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NOTES ON YOUTH EMPLOYMENT IN AUSTRALIA

Scott Barklamb*, Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
Employer Representative – Australia  

Using accepted statistical measures, the incidence of deficient youth employment in Australia appears consistent with international experience, and at least double the level of unemployment for the whole community.  
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Source: Australian Labour Force Data – Trend, Full Time
However, one in four young Australians cannot be viewed as unemployed.  The above data measures one subset of young people – those actually seeking full time work. Australia’s Treasury
 considers it more relevant to measure the ratio of full-time unemployed aged 15-19 to the overall civilian population aged 15-19. On this basis, the comparison between youth and overall unemployment becomes more favourable: 
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The difference between the two measures reflects the changing aspirations and orientations of Australian young people. 

· More are staying in school, and pursuing post school education. 

· Fewer are entering career employment prior to their 20s.  

· Part time, casual, and temporary employment is increasingly popular with younger Australians.  This can include employment to support studies, vocational education, and recreation (e.g. travel). 

Clearly, it is not only in developing countries that conventional measures can fail to appropriately capture the dimensions of youth unemployment. 

Australia does however share the world-wide challenge to employ more of its young people. The negative impacts of youth unemployment identified by the ILO/UN are clearly felt in Australia, particularly at a regional level and in some parts of major capital cities.  As the information paper correctly points out, the youth employment challenge transcends economic development and differing national circumstances.  

There may also be dimensions of underemployment hidden in the Australian data, with many young people working part time and casually likely to be seeking additional hours of work and additional incomes.  

Links to Demographic Trends 

Better youth employment is also vital if Australia is to continue meet major societal challenges into the future. This included addressing Australia’s projected ageing population profile in coming decades. Maximising Australia’s taxation and productive base via the fulsome employment of emerging generations is imperative.

Casual Employment For Young People – Positive Choices 

It is not valid to associate casual work by Australian young people with insecurity, intermittence, low earnings or any other “undesirable” employment outcomes.  The growing popularity of casual employment for Australian young people does not reflect an inadequacy of work opportunities for young people, and should not be viewed as inherently illegitimate.

· Casual employment provides significant additional hourly remuneration.

· Many young people wish to maximise their immediate income (e.g. to save for holidays or to relocate for further employment opportunity).  They are often not interested in obtaining the rights of ongoing employment in exchange for a loss of additional casual payments.  

· Casual employment provides young people with valuable skills and work experience that extended careers may be built on. 

Australia, as with many countries, is also seeing an increase in employment mobility and a decrease in job duration. It appears an increasing number of Australian young people are delaying entry into career employment, spending additional time in study and vocational education.  

(3) Gender Dimensions 

The information paper also points to a disproportionate burden borne by younger female employees. In Australia, some  disparity appears to exist, but arguably not at statistically significant levels.  This data may however be open to distortion by young women being discouraged from labour market participation.
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There are a various labour market programmes in Australia specifically geared to young women and their transition into employment and training. Employability is also being pursued at the school level, including programmes to increase female participation in mathematics and the sciences.  

There is also growing concern in Australia regarding the education and employability  of young men. It appears probable that the best qualified and most employable graduates of Australia’s education and training systems may in future be disproportionately female. Specific educational initiatives for young Australian males appear increasingly important. 

(4) Employment Labour Relations / Employment Conditions 

It is also vital that employers are genuinely able to create jobs.  It is welcome that the priorities for national action plans include placing employment creation at the heart of wider developmental strategy and macroeconomic policy. 

A wide range of regulatory structures impact on employer capacity to generate jobs. Strategies to improve the employment of young people should encompass consideration of wider regulatory reforms in each national context. The importance of creating sound foundations for strong and stable economic growth at both the micro and macro level cannot be overstated.

Labour relations should also not be ignored.  Australia had a wide ranging debate during the 1990s regarding the legitimacy and effectiveness of discounted wages for persons under 21, as a measure to maximise employability and labour market participation during these career formative years.  An independent inquiry found such rates were an essential labour market tool, and they were ultimately enshrined in law in the interests of youth employment.  

Interestingly, the UK also chose to introduce a discounted rate of pay for young people in its recent universal minimum wage arrangements. Appropriate consideration of wage and employment arrangements that facilitate employment and employability of young persons appears vital in each national context. 

Internet Material 

Dedicated internet resources for young people offer the prospect of significant further gains in this area, and a potentially very effective channel (in some countries) to provide information to young people, and their potential employers. A list of interesting youth sites from Australia is attached.  

Many sites operate as “youth portals” and provide young people with employment information and links along with a range of other youth information (e.g. drivers licensing, legal issues, housing, education).  This may prove more accessible and interesting to young people than an employment specific site. 

Successfully integrating the Internet into the educational experience of young people is now a goal of Australian education.  Computer/Internet education is also often a key element of training/retraining for the unemployed to enhance future employability. 

Attachment - Youth Oriented Web Sites in Australia 

www.ausyouth.on.net

www.freeza.vic.gov.au

www.yel.vic.gov.au

www.youth.nsw.gov.au

www.youth.vic.gov.au

www.maze.sa.gov.au/

www.dotu.wa.gov.au

www.pogo.act.gov.au

Note*

Mr. SCOTT BARKLAMB 

Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
Australian Employers’ Representative

Mr Barklamb is Manager – Labour Relations of the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Australia’s peak employer body and employer representative to the ILO.  

Mr Barklamb’s principal responsibilities for the representation of Australian employers include: 

· Advocacy in minimum wages arbitration, and major test cases on terms and conditions of employment, and 

· Liaison with Government, trade unions and other bodies. This includes representing employers in matters relating to national labour relations legislation. 

Mr Barklamb has qualifications in industrial relations, labour law, and political science.  He has previously worked with a major state chamber of commerce, and in government. 

Mr Barklamb was the principal author of the ILO’s “Meeting the Youth Employment Challenge – A Guide for Employers” published in March 2001. 
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