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Location, Vocation, Aspiration 
Findings from Mission Australia’s Youth Survey 2014 

CEO Message 
 

Young people’s postcodes should not determine their opportunities in life. And yet we know that 

where we are born makes a huge impact on our life choices. 

I grew up in Dapto at a time when there was a very clear pathway to employment for boys who 

could easily follow their Dad into the steelworks or the mines. The way into long-term employment 

wasn’t so obvious for girls but retail or the hospitality sector could be good options. Now the 

Illawarra region has lost much of the industry that provided labouring jobs for large numbers of 

people for whom formal education and training wasn’t an option. Gone now are many of the jobs 

that meant young people could move straight into the workforce from school. 

My children on the other hand grew up in the northern suburbs of Sydney where they saw lots of 

different career pathways and had opportunities to explore different activities. 

Every year Mission Australia conducts a national Youth Survey of young Australians aged 15-19 – it’s 

the largest study of its kind. 

Location, Vocation, Aspiration considers the findings in relation to the socio-economic status (SES) of 

the area in which young people live. What the report shows us is not what differs between these 

youngsters but what unites them. 

As young people grow up and think about their transition to adulthood and independence they 

share aspirations around having a career and a house, and some financial stability. However 

depending on where they live they might be more or less hopeful about achieving their goals. 

We know there are some areas where disadvantage has been concentrated across generations. 

Where jobs are harder to come by, housing may be of a lower standard and social cohesion may 

suffer. Young people living in these lower SES areas may have disproportionately negative outcomes 

in terms of housing, educational opportunities and wellbeing compared to young people living 

elsewhere. 

What we also know is that the complexity of issues that some young people face can create barriers 

to achieving their aspirations. In our survey, young people from low SES areas were generally more 

concerned by a range of issues such as depression, family conflict, personal safety, family 

relationships, discrimination, drugs, alcohol and gambling. These young people need support to help 

them with these complex issues so they can make successful transitions to adulthood. 

As they prepare to leave school many young people are unsure about what career they would like to 

pursue and even if they have decided they can be unsure of how to achieve their goals. This 

uncertainty is especially prominent for young people in disadvantaged families. We need to make 

sure they are getting good career advice, have access to mentoring and work experience 
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opportunities, and that they understand the options open to them to achieve their goals – whether 

this be university, vocational education or going straight into work. 

We can also help to level the playing field through better access to extra-curricular activities to build 

young people’s networks and start investing in young people as our future from early childhood 

when we know the returns are highest, particularly for vulnerable children. Like all of us young 

people need someone to turn to in tough times and where they don’t have family and friends to turn 

to community services are a key support. 

Each generation of young Australians face new challenges as they transition into adulthood and this 

generation of young people are no different. They are staying at home with their parents for longer 

as they face an increasingly impenetrable housing market as well as high unemployment levels, with 

around a fifth of the country’s unemployed aged between 15-19 and entry-level jobs becoming more 

and more difficult to find.1 

Australia is a country that prides itself on the fair go and I think we can all agree that your postcode 

should not determine your opportunities in life. Rather than blaming young people for a lack of 

aspirations we need to help them to find ways to achieve them. 

Mission Australia is committed to continue working to strengthen communities so all people have an 

opportunity for independence and a meaningful life. We would also call on the government to target 

their investment to disadvantaged communities and provide the necessary supports to help young 

people in all areas successfully transition from school to the jobs that they so badly want. 

Early and place-based investment is key to a successful future for young people themselves and for 

our economy and society more broadly. 
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Executive summary 
Inequality and disadvantage remain entrenched in areas of our society with intergenerational 

poverty becoming well-known. It is becoming increasingly common to understand that this 

disadvantage is concentrated in some locations.2 

Location, Vocation, Aspiration considers this year’s Youth Survey findings in relation to young 

people’s socio-economic status (SES) measured by whether they were living in low, moderate or 

high SES areas. In order to conduct this analysis, responses were mapped by their postcode against 

the Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage from the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics to determine the relative SES of the area they live in. A closer examination of remoteness is 

also included. 

Aspiration 

Young people from all locations shared key aspirations to achieve career success, be financially 

independent and own their own home. However, young people in low SES areas were less inclined 

to see owning their own home and being financially independent as highly likely compared to those 

in moderate or high SES areas. Broader research in this area shows us that they are correct. The 

characteristics of living in a low SES area are unemployment, low educational attainment, 

dependence on income support and poor health.3 

This report found that young people living in low SES areas were more likely to consider getting a job 

as important to them and they were more likely to be concerned about bullying or emotional abuse 

than those from moderate or high SES areas. They were also less likely to say that they planned to go 

to university or go on a gap year after school, but more likely to say they planned to enrol in TAFE or 

college or get an apprenticeship than those from moderate or high SES areas. While they considered 

a number of life aspirations to be of the same importance as young people in moderate or high SES 

areas, young people in low SES areas were less likely to report that these were achievable. 

Young people from low SES areas were slightly less likely to agree that factors such as education, 

hard work, or family connections would affect their career success than young people from high SES 

areas. They were more likely to consider that employment as well as the economy and financial 

matters were the most important issues facing Australia, and more likely to access community 

services for help with important issues than young people from moderate or high SES areas. Young 

people in low or moderate SES areas were less likely to feel positive or very positive about the future 

than those in high SES areas. 

Nurturing aspiration 

Young people from low SES areas were generally more concerned by a range of issues such as 

depression, family conflict, personal safety, family relationships, discrimination, drugs, alcohol and 

gambling. These responses point to a more complex home life and therefore the need for greater 

support. 

Given these findings, it is important that assistance is provided to young people and their families 

not only by nurturing their aspirations, but also in helping them to identify pathways to achieve 

them regardless of location. 
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Young people from low SES areas may be unaware of the factors that could be influencing their 

opportunities and successes and may also have less access to factors such as personal connections 

or social capital which act as enablers in times of transition. They need to be equipped to access or 

leverage all opportunities available to them to improve their outcomes and level the ever complex 

playing field. 

Mission Australia seeks to address these issues and is focussed on strengthening communities as a 

major theme of our strategic direction and service delivery. 

Policy settings can influence the aspirations and opportunities available to young people and assist 

them to reach their full potential regardless of their postcode. Place-based investment in low SES 

areas to strengthen communities is a good starting point for alleviating disadvantage and addressing 

the more prominent obstacles and issues for young people growing up in these neighbourhoods. 

Specific programs can also be put in place to support all young people to effectively transition from 

school to post-school training and employment. This includes careers advice, mentoring, work 

experience and supporting young people’s informed choice to attend university or TAFE, get an 

apprenticeship or a job. 

For disadvantaged young people more effort is required to keep them engaged with education and 

provide access to extra-curricular activities to build skills, confidence and social capital. To be 

effective, interventions need to begin early in life to level the playing field. 

Main findings 

Aspirations 

 Young people across all areas were likely to see achieving career success and being 

financially independent as of major importance. However, young people in low SES areas 

were less inclined to see owning your own home and being financially independent as highly 

likely than those in moderate or high SES areas. 

 Education and hard work were factors seen to influence career success by most young 

people. However, young people in high SES areas were more likely to see these as 

influencing factors. 

Post-school plans 

 Young people in low or moderate SES areas were less likely to say they planned to go to 

university than those in high SES areas. Those in low or moderate SES areas were more likely 

than those in high SES areas to say they planned to get an apprenticeship or attend TAFE or 

college. Some young people, across all SES groups, expressed concerns about whether they 

would be able to afford further education or training. 

Important factors in young people’s lives 

 Young people from low SES areas were more likely to say that getting a job was of major 

importance to them and less likely to say that friendships were of major importance relative 

to other groups. 
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Concerns 

 Young people from high SES areas were more likely to be highly concerned about coping 

with stress than young people living in low or moderate SES areas. 

 Young people in low SES areas were more likely to be highly concerned about 

bullying/emotional abuse than those in moderate or high SES areas. They were also more 

likely to be concerned about depression, family conflict, personal safety, family 

relationships, discrimination, drugs, alcohol and gambling. 

 Young people in low SES areas were more likely to consider the economy and financial 

matters, employment and bullying as the most important issues facing Australia. They were 

less likely to report the environment, population issues, and equity and discrimination as top 

issues than those in other groups. 

Seeking help 

 Young people from low SES areas were slightly less likely to say they would go to friends or 

parents for help than those from high SES areas. 

 Young people from low SES areas were more likely to say they would go to relatives/family 

friends, a teacher or community agency for help than other young people. Young people 

from high SES areas were more likely than other young people to go to the internet for 

support than other young people. 

Participation in activities 

 Young people living in low SES areas were less likely to be involved in sporting, cultural or 

other community activities than young people living in high SES areas. 

Feelings about the future 

 Young people in low or moderate SES areas were less likely to feel positive or very positive 

about the future than those in high SES areas. 

Remoteness 

In examining the relationships between SES and remoteness, we also found: 

 Young people who lived outside major cities were more likely to be living in low or moderate 

SES areas than young people in the major cities. 

 In major cities young people from low SES areas were the least likely group to be involved in 

volunteer work. However, in outer regional and remote Australia they were more likely to be 

involved in volunteer work than young people from moderate SES areas. 

 Remoteness had little impact on what young people thought they were likely to achieve. 

 Young people living in major cities were more likely to think education, hard work and talent 

would influence their success. In major cities young people from low SES areas were less 

likely to think hard work or talent would affect their future success than those from 

moderate or high SES areas. However, this was not the case in remote areas. 

 In major cities and inner regional Australia young people from low SES areas were less likely 

than those from moderate SES areas to plan to go to university, but in outer regional and 

remote Australia they were more likely than those from moderate SES areas to plan to do 

so. 
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Recommendations 

Where young people live has an impact on their immediate experience and future opportunities. 

The results presented here provide evidence to assist the government to make informed decisions 

taking into account the effect of a location’s socio-economic status, particularly for young people 

transitioning from school to work. 

Place-based approaches 

1. Young people’s opportunities should not be limited by the area in which they live. To 

address this, local responses are needed in areas or places of socio-economic disadvantage. 

Place-based responses that engage and build the whole community are essential if long 

term disadvantage is to be addressed. Lowering overall inequality, investing in human 

capital and promoting a socio-economic mix within neighbourhoods will help to provide 

opportunities and promote mobility. 

2. Young people from low SES areas need appropriate supports, programs and services to 

address their concerns and help them achieve their aspirations. This includes addressing 

heightened concerns about bullying and emotional abuse, depression and family conflict. It 

also involves providing pathways to training, tertiary education, jobs, financial independence 

and stable housing. 

Post-school transitions 

3. Careers advice can come from a range of sources and young people often need guidance on 

how to decide what career they would like to pursue. The more opportunities they have to 

discuss career pathways with adults, family and friends as well as teachers, career advisors 

and youth workers, the better. 

4. Disadvantaged young people benefit from mentoring on the pathways into further 

education and employment. Existing mentoring programs such Indigenous Youth Careers 

Pathway (IYCP) are aimed at keeping young Indigenous people engaged in school and 

transitioning to employment could be modelled to assist disadvantaged youth. 

5. Employers frequently want prior employment experience, but this is difficult for young 

people when leaving school, so opportunities for work experience and volunteering while 

still at school are valuable. The Government’s scheme to maintain income support for young 

people while getting experience with an employer is a first step, although this scheme 

should be expanded beyond its current limit of 6,000 places. 

6. Young people need to be aware of their post-school options and supported to pursue them. 

While not all young people regardless of SES wish to go to university, it is important to make 

them aware of how to access higher education so the option is open to all. Young people 

who want to pursue apprenticeships or vocational education may also need support in their 

transition and while the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network offers some support, 

there are still gaps in the pathways from school to trades. 

Disadvantaged young people 

7. Programs that keep disengaged young people in education are essential for those having a 

hard time. The Government’s Youth Transition to Work program should go some way to 

filling the gap left by Youth Connections. 

8. Young people’s participation in extra-curricular activities should be encouraged to build 

skills, networks and understanding of employment pathways. These activities allow young 
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people to form social connections beyond their families and immediate peers which are 

more likely to foster later employment opportunities and are particularly beneficial for more 

disadvantaged young people. 

9. Interventions need to commence earlier for disadvantaged young people to build their 

skills, aspirations and networks prior to age 15. Laying strong foundations from early 

childhood supports social inclusion and greater opportunities for employment participation. 

Seeking help in tough times 

10. As young people are likely to seek help from their friends or family before seeing trained 

professionals, it is important that these support groups are aware of external resources and 

referral channels. Courses such as Youth Mental Health First Aid can help young people to 

assist their friends and fellow students, and should be offered in schools. 
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Typical responses from young people according to where they lived 

Low SES Area 

A young person from a low SES area was most likely to be living in inner regional 

areas like Gympie north of Brisbane or outer regional areas such as Mt Gambier in 

the southeast corner of SA. After school they reported they planned to get a job or 

go to university, although they were less likely to plan to go to university than 

those from moderate SES areas. 

They thought that owning their own home and being financially independent were 

important, but were less likely to see these goals as achievable than young people 

in moderate SES areas. They believed that an education and hard work would get 

them where they wanted. 

Family relationships were important to them. They were concerned about school, 

stress, and body image, going to friends, family, or relatives for help. 

 

Moderate SES Area 

Young people living in moderate SES areas generally lived in major city suburbs 

like Armadale in Perth’s southeast or inner regional areas like south of Hobart. 

After school they also planned to get a job or go to university, although they 

were less likely to plan to go to university than those in high SES areas. 

They also thought that being financially independent and owning their own 

home were important, but were slightly less likely to think they would achieve 

this than young people in high SES areas. They also thought that education and 

hard work led to success, but also considered that talent would play a role. 

Family relationships were important to them, as were friendships. Likewise, 

they were also concerned about school, stress, and body image. They went to 

friends, family, relatives and sometimes the internet for help. 

 

High SES Area 

Those from high SES areas mostly lived in major city areas like eastern Sydney or 

Melbourne’s east. The majority planned to go to university after school. 

Being financially independent and owning your own home were also important to 

them and they also thought that education, hard work and talent would lead to 

success. They were more likely to think that personal connections would help than 

young people from the other SES areas. 

Family and friends were also important factors in their life, as well as school. They 

were concerned about school and body image, and very concerned about stress. 

They also turned to friends, family, relatives and the internet for help.  
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Introduction 
Each generation of young Australians face new challenges as they transition into adulthood and this 

generation of young people are no different. They are staying at home with their parents for longer 

as they face an increasingly impenetrable housing market as well as high unemployment levels, with 

a fifth of the country’s unemployed aged between 15-19 and entry-level jobs becoming more and 

more difficult to find.4 These issues of housing and unemployment are not unrelated, with 

researchers and non-government organisations drawing attention to the concentration of place-

based disadvantage, highlighting the implications this has for employment, housing, social cohesion 

and the general wellbeing of current and future generations.5 Geography plays an important role in 

the outcomes for young people with evidence of areas of deep, persistent and concentrated 

disadvantage. This report looks at how where young people live influences their concerns, 

aspirations and wellbeing. 

Every year Mission Australia conducts a national Youth Survey which asks young Australians about 

their current circumstances, values, concerns and aspirations as well as demographic questions such 

as postcode. In 2014 13,600 young people aged 15-19 responded to the survey. This report 

considers the results in terms of young people’s socio-economic status (SES) measured by where 

they were living, and groups them into those living in low, moderate and high SES areas by adopting 

a measure of SES from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). This measure defines SES in terms of 

people’s access to material and social resources, as well as their ability to participate in society.6 

The importance of using SES to examine the data is that the development of future opportunities, 

ambitions and aspirations is often mediated by socio-economic circumstance, as young people in 

certain types of neighbourhoods are less likely to be able to develop these. The directed 

development of ambitions and aspirations are important as they influence life outcomes and have a 

lifelong significance.7 Living in low SES areas has disproportionately negative outcomes in terms of 

housing, educational opportunities and wellbeing compared to young people living elsewhere. It is 

only though this evidence that interventions that address the effects of place based disadvantage 

can be employed successfully. 

Defining disadvantage 

Inequality and disadvantage are topics of public debate once more, with both sides of politics 

weighing in on the matter.8 There are a number of ways of defining disadvantage, one of the most 

prevalent being the ‘poverty line’ – usually pegged at half of the median household income. This is 

necessarily relative, and so not always indicative of someone’s overall disadvantage. A report from 

the Australian Council of Social Services analysing ABS data places 13.9% of Australians living below 

the poverty line after accounting for housing costs, including 17.7% of all Australian children.9 

However, using income poverty as a measure of disadvantage is open to criticism because it does 

not take into account other factors which influence outcomes and life chances, such as accumulated 

wealth or access to other resources such as having a family to offer support in times of need (social 

capital) or other advantages such as health and a good education. 

As a result, some have suggested a more nuanced understanding of disadvantage in terms of 

deprivation of essential items.10 Much of this work focuses on the concept of ‘social exclusion’, 

whereby people are excluded from goods and services that are considered normal by the rest of 

society. This approach contextualises disadvantage and considers not only what a person has, such 
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as adequate housing, but also what they don’t have, such as access to quality education. The 

benefits of using such an approach are that if we offer interventions in housing or education 

provision or access, outcomes across a spectrum of life domains can be achieved. 

With this in mind, it is becoming increasingly common to understand disadvantage in terms of place 

or area.11 Location is important in this analysis, as it is recognised as having an immense influence 

over life outcomes across a range of life domains: for young people this is particularly pertinent both 

in terms of their economic and social outcomes as well as their overall wellbeing. In his 2007 study 

of the disadvantage in Australia, Vinson drew attention to concentrations of disadvantage in 

particular postcodes. The report, Dropping off the Edge, considered a wide range of other indicators, 

including health, safety and community engagement, and found concentrations of unemployed 

households particularly in suburban and rural areas.12 It was recently updated, and found that for 

many areas those concentrations of disadvantage had persisted.13 Another study, by the National 

Centre for Social and Economic Modelling at the University of Canberra, noted that concentrations 

of youth social exclusion were found in outer suburban areas, while unemployed households were 

most highly concentrated in urban areas. However, the risk of being in a household with no work 

was generally higher in rural areas.14 

But while areas have the capacity to entrench disadvantage, they have also demonstrated their 

ability to improve outcomes for young people. The ‘Moving to Opportunity’ experiment in the USA 

randomly selected families from impoverished neighbourhoods and offered them rental vouchers, 

giving them the opportunity to move to less disadvantaged areas. The study tracked the outcomes 

of children under 13 years of age until their mid-20’s, and found improved university attendance and 

earning power, that they lived in better neighbourhoods and were less likely to become single 

parents.15 This emphasises the important role that where you live plays in your success across a 

range of life domains, and also shows that there is not necessarily any inherent characteristic that 

disadvantaged people possess that necessarily leads poorer outcomes. At the same time, it 

highlights the privileges experienced by people living in more advantaged areas, and that these 

features are similarly defined by where they are. 

Finally, when considering SES by area in Australia a particular note should be made of remote areas. 

The ABS categorises Australian geography into Major Cities, Inner and Outer Regional Australia, and 

Remote and Very Remote Australia. Participation in education in remote areas for young people is as 

low as 32.9%.16 Young people living in rural and especially remote areas are a particularly vulnerable 

group: high suicide rates and declining educational attainment in remote areas suggest that 

outcomes for young people are poorer than their less isolated counterparts. There are declining 

employment opportunities in remote areas, and young people have to seek these and educational 

opportunities elsewhere.17 For those remaining, declining participation in all aspects of life alongside 

a growing sense of alienation and disaffection are most evident in mental health indicators, suicide 

rates, substance abuse, high teen pregnancy rates and violence.18 

Aspirations 

Aspirations need to be understood in the context in which they are formed. The literature points to 

complex social, economic and place based influences on aspiration building. Studies of longitudinal 

data sets have shown that those growing up in poorer households have poorer academic 

achievement, with the literature noting that the home environment influences outcomes from an 
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early age and that this continues through childhood into youth. Additionally, the gap in attainment 

from early childhood to youth widens as school years progress. Explanations for lower attainment 

and aspirations have been found to have been developed from many different aspects of home life, 

from home learning environments and parenting styles at a young age to parents’ aspirations and 

expectations for their child’s future education during primary and secondary school.19 

Additionally, the absence of material resources such as a computer and the internet at home during 

the teenage years has also been noted to lower attainment rates. Children from families 

experiencing poverty also typically display more behavioural problems, at all ages, than children 

from better-off backgrounds.20 Young people who experience ongoing economic disadvantage have 

further been shown to express a more narrow range of desires and interests, and may deny they 

want things they perceive they cannot attain based on previous experiences of missing out. Different 

aspirations may reflect differences in opportunities rather than a lack of ambition.21 

Method 
In past reports we have considered disadvantaged Youth Survey respondents in terms of those who 

indicated they were living in rural or remote areas,22 those who were homeless or in out-of-home-

care,23 or those living in jobless families.24 

For this report responses were mapped by the postcode which respondents provided against one of 

the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) of the ABS to determine the relative SES of the area 

they live in. These indices are calculated from a number of items in the 2011 Census and aim to rank 

Australian areas by SES according to one of four themes. We selected the Index of Relative Socio-

economic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD), as it considers the most complete list of items and 

measures not only disadvantage but considers it in relation to those factors which might bestow 

advantages. This was deemed most appropriate for our purpose, as the Youth Survey samples the 

general population of 15-19 year-olds and does not focus just on disadvantaged young people. The 

index is comprised of items including residents’ income, education, number of rooms in the house, 

number of cars, cost of housing, and other items. While the SEIFA indices do not incorporate the 

ABS’s remoteness scale directly, as measures of SES by area they incorporate distance in their 

measures and so exist in parallel with it.25 

In accordance with the recommendations of the ABS,26 and as some of the groups had similar 

results, we grouped SEIFA percentiles into three ranks as follows, to better draw out differences and 

reflect both advantage and disadvantage among our sample (see also Figure 2): 

1. Low SES areas = living in a postcode in the bottom 40% for IRSAD 

2. Moderate SES areas = living in a postcode in the next 40% (41st-80th percentiles) for IRSAD 

3. High SES areas = living in a postcode in the top 20% for IRSAD 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Youth Survey 2014 respondents, by SES of area 

 

There were 13,176 young people who provided a postcode that could be matched to the IRSAD. The 

results we present in this paper do not include young people who could not be matched to the 

IRSAD. They were also categorised according to the Remoteness Structure outlined by the ABS into 

major cities, inner and outer regional areas, and remote and very remote areas (for remoteness, see 

Figure 3).27 In order to distinguish these two issues and for ease of understanding, these results are 

presented in a separate section of this report. 
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Figure 2: Index of Relative Social Advantage and Disadvantage by postcode 

 

Figure 3: Remoteness areas 
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Figure 4: IRSAD groups by postcode, Greater Sydney 

 

Figure 5: IRSAD groups by postcode, Greater Melbourne 
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Profile 
Table 1 shows basic demographics for young people living in low, moderate and high SES areas. The 

mean age of young people in all three groups was 16 years. 

Table 1: Youth Survey 2014 respondents, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Total respondents 28.3 38.2 33.5 

Gender    

Male 40.8 43.4 31.3 

Female 59.2 56.6 68.7 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 7.9 6.3 2.2 

Born overseas 12.2 13.5 19.3 

Speaks language other than English at home 24.4 16.1 19.2 

Parental joblessness    

Jobless family 6.8 3.2 2.1 

At least one parent in part-time work 6.8 4.5 4.4 

At least one parent in full-time work 86.3 92.2 93.5 

Remoteness    

Major cities 47.8 56.0 87.9 

Inner regional 23.4 25.4 10.7 

Outer regional 24.9 11.1 0.8 

Remote and very remote 4.0 7.5 0.6 

A total of 4.2% of young people who participated in the Youth Survey were from remote and very 

remote areas, although only 2.0% of Australian’s aged 15-19 years live in these areas according to 

the 2011 Census.28 

Young people in our survey from low and moderate SES areas were overrepresented in outer 

regional as well as remote and very remote areas of Australia. Most young people in remote and 

very remote areas were living in moderate SES areas (68.2%). A further 26.9% were living in low SES 

areas. Only 4.9% of respondents from remote and very remote Australia were living in high SES 

areas. In outer regional areas most young people were living in low SES areas (60.9%). A further 

36.8% were living in moderate SES areas. Only 2.3% were living in high SES areas. 

Key themes 

Post-school plans 

Nearly all young people (96.8%) responded that they were attending school (either full- or part-

time), and there was no great difference by SES of area for satisfaction with study. Most young 

people (96.0%) said that they intended to complete Year 12: there was only a slight difference in the 

proportion of young people who lived in low (94.4%), moderate (95.9%) and high SES areas (97.6%). 

Respondents who said that they were still at school were asked what they planned to do after they 

left. Most young people said that they planned to go to university after school. However, young 
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people were less likely to say they planned to go to university if they lived in low (57.0%) or 

moderate (60.7%) SES areas, compared to high SES areas (77.3%). 

Young people in low or moderate SES areas were more likely to say they planned to get an 

apprenticeship (12.5% and 11.1% respectively) than young people in high SES areas (3.8%). Those in 

low or moderate SES areas were also more likely to say that they planned to go to TAFE or college 

(15.0% and 12.0% respectively) than those in high SES areas (8.6%). 

Figure 6: Plans after leaving school, by SES of area 

 

This echoes analysis of Longitudinal Studies of Australian Youth data which found that young people 

in disadvantaged areas were more likely to have vocational education and training (VET) 

aspirations.29 This was also a major finding from analysis of responses from our own clients who 

participated in the 2014 Youth Survey.30 

Plans to attend university may be influenced by perceived costs and the associated delay in earnings. 

In a separate question respondents were asked what their number one topic of concern was and 

many young people highlighted uncertainty around university funding as their major concern. It 

should also be noted that the 2014 Budget was handed down during the data collection period, and 

so these concerns may have been front-of-mind for respondents. 

 

This was for a concern noted by young people from all SES groups. As one young woman from a 

more advantaged area said of university: 
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“I'm concerned with the government cuts to tertiary education and if my family could 

possibly afford to send me to uni in the future” (M, 16, SA, low SES area) 

“I think that University fees should be kept the same and should not be increased or de-

regulated. There should also be more information about financial assistance for students.” 

(F, 16, Vic, low SES area) 
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Aspirations 

The Youth Survey 2014 asked young people how important a number of life aspirations were to 

them. Regardless of SES, young people were most likely to see achieving career success (87.6%) 

being financially independent (86.4%) and owning your own home (72.8%) as extremely or very 

important compared to other aspirations. There was no significant difference as to the importance 

attached to these aspirations between SES groups. 

Figure 7: Young people’s aspirations, by SES of area 

Note: Items were ranked by summing the responses for extremely important and very important for each item. 

Achievability 

In spite of the strong importance all Youth Survey 2014 respondents attached to the nominated 

aspirations, young people in low SES areas were less inclined to see owning your own home as 

extremely or very likely (67.9%) than those in moderate (72.1%) or high (72.9%) SES areas. They were 

also less inclined to see being financially independent as extremely or very likely (62.0%) than those 

in moderate (66.0%) or high (67.9%) SES areas. 

The housing market (either buying or renting) is much more difficult to access for the disadvantaged, 

particularly those on Newstart or Youth Allowance. In a recent survey only 1% of rental properties 

were deemed affordable to single Newstart recipients and for only 0.9% of couple families reliant on 

Newstart. 31 With even lower payment to Youth Allowance recipients we would expect to see a 

similar picture. Housing itself is becoming increasingly unaffordable for Australians: home ownership 

for 25-34 year-olds decreased between 1981 and 2011 and although purchasers with mortgage 

increased after an initial drop from 1981-91, outright ownership has dropped markedly. Overall 

ownership rates have decreased since 1981 for all age groups.32 
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“no student is going to be able to afford it” (F, 18, NSW, high SES area). 
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While Youth Survey respondents in low SES areas were less likely than their counterparts to consider 

home ownership as highly likely, they were still generally optimistic about their chances. This may be 

partly due to the young age (15-19 years) of our participants. A similar survey of 18-29 year-olds 

found that, while most respondents agreed that home ownership was important (72%), they also 

agreed that most of their generation would be unable to ever afford to do so (87%). While some of 

this difference could be ascribed to the way this question was asked (i.e. respondents were asked 

whether or not they agreed with a negative statement, whereas the Youth Survey asked them to 

rate on a five-point scale how likely they thought it was), it may also be because the older cohort 

were more likely to have left school and their parents’ home, and had direct experience of the 

housing market over some time. Their survey also found that many of the respondents who had 

bought homes had done so with the assistance of their parents, usually in the form of loans or by 

acting as guarantors.33 For young people in low SES areas, their parents may not be in a position to 

do so. 

Further, there is a direct relationship between a lack of affordable housing for young people and 

their ability to access jobs. Analysis has shown that most job growth happens in city centres, while 

affordable housing might be an hour or two’s commute away.34  

Figure 8: Aspirations perceived as extremely or highly likely to be achieved, by SES of area 

Note: Items were ranked by summing the responses for extremely likely and very likely for each item. 

This echoes a survey of disadvantaged young Australians (especially those in rural areas) which 

found that, while they held similar aspirations to other young people, they often find it hard to 

believe that they will be able to achieve them. The perceived obstacles that they reported included 

money and, for those in the country, attachment to their family and home community.35 

Influence 

The Youth Survey asked about several factors which may influence young people’s future success. 

Education, hard work and talent were the most likely factors to be deemed influential by young 

people, regardless of SES. However, young people in high SES areas were more likely than those in 

67.9 
64.0 62.0 

59.2 

72.1 
66.9 66.0 

60.9 

72.9 
68.0 67.9 

59.3 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Owning your
own home

Feeling part of your
community

Being financially
independent

Achieving career success

Low % Moderate % High %



page 20 

moderate or low SES areas to say that these three factors would influence their future career 

opportunities. Similarly, young people in moderate SES areas were more likely than those in low SES 

areas to say that hard work and talent would influence their future career opportunities. 

Figure 9: Influences on career opportunities in the future, by SES of area 

 

Young people in low SES areas were no more likely than other young people to think that where they 

lived would influence their future career opportunities, in spite of the research showing its influence 

on a number of key outcomes. 

Respondents who chose Other were asked to specify what else they thought would be an influence 

in a free-response. Young people from all groups used words such as ‘money’, ‘commitment’, 

‘motivation’, ‘appearance’, ‘interests’, ‘determination’, ‘personality’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘passion’ and ‘skills’ 

to describe factors they believe will play a role in their future career success. 

Important factors in young people’s lives 

The majority of young people from all three groups said that friendships (other than family), family 

relationships, and school and study satisfaction had been very or extremely important in their life 

over the last year. 

Young people from low SES areas (37.3%) were more likely than other young people (33.8% from 

moderate and 24.3% from high SES areas) to say that getting a job was extremely or very important. 

This may reflect higher youth unemployment in disadvantaged areas, with some regions 

experiencing rates around 20% for 15-24 year-olds.36 They were also less likely than other young 

people to say that friendships (other than family) had been very or extremely important. 
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Table 2: Factors which had been very or extremely important in young people’s lives, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Friendships (other than family) 72.9 77.0 80.7 

Family relationships 74.9 74.9 74.1 

School and study satisfaction 66.0 67.2 73.0 

Physical and mental health 59.2 62.0 62.4 

Financial security 38.0 35.9 34.8 

Getting a job 37.3 33.8 24.3 

Issues of personal concern 

The three issues which young people from all three SEIFA groups were most likely to be extremely or 

very concerned about were: coping with stress, school or study problems and body image. 

 Young people living in low (40.9%) or moderate (39.4%) SES areas were less likely to be 

extremely or very concerned about coping with stress than those living in high SES areas 

(45.1%). 

 Young people living in low SES areas were more likely to be extremely or very concerned than 

those in moderate or high SES areas about all other issues in Table 3 including family conflict 

and depression, except for school and study issues. 

 Most noteworthy, 19.0% of young people in low SES areas were extremely or very concerned 

about bullying/emotional abuse, compared to 14.9% of those from moderate and 12.1% of 

those from high SES areas. 

Table 3: Issues young people are personally extremely or very concerned about, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Coping with stress 40.9 39.4 45.1 

School or study problems 41.3 40.0 41.9 

Body image 31.5 29.1 31.2 

Depression 24.1 20.7 19.5 

Family conflict 22.6 19.5 18.4 

Bullying/emotional abuse 19.0 14.9 12.1 

Personal safety 15.8 12.3 11.7 

Family relationships 14.8 11.8 10.5 

Discrimination 13.4 10.8 9.6 

Drugs 10.3 7.3 6.1 

Alcohol 6.8 5.6 5.0 

Gambling 4.5 3.5 2.3 
Note: Issues are ordered by those of most concern to young people nationally. 

Many young people considered that schools did not always take bullying seriously enough. Possible 

solutions they offered included more education programs: 

 

“Students need to be educated on the effects of bullying and what bullying is and how to 

prevent it.” (M, 16, Tas, low SES area) 
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Not everyone agreed that programs addressing bullying were successful, however: 

 

Main issues of national concern 

Table 4, below shows the top twelve issues of national concern reported by young people from all 

three SES groups. Young people in low SES areas were more likely to report the economy and 

financial matters (27.4%), employment (14.9%) and bullying (17.6%) as top issues than other young 

people, and less likely than other young people to report the environment (9.2%), population issues 

(13.3%), and equity and discrimination (17.2%) as a top issue. 

Table 4: Most important issues in Australia today, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Politics and societal values 24.9 25.0 23.5 

The economy and financial matters 27.4 24.7 24.4 

Alcohol and drugs 22.1 24.0 20.4 

Equity and discrimination 17.2 19.7 20.2 

Mental health 16.0 15.4 18.1 

Population issues 13.3 15.7 19.2 

Education 14.4 14.3 16.7 

Bullying 17.6 14.2 12.3 

Health 12.2 14.1 13.6 

The environment 9.2 12.0 13.3 

Employment 14.9 10.1 9.2 

Crime, safety and violence 10.4 10.4 9.4 

Social connection 

Support 

The 2014 Youth Survey asked young people to indicate from a list of sources where they would go to 

for help with important issues in their lives. 

 Friend/s were the most likely source of help that young people said they would go to with 

important issues. Young people from low (86.5%) or moderate SES areas (87.4%) were 

slightly less likely to say they would go to friend/s for help than young people from high SES 

areas (89.8%). 

 Parent/s were the second most likely source of help nominated by young people. Young 

people from low (74.9%) were slightly less likely to say they would go to parent/s for help 

than young people from high SES areas (77.3%). 

 Relatives/family friends were the third most likely source of help young people said they 

would go to. Young people from low SES areas were more likely to say they would go to 

relatives/family friends (71.2%) than those in moderate (67.5%) or high SES areas (63.0%). 

 Young people in low SES areas were also slightly more likely than other young people to say 

they would go to a teacher or community agency than other young people. Young people 

“bullying seminars don't help” (M, 15, NSW, low SES area) 
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from high SES areas were more likely than other young people to go to the internet for 

support than other young people. 

Figure 10: Where young people go for help with important issues, by SES of area 

 

Adolescence can be a difficult time for many young people, and having someone you can rely on to 

turn to for support in a time of need is an important part of growing up. Young people have a range 

of academic, social, physical and personal challenges, and these can be a recurring source of stress. 

Given that, the issues they may need support with may exhaust or be too complex for family or close 

friends and relatives to handle, and therefore a young person may need to turn for support outside 

the home. In its General Social Survey the ABS asks Australians aged over 18 if they have someone 

they can turn to in times of crisis. While 97.4% of Australians in the lowest income quintile 

responding to their survey agreed that they did have someone to turn to, this decreased for each 

quintile down to 89.5% for the lowest.37 
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Youth Survey 2014 respondents from low SES areas were more likely to feel comfortable seeking 

help from teachers and social workers, but were still far more likely to go first to friends or family. 

Equipping young people to support their peers has been found to enhance young people’s self-

esteem, self-efficacy and sense of control over their own lives, leading to healthier behaviour.38 

Programs such as Youth Mental Health First Aid are important both to encourage young people to 

look out for warning signs in their friends and also to strengthen a culture of support and sense of 

community among young people. 

Activities 

Respondents to the Youth Survey 2014 were asked to identify the activities they have been involved 

in over the past year from the list in Table 5. Our results found that young people’s involvement in 

arts, cultural and music activities; environmental activities; sports (as a participant or spectator); 

student leadership and volunteer work was associated with the SES of the area they live in. Young 

people living in low SES areas were less likely to be involved in all of these activities than young 

people living in high SES areas. Young people in low SES areas were also more likely to be involved in 

none of these activities (11.7%) than young people in moderate SES areas (7.1%) or high SES areas 

(4.8%). 

It is concerning that young people from low SES areas would be missing out on extra-curricular 

activities across the board, with over ten per cent not indicating participation in any activity. 

Participation in sport and cultural activities has been linked with positive development for young 

people, with those from disadvantaged backgrounds gaining special benefit: research has 

demonstrated that it has a positive effect on young people’s self-worth as well as social and 

academic self-concept,39 both essential to success in today’s labour market. A positive link between 

extracurricular activities and educational outcomes is also well established and activities which 

extend young people’s awareness and promote the formation of broader social connections are 

more likely to assist with navigating employment pathways.40 

Data from the ABS has shown an increasing likelihood of participation in sport or cultural activities as 

IRSAD quintile increases for 5-14 year-olds.41 A systematic review of the relationship between SES 

and physical activities internationally found that, while a monetary cost for participation was a 

barrier, other influential barriers such as having fewer and lower quality facilities or greater distance 

to reach them also played a part,42 a result borne out in a study of Australian young people.43 So it is 

not only fees and equipment costs that may lead to young people missing out, but the fact that the 

facilities themselves may be too far away. A study of young people in South Australia, however, 

found that parents of young people from low SES groups were less likely to support participation, 

especially for girls. The authors of this study suggested this gender difference may be due to 

expectations that they help with family chores.44 

One respondent suggested that: 

 

  

“There should be more youth facilities in all major suburbs, which targets young people's 

attention, gives them an opportunity to express themselves and mingle with others just 

like them” (F, 15, Vic, low SES area). 
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Table 5: Activities young people were involved in over the past year, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Sports (as a participant) 67.1 75.3 78.6 

Sports (as a spectator) 62.4 69.3 70.4 

Volunteer work 49.6 51.4 58.8 

Arts/cultural/music activities 46.2 51.3 59.8 

Student leadership activities 39.0 40.3 46.2 

Youth groups and clubs 31.9 31.4 33.6 

Religious group/activity 29.4 28.6 30.1 

Environmental group/activity 22.7 22.7 25.5 

Political groups/organisations 8.0 8.0 9.2 

It is also be notable that a slightly larger proportion of young people in high SES areas reported 

participating in volunteer work. Volunteering is often seen as offering the ability to show oneself as a 

‘rounded’ individual, and is increasingly expected on university and job applications.45 Volunteering 

is also often seen as a ‘step-into’ work as it provides experience of the work place and working ethic. 

As such, this could be an avenue where children in low SES areas are missing out. One respondent to 

the Youth Survey drew an explicit link between volunteering and their employment prospects, 

considering that the path to employment was to: 

 

Feelings about the future 

Young people generally had positive feelings about the future. However, those in low (58.7%) or 

moderate (64.6%) SES areas were less likely to feel positive or very positive about the future than 

those in high SES areas (67.2%). 

Table 6: Feelings about the future, by SES of area 

 
Low 

% 
Moderate 

% 
High 

% 

Very positive 14.4 16.3 16.0 

Positive 44.3 48.3 51.2 

Neither positive nor negative 30.7 26.4 24.2 

Negative 7.9 6.7 6.3 

Very negative 2.7 2.3 2.3 

  

“Get more references, do more in the community and improve my overall skills” (M, 15, SA, 

low SES area). 
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Spotlight on SES and remoteness 
This section looks at the intersection between remoteness and SES of various areas and the impact 

this has on young people’s aspirations, activities and influences.  

Outside the major cities young people were more likely to live in areas of disadvantage 

More young people who responded to the Youth Survey lived in major cities (64.4%) than in inner 

regional (19.9%), outer regional (11.6%) or remote Australia (4.2%). However, young people who 

lived outside major cities were more likely to be living in low or moderate SES areas than young 

people in the major cities. Young people living in major cities are substantially more likely to live in 

high SES areas (45.8%) than young people living in inner regional (18%), outer regional (2.3%) and 

remote and very remote areas (4.9%). 

Table 7: SES of area, by remoteness 

 

Major cities 
 

% 

Inner regional 
 

% 

Outer regional 
 

% 

Remote and 
very remote 

% 

Low 21.0 33.3 60.9 26.9 

Moderate 33.2 48.7 36.8 68.2 

High 45.8 18.0 2.3 4.9 

Remoteness changed the impact SES had on young people’s involvement in activities 

As previously mentioned, the SES of the area a young person lived in impacted on their involvement 

in volunteer work, student leadership, and sport (both as a participant and spectator). Remoteness 

also had an impact on young people’s involvement in some of these activities. 

Regardless of remoteness, young people in high SES areas were likely to be involved in volunteer 

work. Similarly, young people from major cities and inner regional Australia are more likely to be 

involved in volunteer work than other young people. 

What is most interesting is that the impact of SES on young people’s involvement in activities was 

different in major cities, regional, and remote Australia. For example, remoteness impacted on how 

likely young people from low SES areas were to be involved in volunteer work. 

 In major cities young people from low SES areas were the least likely group to be involved in 

volunteer work. 

 However, in outer regional and remote Australia they were more likely to be involved in 

volunteer work than young people from moderate SES areas. 

Remoteness by itself did not have an impact on involvement in student leadership. However, 

remoteness did impact on how likely young people from low SES areas were to be involved in 

student leadership. 

 In major cities young people from low SES areas were less likely than those from high SES 

areas to be involved in student leadership.  

 Conversely, in remote areas young people from low SES areas were more likely than other 

young people to be involved in student leadership. 

Remoteness also impacted on the participation in and spectatorship of sport, with young people 

from inner regional Australia being more likely than other young people to watch or participate. 
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Remoteness particularly impacted on whether young people from low SES areas participated or 

watched sport. 

 In major cities and inner regional Australia young people were least likely to participate in 

sport if they were from low SES areas. 

 In remote Australia young people from low SES areas were as likely to participate or watch 

sport as young people from high SES areas. 

Figure 11: Selected activities young people were involved with in the past year, by remoteness and SES of area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remoteness had little impact on what young people thought they were likely to achieve 

Remoteness did not have a great impact on whether young people thought they were likely to own 

their own home or be financially independent. Furthermore, remoteness did not significantly change 

the impact SES had on whether young people in the Youth Survey thought they would achieve these 

aspirations. There was no great difference by remoteness on the importance attached to these 

aspirations.
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Influences 

Remoteness also had an impact on whether young people thought education, hard work and talent 

would influence their future success. 

 Young people living in major cities were more likely than other young people to think these 

factors would influence their success. 

Remoteness changed the impact that SES had on whether young people thought hard work and 

talent would influence their future success, but not education. 

 In major cities young people from low SES areas were less likely than young people from 

moderate or high SES areas to think hard work or talent would influence their future 

success. However, this was not the case in remote areas. 

Remoteness also had an impact on whether young people thought where they live would influence 

their future success. The further away young people lived from major cities, the more likely they 

were to consider that where they live would have an impact on their future success. 

Although generally SES did not impact on whether young people thought where they live would 

influence their future success, in major cities young people in low SES areas were less likely than 

those in moderate or high SES areas to think where they live would influence their future success. 

Figure 12: Influences on career opportunities in the future, by remoteness and SES of area 
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Post school plans 

Remoteness impacted on whether young people planned to get a job or apprenticeship, or go to 

university after school. Young people in major cities and inner regional Australia were less likely than 

those in outer regional and remote Australia to say they planned to get a job or apprenticeship after 

school, and more likely to say that they planned to go to university. 

Remoteness did not change the impact of SES on whether young people planned to get a job after 

school. However, remoteness did change the impact of SES on whether young people planned to get 

an apprenticeship after school. 

 The gap in the proportion of people in high SES areas compared to low or moderate SES 

areas who planned to get an apprenticeship is larger outside the major cities. 

Remoteness also changed the impact of SES on whether young people planned to go to university 

after school. 

 In major cities and inner regional Australia young people from low SES areas were less likely 

than those from moderate SES areas to plan to go to university. 

 Conversely, in outer regional and remote Australia young people from low SES areas were 

more likely than those from moderate SES areas to plan to go to university. 

Figure 13: Plan to go to university or get an apprenticeship, by remoteness and SES of area 
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Discussion 

Forming aspirations 

There is often an assumption that young people from low SES areas have fewer aspirations. Implicit 

in this seems to be some blame as to their current and future circumstances: that if they only had 

some aspirations, then they would be able to lift themselves out of the poor circumstances they find 

themselves in. Questioning this assumption of lower aspirations for disadvantaged young people 

begs another question: are all young people equally equipped to realise their aspirations? 

Young people living in households where no-one is working can be especially disadvantaged. 

Research has linked a lack of an employed role model with future unemployment for young 

people.46 While this connection makes a kind of sense, it does not necessarily indicate that young 

people in these households have lower aspirations but may simply be that they lack the same 

understanding of pathways to employment that other young people have. This is not to downplay 

the influence parents have on the shaping of young people’s aspirations, but it is important to 

acknowledge that some parents are not fully equipped to guide or enable young people’s aspirations 

if they have no experience of post school training or further education themselves. 

While parents are keen to help their children plan post-school education and careers, research has 

found that they often lack knowledge of the options available,47 perhaps indicating no difference in 

quantity but a difference in quality of the guidance provided. However, while researchers 

acknowledge the important role that families play in their children’s aspirations and that they are 

keen to help plan their career development, few government initiatives designed to support young 

people include families in this process.48 

It is also hard to imagine what an ideal situation would be. Some studies have drawn attention to the 

nuances of family structure and parenting style, and the influences of these on young people’s 

career aspirations.49 This is not as simple as close relationships having better outcomes, however, as 

overly “enmeshed” families have been found to mean children are sometimes unable to distinguish 

their own aspirations from their parents’.50 Young people’s aspirations for themselves do not always 

match those their parents hold for them, either. A Commonwealth government study found that, 

while many young people expressed a desire to work in the family business, they felt that their 

parents expected them to go to university. Indeed, parents interviewed for the same study expressly 

stated the hope that their children would not follow in their footsteps. This view was strongest when 

the parent worked in a trade or small business, but was also significant among those who worked as 

teachers.51 This cultural cringe we are developing as a nation towards traditional trades and 

vocations is undoubtedly having an effect on young people. 

In an increasingly competitive and global market place, skills and education are becoming more and 

more vital. But while policy shifts towards preferring tertiary degrees over all alternatives, the jobs in 

those areas are not necessarily following suit. One study found that, while much of international and 

Australian policy portrayed the attainment of university qualifications as ideal, for many young 

people in lower SES areas local employers were often in primary industries, manufacturing, trade, 

government services or small to medium enterprises. Unsurprisingly, in these areas young people’s 

aspirations gravitated towards vocational education and training. The localised nature of these kinds 

of work, coupled with increasing public preference for university credentials, mean that VET is often 
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left to do the “heavy lifting” of the policy response for low SES areas.52 While many young people 

move for work after leaving school, the persistence of high unemployment in certain areas shows 

that the labour market does not always adjust accordingly by its own devices. The Productivity 

Commission’s inquiry into geographic labour mobility found that some disadvantaged areas had high 

labour mobility, while others had very low rates. They found that life events and family 

circumstances were the most important factors in people’s decisions regarding mobility and that, as 

such, attempts by government to influence them had been and were likely to continue to be 

ineffective. They did note, however, that there was room for government to address the negative 

impacts on communities when large population shifts occurred.53 

The other factor in aspiration forming for young people that should not be discounted is gender. 

While assumptions about gender roles may have changed considerably in the last decades, the 

effects of this change have not always been equally distributed across SES boundaries: in some areas 

the male breadwinner is still the norm. Preliminary data presented from the Aspirations Longitudinal 

Study explored what answers children gave when asked what they wanted to do when they grew up. 

Children in the NSW Hunter region, a relatively disadvantaged region, often referenced “dad” when 

discussing their career aspirations, while children from Sydney’s north shore, a relatively advantaged 

area, referenced both “dad” and “mum”.54 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development recognises that education can be a 

major contributor to intergenerational income mobility, but notes that educational differences 

nevertheless tend to be passed down from generation to generation. Mobility seems to be weakest 

where returns to education are low and income equality is higher, but strongest where the reverse is 

true, such as in Australia. The review found that differentiating practices, such as streaming students 

by academic ability from an early age, contributed to a considerable reduction of socio-economic 

mobility across generations.55 Even when tertiary qualifications are attained, income mobility does 

not necessarily follow. One study found that, when young people of low SES apply for university, 

they tend to be concentrated in fields of study associated with lower earning occupations, such as 

education and nursing, and to enrol at lower status institutions.56  

Schools play an important role in the development of young people’s aspiration and young people 

achieving these. One study showed that young people from low SES with low education ability can 

benefit disproportionately from high quality education.57 Additionally, having teachers that 

understand how to develop aspirations and help young people achieve these have been seen to be 

successful in supporting their transition to post school education and training. 

The Imagining University Education study interviewed 250 teenagers from low SES backgrounds who 

were disengaged from education about their conceptions of universities, and found that the biggest 

barrier to university for these young people was their previous relationships with school teachers. 

Previous, antagonistic relationships with teachers were usually identified as the driving factor behind 

their disengagement, and university was seen as a continuation of this. There was an assumption 

that the same disciplinary principles around attendance, etc., would be in place. The interviewers 

offered to answer any questions these young people – often recruited through flexible learning 

programs and youth services – had about university, and in most cases they uncovered a latent 

curiosity to further study that had gone unencouraged to that point. One young person reported 
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that a teacher at their old school had told them outright that “You’re not smart enough for 

university.”58 

Avoiding discussions about university with disadvantaged young people need not stem from an 

antagonistic relationship. When interviewers from the same project asked young people if they 

knew anyone who had been to university most replied in the negative, and were surprised when told 

that their school teachers would have trained there: presumably the teachers rarely discussed 

university. This seems to have been the case even with their youth workers and, indeed, some 

indicated to interviewers that they did not talk to clients about university as an option because they 

did not want to raise ‘false hopes’.59 While it is important that teachers and youth workers do not 

over-emphasise university education to the denigration of technical training, it is also important to 

inform young people of all the pathways available to them, and to encourage their ambition. 

Supporting transitions 

Young people around school leaving age are often unsure about what career they would like to 

pursue and, even if they have decided, can be unsure of how to achieve their goals. Uncertainty 

about navigating pathways through further education and into work can be experienced by any 

young person, but the research has shown that this is especially true for those in disadvantaged 

families. More than other young people who responded to the 2014 Youth Survey those living in low 

SES areas valued getting a job, but sometimes they need a bit more support to overcome 

disadvantage. So what can we do to help them? 

There is certainly a role for teachers and careers advisors to play in discussing work with high 

schoolers at an earlier age, and policies should work to improve attainment and aspirations for 

children to achieve their full potential regardless of their background. Some of our respondents 

expressed a wish that there was more of a focus on this at school, which was something we also 

found in last year’s results when we looked at young people in jobless families.60 What was striking 

about the responses from young people living in low SES areas, however, was the number who 

stated, regarding what they would do for a career, that they ‘just needed to think about it a bit 

more’. However, their considerations may be limited as disadvantaged young people often lack 

sufficient knowledge of pathways into future study and work. But what is the best approach to this 

problem? While it can be more difficult to affect the informal exposure to these pathways more 

advantaged young people have access to (family and friends providing successful examples), there 

are still some things that can be done both for it as well as more formal exposure. 

Increased informal responses might simply be adults, including teachers and youth workers, 

discussing their own transitions with disadvantaged young people. More formally there is a need for 

disadvantaged young people to have access to mentors. For many young people these relationships 

come through extended family, family friends or teachers, who can act as a role model or provide 

specific advice on pathways into particular careers. Those in disadvantaged areas, however, may not 

have any such examples in their lives, and so programs that provide mentors can be invaluable.  

It is important to keep young people engaged in training and education, especially those living in low 

SES areas. For many, this might be their last connection to formal education and also provides a soft 

entry to youth services. Programs such as Flexible Learning Options (FLO) take young people who 

have disengaged from school and provide schooling in an alternative environment, with more 
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responsibility and independence given to the young person. FLO utilises case management to tailor a 

response to the particular needs of individuals and identify which barriers are affecting their 

engagement in learning such as bullying, mental health or substance abuse. The Youth Transition to 

Work program announced in the 2015 Budget is a welcome initiative, with the potential to assist 

young people at risk of disengagement. 

It is also vital for young people to gain as much work experience as possible while still in the school 

system, including through volunteering and formal work experience as part of the curriculum. For 

young people who have left school, Mission Australia welcomes the strategy in the 2015 Budget 

initiative to support four weeks of work experience for young people with employers while still 

receiving income support and would like to see this program support. 

Many young people from more disadvantaged areas responded that they planned to pursue 

apprenticeships or study at a TAFE or college. Encouraging the creation of apprenticeship places 

through employer incentives is important to support pathways for young people into work. The new 

Australian Apprenticeship Support Network provides support to both apprentices and their 

employers and goes some way to address the low completion rate for apprenticeships. 

Conclusion 
Young people living in low SES areas were slightly less likely to consider that where they lived would 

have an influence on their future career success, in spite of the evidence to the contrary. Given the 

geographic nature of so much entrenched disadvantaged, it is important that service and policy 

responses factor this into their design. 

Responses to locational disadvantage need to be at a more local level, although a mix of both place-

based and mainstream approaches is probably most effective.61 Ensuring that any place-based 

response engages the community is also essential. A good example of this for a younger cohort is the 

Communities for Children initiative, but there is still a need for place-based investment at a whole-

of-community level. This is especially so for young people living in regional or remote areas.  

The challenges for young people living in disadvantaged areas are many and the policy settings and 

service provision required is complex. But to fail to rise to these challenges is to fail another 

generation of young people. Responses that strengthen communities as a whole will empower 

young people to access pathways to help them reach their aspirations. 
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