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FOREWORD

As the peak representative body for
students, the National Union of Students
(NUS) spends a lot of time talking to
students. When students call us or walk into
our office, we are often their last desperate
grab for help. They’re struggling to balance
3 jobs and a university degree that is their
gateway out of financial insecurity. Students
who are feeling the brunt of the cost of
living crisis. 

Most of the students we support are forced
to live lives of insecurity - moving out of
home, changing rentals every few years,
working highly casualised and low paid jobs,
while juggling their studies.

This report details the dramatic policy
failings of the welfare system for students. It
highlights the stark reality of being a
student, including heartbreaking stories of
those who “dumpster dived a lot” or the
student that almost passed out at work
after eating instant noodles and $1
cheeseburgers for a week straight. It
spotlights queer students petrified of
having the independence conversation with
their parents, and students running from
domestic violence situations.

Age-based disrimination is evident
throughout this report. Students are paying
tax and held accountable under the law as
adults. At the same time, they are not being
paid the same rate or able to access social
security payments until they turn 22. Age-
based discrimination, like sexism and
racism, is completely unacceptable. 

The crisis for students is unfolding in a
political and economic context which will
shortly see $243.5 billion dollars spent in tax
cuts for the rich. A small proportion of the
Australian Government’s budget should be
spent on dramatically transforming the lives
of 18-21 year-olds unfairly locked out of
Youth Allowance. 

We believe that the Australian Government
has a responsibility to address student
poverty by lowering Centrelink's Age of
Independence from 22 to 18, to support
approximately 450,000 18-21 year-old
students to study without living in poverty.
This also requires the Australian
Government to lift Youth Allowance to
above the poverty line (to at least $88 a day),
adjusting this regularly to reflect increases
in the cost of living, and updating rent
assistance payments so students can afford
their rent as the housing affordability and
rental crisis worsens.  

By lowering Centrelink’s Age of
Independence to 18, students will be able to
focus on their studies, finish their degrees
quicker, be less likely to drop out, will be
happier and less likely to experience mental
health problems, and will experience
financial security instead of poverty.

That sounds like a win for students. 

Georgie Beatty
President of the National Union of Students

Billy Zimmermann
Welfare Officer of the National Union of
Students
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In Australia, everyone should be able to access a university
education no matter their postcode or how much money
they have in the bank. As we start to emerge from COVID-19,
many students in Australia are locked out of Youth Allowance
and living in poverty, without enough income to put food on
their table and a safe roof over their heads. Right now, the
Australian Government’s Centrelink system provides essential
income support for people over 22, but is failing hundreds of
thousands of 18 to 21 year-olds denied access to financial
support. All young people should be able to study with a
safety net to pay for rent, books, and food.

Students today are experiencing a number of intersecting
crises - COVID-19 disrupting their ability to work and study,
high inflation rates, increasingly casualised work, rental
affordability crises and stagnant wage growth. Over seven in
10 people we surveyed agree that high rent costs, casual work
and cost of living pressures mean it's very difficult for
students to study full-time and find enough work to
financially support themselves.¹ Yet Australian Government
financial supports often exclude students, or keep their
income deliberately below the poverty line. 

Students shouldn’t have to choose between their future, food,
medications or much needed mental health support on a
daily basis. Students should have access to financial support
so that no matter how much money their parents make they
can access further education, have a fulfilling educational
experience and lead a healthy life. 62% of people we surveyed
agree that the Australian Government has a responsibility to
ensure students do not have to live below the poverty line
while they study.²

REPORT METHODOLOGY

In order to understand how access to and the rate of Youth
Allowance is impacting student poverty this report outlines
the results of a survey of 673 current and former students
impacted by the Centrelink Age of Independence rule and
payment rates, as well as primary data from the Departments
of Education and Social Security requested by the
Foundation for Young Australians. It summarises polling
conducted by Essential Research in September 2022 for the
National Union of Students into the attitudes of a
representative sample of Australians on students' living costs.
This report also draws on secondary research from various
parliamentary inquiries, the Bradley Review, academics,
experts and publicly available Services Australia information.
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The majority of students aged 18-21 (over
450,000) are excluded from Youth
Allowance payments due to the Age of
Independence being 22,³

Young people aged 18-21 who do receive
Youth Allowance are mostly paid at less
than $26 per day,⁴ even if they are paid
at a higher rate because they are
considered independent it is well below
the poverty line,⁵ 

Youth Allowance payments are indexed
at lower rates and less frequently than
other social security payments like the
Age Pension or Disability Support
Pension, creating significant disparities
in payment rates based on age
discrimination that needs addressing,⁶
and;

Commonwealth Rent Assistance
payments do not match the realities of
renting in Australia. Analysis of 45,000
rental properties in 2022 found that 0%
were affordable for people on Youth
Allowance.⁷

KEY CHALLENGES IMPACTING STUDENT
POVERTY 

This report primarily focuses on access to
Youth Allowance as one issue amongst
students impacting their ability to cover
their living costs, this will include the
following:

Financial Wellbeing - 86% of students
who were unable to access Youth
Allowance stated it negatively impacted
their financial well being and 38% also
said it impacted their housing stability.

Mental health - 65% of students stated it
negatively impacted their mental health.
This is particularly concerning as we
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic
which has had a detrimental impact on
young people’s mental health and
wellbeing.⁸

Experience of their education - 60% of
students stated it negatively impacted
their experience of their education, this
included their grades, ability to make
connections at their campus or place of
learning and ability to undertake
placements or other hands-on learning.
Surveyed students noted that receiving
Youth Allowance would have allowed
them to focus on their studies, get better
grades and find volunteering or working
opportunities that related to their
degrees. 

Experience of domestic or family
violence - 8% of students who were
unable to access Youth Allowance
payments stated that this negatively
impacted their experience. 

IMPACT ON STUDENTS

Student poverty has drastic consequences
for students, their educational experience
and their ability to live a healthy life. In order
to understand the impact that exclusion or
minimal rates of Youth Allowance payments
had on students, FYA and NUS undertook a
survey and interviewed higher education
students across Australia. The results
revealed that the impact on students was
far-reaching and in particular was
impacting their:
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Lower Centrelink’s Age of Independence from 22 to 18;

Lift social security payments to above the poverty line (at least $88 per day); 

Adjust Centrelink payments twice a year with the cost of living; and,

Update rent assistance payments in line with market rents.

86%

65%

60%

8%

Students are locked out 
of Youth Allowance payments 

Youth Allowance is below the 
poverty line 

Youth Allowance increases are 
not keeping up with the cost of living  

Rent Assistance is too low  for rental
prices 

Experienced of domestic or family
violence 

Stated it negatively impacted their
experience of their education

 Stated it negatively 
impacted their mental health

Stated it negatively impacted their
financial wellbeing

1.

2.

3.

4.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS 

There are a number of other challenges that are worsening student’s ability to live above the
poverty line. In order to address these challenges, this report recommends that the Federal
Government: 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Update rent assistance payments to reflect and grow in line with market rents

Review the Disability Support Pension to ensure students with a disability have access
to financial support while they study

Introduce new policies targeting rental and housing affordability in Australia

Update rent assistance payments to reflect and grow in line with market rents

REPORT SUMMARY 
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To ensure that we address student
poverty in Australia, the Federal
Government must:
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Lower the Age of
Independence from 22 to
181
Lift social security
payments to above the
poverty line (at least $88
per day)2
Adjust Youth Allowance
(and other social
security payments) with
the cost of living3
4 Update rent assistance

payments to reflect and
grow in line with market
rents
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There are a number of other challenges that are worsening
student’s ability to live above the poverty line. In order to
address these challenges, this report recommends that the
Federal Government: 

Remove age based discrimination with how
we pay workers by abolishing junior
employee rates1
Review the Disability Support Pension to
ensure students with a disability have access
to financial support while they study2
Introduce new policies targeting rental and
housing affordability in Australia3
4

Fund further research needs to be conducted
into international student poverty and what
policy supports should be put into place to
ensure that international students are
appropriately supported.



In Australia, everyone should be able to access a university
education no matter their postcode or how much money
they have in the bank. As we start to emerge from COVID-19,
many students in Australia are locked out of Youth Allowance
and living in poverty, without enough income to put food on
their table and a safe roof over their heads. Right now, the
Australian Government’s Centrelink system provides essential
income support for people over 22, but is failing hundreds of
thousands of 18 to 21 year-olds denied access to financial
support. All young people should be able to study with a
safety net to pay for rent, books, and food.

Students today are experiencing a number of intersecting
crises - COVID-19 disrupting their ability to work and study,
high inflation rates, increasingly casualised work, rental
affordability crises and stagnant wage growth. NUS
commissioned Essential Research polling to understand
public sentiment towards students’ cost of living and found
that over seven in 10 people agree that high rent costs, casual
work and cost of living pressures mean it’s very difficult for
students to study full-time and find enough work to
financially support themselves.⁹ Yet Government financial
supports often exclude students, or keep their income
deliberately below the poverty line. 

Student poverty is not new in Australia - there have been
many reports, inquiries and hearings into the state of student
poverty in this country.¹⁰ In 2018 Universities Australia
reported that one in seven full time, domestic undergraduate
students have regularly gone without food or other
necessities because of a lack of finances.¹¹ This number rises
to one in four for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students and almost one in five for students from low socio-
economic households.¹² 

In 2018, Universities Australia released the results of their
Student Finances Survey which surveyed more than 18,500
university students about their cost of living and day-to-day
financial reality, which found the median annual income for
full-time students is $18,300.¹³ This amount is well below the
Henderson Poverty line for a single person including housing
costs, currently sitting at just over $31,000.¹⁴ 
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Increases housing instability due to the
inability to make rental payments and
increased risk of homelessness,¹⁵

Exacerbates existing intersecting crises
such as family violence,¹⁶

Increases the risk of depression and
psychological distress¹⁷ - particularly
concerning given the detrimental
impact on young people’s mental health
as we recover from the COVID-19
pandemic,¹⁸ and,

Increases the risk of death by suicide - a
recent Suicide Prevention Australia
report found that cost of living pressures
are now the highest risk factor for
suicide.¹⁹

Living in poverty impacts every dimension
of students’ lives from their financial
wellbeing, mental health, experience of
domestic violence to their educational
experiences and ability to engage with on-
campus life. Research has found that living
below the poverty line:

  
These insights do not capture young people
who will choose not to attend university or
TAFE because the financial barriers are too
high. Mission Australia’s Youth Survey in
2021 reported that more than 60% of young
people planned to go to university after
school, but 20% of young people felt
financial difficulty was a barrier to achieving
study or work goals.²⁰

The majority of students aged 18-21 (over
450,000) are excluded from Youth
Allowance payments due to the Age of
Independence being 22,²¹ 

Young people aged 18-21 who do receive
Youth Allowance are mostly paid at less
than $26 per day (dependent rate of
payment)²², even if a student
independent rate of payment with rent
assistance they are receiving income of
less than 60% of the poverty line,²³ 

Youth Allowance payments are indexed
at lower rates and less frequently than
other social security payments for other
groups of people like the Age Pension or
the Disability Support Pension, creating
significant disparities in payment rates
that needs addressing,²⁴ and;

Commonwealth Rent Assistance
payments do not match the realities of
renting in Australia. Analysis of 45,000
rental properties in 2022 found that 0%
were affordable for people on Youth
Allowance.²⁵

IMPACT OF YOUTH ALLOWANCE ON
STUDENT POVERTY 

This report primarily focuses on access to
Youth Allowance as a critical issue
impacting students’ ability to cover their
living costs. Youth Allowance is the key
mechanism for supporting students who
are 25 years-old and younger with living
costs who need it while they study. 

There are four key issues with the social
security system for students that are
contributing to student poverty: 
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They can show they have supported
themselves by work - e.g. worked 30
hours per week for a period of 18 months
within a 2-year period;

They are, or have been, married or are in
a registered relationship;

They are in a de facto relationship for at
least 12 months, or 6 months in special
circumstances;

They have, or have had, a dependent
child;

They are in a situation where it’s
unreasonable to live at home;

They have parents who can’t look after
you;

They are in state care, including foster
care;

They are a refugee and your parents
don’t live in Australia; or,

They are an orphan.²⁹

CENTRELINK’S AGE OF INDEPENDENCE
RULE

Currently, Centrelink's Age of Independence
rules mean that a young person attempting
to access Youth Allowance is not considered
independent from their parents until the
age of 22 unless they meet one of the below
criteria:

PURPOSE OF YOUTH ALLOWANCE 

The key mechanism the Australian
Government uses to financially support
students under 25 years-old with their living
costs while they study is Youth Allowance,
and ABSTUDY for Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander Students. Youth Allowance
was introduced as a single payment for
students under the age of 25 years-old in
1998 under the Howard Government.

ELIGIBILITY FOR YOUTH ALLOWANCE

Youth Allowance is available to full-time
students or apprentices (this includes
students undertaking a 75% course load)
aged 16-24 and Australian permanent
residents.²⁶ This excludes most international
students as the newly arrived resident’s
waiting period is four years for Youth
Allowance and ABSTUDY, at which point
most people have completed their study.²⁷  

In order to access Youth Allowance
payments, students must also meet
Centrelink’s Age of Independence rule and
pass an income and assets test. If students
are considered dependent on their parents,
they must also pass a parental means test.²⁸

 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/if-youre-independent-for-youth-allowance-through-paid-work?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-youre-married-or-registered-relationship?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-youre-de-facto-relationship?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-you-have-or-have-had-dependent-child?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-its-unreasonable-for-you-to-live-home?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-your-parents-cant-take-care-you?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-youre-state-care?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-youre-refugee?context=43916
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/independent-for-youth-allowance-if-youre-orphan?context=43916
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KEY CHANGES TO CENTRELINK’S AGE OF INDEPENDENCE ELIGIBILITY TEST SINCE 1993

The below table details some of the key changes made to student income support payments
over time - in particular changes to the age of eligibility for Centrelink. 

 Year Change Details³⁰

1993 The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 24 years under the Keating
Government

1994

1995

The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 23 years under the Keating
Government

The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 22 years under the Keating
Government

1997 The age of eligibility for independence was increased to 25 under the Howard
Government

2010

2011

2012

The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 24 years under the Gillard
Government

The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 23 years under the Gillard
Government

The age of eligibility for independence was reduced to 22 under the Gillard
Government 

24

Age of
Independence

23

22

25

24

23

22

STUDENTS ARE EXCLUDED FROM YOUTH ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS OR ONLY RECEIVE
THE DEPENDENT RATE OF PAYMENT

Students who are not considered independent from their parents or caregivers have their
eligibility assessed by a parental means test and a personal income and assets test. If a
student’s parent’s means are below the relevant thresholds, then a student can access
Youth Allowance at the dependent rate - a maximum of $26 per day for a single person over
the age of 18.³¹ This is woefully low at less than $10,000 per year, less than a third of the
income required to meet the Henderson Poverty line.³²

If a student’s parent’s means are above the relevant thresholds, then a student will be
deemed ineligible for Youth Allowance, even if they receive no or limited financial support
from their parents and/or live out of home.
 



Median Wage in Australia Henderson Poverty Line JobSeeker Payment Youth Allowance Payment
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YOUTH ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS ARE BELOW THE POVERTY LINE

For all 173,945 students on Youth Allowance payments, the rate of Government financial
support they are receiving is below the poverty line.³³ The current maximum daily rate of
Youth Allowance if you’re declared independent and are single with no children is $13,790
per annum, with an additional rate of $3,790.80 per annum for rent assistance if you’re
eligible, totalling $17,580.80 per annum income (Figure 1).³⁴ 

The official Henderson poverty line amount for a single person with housing costs is
$31,786.04 per year, meaning that even at the independent rate of payment with rent
assistance students receive income less than 60% of the poverty line.³⁵

 "The only reason I was not eligible [for Youth Allowance]
was because my parents earn over the threshold, but it’s
not like I see that money or receive their income. My
parents are smokers and drinkers so a lot of their money
goes there, not to me. I understand that Centrelink’s
logic is that I receive support from my parents, but I
don’t."

"

Figure 1 - Youth Allowance payments are lower than other social security payments and the poverty line

Sources: Melbourne Institute (2022), “Poverty Lines Australia.” Services Australia (2022), “How much Youth Allowance
can you get?” Services Australia (2022), “How much JobSeeker payment can you get? “ ABS (2022), “Income and
work: Census.” 

 - Tara (she/her), 21
 



IMPACT OF COVID-19 SUPPLEMENT 

COVID-19 was hugely disruptive to students and young people’s lives. Students we surveyed
noted that it most heavily impacted their ability to participate in activities (68%), education
(62%) and their mental health (50%).³⁶ Despite these challenges, COVID-19 also demonstrated
how easy it was for Australian governments to temporarily alleviate poverty in Australia. The
introduction of the Coronavirus Supplement in April 2020 meant that people on Youth
Allowance and other social security payments had a brief reprieve from payment rates below
the poverty line.
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“One day a friend and I were having a chat about how
much Youth Allowance and other payments from work
we were receiving - and we realised we were living way
under the poverty line. That’s when it really hit me that
this isn't the way I should be living right now.”

"

“Receiving the COVID supplement was the first time in
my life I experienced financial stability. Which was a real
revelation for me - it’s actually this easy to not suffer.”       "

                                                                                  - Jesse 
(he/him), 23

     - Darcy (they/them), 23



With the increased rate of income support payments, 80% of students surveyed reported
using the additional income to cover household bills, and 60% reported using it for
groceries.³⁷ 
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Introduction of the
Coronavirus
Supplement

 
Eligible income

support recipient
received $550 per

fortnight.

27 Apr 2020

25 Sept 2020

1 Jan 2021

1 Apr 2021

$300 cut to the
Coronavirus
Supplement

 
Eligible income

support recipient
received $250 per

fortnight.

Introduction Further
$100 cut to the

Coronavirus
Supplement

 
Eligible income support
recipient received $150

per fortnight.

Current end date of
the Coronavirus

Supplement
 

Income support
recipient no

additional support.

Figure 2 - Timeline of Key Changes to the Coronavirus Supplement

“Receiving the COVID supplement in 2020 meant that I
didn’t have to stress so much about work and losing my
job. My grades actually went up a lot during that period,
because I was able to focus more on my degree.” 

"
                                                                                       
- Sarah (she/her), 23



C O P Y R I G H T  ©  2 0 2 2  T H E  N A T I O N A L  U N I O N  O F  S T U D E N T S .  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D .

YOUTH ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS ARE
INDEXED AT LOWER RATES AND LESS
FREQUENTLY THAN OTHER SOCIAL
SECURITY PAYMENTS 

As with any source of income over time,
Youth Allowance payments need to be
reviewed to reflect increases to the cost of
living - typically measured by inflation.
Between July 2021 and June 2022 the cost of
living as measured by the consumer price
index (CPI) rose by 6.1%.³⁸ Yet the only
increase to Youth Allowance since the
increase in April 2021 was 3.5% in January
2022.³⁹ Youth Allowance is not keeping pace
with the increased cost of living in Australia.
 
Youth Allowance payments are typically
adjusted on 1 January each year in line with
changes to the Consumer Price Index (CPI),
as opposed to other payments like the Age
Pension which is adjusted twice a year.⁴⁰ In
contrast the Age Pension which is adjusted
by the greater of the movements in the CPI
or the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living Cost
Index (PBLCI) over a six-month period,
adjusted March 20 and September 20 each
year.⁴¹ More frequent reviews of payment
rates for Youth Allowance need to occur to
reflect that cost of living rises should take
place regardless of what income support
payment you are on, your age or education
status. Regardless of your age, everyone
deserves a livable income.

This difference in how income support
payments are indexed is an example of age
based discrimination. In a review into the
Age Pension system in 2009, submissions
highlighted that the rates of payment were
not keeping pace with costs of living - in
particular costs of food, especially fresh fruit
and vegetables and meat, the price of fuel,
and the cost of utilities, particularly
electricity and water.⁴² From this review,
Age Pension rates have also been adjusted
using the PBLCI to reflect the fact that CPI
does not always adequately capture rising
costs of living.

People on JobSeeker, Youth Allowance and
other income support payments also need
to cover the costs of food, fuel and utilities.
The Australian Government should index
these rates against living costs using the
same principle. The different methods used
for adjusting pensions and other payments
have, over time, produced a significant
disparity in payment rates that needs
addressing.⁴³ 

RENTAL AFFORDABILITY 

Students are already locked out of rental
markets, with analysis showing that 0% of
rental listings are affordable for young
people on Youth Allowance at pre-COVID
rates.⁴⁴ Recent analysis undertaken by
Anglicare Australia found that out of 45,000
rental listings, only one was affordable for a
person on JobSeeker, let alone Youth
Allowance paid at a lower rate.⁴⁵

Adding to this challenge the rates of
Commonwealth Rent Assistance payments
have not kept up with rental markets, the
cost of rent has increased by more than
twice what the rent assistance payment has
in the last 25 years.⁴⁶ There needs to be a
significant adjustment to the amount of
Commonwealth Rent Assistance to ensure
it reflects market rental prices, and an
ongoing review to ensure it keeps pace with
the cost of living. 

COMPOUNDING FACTORS 

The issues with the social security system
for students is the primary focus of the
report, however there are a number of
factors contributing to and exacerbating
student poverty in Australia.  

1 7



YOUTH WAGES

For young people under 21 on Youth
Allowance, the lower rates of Youth
Allowance payments are compounded by
lower take-home pay from many jobs due
to junior employee pay rates.⁴⁷ Around 57%
of young people aged 20 years and under
are earning less than the national minimum
wage or relevant award.⁴⁸ 92% of young
people aged 17 and under are receiving a
junior employee rate of payment, and 38%
of 18 to 20 year-olds.

This has huge consequences for young
people being able to afford their cost of
living, let alone earn the same wage for the
same work. The McKell Institute estimated
that the individual cost of the junior
employee rate for a young person is $8,483
per year, amounting to $3.5 billion per year
in lost wages for young people under the
age of 21.⁴⁹ This amount also does not
include the lost amount of superannuation
payments.⁵⁰ 

COST OF EDUCATION

The cost of a university education is
becoming a bigger burden on students
today. Students are leaving university with
an average debt that is $23,685 that takes
them on average 9.4 years to repay.⁵¹ This
cost is likely to balloon for some students in
areas like Humanities even further with the
recent Job Ready Graduates package that
was introduced in 2020.⁵² 
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On top of the increased cost of education,
Higher Education Contribution Scheme’s
(HECS) indexation has jumped to 3.9% for
2022 which is a 10-year high.⁵³ Meaning that
students are now accruing more debt on
top of their already increasing debt.⁵⁴ This is
likely to continue into 2023 as inflation
continues to increase as HECS is indexed to
reflect changes in cost of living. 

The increasing cost of education is a
potential barrier to students wanting to go
to university, particularly those from low
socio-economic backgrounds. 

INCREASED COST OF LIVING 

Alongside receiving no or poverty level
payments students are grappling with the
cost of living crisis, which is the highest
increase we’ve seen in decades.⁵⁵ These
increases are only going to worsen as
inflation hit 6.1% in the June quarter⁵⁶ and is
projected to peak at almost 8% by the end
of 2022.⁵⁷ 

Recent data from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics has found that 6.5% of the
Australian population are working multiple
jobs just to keep up with the cost of living
increases.⁵⁸ This number is likely to be even
higher for students, as previous research
found that 18% of 15-24 year-olds were
already working multiple jobs just to make
up full time hours.⁵⁹
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“I definitely support lowering the Age of Independence, I
think it would make it so much easier on students to
actually study and get the most out of their degrees. I
know people at university who work 20-25 hours a week
or full-time work on top of uni, because they need the
money to survive.”  

"
- Tara (she/her), 21 



2008 BRADLEY REVIEW FINDINGS AND CENTRELINK’S AGE
OF INDEPENDENCE 

The Review of Australian Higher Education (known as the
Bradley Review) was intended to provide recommendations
to ensure that the tertiary education sector was structured
and financed well so that Australia can compete in the
globalised economy.⁶⁰ Key parts of the recommendations in
the review aimed to increase the number of university
graduates by more than one-third, particularly students from
low socio-economic backgrounds.⁶¹

The review found that the Age of Indepence was too high and
proposed lowering the age from 25 to 22.⁶² This was the key
catalyst for the recent lowering of the Age of Independence
under the Gillard Government. 

As part of this review there were costings of this policy
change undertaken, with the option to lower to 18 rather than
22. These costings highlighted that the greatest number of
students who would benefit from change are in the 18-21 age
bracket.⁶³ This aligns with the usual trajectory of young
people leaving high school to go to further education as an 18
year-old (or 17 year-old in QLD) and then spending three
years at university on a Bachelor's Degree or shorter periods
on a Certificate or Diploma level course at TAFE or similar.

The Bradley review also highlighted that the eligibility criteria
relating to the amount of income support available to
students may be contributing to students still needing to
work significant hours in order to survive financially. They
noted this leads to poorer learning outcomes and student
experience.⁶⁴

YOUTH ALLOWANCE AND INDEPENDENT STATUS OVER
TIME 

There has been an overall decline in Youth Allowance
recipients from 2008 to 2021 from 264,008 as at June 2008 to
215,658 as at June 2021. This decline in recipients seems to be
largely due to the decline in young people who qualify for the
Dependent at home category, without a corresponding
increase in any other category.

C O P Y R I G H T  ©  2 0 2 2  T H E  N A T I O N A L  U N I O N  O F  S T U D E N T S .  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D . 1 9

SE
C

TI
O

N
 2

 - 
TH

E
 A

G
E

 O
F

IN
D

E
P

E
N

D
E

N
C

E
 +

 T
H

E
 IM

P
A

C
T

O
N

 S
TU

D
E

N
TS



This suggests that the parental income test is a barrier for young people to access Youth
Allowance at the dependent rate of payment. The current threshold for the parental income
test is $55,626 at which the payment begins to taper off by 20 cents for every one dollar over
the amount.⁶⁵ 

The Bradley Review also noted that it was easiest for students to be considered
independent from their own financial circumstances, satisfying the sufficient support by
employment criteria for independent status.⁶⁶ There is no publicly available data on the
number of students able to achieve independent status under this criteria today so this
figure is unable to be updated.

STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF YOUTH ALLOWANCE 

Centrelink’s Age of Independence rules mean that a young person attempting to access
Youth Allowance is not declared independent from their parents until the age of 22 unless
they meet one of the criteria for independence. 

In order to understand the impact that the current Age of Independence has on students
and apprentices accessing Youth Allowance payments, the Foundation for Young
Australians and National Union of Students (NUS) undertook a survey of 673 respondents
from across Australia (see Appendix B: Methodology for more information). Overwhelming,
almost 98% of the respondents supported lowering the Age of Independence from 22 to 18.

N A T I O N A L  U N I O N  O F  S T U D E N T S  |  L O C K E D  O U T  O F  Y O U T H  A L L O W A N C E 2 0

Figure 3 - Youth Allowance recipients by Independent Status, 2008 to 2021 

Source: DSS Payment Youth Allowance Data from 2008 to 2021 as at June of each year requested by FYA in
2022, FYA analysis.



yes
98%

no
2%
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As part of this survey and case study
analysis that was undertaken in April to July
2022, we sought to understand what young
people’s experiences were like with
applying (or considering applying) for Youth
Allowance and what it meant for their lives
if they received or didn’t receive access.

Of the 673 respondents, there were 265
under 35 who had considered or applied for
Centrelink payments. The large majority of
the respondents were either University or
TAFE students when they considered or
applied for Centrelink payments (90%), and
were mostly studying full-time (87%). Of the
213 respondents who actually applied for
Centrelink payments, 42% were rejected,
with 73% of those because they were not
eligible.  
 
The survey and case study analysis
indicated that there are three key ways that
students are excluded from Youth
Allowance payments, or can only access a
lower rate of payment: 

They couldn't prove independence
because their full-time work pre-
university or TAFE that would ordinarily
qualify them for the Independent rate
was interrupted by COVID, 

They couldn't prove independence from
their parents because it would be unsafe
to ask their parents or other relevant
person in their life (i.e. teacher) to sign a
Statutory Declaration confirming there
is family violence or conflict at home
meaning that the young person can no
longer live there, and,

Their parents’ income is too high but
they don't actually receive any financial
support from their parents, but
Centrelink does not accept this as a
reason to qualify for "Independence".

This means students are either receiving
the lower “Dependent” rate of Youth
Allowance (a maximum of $26 per day if
they are unable to get the living away from
home rate) or receiving no financial support
from the Australian Government at all.

2 1

Yes

No

Source: NUS & FYA Survey Results, FYA analysis.

Figure 4 - Support for lowering Centrelink’s Age of Independence 

Do you believe the age of Centerlink Independence 
should be lowered from 22 to 18?



CENTRELINK’S AGE OF INDEPENDENCE IS AGE BASED DISCRIMINATION 

Young people are expected to take on the responsibilities of adulthood from the age of 18
whether that be voting, getting their full driver’s licence, paying taxes, drinking alcohol or
joining the army. For all these purposes the Australian Government considers them an adult,
with all of the responsibility to take care of themselves. Yet for Centrelink purposes they are
not considered an adult and independent from their parents. 

Centrelink’s Age of Independence sitting at 22 is an arbitrary age, particularly because many
Government payments or other supports do not continue for young people until the age of
22. The family tax benefit is only applicable for parents with children who are aged between
16 to 19 years-old and are full-time secondary school students.⁶⁷ Additionally in most states
and territories in Australia out of home care support⁶⁸ ends at 18 years-old with the
expectation that young people are adults at 18 and can now take care of themselves. 

Young people are considered adults from the age of 18 for the major life transitions, so they
should be considered independent from their parents from 18 as well. 
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“If the Age of Independence had been lower, I would
have been able to get away from my abusive parents at a
younger age instead of waiting until I was 22.”    "

   - Anonymous Survey Respondent 

"Since I’ve been 18 - I’ve run in multiple elections as a
candidate including running for Federal Government, if
I’m responsible enough to do that why aren’t I
considered independent for Youth Allowance?” 

"
- Rebecca (they/them), 20 
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IMPACT ON STUDENTS UNABLE TO RECEIVE YOUTH ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS 

In the recent survey we undertook, of the 133 students who were unable to access Youth
Allowance payment, they shared that there were huge impacts on their life. The below
sections details the impacts on different elements of their lives, including how lack of access
to Youth Allowance can compound or exacerbate other intersecting crises.

Figure 5 - Impacts on students unable to receive Youth Allowance payments  
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“I’m part-time at university so that I can work four days a
week in my job because I can’t get enough financial
support, even though I’m also on a scholarship, receiving
a bursary at a college and Youth Allowance. Being alive is
really expensive.” 

"

FINANCIAL IMPACTS

86% of the students who were unable to
access Youth Allowance stated it negatively
impacted their financial well being and 38%
also said it impacted their housing stability.
The compounding impact of financial stress
and flow-on consequences also has grave
mental health impacts. Research has found
that poverty and inadequate income
substantially increase the risk of depression
and psychological distress.⁶⁹ 

In addition to the mental health risks of low
financial wellbeing there are also impacts
on physical health through food insecurity.
Research has indicated that low household
income, reliance on income support or
equity based scholarships, and renting or
boarding as opposed to living at home were
substantially associated with food
insecurity.⁷⁰

In 2018, Universities Australia found that one
in seven university students regularly go
without food and other necessities because
they cannot afford them.⁷¹ One student
interviewed recounted a story of almost
passing out at work after eating instant
noodles and $1 cheeseburgers for a whole
week because that was all they could afford. 

Housing stability was another key impact on
students who were unable to receive Youth
Allowance, with 38% of respondents noting
lack of access negatively impacted their
housing stability. Students referenced their
experience of housing stress, homelessness
or needing to couch surf as a consequence
of not being able to receive Youth
Allowance.

MENTAL HEALTH IMPACTS 

The second largest impact that was
identified through the survey on students
being unable to receive Youth Allowance
was the impact on their mental health - 65%
of students stated it negatively impacted
their mental health. 

Adding to this challenge, research
undertaken by Orygen in 2017 on the
mental health of university students
highlighted that at least one in four
students aged between 15 and 24 will
experience mental health problems per
year.⁷² Research has also found that as a
result of COVID-19 young people with pre-
existing mental health conditions or were
financially disadvantaged, experienced
greater decline in their mental health.⁷³ 

Students experiencing mental health issues
are more likely to consider exiting, or to
actually exit, their course early. This can
have a detrimental impact on both their
future mental health as well as their
education and employment pathways.⁷⁴
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- Aleisha* (she/her), 20
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and negatively impacting my mental health. I wouldn’t be able to afford to move
out and still study.

I currently work 15 hours a week at most, but I have other health conditions so I
study part-time, even then I still struggle with the workload of everything. So I
couldn’t work more hours and keep up with university. 

I even almost moved in with my partner at the time - which was very unhealthy but
it was my only way out of living at home at the time.

What’s the impact of not receiving Youth Allowance on your placements that
you need to undertake for University?

If I was on placement right now I’d be receiving no income, and it’s not just me. A
lot of the health and education degrees have placements that they need to do to
graduate. But there’s no support whatsoever for placements - so people living
paycheque to paycheque are just screwed. 

If you do have to work in addition to the placement it’s on the weekends - so that’s
a full-time job plus work on the weekends and study. You just end up burnt out.

What would access Youth Allowance mean for your life?

My life would be totally different, I would have moved out and gotten my degree
in Brisbane rather than moving to North Queensland. Looking back as well my
mental health in 2020/21 was exacerbated from living at home. I have an eating
disorder and I could never get better living at home - I did the best I could but I’m
doing so much better now living out of home. 

*Pseudonym at the request of the individual

Not eligible for Youth
Allowance

University Student

State: QLD

Never applied for Centrelink

Renting

"RIVER* 20 (THEY/THEM) IS A QUEER
NON-BINARY
PERSON WHO IS A PART-TIME
STUDENT IN QLD 

What is the impact of you not being able
to receive Youth Allowance?

I’m lucky I have a place right now with really
cheap rent in North Queensland. But while I
was living in Brisbane it wouldn’t have been
possible to move out, even though it was an
unhealthy environment living in my house            
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Educational Impacts

60% of respondents stated it negatively
impacted their experience of their
education. This included their grades, ability
to make connections at their campus or
place of learning and ability to undertake
placements or other hands-on learning. 

An additional 56% of students stated that it
impacted their academic achievement.
Students noted that Youth Allowance
would have allowed them to focus on their
studies, get better grades and find
volunteering or working opportunities that
related to their degrees. 

“Receiving the COVID supplement in 2020 meant that I
didn’t have to stress so much about work and losing my
job. My grades actually went up a lot during that period,
because I was able to focus more on my degree.” 

"
                                                                                        - Sarah 
(she/her), 23
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The only reason I was not eligible was because my parents earn over the threshold,
but it’s not like I see that money or receive their income. My parents are smokers
and drinkers so a lot of their money goes there, not to me. I understand that
Centrelink’s logic is that I receive support from my parents, but I don’t. 
I pay for all of my own groceries, bills, furniture and clothing, and I’ve done so for
years. In my house we live more as housemates rather than them as my parents. 
I’ll reapply when I’m 22, but after the feeling of being so crushed after applying and
not being eligible I don’t want to have to go through that again until I’m 100% sure I
can get it. 

What would it have meant for your study and life if you had access to Youth
Allowance?

It would have been a lot easier to focus on university and study. I had jobs from 15-17
years-old which meant that I had a bit of savings to fall back when I was 18. But
they drained quite fast and so I didn’t go out to all of the end of school parties
because I had to be able to travel to school, pay my bills and groceries, and budget
my money. So even just having the ability and freedom to enjoy my year 12 would
have been so good.

At 19 to 20 years old, the main places that want to hire you as a casual are
hospitality venues. They say they’ll give you 5-10 hours per week, but often they give
you 10-15 hours which is hard to balance with full-time university at 40 hours per
week, while trying to have a social life and just being a person.
I just want to enjoy my university experience, take part in clubs, do mentoring, and
experience university life, but I don’t have the time. I just want to not have to get
into debt because I’m using Myki four days a week, or be made to work 50+ hour
weeks.

"Not eligible for Youth
Allowance

University Student

State: VIC

Considered/Applied for
Centrelink in 2019

Living with parents/caregivers

Tara (21) (she/her) full-time
university student studying
design, media + communications

How did not receiving Youth Allowance
impact your life?

I applied for Youth Allowance when I
turned 18 because I wanted to focus on
VCE. I went through the whole process to
apply, and then I received the email saying
I was ineligible which was pretty crushing. 



COMPOUNDING IMPACTS ON STUDENTS 

The adverse impacts listed above that are
impacting students who are unable to
access Youth Allowance payments are
compounded by other forms of structural
inequality and intersecting crises.

IMPACT ON LGBTQIA+ STUDENTS

The survey results highlighted that
LGBTQIA+ students were particularly
impacted by the Age of Independence
rules; almost 55% of the students who
applied or considered applying for
Centrelink payments were LGBTQIA+. 90%
of the students who said that lack of access
to Youth Allowance impacted their
experience of family or domestic violence
were LGBTQIA+. 

In the free text responses and the case
study interviews students highlighted that
for many students the inability to live at
home due to their relationship with their
parents/caregivers was a key reason for
needing Youth Allowance payments. One
student noted their relationship with their
parent was strained due to them being
queer, and having to ask for ongoing
financial support until 22 further
deteriorated their relationship.

These results demonstrate that young
people LGBTQIA+ people are
disproportionately excluded from Youth
Allowance due to the Age of Independence
rule. 

IMPACT ON ABORIGINAL AND/OR TORRES
STRAIT ISLANDER STUDENTS

The results of the survey highlighted that
over 6% of the respondents who applied or
considered applying for Centrelink
payments were Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander. Over 30% of those students
were unable to access Youth Allowance or
ABSTUDY payments due to being ineligible
under current rules. 

One student noted that they were ineligible
for Youth Allowance, but if they were able
to receive it then they could’ve afforded a
school uniform and textbooks for Year 12. 

In 2018, Universities Australia reported that
one in four for Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander students had regularly gone
without food or other necessities because
of a lack of finances.⁷⁵ Additionally 16% of
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students deferred studies because they
could not afford to continue studying and
almost 28% had reduced their course load
for financial reasons.⁷⁶ 

IMPACT ON STUDENTS WITH A
DISABILITY 

The survey results highlighted that almost
17% of the students who applied or
considered applying for Centrelink
payments were students with a disability.
Almost 45% of the students with a disability
were unable to access Youth Allowance or
ABSTUDY payments due to being ineligible
under current rules.
 
Students also noted that a student with a
disability cannot study full-time and be
eligible for the Disability Support Pension
(DSP) which is paid at a higher rate than
Youth Allowance. Currently in most
instances students are unable to study
more than 30 hours per week (less than a
full-time course load) and qualify for the
Disability Support Pension.⁷⁷ This means
that students with a disability are penalised
for studying a full-time course load and
may only be eligible for Youth Allowance
which is paid at a far lower fortnightly rate
($667 per fortnight for the DSP and $530 for
YA).⁷⁸
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IMPACT ON STUDENTS EXPERIENCING FAMILY VIOLENCE

The results also highlighted the impact of lack of access to Youth Allowance on intersecting
crises. 8% of students who were unable to access Youth Allowance payments stated that
this negatively impacted their experience of family violence. Conversely, those students
who were able to access Youth Allowance by gaining “proof” that their home environments
were unsafe were able to effectively leave dangerous situations. 

Students also noted that gaining proof that their home environment was unsafe to live in
was a particularly stressful and potentially dangerous process to go through. 
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“[If I received Youth Allowance payments…] I would have
probably, as a disabled person, been able to work less and
focus more on my education. I ended up having to study
part time and take time off in order to work and pay rent.” 

"

“The scariest part of it was that I needed to get verification
from my parents that it was unreasonable for me to live at
home. Which is a ridiculous barrier that people face in
accessing Youth Allowance, often when it’s not safe for
people to live at home it’s difficult to get that proof and
people usually won’t even have a relationship with their
parents.” 

"

- Anonymous Survey Respondent 

- Darcy (they/them), 23



Research undertaken by the Monash Gender and Family Violence Prevention Centre in
Queensland and Victoria found that COVID-19 increased the prevalence, severity and
complexity of violence against women reported to practitioners.⁷⁹ Alongside this increase,
financial stress is a key risk factor for domestic violence which is likely to increase as the cost
of living continues to rise.⁸⁰
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“When applying for Youth Allowance, I was forced to write
out several pages detailing all the various ways my
parents abused me, as well as having to go through it all
with two psychologists, in order to get centrelink to
accept my claim of independence.”

"
IMPACT ON STUDENTS WITH CARING RESPONSIBILITIES 

An additional 13% of students noted that lack of access to Youth Allowance negatively
impacted their experience of caring responsibilities. Students noted that access to Youth
Allowance would have allowed them more time to focus on caring responsibilities and
offered financial security when they needed it.

                                                              - Anonymous Survey 
Respondent 



Giving students support when they
need it 

SECTION 3: 
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IMPACT ON STUDENTS WHO WERE ABLE TO RECEIVE YOUTH ALLOWANCE PAYMENTS 

It is clear from these results that excluding students from Youth Allowance payments, or
paying drastically under the poverty line has huge consequences for students' lives.
Conversely, the 121 respondents who were able to access payments when they needed it
reported positive impacts.
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Figure 5 - Impacts on students unable to receive Youth Allowance payments  

Source: NUS & FYA Survey Results, FYA analysis.

Students noted that the financial stability of access to support while they study enabled
them to focus more on their education, pay for mental health support, live in safe and
affordable housing and improve their job prospects for the future. Students shouldn’t have to
be choosing between their future, food, medications or much needed mental health support
on a daily basis. 

Students should have access to financial support so that no matter their financial
background they can access further education, have a fulfilling educational experience and
lead a healthy life. An Essential Research poll commissioned by NUS found 62% of people
agree that the Australian Government has a responsibility to ensure students do not have to
live below the poverty line while they study.⁸¹

MENTAL HEALTH

HOUSING STABILITY



University of Newcastle student accommodation. But at the time I didn’t have an
idea of budgeting and how much rent should be, so I was paying a lot more than
I needed to in rent for student accommodation. Which meant from week 2 of
moving out of home I was already struggling financially. 

I received the dependent rate of payment - as it was deemed that my family
could financially support me. That wasn’t actually the case, I couldn’t stay at
home but I didn’t want them to interrogate my parents and make things worse
for me in order to get the independent rate. Centrelink workers also discouraged
me from doing that too.

So while I was studying full-time I was working 3 casual jobs and receiving some
Youth Allowance payments but I was barely scraping by and couldn’t really focus
on actually studying.

What would it have meant for your study and life if you had not had access to
Youth Allowance?

If I hadn’t received Youth Allowance it would have been much harder for me
financially particularly with the lower national wage for young people under the
age of 22. 

It would have been harder for me to move out of home, more time saving before I
moved out and needing to work much harder. So if I hadn’t received Youth
Allowance it probably would have meant that university wouldn’t have been
achievable for me. 

Received Youth Allowance at
the Dependent rate of
payment 

University Student

State: VIC

Applied for Centrelink in 2017

Renting

"
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Jesse (he/him), 23 works in the
community sector he studies part-time

How did receiving Youth Allowance
impact your life?

I applied for Youth Allowance before I
started university as I really wanted to
move out of home and become
independent. So the payments allowed
me to move out of home and into the 



was unreasonable for me to live at home. Which is a ridiculous barrier that people
face in accessing Youth Allowance, often when it’s not safe for people to live at
home it’s difficult to get that proof and people usually won’t even have a
relationship with their parents. 

I was able to get letters from other people that spoke on behalf of my parents
instead, a school counselor which explained why I couldn’t live with my mum and
an uncle that wrote why I couldn’t live with my dad. Which meant I was able to
get the Independent rate of Youth Allowance. 

How did receiving Youth Allowance impact your life?

When I turned 17 I moved into my first private rental which is what I needed to
complete high school. I was previously living in a caravan at the time which was
not conducive to studying full time and finishing year 12 - I didn’t have anywhere
to study, it was loud and there were lots of people around all the time. I needed to
be completely independent at that point, to pay rent, buy food and get to school
so I really depended on Youth Allowance to survive.

I moved in with 2 friends (regional VIC) - initially I was able to afford basics with
others. I missed a lot of school as I couldn't afford to catch the bus, I would often
be late to pay for bills, and rent. I wasn’t in a financially comfortable position. 

When I lived in metro Melbourne for university I was in a constant state of
financial duress. I had to be resourceful - I dumpster dived a lot, I would sell my
possessions to just afford rent and food. It was very detrimental for my mental
and physical health and very unsustainable but I did it.

Received Youth Allowance 

Former University Student

State: VIC

Applied for Centrelink in 2014
while a high-school student

"
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DARCY 23 (THEY/THEM) IS A FORMER
UNIVERSITY STUDENT 

Can you tell us a bit about your
experience of applying for Youth
Allowance?

I was 15 when I applied for youth
allowance, it was a pretty overwhelming
process to go through as a 15 year-old.
The scariest part of it was that I needed
to get verification from my parents that it 
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PURPOSE OF SUPPORTING STUDENTS
AND INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS

Most countries across the OECD recognise
the importance of tertiary education - and
the goals include strengthening the
knowledge economy, widening access for
students, boosting completion rates and
ensuring the increasing demand for tertiary
education.⁸² However the rising cost of
education coupled with a rising cost of
living generally may have an adverse effect
on these goals.

Use of private resources and funds to
complete tertiary education in Australia is
more than 50% of total spending, this is
much higher than the OECD average of 30%
of total spending and of similar countries
such as New Zealand.⁸³ Australia also ranks
23rd among 31 OECD countries in terms of
students’ ability to finance their education
costs as measured by the ratio of tuition and
living costs to available individual funding.⁸⁴
 
The use of private funding in Australia is
much more similar to the United States
rather than countries with more equitable
education systems like Denmark and
Finland.⁸⁵ In Finland and Denmark students
are considered independent from their
parents and receive financial support while
they study no matter their age to enable
anyone to complete tertiary education.⁸⁶ 

The high cost of education to individuals
has the potential to impact student
enrolments and completion of tertiary
education. If the cost of tertiary education is
perceived as too expensive, young people
may choose not to enrol even if public
subsidies to support them are available.⁸⁷
These impacts are particularly apparent for
students from low SES backgrounds who
may be averse to taking on an obligation for
deferred payment, against an unfamiliar if
not uncertain prospect for improved

employment and earnings later, particularly
without the security of knowing if they can
meet the cost of living while studying.⁸⁸

3 4
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“If I was on placement right now I’d be receiving no
income, and it’s not just me. A lot of the health and
education degrees have placements that they need to do
to graduate. But there’s no support whatsoever for
placements - so people living paycheque to paycheque
are just screwed.” 

"

SUPPORT STUDENTS TO FOCUS ON THEIR
EDUCATION AND OBTAIN RELEVANT
WORK EXPERIENCE

The two key reasons students work during
their studies are to support themselves and
to obtain relevant professional experience.⁸⁹
By financially supporting students during
tertiary education, it allows them to work
primarily for the purpose of obtaining work
experience. This is particularly necessary for
students who need to undertake
placements or unpaid internships to
complete their studies and get jobs in their
relevant fields like teaching and nursing
students. 

One of the key barriers to finding a relevant
job after completing full-time education is
not enough work experience, conversely
students who have relevant paid
employment experience get to work 12
months faster.⁹⁰ By working 2,000 hours in
a relevant job a young person can
accelerate the transition by 5 months, and
by working 5,000 hours a young person can
accelerate the transition by 12 months.⁹¹

Providing financial support for students
allows them to get into the full-time
workforce faster and get a job more aligned
with their area of study. 

 - River, 20 (they/them) 



The Australian Government must commit to eliminating student poverty in Australia. This
report reinforces what numerous other organsiations and individuals are calling for. In
addressing poverty we will see an improvement in students' mental health, decline in
financial stress and improved educational outcomes.

In order to address some of the key challenges of student poverty, the Australian
Government must commit to the following policy recommendations.
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Policy Recommendations

SECTION 4: 

Lower Centrelink’s Age of Independence from 22 to 18

01
The Age of Independence is an arbitrary and unjust age, aimed to reduce
the number of people who are allowed to access Youth Allowance
payments. This report has highlighted how this rule negatively impacts
students, their financial security, mental health, experience of their
education and many other aspects of their lives.

Lowering the Age of Independence from 22 to 18 will have a significant
impact on the numbers of students eligible for Youth Allowance, greatly
expanding students’ ability to access financial support when they need it
while they study. The policy shift has the potential to impact over 450,000
students across Australia. 

The below table summarises the potential new Youth Allowance recipients
and the cost range associated with dropping the Age of Independence
from 22 years-old to 18 years-old. 

New age of
Independence

Cost per year ($m)New Youth Allowance
Recipients

21 96,811 1,098.5

1,346.9

1,466.8

20

19

118,697

129,269

18 122,642 1,391.6

Total 467,419 5,303.9



Lowering the age of independence will also benefit students who are already receiving Youth
Allowance at the dependent rate of payment, as they will automatically move to an
Independent status rate. The below table details the number of students currently on the
Dependent rate of payment and the cost associated with this change.
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In order to ensure that all students are able to access Youth Allowance payments when they
need it, the Age of Independence must be lowered from 22 to 18. This can occur progressively
over a three-year period in a similar way to the Gillard Government making the change in
2010 when they lowered the age from 25 to 22. 

Recipients Moving from Dependent to
Independent Status

Total Cost ($m) if paid at Single, no children,
18 or older and need to live away from your
parent’s home

112,752 479.0

Lift social security payments needs to above the poverty line ($88 per day)

02 For the purpose of this report we were largely referring to Youth
Allowance, ABSTUDY and other student focussed social security
payments, however we note that all social security payments need to be
above the poverty line including JobSeeker. The rate of payment should
be increased to at least $88 per day to ensure that no student has to live
below the poverty line. 

This policy has already been costed as part of the Election
Commitments report conducted by the Parliamentary Budget Office
which noted that the Youth Allowance portion of this costing would be
$5.7 billion per year.⁹² 

Adjust Centrelink payments with the cost of living

03 Youth Allowance payments need to keep pace with the cost of living. It is
unfair and discriminatory to index these payments differently and at lower
rates then the Age Pension. 

Alongside a one-off increase to the rate of Youth Allowance and other social
security payments there needs to be a review of how the payments are
increased over time to reflect cost of living. This should include regular
updates to the rate of payment, rather than once per year. 

Update rent assistance payments in line with market rents

04 Commonwealth Rent Assistance needs to reflect the realities of the rental
market in Australia. Anglicare Australia have noted that the cost of rents has
increased faster than the indexation of Commonwealth Rent Assistance.
There should be an increase in rent assistance so that it reflects current
rental payments alongside a restructure of the payments to ensure it
continues to grow in line with the cost of renting. 



Although this report has focused on the social security system as the key mechanism for
change, addressing gaps in the social security system and raising the rates of payment will
not solve all issues of student poverty. There are a number of other challenges worsening
students’ ability to live above the poverty line. In order to address these challenges, this report
also recommends that the Australian Government consider the following. 

Young people should receive equal pay for equal work and not be unfairly discriminated
against for payment of their labour. The McKell Institute have highlighted the impact of junior
employee rates on young people, and have estimated the cost of abolishing them on
employers.⁹³ They estimated that abolishing youth wages would equate to a 0.5% increase in
overall wage costs to employers as young people on youth wages only make up less than 4%
of all employees.⁹⁴

In undertaking this analysis they also estimated the positive economic impact of abolishing
youth wages, they found that it will have a positive increase between 0.03% to 0.05% of Gross
Domestic Product (GDP).⁹⁵

There needs to be new policies introduced to ensure that students can access affordable
rental properties, and have the hope of one day owning a home. These policies need to
ensure that pricing of rental and home ownership is not outpacing wage growth at such
extreme levels.

There needs to be a review of the Disability Support Pension, tertiary education students and
the interaction with Youth Allowance payments. All students with a disability should be able
to access financial support while they are studying at the course load that best suits their
needs.

International students are consistently excluded from financial support available to domestic
students, from the newly arrived resident’s waiting period of four years for access to
government financial support that excludes many international students to the COVID-19
payments. Further research needs to be conducted to identify what supports can ensure that
no international students have to live in poverty. 
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ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Remove age based discrimination with how we pay workers by abolishing junior
employee rates

1.

2. Introduce new policies targeting rental and housing affordability in Australia

3. Review the Disability Support Pension to ensure students with a Disability have
access to financial support while they study

4. Fund further research into international student poverty
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Youth Allowance is available to full-time students or apprentices (this includes students
undertaking a 75% course load) who are 16-24 and an Australian Permanent Resident.⁹⁶ This
excludes most international students due to the newly arrived residents waiting period
which is four years for Youth Allowance and ABSTUDY, at which point most people have
completed their study.⁹⁷  

In order to access the Youth Allowance payments students also must be considered
independent and pass an income and assets test to ensure they actually need financial
support, or additionally if students are considered dependent on their parents they must also
pass a parental means test.⁹⁸

The number of Youth Allowance recipients fluctuates over the year in line with university and
TAFE school years and peak enrollment/application periods.

Overview of the social security system
for students

APPENDIX A
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Age June 2021

22 and above 84,815

21

20

27,562

33,864

19 35,015

18

Under 18

Total

28,110

4,452

213,818

September 2021 December 2021 March 2022

84,901

27,496

32,870

33,761

23,020

5,867

207,915

61,701

19,723

23,958

24,687

11,463

3,966

145,498

65,140

20,577

24,825

24,509

15,549

5,848

156,448

Youth Allowance recipients by age
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Fortnightly payments

Single, over 18, no dependents
and living at home

Single, over 18, no dependents
and living away from home

Youth Allowance JobSeeker Age Pension 

$367.00

$530.40

N/A

$642.70

N/A

$900.80

Disability Support
Pension

N/A

$900.80

Youth Allowance payments are disproportionately lower than other forms of social security
payments⁹⁹, despite students having the same core living costs as jobseekers or pensioners.
It is also the only payment that has a rate of payment for living at home (with
parents/caregivers), despite other recipients for social security payments being able to live at
home and receive the same amount (excluding rent assistance). 

Rates of Youth Allowance payments compared to other social security payments



Almost 70% of the young people who considered applying or applied for Youth Allowance
were paying rent; 
25% were living with parents or caregivers (and not paying rent);
6% were couch surfing, staying with friends or something else.

More than 50% are LGBTQIA+; 
7% are Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander;
More than 50% identified as having a mental health issue; and,
Almost 17% identified as a person with a disability. 

This research was undertaken by utilising a mixed method approach - with a broad base
survey that is conducted nation-wide and in-depth interviews with those most impacted by
the issue, alongside economic analysis to quantify the size of the issue.

SURVEY

A short survey was conducted (n=673) nation-wide, with (n=279) in the appropriate age
bracket (under 35) and were current/recent students who have applied or considered
applying for Youth Allowance payments in Australia. In order to ensure that a variety of
current/recent student experiences were represented the survey was promoted and
disseminated through student unions, student and youth organisations. 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF SURVEY RESPONDENTS 

Living Arrangements

Communities and/or Identities 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured interviews (n=10) were conducted with students who were impacted by the
Age of Independence test. These interviews complement the survey data by providing deep
dives into the issues and are presented as case studies in the report.

Methodology

APPENDIX B
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DSS Payment Youth Allowance Data from 2021/22 requested by FYA in 2022; 
DESE Student Data from 2020 requested by FYA in 2022; 
NCVER Apprentices and Trainees Dataset from December 2021 available via VOCSTATS
https://vocstats.ncver.edu.au/webapi/jsf/dataCatalogueExplorer.xhtml and; 
NCVER VET Student Dataset available via Data Builder
https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/data/databuilder#total-vet-students-
courses. 

The rate of payments included in this calculation is the single, no children, 18 or older and
live at your parent’s home and the away from home rates as at September 2022. It
assumes that of the new recipients 57.51% will receive the at home rate and 42.49% will
receive the away from home rate, this is the split in payment rates for Youth Allowance s
recipients as at June 2021. 

It does not capture part-time tertiary education students (i.e. 0.75 workload at university)
who are considered full-time for the purposes of receiving Youth Allowance payments.

It does not capture any behaviour change that would occur as a result of the policy
change, for example a student choosing to attend university because they are now
receiving Youth Allowance who wouldn’t have otherwise attended. 

This analysis assumes that all potential new recipients would receive income below the
full allowance income limit and would therefore receive the full amount of payment for
either living at home or away from home. 

It does not exclude potential new recipients who would be eligible for Youth Allowance
by independence rules but otherwise earn too high income as Census Data for 2020 had
not been released at the time of this analysis. The below summarises the relevant 2016
Census data and how it would impact the analysis. 

Up to 8% of the potential new Youth Allowance recipients may not be eligible due to
income test limits if the current income rates are similar to 2016 Census Data. This is
assuming that student behaviour towards work does not change if they became eligible
for Youth Allowance at the age of 18. 

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS FOR COSTING LOWERING THE AGE OF INDEPENDENCE FROM 22 TO
18 YEARS-OLD

Data includes FYA analysis of the following datasets:

SUMMARY OF ANALYSIS 

This analysis is drawn from data from the Department of Social Services, the Department of
Education and NCVER. The total domestic full-time higher education students, full-time VET
students and full-time Apprentices from 18 to 21 years-old were calculated (591,970 as at
2020), and then the number of recipients of Youth Allowance aged 18 to 21 years-old were
reduced from this number (124,551 as at June 2021), in order to obtain an estimate of new
recipients as a result of the proposed policy change.

ASSUMPTIONS + CONSIDERATIONS 
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3.8% of full-time students aged 18-21 in 2016 Census Data earned over $33,800 per annum
well above the relevant income test limit in 2016 for Youth Allowance payments and
would not have been eligible for Youth Allowance payments. 

4.15% of full-time students aged 18-21 in 2016 Census Data earnt between $26,000-$33,799
per annum which was above $930.34 fortnightly income test limit (equivalent to
$24,188.84 per annum) for students who were single, over 18 and living at home. This
income band intersects with the fortnightly income test limit $1,181.00 (equivalent to
$30,706 per annum) for students who were single, over 18 and living away from home.
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In what year did you apply or consider applying for Centrelink payments?

University
TAFE
Apprenticeship
Higher School
Other institution

University
TAFE
Apprenticeship
Higher School
Other institution

Yes
No

At the time you considered applying or applied for Youth Allowance, how
many hours did you work on average each week? 

(free number field) 

Renting (including living with parents or caregivers and paying rent)
Living with parents or caregivers (paying no rent)
Couch surfing or staying with friends

Do you believe the age of Centrelink Independence should be lowered from 22 to 18?

How old are you?

What is your postcode?

Have you ever applied or considered applying for Centrelink payments?
a.

Are you currently a student at one of the following?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

If no, were you previously a student at one of the following when applying/considering
Centrelink?

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

At the time you considered applying or applied for Centrelink were you a full-time or
part-time student or apprentice?

At the time you considered applying or applied for Youth Allowance, were you
working?

a.
b.

i.

1.

At the time you considered applying or applied for Youth Allowance, which of the
following describes your living situation.

a.
b.
c.

Survey Questions

APPENDIX C
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.



LGBTQIA+
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
Person with a Disability
Mental health condition
Neurodivergent
Other (free text field) 

Yes
When you applied for the Youth Allowance payment under the age of 22,
what was the outcome? 

Accepted
Rejected

No
If no, why did you choose not to apply?

I was not eligible
I did not need it
I could not provide the documentation required (such as proof of parental
income)

Did receiving Youth Allowance payments impact your life in any of the following
areas?

Financial wellbeing
Mental health
Housing stability
Academic achievement
Experience of your education
Relationship with family and friends
Physical health
Career or job prospects
Experience of COVID-19
Experience of family or domestic violence
Caring responsibilities

Could you expand on the impact that receiving Youth Allowance payments has had
on your life? (open response) 
Any other comments you would like to make? (open response)

        d.Other (free text field)

Do you identify as any or having any of the following?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Did you apply for the Youth Allowance payment when you were under the age of 22?
a.

i.

1.
2.

b.
i.

1.
2.
3.

For those that were accepted for Youth Allowance Payments the following questions
were asked:

1.

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

g.
h.
i.
j.

k.
2.

3.

For those that were rejected or unable to access Youth Allowance Payments the
following questions were asked:
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10.

11.



Financial wellbeing
Mental health
Housing stability
Academic achievement
Experience of your education
Relationship with family and friends
Physical health
Career or job prospects
Experience of COVID-19
Experience of family or domestic violence
Caring responsibilities

Did a lack of Youth Allowance payments impact on your life in any of the following
areas?

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

g.
h.
i.
j.

k.

What would the impact have been on your life if you received Youth Allowance
payments from the age you needed it? (open response) 

Any other comments you would like to make? (open response)
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3.


