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Foreword

Introducing Gen Y 
A lot has been said about Gen Y – the term typically used 
for those born between 1976 and 1991. They have been 
described as frivolous, called the “me generation”, labelled 
as spoilt and overprotected – as an ambitious generation, 
constantly in search of instant gratification, but not 
expecting to work hard for it.

But is this fair and are they really that different to their 
Baby Boomer parents, or their predecessors, Gen X? What, 
if any, has been the impact on this generation of a greater 
emphasis on equality in society and in particular  
the workplace?

The 17th AMP.NATSEM report examines the social, spending 
and saving habits of Generation whY? – so called because 
this is the generation the rest of us probably understand  
the least.

The information in this report draws from an extensive 
range of statistical surveys comparing Gen Y in 2004 to 
their predecessors, Gen X, at the same age in 1989. 

Life balance? More study and more work!
Gen Y is a fairly conservative bunch. Half of them are still 
living at home and are staying there longer compared with 
Gen X at the same age. They have developed a strong work 
ethic too, with nearly one half of full-time Gen Y students 
holding down a job, and seven out of every 10 Gen Y 
students studying part-time engaged in full-time work. 

The 50 per cent who opted to move out of home 
are hesitant about entering the housing market, with 
significantly more Gen Ys renting than their Gen X 
counterparts at the same age in 1989 – 59 per cent 
compared to 49 per cent of Gen X – while fewer are home 
owners or buyers.

But the great Australian dream is still alive with most 
wanting to buy a house by the age of 30. Sixty seven per 
cent of these, however, are worried about achieving this 
dream. Forty one per cent in the 25-29 age group are 
already saving for a deposit, but have a long way to go with 
only 25 per cent of all Gen Ys managing to save more than 
$10,000 so far. 

Spending and saving? Not so frivolous. 
In theory, Gen Y is all cashed up with added parental 
support and less responsibility than their predecessors.  
Their earning power cannot be ignored with the most 
affluent 20 per cent of persons living in Gen Y households 
bringing in close to $120,000 a year, and 40 per cent of 
persons living in Gen Y households earning more than 
$75,000 a year on average. 

However, they are not as frivolous as sometimes thought. 
When it comes to household expenditure, they are 
spending less on clothes, food and alcohol than their Gen X 
counterparts in 1989. Gen Ys biggest expenses are housing 
at 21 per cent and transport at 14 per cent.

Even though they are in a good position financially, debt is 
an issue with households headed by a Gen Y owing about 
$60 billion in total. Not surprisingly, 55 per cent of Gen Y 
households have credit card debt, more than any other debt 
category. Thirty seven per cent have home mortgages, while 
23 per cent of Gen Y households have HECS debt.

If you look at the wealth and assets Gen Y now hold, even 
though Gen Ys head 9.6 per cent of households, they only 
hold 3 per cent of total Australian household net wealth. 
Even when you factor in age and earnings, Gen Y may still 
find it difficult to bridge this gap to catch up with the rest 
of Australia. 

The average total net worth of households headed by a 
Gen Y is $80,880. Around 80 per cent of this or $63,670 is 
held in the home equity and other wealth categories – that is, 
mainly the mortgage on the house, its contents and vehicles. 

Given the average Gen Y superannuation balance is $9,770, 
and taking into account how much they are likely to have 
earned to date, $80,880 in net worth is impressive.

The gender divide – still alive and well
According to the statistics, it should be a dream run 
for Gen Y women. They are better qualified than their 
male counterparts. Forty-six per cent have post-school 
qualifications compared to 42 per cent of male Gen Ys 
and they also enjoy higher employment rates. But, when 
it comes to work, income and assets, not much has really 
changed since their mother’s day.

It has been estimated that women are still earning around 
15 per cent less1 on average, in the same occupation and 
working the same number of hours, as men. For Gen Y, this 
varies from a difference of $34 a week for professionals to 
$135 per week average shortfall for women in the clerical, 
sales and services industries. 

Single women also have a third less in superannuation than 
their single male counterparts. While the fact that women 
have more qualifications, which may mean they enter the 
full-time workforce later, it still highlights a large asset 
deficiency for single women. Single Gen Y men have on 
average 30 per cent, or $25,000, more in assets than single 
Gen Y women. 

Taking their time with the things that matter
Every business wants to know what’s important to this 
generation – and this report also looks at what matters to 
them now, and what they think will be important to them 
when they are 35 years old. 

1. National Institute of Labour Studies, 2006
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What is clear is that major life decisions such as marriage, 
children, savings and investment are not as important 
to them today as more immediate goals like sports and 
hobbies, fitness and a career. However, they do recognise 
that these areas will be important when they are older 
– albeit when they are in their mid thirties. 

What does it all mean?
This AMP.NATSEM report shows that in many respects,  
Gen Y is no different to other generations in what they 
aspire to – although there are some notable exceptions  
in how they live.

They are more responsible than often thought by others,  
in that they are focused on education and their careers,  
and are at least thinking about their future. They are, 
however, delaying decisions on children and home 
ownership, preferring to focus on accumulating assets  
such as cars and gaining qualifications. 

They do plan to have children and buy a home, just later 
than their predecessors – in their 30s instead of their 20s. 
But what are the implications of this delay?

Financially Gen Y seems to be doing well, but they cannot 
afford to be complacent and they cannot expect to be 
automatically guaranteed a comfortable later life. They may 
be financially reliant on their parents, but this has not made 
them irresponsible. 

If we look back at some of the generalisations made 
about Gen Y, they are indeed ambitious, but they do not 
seek immediate gratification; in fact they are working and 
studying harder than previous generations at the same age.

Craig Meller 
Director, Product Manufacturing,  
AMP Financial Services
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Table 1   The generations – number and percentages of Australians, 2006

Generation Born Age in 2006  
(years)

Number of persons 
(millions)

Percentage of total 
population (%)

Generation Z 1992-2006 0-14 4.0 	1 9

Generation Y 1976-1991 15-30 4.5 	 22

Generation X 1961-1975 31-45 4.6 	 22

Boomers 1946-1960 46-60 4.0 	 20

Builders 1906-1945 61+ 3.5 	1 7

Overall All All 20.6 100

Note: Number of persons and percentages are rounded to nearest whole number. 
Source: ABS 2006b, Population by Age and Sex, Australian States and Territories, cat no. 3201.0.

1. Introduction

They are the children of the baby boomers and they are 
unlike any earlier generation. They are sometimes referred 
to as Baby Boomlets or Millenials, but more often as Gen 
Y. While there is some debate about exactly what years 
Generation Y spans, they are essentially those born in 
the late seventies to early nineties. For the purposes of 
this report, we have chosen to look at those born in the 
15 years from 1976 to 1991. In much of the 2004 data 
underlying this report, Gen Y were then aged between  
13 and 28 years1 – while, today, they are aged between  
16 and 31 years. 

Generally cosseted and treasured from birth, Gen Y has 
had fewer brothers and sisters to fight with and share toys 
with than previous generations. They have received special 
attention from the start, with their guilty working mothers 
showering them with material goods and with many of 
their parents having gone through the swinging 60s and 
wanting to be their best friends. They are the first truly 
post-feminist generation, and the possibility of being denied 
jobs, promotions or other opportunities on the basis of their 
gender is not even on their radar.

They are a questioning bunch, a product of the progressive 
teaching methods employed in schools, and the information 
age that they were brought up with, but said to be a 
headache for those Baby Boomer managers, who are 
used to the old “do as you’re told” method. According to 
Peter Sheahan they are the antithesis of what drives Baby 
Boomers – valuing informal, practical, creative and lifestyle 
centred work places (Sheahan, 2005). 

They possess multi-tasking prowess beyond that ever seen 
– having the ability to talk on their mobile whilst listening 
to their iPod, at the same time as instant messaging five 
different people, watching the latest YouTube feature and 
downing a Red Bull to keep it all ”real”. 

And they are a tech-savvy generation that talks in a 
language that’s sometimes hardly recognisable, full of 
jargon related to the technology they use. While their 
parents might struggle to master the five remotes that now 
occupy the average living room and the advanced features 
of their mobile phone, Gen Y appear like ducks to water 
where information technology is concerned.

During the next two decades, this up and coming 
generation will eclipse the baby boomers, who have basked 
at the centre of the Australian stage for so long. Already the 
4.5 million Gen Ys outnumber the 4 million baby boomers 
(Table 1). And while the boomers still hold the lion’s share 
of the plum jobs, their workplaces are increasingly filled 
with up and coming Gen Ys. More Gen Ys than baby 
boomers already hold jobs, with 2.8 million working Gen 
Ys compared with 2.7 million baby boomers who are still 
toiling away. And this difference is set to increase rapidly 
during the next five years, as Gen Ys finish their studies and 
enter the work force and more Boomers retire.

So, how is Generation Y faring? In the following sections 
we look at their education and their jobs, their dreams and 
aspirations, and their income, wealth and debt. Where 
possible, we have compared them with those of the same 
age 15 years ago – Generation X – so as to chart the rapid 
social changes that have been taking place. 
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A common complaint of the parents of Gen Y is that they 
will not leave the parental home, with some parents reporting 
that they are resorting to downsizing the house while their 
children are on holidays overseas! At first glance, the results 
in Table 2 suggest that half of all Gen Ys still live in their 
parental home, up only marginally from the 46 per cent 
apparent 15 years earlier in 1989. But the big change is 
among those in their late twenties (see Figure 1). In 1989, 
only around one in every 10 people aged 25 to 29 years old 
still lived with their parents. Today that is up to almost two in 
every 10 in this age bracket. So, strikingly, almost one-fifth of 
25 to 29 year olds are still living with their parents.  

More than two-fifths of all 21 to 24 year olds still live with 
their parents, up slightly from the 39 per cent prevailing 
back in 1989. Interestingly, men aged between 16 and 29 
years are more likely to stay at home with their parents 
than women. In 2004, some 57 per cent of those Gen Ys 
still living at home were male, with the remaining 43 per 
cent being female – a gender gap that has not changed 
during the past 15 years.

2. Leaving the nest

Age 
group 
(years)

Still at home Couple only Couple with 
children

Single parent Single Group 
household

1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004

16-20

%

86.7

%

84.1

%

1.9*

%  

4.7

%

1.1*

%

1.7*

%  

0.6*

% 

2.9*

% 

1.6*

 % 

1.0*

%  

8.1

%  

5.7

21-24 39.4 43.4 21.0 20.2 10.0 8.4 3.9 7.5 7.7 5.9 17.9 14.6

25-29 11.8 18.5 23.8 33.3 42.1 21.6 3.1 6.8 8.2 9.2 11.0 10.7

All 46.3 49.5 15.0 19.2 19.0 10.6 2.4 5.5 5.7 5.3 11.7 9.9

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years. The earlier ABS 1989 survey did not include information on persons aged 15, so we have removed 
15 year olds from the 2004 data to make the data comparable. Mixed households (see Technical Notes) are excluded from this analysis. *These results 
should be treated with caution due to small cell sizes.
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Table 2   Family type by age group, 1989 and 2004
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Figure 1   Proportion of 16-29 year olds still at home by age group, 1989 and 2004.
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So why are around 2 million Gen Ys still living with their 
parents? Is it that access to mum and dad’s car and washing 
and catering services make it just too comfortable to leave 
home? Or are they studying hard and/or can’t find jobs and 
so simply can’t afford to move out? 

Table 3 shows that seven out of every 10 Gen Ys still living 
in the parental home have jobs. This is a slightly higher 

proportion than ten years ago – and it suggests that some 
Gen Ys may be living at home for reasons such as saving for 
a deposit for their own home, or saving for the big overseas 
trip, or even to cut the costs of living when combining 
work and study. It may also be a reflection of the current 
housing market today with the highest rates of housing 
unaffordability in decades.

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years. Mixed households are excluded from this analysis.
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Table 3	 Labour force status by age group for those persons aged 16-29 still in parental home, 1989 and 2004

Age group 
(years)

Employed Unemployed Not in the labour force

1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004

16-20

%

60.9

%

64.2

  %

7.8

%

7.9

%

31.3

%

27.8

21-24 81.6 83.4 10.7 6.7   7.7   9.9

25-29 87.3 77.3   2.7 8.2 10.0 14.5

All 67.9 70.6   7.9 7.7 24.2 21.7

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years still living in parental home. Mixed households are excluded from this analysis.
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Almost one-fifth of 25 to 29 year olds  
are still living with their parents. 
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The work-study balancing act
The work/study juggling act is examined in more detail in 
Figure 2, which shows that almost half of all those Gen Ys 
still living with their parents are full-time students. This is up 
11 percentage points since 1989, reflecting the increasing 
importance of education today. Another 11 per cent are 
part-time students so that, in total, around six in every 10 
Gen Ys still at home are studying. Another 35 per cent of 
those Gen Ys still living with their parents are not studying 
but have paid jobs (Figure 2).

The appropriate balance between work and study is an 
issue of great concern to many Gen Ys. Moving from those 
still living at home to all Gen Ys, Table 4 shows us that 
today half of all Gen Ys in full-time study also have paid 
jobs. This is one of the big shifts that has occurred during 
the past 15 years, as back in 1989 around two-thirds of 
full-time students devoted all their attention to their studies 
and did not undertake paid work. 

Today, about one-third of Gen Y full-time students are 
supplementing their incomes with modest amounts of 
paid work, amounting to less than about two days per 
week. Just over one in every 10 Gen Y full-time students is 
labouring under a full-time study load combined with 15 to 
34 hours of paid work – and about four in every 100 are 
combining full-time study with full-time work. Table 4 also 
suggests that many Gen Ys are highly motivated to further 
their qualifications, with the overwhelming majority of  
part-time Gen Y students shouldering the dual burdens of a 
full-time job and part-time study.
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Figure 2   Study and labour force status of those aged 16-29 still in parental home, 1989 and 2004

Hours worked per week Full-time student Part-time student Not studying

1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004

Under 15 hrs

%

28.9

%

33.6

%  

2.3

%  

3.1

 % 

3.9

%  

5.0

Part-time work (15-34 hrs)   5.4 11.8   5.5 14.3    6.6 10.8

Full-time work (35+ hrs)   2.7   3.8 84.5 70.7 68.9 64.4

Not working 63.0 51.0 7.8 11.9 20.6 19.8

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years. There are minor differences between the hours groupings for the numbers of hours worked per 
week in the two survey periods. 
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years still living in parental home. Note that those who are full or part-time students (ie the groups 
covered in the first two sets of columns) may also be employed. For the final three columns, only those who are not studying are considered. This 
is, for example, why the 4.3 per cent who are unemployed in 2004 may differ from the proportion unemployed shown in Table 3 (because some 
students have categorised themselves as unemployed in Table 3, which considers only labour force status and not study status). NILF means “Not in 
the Labour Force”. Mixed households are excluded from this analysis.
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Table 4   Study status by hours of work for 16-29 year olds, 1989 and 2004
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The unlucky unemployed?
Returning again now to look at just those Gen Ys who  
have not yet flown the parental nest. About the same 
proportion of 16-29 year olds still living at home are 
unemployed now as was the case 15 years ago – that is, 
just under eight per cent (Table 3). The most noticeable 
change, however, is again for 25 to 29 year olds, with 
about eight per cent of all 25 to 29 year olds still living  
at home being unemployed. This is up from less than  
three per cent 15 years ago. This may be because more of 
this group entered the labour market during the first half  
of the 1990s, when the unemployment rate was much 
higher than it is today. Younger Gen Ys have been lucky 
enough to try to find their first jobs in a much more 
buoyant economy. 

Left the nest, but still feeding
It seems that even those that have left the nest are still 
relying on mum and dad. According to evidence from a 
recently released ABS survey, which found that 57 per cent 
of parents with children aged between 18 and 24 years living 
outside the family home were still providing some type of 
financial support for these children (see Table 5). The most 
common type of support provided by these parents was 
money to pay bills or meet debts, with around 30 per cent of 
parents reporting rendering this type of assistance. Around 
20 per cent of parents with 18-24 year olds living outside the 
family home are helping out with housing costs, providing 
or paying for food, buying or giving them money to buy 
big cost items, or driving them places. These figures are not 
surprising, given that a large proportion of 18-24 year olds 
are undertaking some type of study and consequently still 
falling under the umbrella of their parents’ income and assets 
to access any government support such as youth allowance. 

Type of support One family 
household 

with couple 
and dependent 

children

All other 
couples, 

one family 
households

One family 
households 

with one parent 
and dependent 

children

Lone person 
households

All persons 
with own 

children living 
outside the 
household

% % % % %

Money to help pay rent 
and/or other housing costs

18.6 26.2     9.9* 26.0 21.2

Provide or pay for food 19.8 19.4 26.0 14.6 19.3

Provide or pay for clothing 13.9 16.4   16.9* 14.6 14.4

Pay for educational costs 
or textbooks

19.2 15.2   14.5* 13.6 15.1

Give them pocket money 
or an allowance

15.2   8.9   13.3* 15.2 11.6

Buy or give them money 
to buy big cost items

23.7 20.0     6.7* 17.4 18.2

Give them money to pay 
bills or meet debt

26.8 32.5 25.5 33.6 29.8

Let them borrow your car 19.2 17.0   20.3* 11.7 15.9

Drive them places 15.8 20.5 26.7 18.8 18.8

Other support    5.6*    3.0*       3.9**   3.0   3.5

No support provided 40.9 42.0 41.9 40.8 43.0

Notes:	* Denotes estimate has a relative standard error of 25% to 50% and should be used with caution.
** Denotes estimate has a relative standard error greater than 50% and is considered too unreliable for general use.
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006 General Social Survey: Summary Results, Cat no. 4159.0 pp.55.

Table 5	 Percentage of parents reporting support provided for children aged 18-24 years living outside the 
household by household type, 2006
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25 to 29 year olds today are much more likely 
to either still be living at home or be settling 
down with a partner, then having children.

Marriage but not children
While much of the discussion above has concentrated 
upon those Gen Ys who still live in the parental home, it 
is nonetheless true that half of Gen Y have already flown 
the parental nest. Table 2 shows us the type of households 
that Gen Ys currently live in – and reveals a picture of 
extraordinarily rapid change during the past 15 years. 
Perhaps contrary to popular myths, 16 to 29 year olds are 
about as likely to be single or to live in group households as 
they were 15 years ago. However, they are about twice as 
likely to be single parents as 16-29 year olds in 1989. But 
the key change is the dramatic decline in the proportion 
that live as couples with children, which has almost halved 
since 1989 (from 19 to 10.6 per cent). 

This portrait of sweeping social change is most pronounced 
for the 25 to 29 year old Gen Ys, who are still settling down 
with a partner but are deferring children. As revealed in 
Figure 3, in 1989 more than two in every five 25 to 29 year 
olds belonged to couple with children families. By 2004, 
that proportion had plummeted to only one in every five  
25 to 29 year olds. Instead of marrying and having babies, 
25 to 29 year olds were much more likely in 2004 to either 
still be living at home with their parents or to be settling 
down with a partner. An important issue is whether Gen Y 
are just deferring having children or whether this is a more 
lasting behavioural trend – an issue to which we now turn.

Figure 3   Family type of 25-29 year olds, 1989 and 2004

Notes: Population is all persons aged 25-29 years. Mixed households are excluded from this analysis. 
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.
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Notes: Very important is determined by those who have rated a particular aspect of their life as 7 or above in importance, on a scale of 0-10,  
with 0 being “Not at all important”, and 10 being “Very important”. Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.

3. Great expectations

Figure 4   Proportion of Gen Y that considers various life aspects to be very important to them now, by age group, 2004
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So what is currently important to Gen Y? Among 15 to 
19 year olds, their top priorities in life are gaining more 
education and keeping fit (Figure 4). But priorities shift 
rapidly with increasing age so that, by age 25 to 29, friends 
have become relatively less significant while marriage 

and long-term relationships have become much more 
important. The proportion who consider saving and 
investing to be very important increases with advancing age, 
as does the importance of having children (Figure 4).

There are some pronounced differences by gender in what 
Gen Y want. Gen Y women are somewhat more likely than 
Gen Y men to regard marriage, long-term relationships and 
children as very important (Figure 5). 

Gen Y men are more likely to favour making money, having 
a successful career and sports and hobbies. Gen Y men and 
women are almost equally convinced of the importance of 
more education and saving and investing (Figure 5).
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Figure 5   Proportion of Gen Y that considers various life aspects to be very important to them now, by gender, 2004

Notes: Very important is determined by those who have rated a particular aspect of their life as 7 or above in importance, on a scale of 0-10, with  
0 being “Not at all important”, and 10 being “Very important”. Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.

Fascinatingly, the HILDA survey also asked Gen Y what 
they thought would be very important to them by the time 
they hit the ripe old age of 35 years. A strong consensus 
emerges in Figure 6 about the things that are deemed likely 
to be important in a rounded life. For example, while the 
proportion considering marriage and long-term relationships 
very important increased sharply with advancing age in 
Figure 4, Figure 6 shows that even younger Gen Ys remain 
convinced about how important marriage will be in their 
lives in the future. Thus, about 85 per cent of both younger 
and older Gen Ys believe that a long-term relationship 
will be very important to them once they are in their mid 
30s (Figure 6). Similarly, despite the dramatic decline in 
fertility noted above, around 75 per cent of both younger 
and older Gen Ys think that having children will be very 
important to them when they are 35 years old. 

While they might not yet be too concerned about their 
finances, a striking 90 per cent of all Gen Y believe that 
saving and investing will be very important to them in their 
mid 30s — and about 80 per cent consider that making 

money will be. Gen Y also expect to be more concerned in 
the future about having a successful career, with around  
85 per cent feeling this will be important to them by the 
time they hit 35 years.

Many of the differences currently apparent between Gen Y 
men and women are expected by them to disappear by the 
time they reach their mid 30s (Figure 7). For example, while 
Gen Y women are currently significantly more likely than 
Gen Y men to consider long-term relationships and children 
very important, these gender differences appear likely to 
largely disappear by the time Gen Y hits 35 years (see 
Figures 5 & 7). Feminism and the mass entry to women into 
the labour force has clearly had a large impact, with  
84 per cent of Gen Y women expecting a successful career 
to be very important to them by the time they are in their 
mid 30s. This is only slightly below the 90 per cent notched 
up by Gen Y men. So overall, although men remain a bit 
more obsessed by sport, Gen Y men and women seem to 
want much the same things in life.
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By 35, Gen Y men and women are in tune 
with what they want out of life. 
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Figure 6   Proportion of Gen Y that considers various life aspects likely to be very important to them at age 35, 
by age group, 2004

 

Notes: Very important is determined by those who have rated a particular aspect of their life as 7 or above in importance, on a scale of 0-10, with 0 
being “Not at all important”, and 10 being “Very important”. Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004.  
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004. 
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Figure 7   Proportion of Gen Y that considers various life aspects likely to be very important to them at age 35, 
by gender, 2004

 

Notes: Very important is determined by those who have rated a particular aspect of their life as 7 or above in importance, on a scale of 0-10, with 0 
being “Not at all important”, and 10 being “Very important”. Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.
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It is only 40 years since the ”marriage bar” was lifted in the 
Australian Public Service – a rule which forced women to 
leave the public service when they got married. Today, as 
the Public Service Commissioner observes, Gen Y women 
are astounded that such a bar could ever have existed 
(Briggs, 2006). Gen Y expects and assumes equality. Indeed, 
on some indicators, the Gen Y ”post-feminist” generation 
of women are now doing better than their male peers. 

As Table 6 indicates, today Gen Y women are almost 
as likely to hold paid jobs as Gen Y men – and the gap 
between the two has narrowed over the past 15 years. 
Reflecting the relative erosion of the male labour market 
and the expansion of the female-dominated service sector, 
the unemployment rate of Gen Y men is today higher 
than that of Gen Y women, reversing the relative positions 
apparent 15 years ago. 

Table 6   Labour force status by gender for those aged 
16-29 years, 1989 and 2004

Employed Unemployed Not in the 
labour force

1989 2004 1989 2004 1989 2004

% % % % % %

Male 78.5 75.9 5.8 7.3 15.8 16.8

Female 66.2 70.2 6.4 6.4 27.5 23.5

Total 72.3 73.1 6.1 6.9 21.6 20.1

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years that are employed. 
Mixed households are excluded from this analysis.
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit 
record data.

While there is still debate about the ”glass ceiling” facing 
women at the very top of the jobs ladder, Table 7 shows 
that, in 2004, 27 per cent of employed Gen Y women 
occupied jobs as professionals or associate professionals 
– up from 17 per cent only 15 years earlier. In contrast, only 
20 per cent of employed Gen Y men were professionals or 
associate professionals in 2004 – a more marginal increase 
on the 14 per cent prevailing in 1989. 

4. Girl power

Table 7	 Occupation of employed 16-29 year olds, by gender, 1989 and 2004

Occupation Males 16-29 yrs Females 16-29 yrs All 16-29 yrs

	 1989 	 2004 	 1989 	 2004 	 1989 	 2004

  % % % % % %

Managers and administrators      4.4     3.2    2.7    2.2    3.6    2.7

Professionals      9.2   10.7   10.6   17.4    9.9   13.9

Associate professionals      5.1    8.9    6.2    9.8     5.6     9.3

Tradespersons and related workers    33.7   23.6    4.2    3.0   20.2   13.9

Clerical and service workers      8.5     9.7  34.2   36.6   20.2   22.4

Intermediate production and 
transport workers

     9.1   11.6    2.5    2.0     6.0     7.1

Elementary clerical, sales and service 
workers

  11.1   13.9  30.1   25.2   19.8   19.2

Labourers and related workers   18.9   18.6    9.5    3.7   14.6   11.5

All occupations 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years that are employed. There have been some minor changes to the Australian Standard classification of 
occupations which the ABS HES classifications are based on between 1988-89 and 2003-04. 
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

27 per cent of employed Gen Y women 
are professionals or associate professionals, 
compared with only 20 per cent of employed  
Gen Y men.



14

These changes are one consequence of Gen Y women 
outpacing Gen Y men in the education race. As Figure 8 
shows, about 58 per cent of Gen Y men hold no  
post-school qualifications, compared with only about  
54 per cent of Gen Y women. While Gen Y men are 
about as likely as Gen Y women to hold post-graduate 
qualifications, Gen Y women are significantly more likely to 
hold a bachelor’s degree or a diploma. 

At first glance, these results suggest that in 20 years time 
any remaining glass ceilings should have been shattered. 
Indeed, if current educational, employment and professional 
trends continued, women might well eclipse men at the 
top of the career ladder in the future. But the future career 
prospects of Gen Y women depend in part upon the 
decisions they make about having and raising children. 

It is possible that Gen Y women might choose to have 
children and to stay at home with them on a full or  
part-time basis for considerable slices of time, or that it will 
become easier to combine motherhood with paid work – or 
even that Gen Y men will be encouraged through societal 
shifts and more flexible workplaces to become more 
involved in child rearing. Whatever the eventual outcome, 
there is no doubt that extended periods out of the work 
force to have and rear children dramatically reduces a 
woman’s earnings and asset building potential (see for 
example, Breusch & Gray, 2004). 
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5. The great Australian housing dream

While Gen Y might be finding getting jobs relatively easy, 
other aspects of their lives are not going exactly to plan. In 
particular, they are finding it harder to leap the first home 
hurdle than previous generations. As Table 2 demonstrated, 
more 16 to 29 year olds have not managed to pack their 
bags and leave their parents behind when compared with 
the same age group 15 years ago. 

Figure 9 shows us the housing status of the half of 
Generation Y who have left their parental home behind 
– even if only temporarily. It shows a sharp increase in the 
proportion who are renters, and a commensurate decline 
in the proportion who have bought or are purchasing their 
home. These changes may partly reflect the deterioration 
in housing affordability, but may also be a product of other 
changes, such as later marriage and the deferral of children.
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Figure 9   Housing tenure of 16-29 year olds not living at home, 1989 and 2004

Note: Population is all persons aged 16-29 years excluding those still living in parental home. 
Source: ABS 1988-89 and 2003-04 Household Expenditure Survey unit record data.

Most believe that they will start buying a 
residential property by the time they hit 30.
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Will they ever own a home?
In 2004, around 38 per cent of 16-29 year olds were owners 
with or without mortgages – a decrease of around 10 
percentage points since 1989 (see Figure 9). Yet according to 
the HILDA data, the great Australian dream of owning your 
own home is well and truly still alive, with 94 per cent of 
15-29 year olds planning to own their own home. 

Most of this age group believe that they will start buying a 
residential property by the time they hit 30 (see Figure 10). 
However, most Gen Ys are worried about their ability to 
live out this dream, with 55 per cent stating that they are 
somewhat worried and 12 per cent very worried about their 
ability to buy a residential property at the age that they 
believe they will start buying one (see Figure 11).

 

Figure 10   Age at which Gen Y believe they will start buying a residential property, 2004

Note: Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004 who have not yet bought a residential property. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.

Figure 11   How worried Gen Ys are about their ability to buy a residential property at age they believe  
they will, 2004

Note: Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004 who plan to own residential property in the future and have not owned a residential property 
in the past. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.
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Not surprisingly, the older Gen Ys get, the more important 
purchasing a home becomes. Figure 12 shows that more 
Gen Ys in the 25-29 year age group have already begun 
saving for a deposit for a home (41 per cent). The HILDA 
data has also revealed that males are more likely to report 
savings for a home deposit than females, with 27 per 

cent of males reporting having savings for a deposit and 
24 per cent of females. However, most Gen Ys have not 
yet got very far on saving their house deposit, with only 
one-quarter having managed to save more than $10,000 
towards their deposit (Figure 13).

Figure 12   Proportion of Gen Ys who have begun saving for a deposit, by age group, 2004

Note: Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004 who plan to own residential property in the future and have not owned a residential property 
in the past. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.

Figure 13   Amount of savings for house deposit, Gen Y, 2004

Note: Population is those persons aged 15-29 in 2004 who plan to own residential property in the future, have not owned a residential property in 
the past and have begun saving for a deposit. 
Data source: Household Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) Survey, 2004.
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6. Money issues

Income
Looking first at those Gen Ys still living in the parental 
home, most appear to be making a positive contribution 
towards the household’s cash income. Among the 85 per 
cent of 15 to 19 year olds who are still living with their 
parents, wages amount to $106 a week on average 
(Table 8). This climbs sharply for older Gen Ys, with wages 
for 20 to 24 year olds still in the family nest reaching  
$389 a week on average — and $498 a week for 25 to 
29 year olds still at home. Table 8 suggests that relatively 
few are still at home and reliant on the social safety net for 
their income, with average government benefits amounting 
to just under $48 a week for 25 to 29 year olds still at home 
and only about $20 or less a week among younger Gen Ys.

Whilst women’s labour force participation has increased 
substantially over the past 15 years and they now have 
more post-school qualifications than men of this age group, 
Table 9 shows that there are still large differences between 
what full-time employed men and women take home each 
week in their pay packet, even when they are working in 
the same occupations. Gen Y men are on average earning 
more income each week than Gen Y women in every 
broad group occupation classification, ranging from an 
extra $34 per week for professionals to $135 per week for 
elementary clerical, sales and service workers. Unfortunately 
there is still extensive evidence showing that the gender 
wage gap in Australia is well and truly alive, with estimates 
of a 15 per cent wage difference between Australian men 
and women (National Institute of Labour Studies, 2006).

The top of the tree
While the incomes of the youngest Gen Ys may be well 
below the Australian average, many of the older Gen Ys 
cannot be ignored by marketing gurus, as they are in two 
income households and raking in the dollars. Table 10 takes 
the 2.2 million persons living in households headed by a 
Gen Y, ranks them by the total income of their household, 
and then divides them into five equally sized groups, with 
the poorest one-fifth of Gen Y persons in households in the 
bottom quintile and the most affluent one-fifth in the top 
income quintile. There are around 440,000 persons in Gen 
Y households in each of these income quintiles. Table 10 
shows that the most affluent 20 per cent of persons living in 
households headed by a Gen Y have annual gross household 
incomes of almost $120,000 a year, or some $2,255 a week. 
Not surprisingly, older Gen Ys are much more likely to scale 
the income heights than younger Gen Ys, with 77 per cent  
of those in this top quintile being in households headed by 
a 25 to 29 year old and 22 per cent being in households 
headed by a 20 to 24 year old. 

The next most affluent quintile have average gross 
household incomes of around $75,000 a year, while the 
poorest 20 per cent get by on household incomes of 
around $21,000 a year (Table 10).


