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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 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’). A third
cohort of school leavers is being recruited in 2021. Multiple
comparisons can be made between the 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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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

1. Life Patterns Gen Y participants in their early 30s drew on a
network of individual and institutional resources to manage
their lives in response to the COVID measures implemented by
Australian state governments in 2020 and 2021.
• Participants drew on a range of individual resources, including
financial savings, productive resources (including their
knowledge, skills, and health), and relationships with families,
partners, and friends.
• At an institutional level, participants drew on resources such
as stable employment, government income support (such as
JobKeeper), access to government-funded training places and
free TAFE courses, social and community services, supportive
workplace culture, and welfare services.
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2. A wide range of coping strategies were deployed by Gen Y
participants to address the challenges they faced during this
time, including:
• Frugality such as efforts to cut down on expenses;
• Seizing control of everyday moments by concentrating on
simple productive tasks;
• Re-framing life narratives by deliberately constructing a
positive approach to the present;
• Modifying pre-pandemic life plans to address the interruptions
to anticipated futures;
• Seeking and providing emotional support.
3. Managing life in response to the COVID-19 pandemic entailed
drawing on the available networks of both personal and
institutional resources. Those without a robust network of
financial and social support were more gravely affected, as
challenges accrued and intersected with inequitable effects
which accumulated to magnify pre-existing precarity and
vulnerability.

INTRODUCTION

This report explores the strategies and resources used by a cohort
of Australians aged in their early 30s (a generation often referred to
as Gen Y) in response to the economic and social challenges of the
COVID pandemic. It draws on data from interviews conducted with
a subgroup of this cohort (N=42) in late 2020, and survey (N=475) of
the same cohort in early 2021 which provides complementary and
contextual information for understanding the qualitative data.
This is a companion to two other reports analysing the experiences
of Life Patterns participants during the COVID-19 pandemic:
• An Analysis of the of Labour, Financial and Social Impact of
COVID-19 in Young Adults’ Lives, by Hernán Cuervo, Quentin Maire,
Julia Cook, and Johanna Wyn (2022) and
• Relationships: Disrupted, Challenged, Reinforced during the
COVID-19 pandemic by Jenny Chesters and Johanna Wyn (2022).
Both of these reports focus on the impact of the pandemic on
people’s lives during 2020 and 2021. Cuervo, Maire, Cook and Wyn
(2022) analyse the financial and work situation of Life Patterns
cohort 2 (or Gen Y) to reveal the multidimensional nature of the
impact of COVID-19 and its unevenness across different groups.
Those who experienced the most negative effects on their
financial and employment situation were already amongst the
most disadvantaged prior to the pandemic, having higher rates of
insecure employment and work that was less rewarding than that
of their peers. During 2020 and 2021, a ‘significant’ proportion of
participants struggled to pay their health-related costs, and rent
and mortgage repayments, despite the provision of various forms of
income support by the Government. Cuervo et al. (2022) also found
that people drew extensively on the support of family and friends to
offset the financial and emotional challenges.

This dimension of the impact of the pandemic is taken up in
more detail in Chester and Wyn’s (2022) report. It analyses the
responses of both cohorts 1 and 2 (Gens X and Y) to highlight the
temporal and spatial disruptions experienced in response to the
pandemic. They also found that measures instituted to manage
the pandemic during the early stages, when vaccines were still
being developed, impacted in widely different ways on people’s
relationships. Lockdowns and restrictions on movement intensified
time spent with those within limited circles of personal contact
and necessitated a conscious prioritising of relationships outside
these circles. For many, one of the effects of the pandemic was to
heighten awareness of importance of the emotional and material
support that family and friends provide. Participants were forced to
reflect on which relationships mattered to them and to find ways
to retain connections (often online) when the taken for granted
face-to-face communications were disrupted. The comparison
between generations X and Y revealed the extent to which people’s
experiences reflected their life stage, including the age of children,
levels of economic stability and housing security.

The two reports on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic provide a
backdrop to the current report which focuses on the resources Gen
Y respondents drew on and the strategies they deployed to manage
their wellbeing and productivity in response to the impact of the
pandemic on their daily lives. As a companion to Cuervo et al (2022)
and Chesters & Wyn (2022), this report deepens our analysis of the
emotional labour of meaning-making participants do to adjust to
new challenges in their lives, and the outcomes of this labour in
their relationships.
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YOUNG ADULTHOODS IN THE CONTEXT OF
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Young people commonly bear the brunt of economic shocks.
Research has shown that they were hit particularly hard by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Churchill’s (2021) analysis of data from the
Australian Bureau of Statics demonstrates that the economic fallout
of COVID-19 on younger Australians (especially female) in terms of
labor force participation, unemployment and underemployment
rates, was more significant than that on older age groups. An analysis
of data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in
Australia (HILDA) survey also shows young people aged 15-24 were
disproportionally affected by the pandemic as they represent over
half of the workforce in directly adversely affected industries such as
accommodation and food services, retail, and arts and recreation
services (Wilkins, 2020).
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Apart from the immediate economic impact, the pandemic also
put pressure on other aspects of young people’s lives. Research
by Delbosc & McCarthy (2021) suggests that the pandemic has
disrupted young people’s plans for achieving life stage milestones,
such as international travel, buying a house, or starting a family.
Changes to anticipated futures were more common among those
whose economic livelihoods were negatively impacted. Negative
impacts on friendships and family relationships were also reported
by Australian young people as a result of physical distancing policies
and mobility restrictions introduced to control the disease. Elliott et
al. (2021) noted the significant disruption of the pandemic in young
people’s participation in community-level sport activities, a crucial
part of life which previously had substantial social and emotional
benefits. These impacts have intensified the loneliness and isolation
felt among young people (Li. et al, 2021) which took a heavy toll on
their mental health and emotional wellbeing. An analysis by Biddle,
Edwards, Gray, & Solis (2020) demonstrates a substantial increase
in the levels of psychological distress in the earlier stage of the
pandemic which was largely concentrated in young Australian adults
aged 18-34 years.

However, the negative impacts of COVID-19 pandemic were not
equally shared among young people. Studies suggest that the
impacts of the pandemic were more pronounced among those who
were already vulnerable to the pre-existing lines of inequality and
marginality. In their study of young hospitality workers in Australia,
Cook, Threadgold, Farrugia, & Coffey (2021) maintain that the ability
of these young workers to cope with the loss of work was mediated
by the degree of family support that they could access. A crossnational study of 3810 participants conducted in Norway, UK, USA
and Australia also suggests that participants whose employment was
not affected adversely by the pandemic experienced lower levels of
mental health distress, higher levels of psychosocial well-being, and
lower levels of social and emotional loneliness (Ruffolo et al., 2021).
The unequal bearing of the consequences of the pandemic is further
demonstrated by the study of Cuervo at al. (2022) which found that
the pandemic layered a new and additional set of uncertainties onto
lives that were already substantially affected by social and economic
change. Their analysis found that the financial, work, and social
impacts of the pandemic were not evenly distributed amongst young
adults. Rather, the challenges of the pandemic amplified existing
inequalities, and the most adversely affected were those who were
already poor, socially isolated, and/or in tenuous employment.
Similarly, Yates and Dickinson’s (2021) investigation of the effects
of COVID-19 on young people with disabilities and their families
in Australia found that the pandemic has further exposed and
exacerbated the inequities these young people already experience
in accessing services and necessary supplies, and in retaining
employment and income.

The impacts reviewed above reveal the COVID-19 pandemic to
be a social crisis as much as a public health one (Lupton & Willis,
2021). Consequently, research efforts have sought to trace the
relational strategies that young adults deployed in response to the
crisis. Hanckel and Chandra (2021) explored the proactive ways in
which young people of diverse genders and sexualities made use of
social media to engage with queer communities and explore their
sexual identities despite restrictions on social gatherings during the
pandemic. Couch, Liddy, and McDougall (2021) documented the
ways in which young people from refugee backgrounds contributed
as navigators, carers, providers, and innovators in supporting
their families and communities during the pandemic. Our analysis
contributes to this body of research as it maps both individual coping
strategies, as well as the ways in which young adults were variously
able to access social, financial and institutional forms of support. It
builds on an existing body of longitudinal research investigating the
life experience of this cohort as part of the broader Life Patterns study
to reveal intersectional nature of support.
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METHOD

The data in this report is drawn from cohort 2 participants in the
Life Patterns longitudinal research program who were in their
early 30s when the pandemic hit in 2020. It includes interview data
(N=41) collected in October and November 2020 and survey data
(N=475) gathered between April and June 2021.
In the interviews, participants were asked about the impact of
COVID on their work and relationships, and the strategies they used
to manage this impact. The survey also included open questions
inviting participants’ comments on the impact of COVID on their
relationship with family and friends, work and income, as well as
work and study plans.
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Thematic analysis was conducted to analyse the qualitative
comments participants provided in the interviews as well as the
open questions in the survey. We analysed 1148 comments about
the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on their relationships with
families and friends, work and study plans, and employment and
income. We also analysed participants’ responses to a question in
the interview in late 2020 about the coping strategies and resources
they deployed in 2020. The resources participants drew on to
practice these strategies were also identified and grouped into
personal level resources and institutional level resources.

FINDINGS

Our broader longitudinal research shows that since leaving school
in 2005 - 2006, the “Gen Y” Cohort (who left secondary school in
2005-6, and were in their early 30s when the pandemic hit) of the
Life Patterns study has spent over 15 years navigating their life
within a broader social context of individualisation, increased social
and economic uncertainty, and the entrenchment of a precarious
youth labour market (Cuervo at al., 2022; Woodman, 2020). This
context has shaped their opportunities and forged dispositions
that value being mobile and flexible, proactive in constructing their
lives, and feeling individual responsibility for the options (‘choices’)
they face, but over which they have no control, in a wider climate
of heightened social uncertainty (White, Wyn, & Robards, 2017).
These characteristics were evident in their efforts to “make sense of
fractured life-course storylines” (Cahill and Leccardi, 2020: 67), even
before the pandemic hit.
The survey data collected in 2021 from this cohort provides
a snapshot of the impacts of this situation of societal and
generational change on the wellbeing and livelihoods of young
adults, with only 68% in permanent employment, just over a third
in rental accommodation, less than half (43%) reporting they were
physically healthy or very healthy and even fewer (43%) saying that
they were mentally healthy or very healthy.
Data from the broader Life Patterns study shows that for Cohort 2
in 2021:
• 60% were living in a capital city,
• 17% owned a property,
• 59% were paying off mortgage and 34% were renting
• 60% were working full time, 26% part-time, and the others were
on home duties, parental leave, studying, doing volunteer work
or unemployed
• 68 % were employed on a permanent contract
• 68% were either married or living with their partner
• Close to 40% of the cohort were in a parenting role, of whom
most had at least one child still under five years
• 47% said they were physically healthy or very healthy
• 43% said they were mentally healthy or very healthy.
These demographic details about the cohort present a broad
canvas against which the comments they made in the interviews
and surveys were analysed. In what follows, we present the key
themes that emerged from the analysis of qualitative data and our
interpretations of these themes within the generational picture.

FINANCIAL STRUGGLES, STRATEGIES AND
DISPARITIES
Those having a secure job identified this to be a major factor that
contributed to their capacity to cope during COVID. In contrast,
those who lost employment or who were already living in poverty
or income precarity during 2020-21 had to exert multiple efforts to
generate a viable livelihood for themselves. Our survey data shows
that only around two thirds (68%) of respondents had permanent
employment, so there were many in their cohort dealing with
income distress. Those who accessed the JobKeeper welfare
support reported that even with this support, they struggled and
continued to accrue precarity around their financial futures.
When asked about how they managed, those on income support
reported on their efforts to improvise new forms of frugality,
including changing living arrangements to return to the parental
home, or to move in with friends or partners, draining their
savings, drawing on the savings of partners or family members,
radically reducing their spending on food, heating and material
goods. Consequently, the availability of additional financial and
social capital greatly determined the severity of the financial and
psychological impacts of the pandemic on those receiving the
JobKeeper allowance.
Many people with prior professional employment were tipped
into unemployment or under employment as a result of the ways
in which shutdowns affected their industry. Consequently they
had to employ frugality efforts on many fronts. For example, a
female retail manager who had expected to start full time work
in 2021 after finishing her degree had to “make massive changes
to the quality of food I eat and limit use of things like heating to
save money where I can”. A woman working as an optometrist in a
capital city reported that “both myself & my husband were living off
JobKeeper. So, we simply reduced our expenses & sacrificed some
luxuries”. For another female respondent, loss of employment
meant draining her savings, and moving locations to search for new
work opportunities.
I am in a horrible financial situation. I have gone from having
considerable savings to being in debt due to unemployment
& moving to try and find work. (Female Health professional /
Phlebotomist in a capital city)
For many, their inability to maintain the expense of independent
living meant that they were forced to seek accommodation with
family, friends or partners.
COVID-19 has meant I have reduced employment. This led to a
reduced income and having to move back home for a time, to
help pay living expenses. (Female lecturer in a country town).
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Many noted that JobKeeper was not sufficient to cover their
expenses. Those with personal savings or access to financial
support from partners or family found this a necessary supplement
and buffer against the inadequacy of the JobKeeper allowance.
I was stood down and earned only the JobKeeper payment/
reduced hours for a large part of 2020. …the only reason that
I did not suffer financially was that I had significant savings to
fall back on. (Female accountant in a regional city)
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. (Female dentist in a capital city)
Some participants reported that onerous processes were a major
barrier for them to access JobKeeper support. A female musician
from a capital city shared that although she was qualified for
JobKeeper for some period, the process of applying for JobKeeper
caused such anxiety that she stopped claiming payments.
Those who did manage with the combination of JobKeeper
and personal savings reported that the necessity of drawing
on existing savings to pad out the allowance meant the loss of
progress towards accomplishing other major life milestones, such
as eventually being able to get married or buy a house. Thus they
anticipated that the financial burdens of the present would likely
play out into their futures.
There were periods during 2020-21 when I had to dip into
savings that were in reserve for other big life goals - buying a
house, a wedding, etc., but the lack of work and the shortfall
between normal earnings and JobKeeper meant that money
was tight. (Male chef in a capital city)
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. (Female
technician in a capital city)
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The sense of precarity was particularly heightened for those living
with disabilities or chronic mental health problems. A participant
who received government support for psychological disabilities
commented “It’s stupidly hard to manage my National Disability
Insurance Scheme (NDIS) plan. It’s so much work. It shouldn’t be
that hard for anyone in my opinion.” Another described the process
of applying for disability support as “ridiculous and completely
unattainable for those who genuinely require support”. A similar
sense of despair was expressed by another respondent in relation
to seeking support via Centrelink:
I haven’t sought government support because every part of
Centrelink gives me panic attacks from past experience. Living
on beans is easier than expecting a phone call from them at
any time of day that if you don’t answer you can be penalised.
So, remembering that has forced me to live how I do, below the
poverty line, but more sustainable and fewer crying fits. I think
hearing every adjustment to Centrelink in the pandemic and
people being disappointed in its implementation has had me
incredulous about anyone expecting more from them. (Female
artist in a capital city)
Some respondents did report that they were able to find adequate
institutional and specialised medical support despite living with
a health challenge or disability. For example, a female policy
officer in a capital city who experiencing chronic mental health
challenges explained that she had self-managed her NDIS plan in
early 2020 to have one support worker visit her weekly throughout
the pandemic. She also managed to keep seeing her doctor twice a
week on Zoom.
My life would be so different if it (NDIS support) wasn’t there.
And yeah, I really have been able to get into a much better
place. Even through the pandemic, it’s really supported me to
look after myself through the pandemic.
Others noted that the presence of a supportive workplace culture
which provided an inclusive and flexible approach regardless of
their disability made it possible to create and sustain a positive
working arrangement. One participant with a psychosocial
disability changed jobs at the beginning of 2020 because of the
“incivility” of the work environment and moved to another division
where she found a supportive culture that enabled her to keep
working.

They’re awesome at adjustments. It’s a really great culture.
There’s no stigma. … everyone’s been really accepting and
supportive and helpful and just asking me, or saying to me
something like, “Oh we’re really open to feedback, and let us
know if there’s anything particular that you need.” Yeah, it’s
just really different from the previous role that I was in. (Female
policy officer in a capital city)
She further commented that:
I did really want interesting work, positive work, positive
culture, and somewhere that wouldn’t freak out when I told
them that I’ve got an NDIS plan. …, because looking after my
health just takes up so much time and so much energy and it’s
so much easier with a supportive work environment.
The stress of income precarity was also experienced by those who
were managing well to combine work with wellbeing, despite living
with a disability. They were aware that the possibility of becoming
ill with COVID would greatly jeopardise their capacity to maintain
financial independence.
I work full-time, I study, and I have a disability. I mean, I’m
financially secure in that I can pay my own bills. But were I to
get COVID, I would not be able to. It takes one pay for me to get
there, and I don’t have expendable income. It’s all allotted, if
that makes sense. (Female hospital clerk in a capital city)
This range of responses reveals the critical nature of access to a
network of adequate institutional, financial and interpersonal
support. An absence or inadequacy in one domain greatly affected
wellness and the capacity to manage a financially independent
adulthood. Those who could supplement JobKeeper with
personal savings or family resources, or who had more reasonable
accommodation expenses could manage more adequately than
those without such support. Thus, existing disadvantage and
vulnerability accrued with the onset of additional challenges, and
welfare supplements were inadequate in the face of such accrual.
Hence whilst some participants found themselves relatively safe
when supported by institutional resources such as JobKeeper,
or disability pensions, those without a financial buffer were left
without sufficient support.

SEIZING CONTROL OF EVERYDAY MOMENTS
Participants reported that they had to put effort into maintaining a
protective sense of control and structure in daily life by focussing
on accomplishing simple tasks that were within their reach. Simply
performing the micro household and organisation tasks provided
some relief and solace:
I do more productive things, like tiding... A lot of house tiding,
which is good. And just organizing things and... Yeah, that
kind of stuff. But less mindless sort of behaviour. I feel like I’m
wasting less time doing nothing. (Female public servant in a
capital city)
For some respondents, putting exercise into their routine provided
structure and relief. They found it to be a positive of the travel
restrictions and work from home arrangements that time for regular
exercise became available because they no longer had to put
commute time into their day. For example, a female engineer from
a capital city shared that “What would have been my travel times
before, I made sure I walked in those. Even in rain I’d try and go for
a small walk”.
However, some found that working from home left them without
boundaries between work and personal time, and they had to
invent new ways to manage this boundary. Participants in this
situation fashioned simple strategies to help them put a divide of
sorts in place. A software developer set his computer to turn off at
5:30 and made a deal that he had to get permission from his wife if
he wanted to spend more time at the computer. One female who
worked from her bedroom said she would shut her bedroom door
to signal the end of the work day, and then just stay in the lounge
area until bed time. These boundary-controlling actions were
necessary to stop the bracket creep whereby one could be always
‘on’ or ‘available’ to keep working.
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CONSTRUCTING A POSITIVE NARRATIVE

PARENTING AS OPPORTUNITY AND CHALLENGE

Whilst investment in micro actions provided some a sense of
control and order, participants also reported that they had to do
cognitive work, to reframe their expectations of the present, and to
make a narrative that would help them to cope with uncertainty,
disruption and hardship. Many referred to creating a mental
frame of ‘acceptance’ or ‘hoping’ or ‘looking on the bright side’,
deliberately deploying a positive narrative frame that helped to
avert feelings of vulnerability and distress. For example, a female
teacher in a country town commented that:

Close to 40% of survey respondents were in a parenting role, chiefly
with children under 5 years of age. For some, the enforced time in
the home was re-framed as a positive in that it provided a way to
invest additional time and energy into parenting contribution. A
mother of a one-year-old reported that she focussed on parenting
to displace her attention from the reality that she had been left
with no work for five months and could no longer pursue her plan
to open a business. This kind of deliberate effort to re-frame one’s
life narrative towards acceptance, and to channel energies into a
positive parenting was also heard in the response of a male chef
and father, from a rural area:

…it is about just focusing on the positives of what this
pandemic has brought. There’s a lot of negatives about it, but I
think there’s also some positives to come out of it too so, yeah. I
think that’s the best advice, just try and look on the bright side.
We can’t change anything. We can’t change it. We can’t take
the pandemic back at the moment. So we just need to work
through it as best as we can.

12 | Resources Mobilised by Gen Y in a Time of COVID

We flipped everything on its head and go on, how can we
make the most of these, so we’ve just been putting everything
into being good parents to a young kid who probably would
have been slightly neglected. … But it still plays on my mind
every day of how can we come out of this because obviously
income has been reduced dramatically as well. I’m the only one
working, so that’s still tough. (Male chef in rural area)

However, for other participants, becoming a new parent in this time
of COVID was a major stressor, leaving them feeling vulnerable,
distressed, isolated and under-supported. The pandemic
disrupted provision of the modes educative, social and emotional
support that typically would have been provided by local council,
community and family. This meant that entry to parenthood was
particularly challenging. One mother who was a teacher in a capital
city said:
The government puts you in a community mothers group, and
it started in November, then we had Christmas and everyone’s
away,… And then we had COVID so that mother’s group really
didn’t get off the ground at all. … We really haven’t made that
connection.
Another new parent commented that being without adequate
social and instrumental support following the birth of their first
child led to significant psychological distress:
We’re so under-prepared, and like there’s no active support
from the community to help with that. That was really - really
- we went through some quite depressing weeks together, and
separately, trying to just deal with it, and all of the changes
that we are required to go through.
This feeling of isolation and lack of access to knowledge about early
parenting was shared by another parent, who said:
In different cultures around the world and throughout history,
these moments of childbirth raising a child, you’ve got a really
sound ground-supporting community around you. And in
our Western world, it’s just been so far removed and dumped
completely on your own. You leave that hospital and then you
go home and you come out: “Now what?”. And there’s no one.
There’s nothing. You’re just completely alone. And I think that
there needs to be more emphasis on support from just not even
from the government or from the midwives or anything, but
from your family.
These differing responses about the opportunities and challenges
of parenting young children highlights how differently the
pandemic experience played out, according to the life-stage and
age of the child, and in relation to the available sources of personal,
community and institutional support available for the parents.
Those in a more established and experienced parenting stage, had
passed the early learning curve of becoming a first-time parent,
whilst others found themselves bereft, at a time when proximal
support was most needed.

RE-SHAPING FUTURE PLANS
Closely connected to the effort of re-framing the narrative about
‘now’, came the necessity of re-shaping future life plans and
timelines. For some this meant adjusting to major dislocation in
their anticipated timelines around marriage and procreation:
The plan (to have children) was always in the next couple of
years, and I don’t know if COVID’s maybe added a year to a lot
of our plans. We were meant to get married in April next year,
and that’s not going to happen now. So, everything’s been sort
of put back a little bit. (Male chef in a capital city)
Others had to avert their intentions to change career paths. For
example, a male clinician in a regional city commented that the
pandemic “has delayed my intended resignation from current role
by about 12 months, planning to do this later this year.” Another
who worked as a chef said “pre COVID I was about to start my own
business, now I have changed and started working for someone else”.
Other approaches to investing in the future planning for work
and livelihood involved finding ways to use their period of
unemployment or reduced working hours to upskill. For example,
one participant said:
2020 was somewhat concerning due to the lack of work, …,
with the spare time due to not working, I was able to spend a
lot of time doing R&D (research and development) work for my
next business, along with training. I think I will end up being in
a better position as a result in the long run. (Male physicist in a
capital city)
Some turned to more formal training, and access the government
funded training places and free TAFE courses.
I am taking this COVID opportunity to take on free training
from TAFE and do as many courses as I can to upskill. (Female
marketer in a capital city)
Another participant explained the psychological benefits of this
future-focussed effort to invest in self-education.
If you can’t do anything else, just make, improve yourself and
that’s what we’ve done and doing. And that hasn’t fixed all the
big problems, but I feel better inside. (Male chef in rural area)
These investments towards a better future, whether through
attention to parenting, self-directed training or re-education can be
seen as the labour of re-invention whereby people responded to the
enforced social containment and financial hardship by working to
fashion a more optimistic view of their future. However, investments
in this labour of learning and self-improvement were predicated on
having access to the personal, financial and institutional resources
through which to engage in these forms of learning.
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SEEKING AND PROVIDING SOCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL SUPPORT
The negative impact on mental wellbeing can be seen in the survey
data showing that only 43% reported themselves to be mentally
healthy. As a way to face this psychosocial duress and maintain
wellbeing and positive functioning, participants found ways to stay
connected with friends and family.
I think just trying to maintain communication with your
friendship base and your family base and things like that. It
doesn’t necessarily have to be face to face but even just having
that opportunity to have that offload or to recognize that, yeah,
you’re not the only one that’s kind of feeling those emotions or
going through those things. (Female therapist in a regional city)
Having some form of social support lent strength to people’s
capacity to maintain positive routines.
I think you just need to find yourself a buddy, that support
person that keeps you on the right path. That says, “No. Get up,
go for a walk. I know you don’t feel like it but that will really
help you”, or “Maybe don’t bake so much.” “Do you want to join
me for the Zoom class?” (Female public servant in a capital city)
Some organised regular Zoom meetings for drinks and board
games to stay connected and cope with the feeling of loneliness
and isolation during lockdowns.
When we were in lockdown, we have friends that live nearby
that we see pretty regularly. And we would get them up on
Zoom and we’d do trivia nights and things like that. (Female
therapist in a regional city)
However, for those who lived alone, just as for new parents, the
lack of proximal relational support during lockdowns and border
closures was particularly challenging.
My partner works overseas, and we have been unable to reunite
since the Australian border closed in March 2020. My family are
also interstate. I moved to a new city for a job during lockdown
and have found it difficult to make new friends/community, so
have been very isolated. (Female lecturer in a capital city)
For those living alone during shutdowns, simply finding someone
to share their ‘bubble’ provided a vital boost to their capacity to
cope with the stress of isolation.
As I was single, in the latter part of lockdown, I was allowed a
single bubble. I had a close friend offer to be my single bubble
which made me value that friendship even more, as asking
someone to be your single bubble buddy was a lot of pressure.
(Female public servant in a capital city)
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NETWORKS: SOME THRIVE, SOME JUST SURVIVE
Our respondents actively deployed a range of methods to cope
as best they could with financial duress. However, the cumulative
challenges of poverty, lack of affordable housing, parenting duties,
chronic illness or disabilities, and social isolation intersected to
weigh heavily on some participants. The intersection of financial
as well as social and emotional distress produced situations of
considerable inequity. Those with fewer sources of support in their
network prior to the COVID measures struggled much more than
those who had access to multiple protective or enabling resources.
Relative ‘poverty’ could be conceptualised in this context as
referring not only to the absence of adequate financial resources,
but also the absence of adequate social resources. This contrast
can be heard in the difference between two female participants.
The first thrived during this time, benefiting from a secure job, and
family financial and social support, and also laid down a positive
track for her longer-term financial future:
I have 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 been researching
ways to invest my money better to set myself up financially for
the future. (Female digital marketer in a capital city).
The second struggled with the intersection between her own
income precarity, her partner’s chronic health condition, the
inadequacy of disability welfare payments, and the labour of
parenting. Her labours of survival were considerable, long-lasting,
and without promise of alleviation in the future.
My partner being diagnosed with a debilitating auto-immune
disease has forced me to work 3 jobs whilst also upholding
household duties and most parenting obligations. He receives
a pension, however it is not enough to cover even a third of our
fortnightly expenses. We live very modestly but unfortunately
the cost of living keeps increasing. The COVID support payment
was beneficial during lockdown, but it literally felt like we were
finally living at the baseline, rather than below it. (Female
technician in a regional city)
Although both participants could be understood to be actively
coping at a psychosocial level with the impacts of COVID, the
difference in their situations was created by the relative disparity in
the breadth and depth of the financial and social capital available
to enable their adaptation to changed and challenging conditions.

DISCUSSION

Previous research has shown that the effect of the pandemic
has been disproportionally felt by socially and economically
disadvantaged groups and has also amplified existing generational
inequalities which reinforced the need for generational responses
to uncertainty and change that had pre-existed (and perhaps
constituted a rehearsal for) the pandemic (Ali, Asaria, & Stranges,
2020; Bessell, 2021; Bowleg, 2020; Cuervo et al., 2022; Lupton &
Willis, 2021). Our findings further reveal the inequitable plight
of those who did not have access to personal, financial and
institutional support during the pandemic. It also highlights
the intersection between individual resourcefulness, and the
limitations governed by the availability of networks of personal,
familial, social and institutional resources. For some the challenge
was chiefly about maintaining social and mental wellbeing during
periods of sustained isolation from community, workplaces
and extended family. However, for others, there were additional
significant financial and mental health burdens propelled by loss
of income and the impact of poverty on their capacity to sustain
independent living. For those most adversely affected, coping with
the relational, psychological and financial impacts of the pandemic
on livelihoods necessitated considerable forms of emotional,
material and financial labour.
This labour reinforces earlier findings of the Life Patterns study by
Cahill and Leccardi (2020) that highlight the work young adults
do to make meaning of disruptions to expected timelines and
livelihoods. Turning to achievable productive activities, young
adults seek to gain a sense of control over personal and wider
societal uncertainty through every-day, productive practices and
narrative re-framing. Participant’s narratives about their strategies
highlight the social and connected nature of seemingly individual
capacities. They were aware that their capacity to apply a range of
effective coping strategies relied to a large extent on the personal,
familial, social and institutional resources they could access.
However, other than drawing attention to the bureaucratic barriers
and sheer inadequacy of forms of welfare support for those
affected by unemployment or disabilities, there was little use of
social justice narratives to explain the inequities in people’s life
conditions, and only scarce comment on the possibility of exerting
a political voice on such matters. This then may be a generation
carrying an unduly individualised notion of what it means to cope
with adversity. Their focus on individualised coping strategies can
come at the cost of foreclosing attention to the wider systemic
patterns which establish and perpetuate inequities, and the
possibility that policy responses could be made to better address
social and economic problems.

The micro coping strategies that participants employed to manage
daily life during COVID also resonates strongly with those reported
pre-pandemic in a dialogic workshop conducted Life Patterns
participants of this cohort. Cahill and Leccardi’s (2020) analysis of
this data pointed to the importance of conceptualising resilience
as a social process woven through networks of relationships. Their
respondents shared about the ways in which they focus on the
present and controllable aspects of ‘daily life’ as a strategy through
which to maintain their mental wellbeing against a backdrop of
uncertainty, employment precarity and the global threat of climate
change. They found that these Life Patterns participants created a
form of protection and stability for themselves through attention
to “micro-routines” and the “short term cyclicity” of everyday life
(ibid.: 77). Their respondents exerted multiple forms of flexibility
and creativity to make sense of their lives, and to re-frame their
narratives about what constituted an adequate progression
towards and through the milestones of independent adulthood.
This earlier research suggests that while COVID-19 precipitated a
major shock and disruption to livelihoods and life plans, it did so
atop pre-existing forms of personal, social, institutional and global
uncertainty that were already affecting this generation of younger
adults. They were already improvising ways to live with uncertain
futures and a present situation that had failed to deliver on the
more predictable pathways and timelines of previous generations.
This necessitated evolving certain strategies of life-making and
existential bargaining between present and future that were
essential as a way to deal with ongoing systemic uncertainty and
the consequent ripple effects on individual lives.
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CONCLUSION

As a companion report to two other analyses of the experiences
of Life Patterns participants during the COVID-19 pandemic 2020
– 2021 (Cuervo et al., 2022, Chesters and Wyn, 2022), this report
draws further attention to the nature of the financial, employment
and social situation of young adults and the strategies they used
to cope with these challenges. In efforts to address the financial
challenges encountered, respondents variously employed
strategies, including limiting expenditure on food and heating and
other household expenses, drawing on personal savings or on
financial support from partners, and/or family, alleviating housing
costs by moving in with parents, friends or partners, and use of
government income support (such as via JobKeeper or welfare
or disability allowances). Some exerted efforts to build a stronger
economic future by accessing government-funded training places
and free TAFE courses; others sought new forms of work, following
loss of their previous employment.
Our respondents also deliberately deployed a range of
psychosocial coping strategies, including re-framing future plans;
adopting a deliberatively positive mindset about the aspects
of life within their control; along with investment in productive
maintenance of life via micro strategies involving family care,
household tasks, fitness routines, social outreach and tension
relief. They fashioned new ways to maintain social contact to help
deal with the burden of social isolation and as mode through which
to also provide emotional support for others in their networks.
However, the mental health burden was evident, particularly
in the accounts of those who went through the early phases of
parenting during lockdowns, and those without employment
or living in poverty. Thus whilst some had robust networks and
adequate support, others were without the safety net of resources
and relationships required to maintain their wellness and financial
resilience.
The findings of this report demonstrate the need for a robust
network of personal, familial, community and institutional level
resources if individuals and their young families are to thrive.
Whilst respondents provided evidence of their resourcefulness
and determination, the data also clearly indicates that many
were likely to carry a continuing financial burden as they progress
through their thirties. This is well illustrated by the fact that some
participants have drained their personal savings and lost the
potential to advance in a timely way towards home ownership,
secure employment and procreation. Those most adversely
affected will likely take longer to recover than their more fortunate
peers and their vulnerability to future shocks may also accumulate.
This then may mark a generation encountering elongated
disruptions and disadvantage.
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Knowledge about how young adults deploy strategies and
resources in challenging times may play a key role in shedding light
on the kinds of policy and institutional reforms needed to address
inequities and hardships and play a part in the reimagination of a
post-COVID society (Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2020). Our research
reveals that many people in their early thirties are at a particular
phase of precarity, due to being in transition from training to secure
employment, within the early phases of procreation and parenting,
whilst also particularly affected by the crisis in housing affordability.
When multiple life stressors accumulate and intersect during more
precarious life stages, there is potential for negative impact not
only on the social, mental, and financial health of a generation,
but also on their progeny. The three Life Patterns reports on the
impact of the pandemic on young adults point to the “window of
opportunity” provided by the pandemic as a time to consider the
ways in which social and economic policies might be re-fashioned
to better cater for people at particular life stages (Ramia & Perrone,
2021). Policy attention is warranted at a generational level, in
order to cater effectively for the needs of those during particular
life phases as well as the heightened needs of those with an
insufficient network of social, financial or human capital.
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