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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 in order 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.
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1. INTRODUCTION

During the past two decades, the labour market for young
Australians experienced a significant contraction in full-time,
permanent employment (ABS 2021; Chesters et al. 2020).
Consequently, transitions into economic independence and
financial stability have become less certain. The restructuring of
companies focused on profit maximisation through the reduction
of labour costs and employment protections (Kalleberg, 2011) has
resulted in permanent full-time jobs being replaced by precarious
employment - work that is performed on a short term, casual
or fee-for-service basis (Chesters & Wyn 2019). This changing
employment landscape makes securing ongoing, meaningful work
more difficult and even highly skilled workers are being recruited
as consultants and contractors (Kalleberg, 2012). Casual and
precarious labour undermines the link between employment and
identity by removing the worker from the workplace and replacing
the sense of being employed with a sense of being for sale (Chesters
& Wyn 2019). Therefore, building a life narrative around one’s work
has become increasingly difficult.
In his historical analysis of labour and individualisation, Fevre
(2016: 166) argues that employers have made use of psychological
concepts that ‘provided the means – with concepts like motivation
and self-actualization, as well as their measurement technologies–
for managers to decouple increasing alienation and precarity
at work from workers’ everyday labour reality’. More than
two decades ago, Sennett (1999) compellingly described how
the workplace in new capitalism made individuals feel about
themselves. In this seminal work, Sennett perhaps overplayed the
loss of community but he showed that the increasing precarisation
of work was conducive to superficial solidarity and relationships
within the workplace. He made clear that while younger
generations of workers might be earning more than their parents,
their autonomy and control over their work had become even more
precarious leading, in some instances, to a de-identification from
it. The tension between precarity, individualisation and workplace
identity has generated fruitful research on the ways that workers
relate their sense of self to employers’ demands and corporate
objectives (see Alvesson & Willmott 2002; Alvesson et al. 2008;
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Brown 2015; Ebert 2012; Fevre 2016; Grint & Nixon 2015). Of course,
we are aware that an individual’s identity is not just shaped by
their labour and workplace and, as Appiah (2018) and Fukuyama
(2018) have recently argued, it can be linked to religion, class,
race and even nationhood. The focus of this report is to examine
how work shapes young adults’ transitions and their identity,
autonomy and satisfaction in the workplace against a landscape
of increasing precarity which demands more entrepreneurialism,
individualisation and is perhaps less conducive for labour solidarity
(see Fevre 2016; Sennett 1999).
The changing landscape of modern labour means that job
insecurity is associated with instability in other spheres of life
impacting on relationships, living arrangements and social lives
(Beer et al. 2016; Chesters & Cuervo 2019; Cuervo & Chesters 2019).
For instance, according to Beer et al. (2016) secure employment is
the prerequisite for accessing secure affordable housing. Therefore,
young people experiencing job insecurity are likely to delay leaving
their family home and setting up independent households. As Mills
et al. (2005) note, young people need permanent full-time jobs to
achieve financial independence from their parents so that they
can make other important life commitments such as marriage,
parenting and buying a home.
Being underemployed (in terms of hours and /or skills), fearing that
you may lose your job and having less control over employment
conditions contribute to precarity and thus, lower levels of
autonomy and wellbeing due to the central role that work plays
in life (Campbell & Burgess 2018; Chesters & Cuervo 2019; Glavin,
2013; Kalleberg 2012; McGann et al., 2016). Over the longer term,
some workers come to regard insecure working conditions and
irregular working hours as part of the rules of the labour market
game (Cuervo & Chesters 2019; Furlong et al. 2017).
Researchers (Chesters et al. 2019; Glavin 2013) generally find
that young adults engaged in precarious employment report
having lower levels of life satisfaction and autonomy than their
counterparts engaged in permanent employment. Research

conducted by Glavin (2013) shows that those engaged in precarious
employment had lower levels of autonomy due to their inability to
ensure their continued access to the material, psychological and
social resources necessary for their well-being. Experiences that
affect levels of autonomy are particularly important during the
transition from adolescence to adulthood as young people seek to
establish their careers and their independence from their families
(Lewis et al., 1999; Reynolds et al., 2007).
Figures published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) show
that rates of full-time employment have declined since the turn of
the century. Between 2001 and 2021 the percentage of employed
young adults aged 20-24 years engaged in full-time employment
declined from 71 to 53% and the percentage of employed adults
aged 25-34 years engaged in full-time employment declined from
80 to 76%- see Figure 1. Part-time employment is more likely to be
insecure with variable hours and therefore earnings. The trend of
declining rates of full-time employment became more pronounced
after the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-2009, particularly for those
aged 20-24 years (see also Borland & Coelli 2021). Borland and
Coelli (2021) note that young adults with Bachelor degrees are

increasingly likely to transition into part-time employment before
transitioning into full-time employment. Their analysis shows that
in 2007, 84% of Bachelor degree graduates had a full-time job three
months after graduation whereas in 2017 only 73% of Bachelor
degree graduates were in full-time employment three months
after graduation. Furthermore, underemployment also increased
indicating that engagement in part-time work was involuntary.
In this report, we focus on how young adults fare in this hostile
labour market and the effects that their working experiences have
on their identity. Drawing on data collected by the Life Patterns
project, a longitudinal mixed methods study, we examine how one
cohort of young Australians negotiated the changing social and
economic conditions during a crucial stage of the life course, from
being dependent on their parents to being independent adults.
Analysis of the quantitative data indicates that despite having
higher education credentials, around one-quarter of the cohort
were not in secure employment at age 30. Analysis of the qualitative
data reveals the sense of frustration that these young adults feel as
they try to lock in secure full-time employment before undertaking
other commitments such as marriage and becoming parents.

FIGURE 1 PERCENTAGE OF EMPLOYED PERSONS EMPLOYED FULL-TIME: 2001- 2021

Source: Authors calculations from data supplied by the ABS (2021 Labour Force, Australia, Detailed Cat. No. 6291.0.55.001, Table 01)
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2. SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

In 2018, 490 Cohort 2 participants completed the Life Patterns
annual survey. The participants were originally recruited from
77 schools across Victoria, New South Wales, Australian Capital
Territory and Tasmania. Students in the selected schools who
were due to complete Year 12 in 2006 were invited to participate
in the project (n= 3977). High rates of attrition are not unusual
in longitudinal projects spanning 14 years. Despite attrition, the
sample has broadly retained consistency in terms of location and
socio-economic background, however, women now account for
68% of the sample- see Table 1. In 2018, 80% of the participants
held at least one university degree with 28% having completed two
or more degrees. Almost 60% were either married or in a de facto
relationship but just 20% were parents. Almost 70% reported being
in full-time employment and 9% reported being not employed. With
regards to contract type, 67% were in secure employment.
TABLE 1 CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SAMPLE IN 2018
Characteristic

% [n=490]

Gender
Male

32

Female

68

Highest education
School

6

VET

15

Bachelor degree

52

Post-grad degree

28

Marital status
Single

29

In a relationship

12

De facto/ married

59

Parent status
Parent

20

Non-parent

80

Employment status
Full-time

68

Part-time

23

Not employed

9

Contract type
Permanent

67

Renewable contract

5

Limited term contract

8

Casual

11

Not employed

9
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Given that our interest is focused on how employment outcomes
impact on the participants’ identities, we examine their responses
to questions relating to the meaningfulness of their jobs, their
levels of job satisfaction and their levels of autonomy.

MEANINGFUL JOB INDEX
Participants were asked a series of questions relating to their
main job. We selected four of these questions to construct
the ‘meaningful job’ index: My work lets me use my skills and
abilities; my work is interesting; my work gives me a feeling of
accomplishment; I look forward to going to work. The answer options
ranged from strongly disagree [1] to strongly agree [5]. The index
was created by taking the mean of the responses to these four
questions with higher values indicating a more meaningful job. The
Cronbach’s Alpha for the index is 0.8626 indicating that the index is
internally coherent. The index ranges from 1.25 to 5 with a mean of
3.91 and a standard deviation of 0.79.

JOB SATISFACTION
Our measure of levels of job satisfaction is derived from a series of
questions asking participants to indicate how much they agreed with
a series of statements: The pay is good; chances for promotion are
good; Job security is good; The physical conditions are good; My work is
what I expected to have at this stage. The answer options ranged from
strongly disagree [1] to strongly agree [5]. The index was created by
taking the mean of the responses to these four questions with higher
values indicating higher levels of job satisfaction. The Cronbach’s
Alpha for the index is 0.6235. The index ranges from 1 to 5 with a
mean of 3.58 and a standard deviation of 0.70.

AUTONOMY INDEX
Our measure of levels of autonomy is derived from a series of
questions asking participants to indicate how much they agreed
with a series of statements: I have little control over things that
happen to me; there is really no way that I can solve some of the
problems that I have; there is little that I can do to change many
of the important things in my life; I often feel helpless in dealing
with the problems of life; sometimes I feel that I am being pushed
around in life; what happens to me in the future mostly depends on
me; I can do just about anything I really set my mind to. The answer
options ranged from strongly disagree [1] to strongly agree [5]. The
responses to the first five questions were reverse coded so that
higher scores on the index indicate higher levels of autonomy. The
Cronbach’s Alpha for the index is 0.8428. The index ranges from
1.3 to 5 with a mean of 3.83 and a standard deviation of 0.68. The
means and standard deviations for each index are presented in
Table A.1 in the Appendix

3. OUTCOMES

The key employment outcome of interest is engagement in
precarious employment. Table 2 presents the percentages of
participants employed on precarious contracts. Women were
somewhat more likely than men to be engaged in insecure
employment. Those with a post-graduate degree were more
likely than their lower educated counterparts to be employed
on precarious contracts. Being employed on a full-time basis is
associated with a lower likelihood of being employed on a precarious
contract.
TABLE 2 PERCENTAGE ENGAGED IN PRECARIOUS EMPLOYMENT
ACCORDING TO SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS
Characteristic

% with precarious contract

Gender
Male

24

Female

27

Highest education
School

25

VET

21

Bachelor degree

23

Post graduate degree

33

Employment status
Full-time employed

20

Part-time employed

42

We now focus on who is more likely to be employed in a meaningful
job; and who is more likely to have higher levels of job satisfaction
and autonomy. The mean values on the meaningful job index,
job satisfaction index and autonomy index according to selected
characteristics are reported in Table 3. Female participants scored,
on average, lower on the meaningful job index. The average levels
of job satisfaction and autonomy were lower for female participants
than male participants. With regards to highest level of education,
those with a post-graduate degree scored, on average, 4.15 on the
meaningful job index. Those with no post school qualifications
scored, on average, 3.59 on the meaningful job index. Part-time
employees scored lower, on average, than the full-time employed on
the meaningful job index: 3.76 compared to 3.96. They also reported
having lower levels of job satisfaction and autonomy. Interestingly,
those with a permanent contract scored, on average, lower on the
meaningful job index than those with a non-permanent job 3.88
compared to 3.96. On the other hand, those with a non-permanent
job scored, on average, lower than those with a permanent contract
on the job satisfaction index (3.29 compared to 3.68) and the
autonomy index (3.83 compared to 3.85).
TABLE 3. MEANS OF MEANINGFUL JOB, JOB SATISFACTION
AND AUTONOMY ACCORDING TO SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS
Characteristic

Meaningful
Job
Autonomy
job
satisfaction

Gender
Male

3.93

3.66

3.91

Female

3.90

3.54

3.79

School

3.59

3.41

3.65

VET

3.66

3.34

3.89

Bachelor degree

3.86

3.60

3.83

Post graduate degree

4.15

3.69

3.84

Full-time employed

3.96

3.68

3.86

Part-time employed

3.76

3.31

3.75

Permanent

3.88

3.68

3.85

Non-permanent

3.96

3.29

3.83

Highest education

Employment status

Contract type
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4. PRECARITY, UNCERTAINTY AND IDENTITY:

Throughout the Life Patterns annual surveys, participants are
invited to provide comments on various topics. The 2018 survey
included an open text question asking participants to comment
on their experiences of job insecurity. Of the 490 participants who
completed the surveys, 311 provided comments. In this report, we
briefly present some of the comments related to the impact that
job insecurity has on their transitions and identity. Participants
who had experienced insecure work mentioned the difficulties
associated with the uncertainty of their lives, their reluctance to
make plans and financial commitments and even their reluctance
to invest in long term relationships. For example:
Job insecurity impacts on all facets of your life. It leaves you
paralysed with indecision in planning for the future in both the
short and long term. Overall, you are left demoralised. [Female
with a university degree, working as a pharmacist and living in a
country town]
Prolonged periods of job insecurity left me highly risk adverse- I
am not confident when it comes to long term planning [Female
with a university degree, working as a consultant and living in a
capital city]
I am often having to move to look for work in other cities
or overseas…makes it hard to maintain friendships and
relationships. I live in a permanent state of stress over what I will
do in the next months [Female with a post-graduate degree,
working as an academic and living in a capital city]
I moved to a regional town… I couldn’t start a relationship, buy
a house, join any social groups etc because on a contract I never
knew how long I’d have a job for [Female with a post-graduate
degree, working as a lawyer and living in a regional city]
The precariousness of labour not only affected their plans and
transitions. Some participants commented on how precarious
employment affected their emotional state and their sense of
self-worth. That is, precarity at work links together the labour,
social and wellbeing dimensions of life (see Cuervo & Chesters
2019; Wilson & Ebert 2013). Some participants felt their sense of
self-worth diminished, their autonomy curtailed, while others even
claimed that it “threatened” their identity, “their way of life”. For
example:
It has affected my emotional anxiety- not feeling good enough,
not knowing what is next, if I could have done something
differently [Female with a university degree, working as a
barista and living in a regional city]
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Job insecurity mainly causes me internal stress of worrying that
I’m not good enough [Female with a university degree, taking a
career break and living in a capital city]
Working on a month-to-month contract was extremely stressful,
not knowing whether I would have a job the following month or
not. It made me feel undervalued by my employer [Female with
a university degree, working as a management consultant and
living in a capital city]
The uncertainty inevitably increases stress…I think that kind of
anxiety can have chronic impacts, it just sort of erodes you over
time [Male with a university degree, working as a geophysicist
and living in a capital city]
Job insecurity affects me psychologically as it is a situation I
cannot control or predict…it really threatens my way of life
[Female with a post-graduate degree, working as an architect
and living in a capital city]
The feeling of job insecurity is stressful and has a very negative
impact on motivation and self-esteem. The ‘unknown’ is the
toughest part of job insecurity [Female with a university degree,
working as a bookkeeper and living in a rural area]
Resonating with Sennett’s (1999) and other researchers’ work,
some participants voiced a sense of resignation, seemingly
accepting the inevitability of short-term contracts and casual
employment:
Job insecurity is part and parcel of being employed [Male with a
VET qualification, working as a call centre operator and living in
a capital city]
It’s really just part of life- you can’t escape it. There are no more
secure jobs anymore [Male with a bachelor degree working as a
policy adviser and living in a capital city]
I feel that job insecurity is becoming the new norm in our society
[Female with a university degree, working as an occupational
therapist and living in a regional city]

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The comments included here align with the conclusions of Furlong
and colleagues (2017), who argue that precarious work has become
the ‘new normal’ for young people, regardless of their educational
qualifications. Investing in education was once considered the
key to social mobility via well-paid, secure, full-time employment.
This link is now broken and educational credentials no longer
hold any guarantees. Analysis of Life Patterns data presented here
and in previous publications (Chesters & Cuervo 2019; Chesters
& Wyn 2019; Cuervo & Chesters 2019) confirms this disintegration
of the education-work nexus. Investing in high-level educational
credentials no longer guarantees employment in secure, meaningful
work. Almost half of Australians aged 20-24 years who were
employed in 2021, were engaged in part-time employment as were
one quarter of those aged 25-34 years (ABS 2021). Being employed
in part-time work is associated with an increased likelihood of being
employed on an insecure basis such as being a casual employee or
being on a fixed term contract.
One of the main effects of insecure work is the stress associated
with maintaining relationships and financial independence. Being
engaged in insecure work for prolonged periods of time erodes
relationships to the point of breaking them down, affecting wellbeing
and pushing the individual into a spiral of uncertainty. However,
precarious employment does not impact on all young people in the
same way. Those who are able to continue living with their parents
and those who can rely on financial support from their parents,
are likely to be cushioned from the full effects of job insecurity.
Although their transitions to financial independence may be delayed
somewhat, they may, nevertheless, be able to make long term
commitments such as marriage and buying a home. On the other
hand, young people from families with lower levels of resources,
experience all of the effects of precarious employment, facing
uncertainty in every aspect of their lives.
The likelihood of the labour market recovering appears to be unlikely
in the short, and even medium, term given that insecurity has
become endemic. Decades of neoliberal policies have undermined
the concept that employment should provide a living wage.
Employers are no longer responsible for ensuring their employees
earn enough to sustain themselves and to produce the next
generation of workers. This is now the responsibility of the individual
worker. According to Foucault (2008, p.226), neoliberalism expects
the worker to become an ‘‘entrepreneur of himself, being for himself
his own capital, being for himself his own producer, being for himself
the source of his earnings’’, thus, becoming self-producing subjects.
In other words, individuals should take responsibility for working on
themselves, they need to enhance their own value-creating qualities,

and willingly engage in productivity-generating activities. The
strategy of rendering individual subjects ‘responsible’ entails shifting
the responsibility for social risks such as illness, unemployment,
poverty, etc. from society to the individual (Lemke 2001). It is the
individual who must prepare for employment through investing
in their own education and training, taking responsibility to select
courses that will prepare them for jobs that may, or may not, exist
when they graduate. It is the individual who must save a portion of
their earnings to sustain themselves if they are unable to work due to
illness or in the advent of an economic downturn.
The inability to engage in secure meaningful work impacts on the
identities of young adults, “my way of life”, as one participant put
it eroding their sense of self-worth and autonomy. This comment
responds to researchers’ understanding that in late modernity, there
is a decline of work in terms of the production of identities (see Grint
& Dixon 2015). As Sennett (1999) argued more than two decades
ago, new patterns of work and capitalism have reduced the control
that individuals have over their lives. Further, it seems to be an issue
from the past, one that classic work studies, such as Goldthorpe
et al. (1969) presupposed. That is, white-collar workers enjoyed
higher wages that were linked to meaningful jobs with increased
autonomy and complexity whereas affluent manual workers
experienced the opposite in terms of autonomy and meaningfulness.
As Bauman (2005) argued at the beginning of this century, the
decline in the significance of work for individual’s identity reflects
late modern societies; where work has become precarious, insecure,
and discontinuous, and thus, less conducive to generating the
construction of meaningful identities.
The lack of opportunities to engage in permanent, full-time
employment forces young adults into precarious jobs to stave
off unemployment leading to questions about whether their
investments in education and training have been worthwhile. As
the Life Patterns participants negotiated transitions into economic
independence many of them reflected on how their aspirations
and expectations had been stymied by the inability of the labour
market to generate sufficient secure and meaningful employment
opportunities during the decade after the 2008-2009 Global Financial
Crisis. The labour market contraction caused by the Global Financial
crisis exacerbated the trend of declining full-time employment
opportunities. As the Life Patterns data confirm, only around
two-thirds of young adults enjoyed full-time and/or permanent
employment at age 30- the age when traditionally young adults are
seeking to engage in long term relationships, become parents and
buy a home.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A.1. MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS OF THE INDICES
Index

n=

Mean

Standard deviation

Meaningful job

451

3.91

0.79

Job satisfaction

450

3.58

0.70

Autonomy

485

3.83

0.68
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