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Introduction

The report shows that a significant
proportion have achieved several of the goals
that you have aimed for in your twenties;
such as owning your own house, forming a
family and achieving a permanent job. Even
though the majority of you have completed
your formal post-school studies, for many
ongoing learning remains a necessary,
rewarding and ongoing commitment.
Many of you have formed households of

your own and these take varying forms.
Overwhelmingly, you say that family life is
the most important and satisfying aspect of
life. However, devoting time to home and
family issues as well as managing work
and career responsibilities is a big challenge
for many. Achieving that elusive ‘balance
in life’ has been a continuing theme in the
story of your generation and it continues to
be a significant theme in 2009. This may be
related to the other significant finding of your
responses: approximately a quarter of you
have reported that you feel physically and/
or mentally unhealthy. The other significant
finding of this report is that your lives are
now more strongly patterned according to
gender than ever before. This is especially
in relation to the proportion of males who
are in full time work and the proportion of
women who are either in part-time work
or taking up domestic responsibilities. This
shows that women and men are making
different kinds of accommodations to the
challenges of raising a family.
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This report details the results of the Pathways
in Adult Life survey that was completed in
2009, part of the ongoing research project
being undertaken by the Youth Research
Centre at the University of Melbourne. It
aims to understand how young Australians
are faring in various aspects of life over time.
The survey asked questions about living
arrangements, work and career, personal
and social relationships and wellbeing
and health. This report provides you with
a summary about how your generation is
negotiating these different spheres of life.
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We are pleased to provide you with this latest update on the Life-Patterns research
program in which you are participating. We hope that you find the report interesting. We
greatly appreciate your generosity in continuing to respond with such enthusiasm to our
surveys and we are grateful to those who have agreed to be interviewed. As time goes by,
this study has become a unique documentation of the lives of your generation. We thank
you for your ongoing support.

Sample
The 2009 survey included two hundred
and ninety eight participants. Although
more females than males completed the
survey (68% and 32%), we still have a good
representation and spread across geographic
location and schooling background.

Living arrangements &
Location
The goal of becoming house-owners is
getting closer for many. During 2009 more
than half of participants (58%) were paying
off a mortgage on the house that they were
living in. Some (16%) were owner occupiers,
and 13% were renting a house. Over half
were living with a partner and children, 15%
were living with a partner without children,
and 5% were living alone. This is shown in
Table 1.
Table 1. Living arrangements in 1996 and
2009 (%)
Living with parent/s
Living in a shared household
Living alone
Living with partner
Living with partner & children
Living with children as single
parent

2009
6
4
12
15
60
2

Our research also shows how place of
residence has changed over time. Table
2 reveals the gradual drift towards
metropolitan areas over the last 18 years.
Interestingly, it shows that there has been a
slight trend for men from rural areas who
moved to metropolitan areas to come back
to rural areas by 2009. This pattern is not
evident for women, who have tended to stay
in metropolitan areas once they have made
the move from the country.
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1996
62
17
5
11
0
0

Table 2. Geographical Location over time by gender (%)

Metro
Regional
Rural

Male
1991
1996
2009
1991
(age 17) (age 22) (age 35) (age 17)
65
72
71
64
14
13
9
17
21
15
20
19

Female
1996
(age 22)
74
13
13

2009
(age 35)
77
10
13

In 2009 participants were involved in a
diverse range of work situations. Around
three quarters of those in the workforce
were employed on a permanent basis. Some
were contract workers (12%), and 6% were
employed on a casual basis. Just over half
(56%) were working full time, with 25%
working part time and 7% on maternity leave.
As Table 3 shows however, the patterns of
work vary significantly by gender.

We asked a series of questions about whether
you were doing any study in 2009 and
sought your views on the place of learning
throughout life. We found that most of you
were not studying (76%). Of those who were
studying, some were doing a work-based
course (8%), while others were enrolled in a
university postgraduate course (6%) and in
non-credentialed informal learning (5%). A
few people were doing undergraduate (1%)
and TAFE courses (2%).

Women are far more likely than men to be
employed part time. Over the last nine years
the number of men employed full time, and
in permanent employment, has increased
while the number of women employed
full time has decreased dramatically, with
women taking on more home duties as
their primary work role, as well as taking
on part time work. Those women who were
employed (full or part time) were most likely
to be employed in permanent positions and
this has not changed over time. Notably, no
men reported that home duties were their
primary work role. It seems that as time has
gone on, and participants have started to
have families, it is primarily women who are
accommodating their employment situation
in order to take on home duties.

Just under half (47%) said that you would
like to do further study some time in the next
three years. The biggest motivation to do this
was personal interest, followed by the wish
to progress in a career, and employment
requirements. Three quarters of you said
that your current employment situation
provides you with learning opportunities
and many said that constant learning was
very important in today’s workplace. Others
said that learning was important and that
this happens in many different contexts, not
just formal educational institutions.

Table 3: Main work situation in 2000, 2006 and 2009, by gender (%)

Full time work

Male
2000
2006
(age 26) (age 22)
78
80

2009
(age 35)
92

2000
(age 26)
69

Female
2006
(age 22)
42

2009
(age 35)
39

Study
Home duties

7
0

1
0

1
0

6
6

2
28

1
18

Not employed

3

0

3

4

2

6

Part-time work

5

1

1

9

17

28

5

Study
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Employment

Relationships
One of the most important outcomes of
the survey was the significance that most
participants place on family and personal
relationships. Table 4 shows that between
2002 and 2000 there has been a dramatic
increase in the number of participants who
are parents, as well as an increase in the
number of participants who are married,
with this pattern also varying by gender.
For instance, while in 2002 more men than
women were single, by 2009 the data shows
the opposite trend, with 20% of women
single as opposed to 13% of men. The data
also reflects that more men than women are
married.
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Over the years, family life has been your
main priority. This continues to be the
case in the present. Nonetheless, there is
some diversity in what this means. Most
people (55%) defined family in a way that
involved extended family; that is, including

Participants overwhelmingly described
family as being the most important and
satisfying thing in life:

My family IS my life. My role as full-time
mother is my occupation as well as my
passion (Female, Country Town).

My family is the most important thing in
my life. Family guides you, teaches you and
supports you in everything you do (Female,
Country Town).

We asked how often you communicate with
your family and friends, and how often you
would like to contact these people. Your

Table 4: Relationship status in 2002 and 2009, by gender (%)
Male
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parents and other relatives. For around a
quarter, family included all extended family
members as well as friends and others, while
20% defined family in terms of a traditional
nuclear family comprised of parents and
children only.

Single
Married
On-going/
de facto
relationship
In a
relationshipliving together
In a
relationship-not
living together
Divorced
In a parenting
role

Female
2002
2009
(age 28)
(age 35)
29
20
34
64
27
n/a

2002
(age 28)
37
34
25

2009
(age 35)
13
68
n/a

n/a

9

n/a

n/a

9

0
8

1
63

Total
2002
(age 28)
31
34
26

2009
(age 35)
18
65
n/a

12

n/a

11

n/a

4

n/a
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0
15

1
64

0
13

1
63

My greatest pleasure and greatest time
commitment is to support my wife and help
raise our baby. To do this some other aspects of
life get less attention than previously (Male,
Metropolitan Area).

Relationships are the most important
thing in life for most of you. However,
descriptions of how you manage your time
show that other things can often interfere
with this priority. To gauge this, we asked
you how you actually spend your time, and
how you would like to spend your time.
We then calculated what we have called the
“reality gap”, which describes the difference
between how you would like to spend your
time and how you do in reality. This can
involve spending more or less time than
you would like. We found that both men
and women would like to spend more time
on family and personal relationships, and
less time at work. There are also important
differences by gender, as Table 5 shows.
Recording the situation in 2002 and 2009
combined with the idea of the reality gap
allows us to highlight some important
trends. The first is that overall, both men
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Family plays a very important and
significant role in my life. Bringing up my
children is an investment in the future.
Family commitments and “earning a living”
is a difficult act to balance, let alone fit in
other pursuits, e.g. leisure, fitness, friends,
community/church involvement (Female,
Metropolitan Area).

Managing life
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answers showed that many would like to
communicate with others more than you are
able to, particularly with fathers and siblings.
Your responses also showed that sometimes
managing these valued relationships can be
difficult and stressful:

Table 5: Comparison of actual time spent with preferred time spent on different activities in
2002 and 2009, by gender (%)
Pursuing my work &
career
Actual

8

‘Reality Actual
gap’
+14
20
+42
8

2002
2009

55
63

Female 2002

50

36

+26

32

56

-24

51

68

-17

2009

34

10

+24

23

45

-22

72

80

-12

and women are spending more time at work
than they would like. For men, the difference
between actually pursuing their work and
career and what they would really like to
do has increased dramatically between 2002
and 2009, from 14% to 42%. That is, males
are increasing the amount of time they
spend in employment but they have also
said that they want to spend less time on
it. By contrast, women began to spend less
time on work and career, creating a better
alignment between how they spent their time
and how they wanted to spend their time.
Nonetheless, women continue to report that
they spend more time in employment than
they would like.
Table 5 shows the ongoing struggle to
maintain a balance between time spent at
work and time spent with family and on
personal relationships. Even though many
women have responded to this by reducing
their hours of employment, they continue
to experience a “gap” between the way this
works out in reality and what they would
ideally like.
Family life is the most important source of
satisfaction for the majority of participants
and as the following quote illustrates, work
and family balance emerges as the biggest
challenge for participants:

Want
to
49
37

Family & home life

Want
to
41
21

Male
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‘Most of the time spent...’
Personal
relationships

‘Reality Actual
gap’
-29
30
-29
49

Want
to
53
70

‘Reality
gap’
-23
-21

The usual struggle with work/life balance
while in your 30s with a family, trying to set
yourself up! (Male, Metropolitan Area).

In addition, whilst many people wish to
spend more time with family, for some
family responsibilities can also be stressful.
Moreover, it was mostly women who felt that
domestic responsibilities made it difficult to
sustain a balance in life:

Doing too much at home - I feel I have slipped
into a 1950s housewife role (caring for child,
cooking, cleaning) except that I am also
working!! (Female, Country Town).

The issue of balance in life has a direct
impact on physical and mental health. Table
6 describes your answers to questions about
how physically and mentally healthy you
felt, comparing your responses in 2002 and
2009.
Table 6 shows that over time, levels of
physical and mental health have decreased
significantly for both genders. For instance,
one fifth of men and almost a third of women
now report feeling physically unhealthy or
very unhealthy. In addition, one fifth of men
and one quarter of women now report feeling
mentally unhealthy or very unhealthy. That
is, currently only half of all participants feel
physically and/or mentally healthy or very
healthy. This deterioration in health was
attributed to the difficulties of balancing
life’s responsibilities. The following quotes
illustrate it:

After having a child I find it hard to devote
time to the fitness activities I love. Mentally
I am in a fairly stressful situation at work
and sometimes find it hard to turn off my
brain and suffer from lack of sleep (Female,
Country Town).

I feel tired, rundown. Overworked. Working
12 hours a day nine days straight. Starting
work at 6am everyday is exhausting, leaving
little energy for anything else (Female,
Metropolitan Area).

We conclude that the challenge of balancing
life’s various priorities can have significant
impacts on health and wellbeing.
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Wellbeing and health

very unhealthy/
unhealthy
neutral
very healthy/
healthy

very unhealthy/
unhealthy
neutral
very healthy/
healthy

Male
Physical health
2002
2009
(age 28)
(age 35)
10
20

Female
Physical health
2002
2009
(age 28)
(age 35)
20
31

30

25

27

17

60

55

53

52

Mental health
2002
2009
(age 28)
(age 35)
10
21

Mental health
2002
2009
(age 28)
(age 35)
18
26

24

29

24

19

66

50

58

55
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Table 6: Comparison of health status in 2002 and 2009, by
gender (%)

Conclusion
This report shows that many of you are
devoting considerable time and energy to
the responsibility and pleasures of family
life, and it is these relationships that are the
most important sources of happiness and
support. Work is also a big part of life and
maintaining these different responsibilities
is often a challenge. Your mental and
physical health and wellbeing continues to
be of concern for a significant proportion
of participants. It may be that the challenge
of managing complex lives and finding the
right balance between the different aspects of
your lives has an impact on your wellbeing.
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We hope that you have found this report
about you and your generation interesting
and informative. We appreciate and thank
you for your contribution and we look
forward to seeing how 2010 and 2011 have
gone for you and the group.
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