as a result of their friends and partners experiences of job loss, or work-related challenges that went beyond
simply concern about a loss of income. Other participants found themselves relying on their partners and parents in
their quest to survive or keep afloat while experiencing financial hardship. This showed that the impact of being in
precarious work is not experienced in the same way by all young people (Antonucci 2018). As we have stated before,
‘personal circumstances, family resources and welfare policies collaborate to ameliorate or amplify an individual’s
experience of precarity’ (Cuervo & Chesters 2019: 307). As we have shown with the previous cohort of Life Patterns
participants, and in the first decade after leaving school (in 2006) for this cohort, precarious labour and living
conditions contribute to a delay in family formation and parenting, home ownership and achieving a meaningful job
that reflects these young adults’ investment in education. A new economic and social crisis in the working lives of this
cohort of young adults makes it imperative that the state, and the private sector, does not leave them to their own
fortunes, having to negotiate social risks not of their own making, and placing their families and significant others as
their primary source of support in times of need. As we have already stated, this report illustrates the power of the
welfare state as a safety net in times of uncertainty, while also demonstrating the crises that eventuate when this safety
net lies out of reach.
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