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Introduction 

It is important that young people are able to make the move from dependence on 
others (usually parents) to comparative independence in ways which are likely to 
promote positive outcomes for individuals, families and society. A number of 
recent social and cultural changes have had profound and irrevocable effects on 
the circumstances under which young people are expected to gain independence, 
making the process more difficult generally for families and leaving a minority of 
young people bereft of any support in moving to independent living. Individual 
and social costs will increase if governments and the community continue to act 
as if circumstances remain the same and if policies continue to be based on beliefs 
that the changes have been minimal or that they affect only a very small minority. 
The following changes affect all young people and their families .. 
• Decline in the number of full-time jobs for young people and high levels of 

youth unemployment, particularly for females, has led to a lengthening of the 
period of financial dependency on the family or on the State. 

• For many young people, spending longer periods in educational institutions 
means delaying opportunities to leave the parental home, become independent 
and establish new households; for others it means living away from parents on 
inadequate allowances, sometimes without parental support. 

• Pressures associated with changing family forms as a result of separation, 
divorce or re-partnering may, under certain circumstances, lead to young 
people having very limited financial and emotional resources to cope independ
ently. Single-parent households headed by females are particularly likely.to 
experience financial stress which frequently means reduced educational oppor
tunities and lowered future aspirations for children. 

• Changes in the patterns of young people leaving home, together with other 
factors, have led to a decline in emphasis on marriage and leaving home as 
'rites of passage' to independence. 

• Increasing social emphasis on personal autonomy and independence, at a time 
when other factors promote longer periods of dependence, tends to create 
individual and family tensions. 

• Moves away from extended family networks and a possible lessening of 
community responsibility for individuals mean that some young people have 
very limited support in becoming independent. 
It is against this background that youth incomes and living costs need to be 

examined because financial independence is an important part of young people 
moving to adulthood and independence. Access to adequate income increases the 
range of potential choices they are able to make about their lives and contributes 
to the development of self-esteem and confidence. 
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The Youth Incomes and Living Costs Study 

In recent vears. there has been increasing concern from a number of Quarters 
about you'ng p~ople's access to income, p-articulariy through government youth 
income support policies and programs. In 1986, the Youth Affairs Council of 
Victoria initiated a major project designed to explore young people's incomes and 
living costs, In the following year, the Australian Institute of Family Studies was 
commissioned to examine existing relevant data sources. (Maas, F. (1988), 
'Young people's incomes, living arrangments and labour force statistics: an 
examination of existing data sets regarding youth incomes', Unpublished paper, 
Australian Institute of Family Studies.) Although there were gaps in available 
information, the data did show that some groups of young people, particularly 
those who had no support from parents, were likely to have a very low standard 
of living. Data also show that actual standards of living depend on a complex 
interaction between age, gender, education/workforce status, living arrangements 
and sources of support, for example, whether from earnings, government benefits 
or transfer from parents. 

In 1988, the Institute was further commissioned to carry out the field work 
stage of the project. This study was designed to explore: 
• actual incomes and living costs of 16-19 year-olds in various circumstances; 
• relationships between income, patterns of expenditure, family income and 

parental support; and 
• ways in which the above factors affect educational and employment 

opportunities. 
One hundred and twenty 16-19 year-olds from the Melbourne metropolitan 

area were interviewed and asked to keep a diary of their income and expenditure 
over a fortnightly period. Half of the 120 lived with their parents and half lived 
away from their parents; one third were students, one third employed, and one
third unemployed. Within each of the six groups which this produced there were 
approximately equal numbers of females and males. There was also a spread of 
family income, educational locations (for students) and occupations (for those 
employed). In addition, at least one parent of over half of the 120 young people 
was interviewed concerning attitudes towards support for their teenage children. 
All interviews took place between June and September 1988, 

The relatively small number of young people in the study does not permit 
findings to be generalised. However, the wide variety of individual and family 
circumstances allows some understanding of the interaction of different factors 
affecting youth incomes and living costs, such as source of income, living 
arrangements and degree of parental support and, in turn, the effects of these 
factors on educational and employment opportunities. 

Summary report 

This summary of the full research report begins with brief descriptions of 
different groups of young people living with their parents and away from them, 
and includes exam Dies of individual situations. The summarv then outlines issues 
arising from the st~dy and concludes with a discussion of a~eas where strategies 
are needed to address some of the oroblems identified. All names have been 
changed to ensure confidentiality. . 
Th~ full report includes indi~idual case studies, a comparison of income and 

expenditure patterns across the groups and chapters on so~rces of income, groups 
with specific"needs, criteria for i~dep"endence, parental support, further edti"cation 
and tr~ining, and the effects of low"income an"d lack of s~pport. 
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Living with Parents 

There are advantages and disadvantages for both parents and the 16-19 year
oldswhen young people live at home. Parents are able to subsidise costs in 
varying degrees and financial arrangements between parents and children are 
often complex. The assumption that all parents are able and willing to provide 
support is challenged by the situations of many young people in the study. 

Students living with parents 

The study included students from secondary schools, TAFE colleges, Institutes of 
Technology and Universities. Family income and personal income from part-time 

. or casual work were important in determining their circumstances, although there 
was no clear relationship between family income, whether the young person was 
employed or not, and hours worked. Those parents who were able to provide 
financial backing generally did so by giving a regular allowance and/or meeting a 
variety of other costs. Those who had limited resources relied on some costs being 
met from their children's Austudy allowance or earnings. 

Austudy certainly helped students from low income families to remain at 
school longer than they otherwise would have, and for some, the allowance gave 
a measure of independence. For both secondary and post-secondary students, 
particularly those from one-parent households, Austudy was used not only to 
meet the costs of education, transport and lunches for students, but as a 
contribution to general household expenses. 

Only those students receiving Austudy paid board or contributed significantly 
to household expenses. Out of his $60 per week Austudy, Tom, a secondary 
school student, pays $20 per week board, buys clothes and pays for his school 
excursions, books and entertainment. His mother helps out with expenses such as 
transport and clothing. She explained that she had to charge board after her 
pension was reduced as a result of Tom's Austudy. 

'I decided that he'd have to pay something for his upkeep . .. he's 18 and I just 
can't manage. They took $54 off my pension and gave him an extra $40. I know 
his board is not much, but he gets his money on my off-pay week and it sort of 
helps me out till I get my pay the next week.' 

Maggie, who lives with her father who is on sickness benefit, her mother and 
two siblings, doesn't pay board because her non-English-speaking background 
family does not believe she should have to. However, she helps out in other ways: 

'I lend them some money. Actually I don't lend it, I just give it to them . .. 
because I know the position they're in ... it depends how much they need, $30 to 
$40. They don't force me though, I just volunteer.' 

Although they did not have the same financial difficulties as students from low 
income families, some students from middle income families who were not 
eligible for Austudy had very small personal incomes and were making consider
able sacrifices to continue studying, including working long hours at a part-time 
job. Those doing courses which involved expensive materials had particular 
difficulties in meeting costs. While part-time work provides a solution -for some, 
others have difficulty- in finding work which fits in with, and does not jeopardise, 
their studies. The situations of older students living with parents illustrate the 
sometimes delicate balance between dependence and independence in relation
ships between parents and their older teenage children. Breit feels grateful for his 
$20 per week regular allowance but finds it 'embarrassing' to 'cadge off parents 
all the time' when he needs anything extra, and thinks his parents tend to help 
him 'beyond their means'. 
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Unemployed and living with parents 

The circumstances of individual unemployed 16-19 year-olds living with their 
parents were often a result of complex interactions between the young person's 
own financial and personal resources, level of parental income, parents' attitudes 
towards unemployment and towards financial and emotional support of their 
sons and daughters. Not all young people received a government allowance or 
benefit. Other sources of money were casual or part-time work, loans from 
friends and relatives, support from parents and, occasionally, illegal activities. 
Frequently, such sources also supplemented allowances. 

Where family income and resources were low, some young people were very 
poorly off financially, were depressed and lacking in hope for the future. Will, 
aged 17 years, was waiting the statutory period of 13 weeks for Job Search 
Allowance after leaving school. He was angry because he couldn't get the type of 
job he wanted, and depressed because he knew it was a financial strain for his 
invalid pensioner father to have him living at home. The impact of waiting 
periods with no money coming in is very severe for young people whose parents 
have limited resources, and not surprisingly, Tim, like several others in the study, 
turned to theft. 

Vanessa makes a substantial contribution to the household from her $91.20 
Unemployment Benefit. She pays $40 per week board and in addition does the 
shopping, laundry and cleaning for the household, which consists of herself, her 
pensioner father, her sister who is on Supporting Parent's Benefit and her sister's 
child. Her father encouraged her to complete Year 12, which she did, but she now 
feels she will have to return to study as she doesn't feel very confident about her 
chances of getting a job. Beth, on the other hand, doesn't pay board from her 
Unemployment Benefit as her parents are prepared to support her while she is 
unemployed. She wants to get into a college course, but decided to work for a 
while first and hasn't been able to find a job. 

A significant proportion of those interviewed had taken part in short-term 
training or job search skills courses, indicating that young people are looking for 
appropriate training as a solution to their unemployment. Some had temporarily 
gained confidence through this and Paul thought such courses 'help you find a 
job, teach you how to approach it and help you gain confidence'. However, others 
lost confidence after participation in a number of courses had not resulted in a 
job. Trudy was doing her third short course at the local T AFE college. Opportu
nities for flexible and longer-term training in a wide variety of areas were often 
not available. 

In some families, there was tension between parents and children because of the 
young person's lack of employment. Paul said: 'Mum doesn't like it because I'm 
home more often ... My brother calls me a dole bludger. He's embarrassed to say 
I'm unemployed.' His mother also feels the strain, saying: 'It's a big strain to keep 
them occupied and inspired to do things. You're there propping them up when 
they get discouraged.' 

Employed and living with parents 

Young employed people living with their parents have a personal income and 
potential financial benefits from reduced costs associated with living with their 
parent(s). However, standards of living depend in large part on the level of their 
wages and the nature of intra-family transfers of cash, goods and services. Such 
financial considerations affect young people's decisions to remain at home or to 
leave. 

Half of the group had had periods of unemployment ranging from 3-15 
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months since leaving school. Included were four young people on traineeships, 
which generally involve three days per week on-the-job and two days per week 
off-the-job training for wages of 75 per cent of the appropriate age rate. Not 
surprisingly, the majority of trainees, particularly female trainees in clerical jobs, 
received wages at the bottom of the range for the group. Bridget, aged 17 years, 
had a clerical traineeship and earned $130 per week. She was unemployed for 
about 11 months after leaving school, and for half of this time she was living 
away from her parents because, she says, her parents gave her an ultimatum -
get a job or move out. Bridget's mother explained that they were influenced by 
experience with another unemployed daughter, who had several jobs but left 
them. At the time of the interview, Bridget was not paying board because her 
parents were prepared to support her while she saved for a holiday. 

All those from low income families were paying board, their parents generally 
requiring it as a contribution to household costs. Colin was paying $70 per week 
in order to help his mother with the house mortgage; Lyn pays $40 from her chef 
apprentice wage. She lives with her recently widowed mother who is now 
receiving a pension and her student brother who is totally dependent on his 
mother. In other than low income families, varying emphasis was put on board as 
a useful contribution and as a means of young people learning responsibility and 
gaining some independence through making a contribution. Both factors were 
important for Natban's mother who is separated and employed and supporting 
two other teenage children. Nathan pays $30 per week board. Commenting on 
whether board was intended to be a real help with household expenses, his 
mother said: 

'It wasn't that important. Well it was important because we've got four adults 
living on one wage, so it was important we 'had some contribution. And I think 
it's important because Nathan had reached the age where he should be taking 
responsibility for his living costs.' 

Transport and recreation were the areas of greatest expenditure for the group, 
transport costs reflecting the number of young people buying and maintaining 
cars. 

Living Away From Parents 

Young people choose or are forced to live away from parents for a variety of 
reasons and at different ages and stages of development. Parental support in 
moving to independent living varies enormously, and some young people are left 
with few resources to establish themselves. 

Students living away from parents 

The group was very diverse. Some had left home because of conflict with parent(s) 
and were struggling to survive on small allowances; some were tertiary students 
from the country who received significant support from parents in the form of full 
or partial payment of board or rent; others were tertiary students who largely 
supported themselves from part-time wages with limited help from parents; yet 
others had decided to live independently for v'arious reasons and were embarking 
on training courses in order to better their future employment opportunities. 
Degree of parental support and the young person's access to, and realistic 
opportunities to undertake, appropriate part-time employment were' crucial 
factors in how they coped. Some parents contributed substantial amounts of cash, 
goods and services for their children's upkeep. 

The situations of those students who had little or no support illustrates the 
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inadequacy of independent Austudy or training allowances. Louise, aged 19 
years, went back to study to do an introductory trade course for females. She lives· 
by herself in a flat organised by a local housing group. She has occasional help 
from her mother, who is on Supporting Parent's Benefit, and finds it very difficult 
to live on her $91 per week. Most of her money goes on rent and bills and she 
feels she misses out on activities which other people of her age take for granted. 
Louise gets very depressed 'about the money': 

'And it's really funny because I thought I was alone about it but I'm not . .. I 
talked to some of my friends who cried in front of me and said to me "I don't 
know what to do, I've got a bill to pay".' 

Recipients used part-time work to supplement their Austudy allowance but it 
was often difficult to find and to maintain a balance between the desirability of 
working and the danger of falling behind because of over-commitment and too 
much pressure. Lee's parents' income prevents her from getting Austudy but she 
supports herself almost entirely with two casual jobs. Not only does she finds it 
difficult to keep up with work and study but finding jobs takes time also: 

'I've spent an incredibly large amount of time answering job ads, 'phoning 
people . .. ringing up, going to job interviews . .. that has been a real strain on 
my studies this year, that I've spent so much on worrying where my [next] job is.' 

Several unemployed young people had dropped out of courses because of the 
financial difficulties of living on Austudy. Eleven of the 21 students living away 
from parents had part-time or casual employment ranging from two to 45 hours 
per week. Students working longer hours sometimes had extra costs such as meals 
away from home and longer travelling time. 

Unemployed and living away from parents 

Allowances and benefits available to young unemployed people living away from 
parents and not receiving any parental support are clearly inadequate to allow 
them to lead reasonable lives free from poverty. The majority of the group had 
little or no support from parents. In a minority of cases, young people had left 
home because they had been consistently abused by parents. Conflict with parents 
combined with low family income was a potent combination leading to lack of 
parental support. In other than low income families a high level of conflict also 
tended to lead to little support. Where the conflict was less and the family income 
low, there was likely to be very minimal material and financial support but 
parents were seen as an emotional backstop in times of crisis. 

Almost all young people in this group supplemented whatever basic allowance 
they received in some way. Borrowing and re-paying loans was a part of life for 
most, causing constant stress. As Kirk, aged 17 years and one of the very few 
receiving the Young Homeless Allowance, said: 'My cheque just sort of comes in 
this hand and goes out that one - you just don't see it.' Some had been, or were, 
engaged in illegal activities, which in most cases began as a necessity for survival. 
Living in supported youth accommodation was a significant help for some young 
people, but even so, their incomes are frequently not sufficient to cover basic 
living costs and certainly not enough to cover the social, educational and personal 
costs which many young people take for granted. Many found it necessary to cut 
back on food and being hungry was a common experience. Trudy is 17 years old 
and lives in supported youth accommodation. She said: 

'Eating is something I miss out on because of my debts. I didn't eat yesterday, 
and I'm not eating today by the looks of it. Sometimes I eat one day, and 
sometimes I don't eat for days. The past four weeks I didn't eat much at all. If I'm 
really desperate, I'll go and try to get some money somewhere - Smith Family, 
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they gave me $25, food vouchers from the Salvation Army, the church down the 
street. I occasionally borrow money but it's not really big amounts.' 

Young people who are or have been wards of the State are particularly 
disadvantaged because they usually have no resources whatsoever to fall back on; 
they have had little preparation for independent living and very minimal support 
towards establishing themselves. 

Employed and living away from parents 

Wage levels and cost of accommodation were significant factors determining 
standards of living for employed young people living away from parents. As with 
other groups, the amount of assistance received from parents varied with level of 
parents' income and the degree of conflict between parents and children. Roberta 
is on trainee wages of $142 per week and lives with her boyfriend who is on 
Workcare. Roberta's mother is on a pension and although she cannot give her 
daughter a lot, she helps out in a variety of ways, by having the couple for meals, 
sometimes doing their washing and buying small items. The assistance is recipro
cal. Roberta says: 

'I lend my Mum money . .. if she's got something she can't afford to pay and I 
have got spare money to lend, I'll lend it to her because I know I'll get it back.' 

Scott, on the other hand, has no contact with his father since his father 
assaulted him during Scott's last attempt to live with him. He earns $144 per 
week and pays $25 rent in subsidised accommodation. He owes money and sets 
aside $10 whenever he can to repay it; he's in need of dental treatment but can't 
afford to have it done. 

Young people received various amounts of help in setting up new households. 
Katherine's parents gave her furniture and significant help with the rent on her 
flat when she moved from the country to the city to work and was receiving junior 
wages. On the other hand, Penny, aged 16 years and an ex-ward, had to do 
everything by herself. She has to be very careful on her wages of $130 per week 
but she believes she is better off than some others because she did have a job. 

Only those young people in large organisations had access to structured on-the
job training and were being encouraged to do outside courses. Katherine raised an 
important issue: 

'I think it's unfair that I couldn't get a living away from home allowance and 
other people getting an apprenticeship can, because I was being trained in my job 
and I had more expenses than Rod [her friend, an apprentice}. He doesn't even 
buy his own overalls. He was getting everything supplied for him . .. I think that 
they should look at that living away from home allowance because country 
people really do need it.' 



The Issues 

The study indicates how varied are the financial circumstances in which young 
people live, and how very different are the consequent opportunities for educa
tion and employment. Numerous issues emerged concerning the adequacy and 
administration of government allowances, youth wages, young people's patterns 
of expenditure, parental support, and further education and training opportu
nities. The major issues are summarised below. 

Income 

A disturbing number of young people in the study who were living away from 
their parents had incomes well below the current poverty line for single people 
living away from home ($149 per week as atJune 1988). This was particularly so 
for those unemployed and for students who received no assistance from parents. 
In addition, almost half of those employed and living away from parents had 
incomes which were below 120 percent of the poverty line, a level which the 1975 
Commission of Enquiry into Poverty regarded as being poor. Young people on 
traineeships were a significant proportion of those on low incomes. The low level 
of average weekly income of students and unemployed young people living with 
their parents (which included money from parent allowances) indicates that many 
families are providing a substantial contribution to the cost of their older teenage 
children. . 

Austudy 

It is not clear from the study whether Austudy payments are an incentive to 
remain at school, although Austudy was vital in some family budgets and 
certainly helped students from low income families to meet the expenses of 
remaining at school. However, for many in the study, Austudy was not an 
incentive to return to study, largely because young people are making realistic 
assessments about their ability to live on the allowance. Penny, an ex-ward, who 
was employed and had no support from her parents, said: 

'] would go back to full-time education but Austudy isn't really enough to live 
on ... ] earn $130 and it almost costs me all of that to live.' 

Louis was concerned with the difficulties of getting regular payments when one 
was homeless and shifting around; Brad spoke of the financial strain of doing a 
course which needed expensive materials. 

Job Search Allowance and Unemployment Benefit 

The main issues which arose concerning payments to unemployed youth Oob 
Search Allowance for 16-17 year-olds and intermediate rate of Unemployment 
Benefit for 18-19 year-olds) were the inadequacy of allowance levels, the 
punishing effects of waiting periods and the difficulties of dealing with the 
Department of Social Security and the Commonwealth Employment Service. 

Levels of Job Search Allowance (in 1988 a maximum of $50 for those from low 
income families, reducing to $25 for other than low income families) are too low 
for young people who have no support from parents and they place considerable 
pressure on low income families where unemployed children are living at home. 
Low income families were not in a position to subsidise their children beyond 
providing accommodation (to which young people often contributed) and helping 
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out with small loans and occasional advances, which often had to be paid back. 
Those living away from home were only managing because they lived in hostel or 
subsidised accommodation. Living on $91.20 (the 1988 intermediate rate of) 
Unemployment Benefit is slightly easier than living on $50 per week, but the 
amount is still well below the poverty line. The study indicated that many young 
people are constantly having to borrow from friends and acquaintances; they go 
without clothes and cut back drastically on food; they supplement their income in 
any way they can including, in some cases, stealing. 

The 13-week waiting period for allowances after leaving education caused 
severe financial strain for low income and pensioner families; contributed to 
young people's depression and sense of worthlessness in being unemployed; led in 
some cases to stealing; caused guilt because of inability to contribute to costs in a 
pensioner family; and led to dissembling - for example, failure to notify 
authorities when leaving education in order to avoid periods with no money. 

Young Homeless Allowance 

Issues which arose concerning the Young Homeless Allowance confirmed those 
raised by other commentators. They are the strict eligibility criteria which exclude 
many young people in need, the low level of weekly allowance for independent 
living ($76 in 1988), the intrusive documentation required, and the insensitivity 
with which the allowance is administered in some cases. 

Wages 

The majority of young people in the study had weekly wages of between $150 
and $200. However, of the 15 in this income range, nearly half had weekly wages 
below $179, that is, below 120 per cent of the poverty line for single people living 
away from home. People on incomes at this level are still considered to be poor. 
There were eight young people, five of whom were on traineeships, receiving less 
than $149, the before-housing costs poverty line. (Even though some of these 
young people were living with parents, it is useful to relate their wages to a figure 
based on the minimum requirements for someone living independently.) 

A higher proportion of females than males received low wages, partly because 
more of the trainees were females. Females were also less well represented at the 
higher income levels. It is notable that gender differences appear even though 
total numbers of young people were small and most were receiving junior wage 
rates. Other studies show clear differences between male and female incomes at 
older ages. 

Groups with specific income needs 

The study revealed several groups which have particular income needs. Young 
people who move from the country to the city often face additional travel and 
telephone costs, and additional stresses in establishing themselves in a new 
environment where they are not familiar with networks and structures which 
might give them access to accommodation and services. 

Young pregnant women without parental support or on very low wages are in 
an extremely vulnerable position. Their health and the health of their children is 
likely to suffer without adequate income and access to services. 

It is apparent that in many instances the State, in its statutory parental role, is 
not adequately fulfilling its responsibilities towards the young people in its care. 
Current or ex-State wards are frequently left to fend for themselves without the 
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support and assistance which the majority of young people get, with no fall-back 
support whatsoever from the State as parental substitute. 

Expenditure Patterns 

Not surprisingly, housing an~ food were the two main categories of expenditure 
for young people living away from parents, with those employed recording an 
average of 26 per cent of total expenditure on housing and those unemployed 
recording 22.6 per cent. (The category does not include spending on fuel and 
poweL) Unemployed young people and students living away from parents spent a 
lower proportion of income on recreation and entertainment than other groups, 
the highest percentage being spent by unemployed young people living at home. 
Repayment of (informal rather than formal) loans emerged as a significant factor 
for unemployed young people living with, and away from, parents. The cycle of 
borrowing and repaying on low incomes makes it very difficult to get ahead. 

Rent and board 

Rent payments of over 25-30 per cent of income are considered to be a financial 
burden. Half of those employed and living away from parents were paying 
between approximately a quarter and a third (26-35 per cent) of their income in 
rent, and three were paying more. The median was 29 per cent of income. The 
majority of unemployed young people living away from parents were paying 
between 16 and 30 per cent with a median of 26 per cent; three were paying 
between 46 and 50 per cent. 

Not all young people living at home paid board. A low family income meant a 
greater possibility of paying board or having to contribute to the household 
financially in ways which were not directly called 'board'. Families from a non
English-speaking background were less likely to require young people to pay 
board. Only one employed young person was paying more than 20 per cent of 
income in board; the median was 13 per cent of income. The median for the 
unemployed group was 23.5 per cent of income. 

Numbers of young people represented in calculations for board and rent are 
small, but the figures indicate that for those away from parents, rent is a greater 
proportion of income than board is for young people living with parents (a 
median of 29 per cent compared to 13 per cent). This gives some indication of the 
degree to which parents subsidise their children living at home and also the extra 
costs involved for young people shifting out of home. 

The fact that unemployed young people were paying a higher proportion of 
their income for board than those who were employed (a median of 23.5 per cent 
compared to 13 per cent) may mean that parents and young people generally 
decide that a particular amount is appropriate, rather than considering capacity 
to pay (although a small number of parents did say that they considered this). The 
higher proportion may also reflect the fact that the majority of unemployed board 
payers were from low income families and more is required of them. 

Parental Support 

The amount of financial suooort which oarents across a range of socio-economic 
grouos are able and/or wiiIing to give 'their children varie; enormously, Some 
~are~ts gave regular cash allo~anc~s to children. and contributed to a' host of 
~ther expenses in varying degrees. Where this did' not happen, it was sometimes 
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due to the breakdown of relationships between parents and their children, but 
some oarents. oarticularlv those who are widowed or on Suooorting Parent's 
Benefit with ; ~umber of ~hildren in their care. simolv did not h;ve th~ financial 
resources to orovide for their older teenage chiidren' .. 

The study' included a number of diffe;ent aspects of parental support which 
may affect young people's living standards. In addition to on-going financial 
support through cash, goods or services, past financial support can provide 
educational and career path opportunities; emotional support provides young 
people with the sense of having a backstop if things get really tough; support in 
setting up away from parents makes the move to independent living easier; and 
expectations of future support can in the last resort contribute to young people's 
confidence about the future. 

There is not always a high correlation between all aspects of support. Parents 
are able and/or willing to provide different types of support at different times. A 
minority of young people have little or none of any of these aspects of support, 
and hence very limited resources with which to face the future. 

Parents were often unsure about the amount of financial support to give their 
teenage children. The amount they contributed depended on how much they 
could afford, but also on what they believed was best for the personal develop
ment of their son or daughter, beliefs about what other parents in similar 
situations did, and their own experiences when they were young. 

Where there are value clashes between parents and young people, parental 
support is sometimes delicately balanced. For young people there are frequently 
tensions between their social, psychological and sexual development and depend
ency on parents; for parents, there are difficulties of balancing desires to protect 
their children and to promote autonomy, to exercise authority and to give 
responsibility. Both emotional and financial support can become part of the 
negotiation of complex interactions between parents and children. 

Further Education and Training Opportunities 

There are many institutional, structural and personal factors which may prevent 
or dissuade young people from taking up further education or training. The study 
showed that, in addition, the cost of courses and the level of student allowances 
were deterrents for some. Those who are unemployed and have no support from 
family are realistic about living costs and are reluctant to put themselves at 
further risk of poverty. The cost of part-time courses for which there is no 
assistance available may tip the balance between just managing and going under 
financially. Short confidence-building and introductory skills courses, such as 
those run by (the now re-structured) CYSS groups and by T AFE colleges, were 
generally appreciated by young people, but clearly need to lead into further 
training in the majority of cases. 

Concerns about traineeships under the Australian Traineeship System, which 
involve both on-the-job and structured off-the-job training, were: the adequacy of 
trainee wages generally, but particularly for those who live away from parents; 
the restrictive criteria for living away from home allowances; the limited range of 
areas in which traineeships are offered; and the sometimes poor quality of off-the
job training. 



Conclusions and Strategies 

Economic and labour market policies are crucial to young people's employment 
opportunities and to their futures. In addition, young people's incomes and living 
costs reflect the intersection of policies related to education, family support, youth 
income support, training, accommodation and community services. Solutions to 
the problems raised by the study require development of policy and action across 
all of these areas. The full research report of the study details suggestions for a 
range of short- and long-term strategies. This summary outlines some of the areas 
where governments and the community will need to consider longer term 
strategies, given the fundamentally changed circumstances which young people 
now face. 

A New Perspective 

There is now a need for a new perspective on young people's transition from 
dependence to relative independence, a different set of requirements to support 
young people's prolonged dependence, and new structures based on a greater 
recognition of social interdependence and reciprocal rights and obligations. This 
may require a new compact between governments, families and young people. In 
addition, there is also a need for a new set of responsibilities where the State has 
taken over the role of parent. 

We need to ensure that all young people have valued roles in society which 
allow them to have a sense of their potential to contribute. At present, many are 
not able to contribute fully and it is possible that this will mean increasing 
alienation for some. Full participation cannot be expected if young people are not 
given a positive sense of their worth. The public support which some are being 
offered at present produces a pauper mentality and does not encourage full 
participation. 

We need to work out a more appropriate and realistic division of responsibility 
for young people's financial wellbeing between governments, parents, the com
munity and young people themselves, given the changed circumstances of transi
tion to adulthood and independence. In some cases this will mean increased 
responsibility by government and the community generally. In others it may mean 
that young people have a greater claim on maintenance from parents who are not 
contri buting. 

Educational Alternatives 

It is apparent that existing alternatives for young people to return to education 
are not adequate. There are numbers of young people leaving school between 
Years 7 and 10, often before the official school leaving age. The study suggests a 
strong possibility that many will want to return to some form of education later. 
The skills and achievement levels of schoolleavers are very diverse and their re
entry points into education differ markedly. Very few want to return to the type 
of school system which they left and they generally look to other alternatives. 
This should not, however, preclude schools from making changes which encour
age early school leavers to return and, of course, which encourage them not to 

leave in the first place; schools, T AFE and community learning centres should 
begin to take more account of the diversity of young people's educational 
requirements. There are examples of successful literacy programs in community 
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and neighbourhood centres which show that provision of informal further and 
adult education may be a key point of access and confidence building for young 
people, and especially for females. 

Labour Market Policies 

Labour market policies need to encompass a broader range of options for youth. 
The diversity of young people's starting points, educational and training needs, 
living situations and financial positions must be recognised. While there were 
acknowledged difficulties with previous job creation schemes, including the 
general short-term nature of employment offered and the uncertainty of gaining 
on-going employment, the shift away from this approach has left some young 
people with fewer options and less chance of gaining experience and entry into 
the labour market. 

Programs which offer job search skills alone are not a sufficient response to 
youth unemployment and in the long run may seriously erode young people's 
confidence and potential ability to contribute. It was obvious that this was the 
case with some young people in the study. They would have benefited by 
participating in flexible programs of work and study which allowed them to gain 
confidence from working and earning, as well as extending their general abilities 
and skills. 

Traineeships have been taken up as an appropriate entry into careers by some. 
However, if they are to benefit a wider group of young people, their nature, scope 
and the level of wages offered will have to be re-examined. Traineeships have 
been developed along very similar lines to that of generalised, mainstream 
education and training and are likely to appeal most strongly to those young 
people who are very highly motivated and who have some personal and family 
supports behind them; for many unemployed young people, lack of support and 
unstable living environments will make it less likely that they see traineeships as 
relevant (Maas and Hardey, 1988, On The Outside: The Needs of Unsupported, 
Homeless Youth, Policy Background Paper No.7, Australian Institute of Family 
Studies, Melbourne). 

A number of issues concerning traineeships arose from the study and need 
attention. Traineeships are not available in some areas where young people are 
looking for entry into the labour market, one example being the human services 
area. At present, gender segmentation of the labour force tends to be maintained 
through the areas in which traineeships are most readily available. Further 
thought needs to be put into the off-the-job component of traineeships to make it 
more relevant and appropriate. In addition, traineeship wages are doubly dis
counted (through being junior rates and trainee rates) and put young people in a 
position of living very close to the poverty line when they have no support from 
parents. Young people are aware when they are being offered less than is their due 
as potentially fully contributing members of society. 

Youth Wages 

Junior wage rates are based on notions that young people are less productive than 
adult workers, that lower pay rates are off-set by the costs of the training which is 
provided and that young workers do not have the same living costs as adult 
workers. 

The present study offers support for a re-examination of the second and third 
assumptions. The amount and quality of training offered to young workers was 
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extremely variable. Casual or part-time iobs. held by a high proportion of young 
people. involved minimal training and few transferable skills. 'Training' for such 
iobs was often a 'one-off' instruction period by another employee. 

The study's findings challenge the argument concerning lower living costs. 
Young people living Independently have -the same general food. clothing. trans
port and accommodation costs as adult workers. Those who have no support 
from parents mav be in verv precarious financial situations. In addition. the study 
shows that some 16-19 year-olds are earning amounts from full-time work 
which are below the current povertv line for a single person living away from 
nome. 

Support for Families 

Most young people aged 16-19 years will continue to rely on some financial 
support from their parents. and most parents will continue to support their 
children to the best of their abilitv. There is a need to create conditions which 
make this more easily possible and to avoid policies which make it more difficult. 
In general, governments need to recognise the need for on-going support for 16-
18 year-olds. While families are expected to assume more financial responsibility 
for their older teenage children, they are not being adequately supported in this. 
Insufficient recognition is given to the vital role of parents in providing continual 
support for their older children. 

A number of possibilities need to be explored. For example. in some circum
stances extending the living away from home allowance to a'living allowance for 
older teenagers living with their parents may allow them to be more independent, 
reduce the burden on parents and therefore avoid some ·of the tensions which lead 
to young people leaving home with inadequate resources. There is a strong case to 
support greater assistance to families who have student or unemployed children 
living with them, regardless of whether the young people receive Austudy or Job 
Search Allowance, because there are extra costs involved which make it extremely 
difficult for some families. Short-term strategies in relation to income support 
payments and student allowances. such as introducing a two-tier rather than a 
three-tier benefit system and a more liberal approach to allowable personal 
income for recipients of benefits and allowances, would also help. 

As well as moves to support families financially, we need a range of policies 
which help both parents and children to cope with the transition period so that 
the risk of voung people being forced to leave home earlv with verv few resources. 
is reduced: Well:pla~ned locally based education an'd inform~tion initiatives 
could increase general public understanding of the social and cultural changes 
that are occurring, and the effects which these have on young people moving to 
independence. ultimatelv making the period less difficult for some. 

Governments should also be aware· of the implications for unsupported vouth 
in family package and taxation proposals. Emphasis on the fa~ily, without 
monitoring the effects on young people who do not have access to familv support. 
creates sit~ations where the ne~cis of unsupported youth are even more ~egl~cted. 

Consultation, Research and Monitoring 

The participation of young people in decisions which affect them needs to be a 
prioritv. To this end. it is important that governments maintain existin!! consulta
tion structures with voung peooie and vouth organisations. and estabiish contact 
WHn grouos not oreVIOUSIV consultea. 
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It is also imoortant that research briefs such as the Youth Incomes and Living 
Costs Studv continue to be encouraged. The present studv has suggested a 
number of further auestions which need to be answered. For examole. are the 
incomes and living costs of rural vouth significantly different from citv vouth? Are 
the costs involved in shared hous~holds significantiy different from those involved 
in living singlv? What different shared accom~odation arrangements might 
benefit voung oeoole? How are families with children on the fringes of Austudy 
eligibility coping? Are there extra pressures on families from non-English
soeaking backgrounds who. as indicated in the studv. tend to have financial 
arrangements Wltn Children and exoectatlons ot mutual support arrangements. 
with voung oeooie which are different from English-speaking background tami
lies? What support services could best help parents and young people during the 
transition period? Does orolonged deoendence on parents have negative effects 
on tne growth ot young people's sense ot self-worth ana autonomy, ana unaer 
what conditions does it occur? 

Conclusion 

The issues raised in the studv are both simple and immediate. and complex and of 
long-term significance. They must be faced now because many young' people are 
living in poverty and going through their teenage years with very limited 
opportunities for education and employment. Their experiences will have long
term individual and social effects. Youth ooverty is detrimental to the whole of 
society. Not only does it have enormous p~tentiai financial costs in terms of social 
security payments, health care and crime, it also reduces the capacity of individ
uals to contribute to society. 

Beyond the immediate consequences of young people's incomes and living 
costs, there are important questions about dependence and independence in a 
changing society. It has been argued that a new perspective on the transition of 
young people from childhood to adulthood, and a recognition of the essential 
interdependence of government, families, and young people is essential if positive 
outcomes for individuals. families and society are to be achieved. 
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