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This report is the sixth edition of Anglicare 

Australia’s Australia Fair series. Projects 

released as part of the series are evidence-

based, reflect the experience of the Anglicare 

Australia Network, and are designed to 

contribute to public debate and help set the 

policy agenda.

Falling Behind: Young People and 

Australia’s Growing Wealth Divide explores 

the growing economic divide between 

generations. It asks whether younger 

Australians have the same opportunities to 

build income, housing security and wealth as 

earlier generations did at the same stage of 

life.

Part I looks at income and living costs. It 

examines whether younger generations are 

seeing the same income growth as those 

before them, how they are being affected by 

cost-of-living pressures, and whether income 

support provides enough to live on.

Part II looks at wealth and taxation. It 

examines how wealth, assets and debt 

are distributed across generations, and 

how Australia’s tax settings shape the 

opportunities people have to build financial 

security.

Part III looks at housing. It traces the long-

term decline in home ownership among 

younger Australians and examines what this 

means for a generation increasingly reliant 

on an unaffordable and insecure rental 

market.

Part IV looks at mental health and wellbeing. 

It explores how housing stress, financial 

pressure and economic insecurity are 

affecting young people, drawing on national 

evidence and the experience of services 

across the Anglicare Australia Network.

Part V brings these findings together and 

identifies areas for reform, including social 

housing, income support and a fairer tax 

system.

Any report is confined by its methodology. 

Not all of the data used here allows for like-

for-like comparisons between generations 

over time, and the report does not attempt 

to account for every factor shaping the 

experiences of younger Australians. Where 

data compares age groups at a single point 

in time, those findings are considered 

alongside longer-term evidence rather than 

treated as proof of generational inequality 

on their own.

We hope this report contributes to a broader 

conversation about what fairness between 

generations should look like, and what 

Australia can do to rebuild the promise of 

progress for the generations coming behind.

About this report
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For much of the twentieth century, Australia was built on a simple promise: that each generation 

would be better off than the one before it. Rising wages, expanding home ownership, and broad 

access to public services meant that young people entering adulthood could reasonably expect 

that hard work and participation in the labour market would lead to stability, independence, and 

opportunity. That promise shaped not only economic policy, but social expectations about work, 

housing, and the path to a secure life.

Today, that promise is breaking down. Younger Australians are entering an economy that looks 

fundamentally different from the one their parents and grandparents encountered. While headline 

indicators suggest continued growth and prosperity, the lived reality for many young people is one of 

stagnating incomes, rising costs, insecure housing, and diminishing confidence that effort alone will 

lead to security. The result is not simply delayed milestones, but a structural shift in who benefits from 

Australia’s economic system and who bears its risks.

This report examines that shift. Falling Behind asks a straightforward but urgent question: how has 

the economic position of young Australians changed over time, and what does that tell us about the 

fairness and sustainability of Australia’s economic settings? Using national data and evidence from 

across the Anglicare Australia Network, the report traces how income growth, wealth accumulation, 

housing access, and mental wellbeing have diverged sharply along generational lines.

Crucially, this report does not treat young people as a homogenous group defined by attitudes 

or preferences. Nor does it assume that disadvantage is temporary or the result of poor individual 

choices. Instead, it adopts a cohort-based lens to examine how policy settings, labour market 

changes, and housing and tax systems are producing materially different outcomes for people born 

in more recent decades. In doing so, it challenges the assumption that younger generations will 

simply “catch up” over time.

Some differences between younger and older Australians are, of course, a natural feature of the life 

course. Younger people have had less time to earn, save, accumulate assets and pay down debt. The 

question for this report is therefore not whether younger people have less wealth than older people 

today. It is whether younger Australians are building income, housing security and wealth on the 

same trajectory as earlier generations did at the same stage of life. As later sections show, on several 

of the most important measures, they are not.

A generation falling behind

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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The findings reveal a consistent pattern. Income growth for younger Australians has stalled, even 

as the cost of essential goods and services has surged. Wealth is accumulating rapidly among older 

households, while younger people face higher debt and diminishing access to appreciating assets. 

The housing system, once the cornerstone of financial security, is increasingly inaccessible to those 

without existing wealth or family support. Income support settings assume dependency where 

independence is increasingly required. Together, these dynamics are shifting risk away from those 

who already hold assets and toward those whose income depends on work alone.

The consequences of these changes extend beyond economics. Persistent insecurity is reshaping 

young people’s mental health, wellbeing, and sense of future possibility. Rising distress among young 

Australians is not simply a clinical or social phenomenon, but a predictable response to prolonged 

exposure to uncertainty, unaffordability, and exclusion from stable economic pathways. As the report 

shows, mental health systems are increasingly absorbing the consequences of broader economic failure.

The evidence presented here points to a deeper structural problem. Australia’s economic and social 

systems are no longer distributing opportunity fairly. Instead, they are reinforcing advantage for 

those who already hold wealth, while leaving younger Australians to navigate higher costs, greater 

insecurity, and fewer buffers against risk. This is not the result of a single policy decision or economic 

shock. It is the cumulative outcome of decades of choices about taxation, housing, income support, 

and labour market regulation.

Australia has already begun to address some of these structural problems. The Government’s 

reforms to capital gains tax, discretionary trusts and negative gearing represent the most significant 

shift in the taxation of wealth in decades. They recognise that tax settings matter for how wealth is 

accumulated and distributed, and begin to rebalance a system that has long favoured income from 

assets over income from work.

Falling Behind brings these threads together to provide a clear account of how generational inequality 

has emerged, how it is being sustained, and why it matters. It does so not to assign blame, but to 

inform a more honest conversation about fairness, opportunity, and the future of Australia’s social 

contract. If current trends continue unchecked, the gap between generations will widen further, with 

lasting consequences for social cohesion, economic participation, and trust in institutions.

The challenge ahead is not whether Australia can afford to act, but whether it can afford not to. 



F A L L I N G  B E H I N D    10

This report, Falling Behind, examines how the economic position of younger Australians has changed 

over time, across incomes, tax, wealth, and housing. It combines longitudinal and cross-sectional data 

to compare the experiences of different age groups and generational cohorts, with a focus on those 

aged under 35. It aims to identify patterns of divergence, structural barriers, and policy settings that 

contribute to the widening intergenerational divide in economic security and opportunity.

The report is based primarily on official data from a range of government agencies and independent 

statutory bodies. The main data sources include:

•	 The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), in particular the Survey of Income and Housing (SIH), 

National Accounts, Consumer Price Index (CPI), and Census of Population and Housing;

•	 The Productivity Commission, especially its 2020 and 2023 intergenerational analyses and its 

research into generational wealth transfers and economic mobility;

•	 The Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO), including its long-term fiscal outlook and detailed 

estimates of tax expenditures such as negative gearing and the capital gains tax discount;

•	 The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW), particularly its indicators on rental stress 

and housing affordability for young people;

•	 The Department of Social Services (DSS), including income support payment data and housing 

assistance expenditure;

•	 SQM Research, for up-to-date rental market data used in affordability comparisons;

•	 Anglicare Australia’s own Rental Affordability Snapshot, a national survey of available rental 

listings benchmarked against income support and minimum wage payments.

In addition to these statistical sources, the report also draws on findings from the Household, Income 

and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, produced by the University of Melbourne. This 

longitudinal study provides key insights into changing labour market conditions, income mobility, 

and financial stress across different age groups. Where relevant, the report also references relevant 

AHURI (Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute) research on housing market pressures, 

rental tenure security, and housing policy reforms.

Methodology
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The report presents findings across three core domains: income and wages (Part I), wealth and 

taxation (Part II), and housing access and affordability (Part III). Within each domain, comparisons are 

made across age groups, with particular attention paid to the experiences of people aged under 35, 

compared to older Australians in similar life stages during earlier decades.

The analysis uses a combination of real income calculations, adjusted for inflation using CPI and wage 

deflators, housing tenure trends from Census data, and distributional comparisons of wealth and tax 

expenditure. Where possible, time series data is used to illustrate how patterns have changed over 

the past twenty to forty years. Many of the figures featured in this report have been constructed by 

Anglicare Australia from raw data tables published by ABS, the PBO, and other agencies.

This distinction is important. A simple comparison between a 25-year-old and a 65-year-old at 

one point in time cannot, by itself, demonstrate generational inequality. Differences in wealth, 

debt and earnings will partly reflect their different stages of life. For this reason, the report places 

particular weight on changes over time and, where data allow, comparisons between generations 

at similar ages. Cross-sectional age comparisons are used to show how resources and risks are 

distributed today, but are interpreted alongside this longer-term evidence rather than as evidence of 

generational disadvantage on their own.

Special attention is given to income support recipients, particularly those receiving Youth Allowance. 

Using affordability benchmarks established in the Rental Affordability Snapshot, the report models 

access to private rental properties for young people receiving different levels of income support. 

These figures are then compared with real rent increases, using SQM Research data, to highlight the 

growing shortfall between support payments and housing costs.

In presenting these findings, the report does not attempt to be exhaustive. Rather, it seeks to 

illuminate key structural shifts affecting younger Australians, and to contribute to the national 

conversation about fairness, economic policy, and the distribution of opportunity. All findings and 

arguments are grounded in published, publicly available data and follow consistent methodologies 

in line with the original data sources.

Analytical approach 
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For previous generations, income growth was the cornerstone of financial security and social 

mobility. A stable, full-time job offered more than a wage. It offered a path to independence, home 

ownership, family formation, and the ability to weather financial shocks. Today, that path is eroding. 

For young Australians, the labour market has become increasingly precarious, marked by casual work, 

stagnant wages, and reduced protections.1 Many of these labour market changes affect workers of all 

ages, but their consequences are particularly important for people entering the workforce. 

Weaker early-career earnings affect the base from which later wages, savings and wealth 

accumulation grow. While household incomes have grown over time in headline terms, the share of 

income absorbed by essential costs such as food, housing, energy, and healthcare has barely shifted 

since the mid-1980s.2 Australians are earning more, but much of that increase is being consumed 

by the basics. These shifts have occurred alongside rising living costs and worsening housing 

affordability, producing a generation that is more exposed to economic insecurity than any in living 

memory.

This chapter draws together data on generational income trajectories, consumption patterns, 

and taxation to examine how younger Australians are faring in the contemporary economy. It 

reveals that income growth is stalling for younger cohorts, that cost-of-living pressures are being 

disproportionately borne by the young, and that the tax system is entrenching, rather than 

addressing, generational inequality. These trends are not accidental or cyclical. They reflect deeper 

structural changes in the labour market and policy landscape that have shifted risk onto younger 

people while shielding those with existing wealth and secure incomes. Together, these findings 

challenge the notion that all Australians are facing the same economic challenges, and call into 

question the sustainability of our assumptions about work, reward, and opportunity.

I.I Generation-on-generation income growth is stalling
Data from the Productivity Commission provides a long-run view of income mobility across 

generations. By comparing average disposable income by birth cohort at different points in the life 

course, it is possible to examine whether successive generations are better or worse off than those 

that came before. This intergenerational lens reveals not just whether incomes are rising over time, 

but whether the promise of shared progress is being realised across birth decades.

Falling incomes, rising pressures

PA R T  I
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Figure 1. Average individual disposable income by birth decade and age

 

Source: Estimates provided by the Productivity Commission.

These results show that, across much of the post-war period, successive generations generally 

experienced higher peak incomes than those who came before them. Australians born in the 1950s 

went on to reach higher real disposable incomes across mid life than those born in the 1940s, and 

those born in the 1960s reached higher levels again. The pattern is not that each cohort earned 

more at every single age, but that each generation tended to surpass the previous one as they 

moved through their peak earning years. In other words, while the timing of income growth varied, 

the overall trajectory was upward. These cohorts broadly reflect what might be described as a 

period of generational income progress, where living standards improved over time and successive 

generations could expect to exceed the lifetime earnings of those before them.

This pattern begins to flatten with the 1970s and 1980s cohorts. These groups continued to make 

income gains over the generations before them, but the rate of improvement slowed. The clearest 

break comes with Australians born in the 1990s. They are the first cohort to miss out on the 

substantial income gains enjoyed by earlier generations, with incomes between the ages of 25 and 

30 showing almost no growth compared with people born in the 1980s at the same age.3 This marks 

a significant break from the long-running pattern of each generation enjoying higher incomes than 

the one before it.

Importantly, even the modest income gains recorded by recent cohorts may mask a more subtle 

trend. Higher household incomes are being driven not by better wages or productivity growth, but 

by an increase in hours worked.4 As full-time jobs become less secure and real wages stagnate, many 
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Australians are working more hours, staying in the workforce longer, or relying on dual incomes 

simply to stay afloat. These changes do not reflect rising prosperity; they reflect a growing pressure 

to trade more time and labour in order to maintain the same standard of living. For younger people 

attempting to establish themselves, this means that income growth, where it exists, is often being 

purchased at the cost of time, health, and life outside of work. In other words, the long-standing 

assumption that each new generation will earn more than the last is no longer holding. In other 

words, Australians born in the 1990s are the first in modern Australian history to see virtually no 

income progress compared with the generation before them at the same age.

This comparison matters because it controls for the most obvious lifecycle explanation. The issue is 

not that a 25-year-old earns less than a 45-year-old. It is that today’s younger Australians are earning 

less than earlier generations did when they themselves were young. Nor does the gap disappear as 

the cohort ages. The results show that the 1990s cohort remains behind at age 30.

These findings are significant for several reasons. First, they suggest that the observed income 

stagnation for younger Australians is not cyclical, but structural. The data span multiple economic 

cycles and cover at least two decades of observation. Second, they align with other indicators 

showing that younger Australians are taking longer to transition into full-time employment,5 are 

earning less in real terms,6 and face higher barriers to wealth accumulation than previous cohorts.

These figures are also consistent with broader changes in the Australian economy. While CPI-adjusted 

incomes have risen modestly in the aggregate, the cost of essential goods and services has risen 

faster than CPI alone would suggest.7 According to ABS data, the average wage in the early 2010s 

bought less food, less housing, less energy, less education and less healthcare than it did in the late 

1990s, despite headline income growth.8 The implication is that rising disposable income figures may 

overstate improvements in actual living standards, particularly for younger people who face both 

stagnant wages and disproportionate cost burdens in key areas.

Taken together, these findings provide strong evidence that generational income progress has 

stalled. Younger Australians are not just earning slightly less than their predecessors. They are 

entering and remaining in a structurally weaker position that may carry forward through the life 

course.



A U S T R A L I A  F A I R     15

I.II Younger households are more exposed to inflationary pressure
This section draws on transaction data from Commonwealth Bank customers to examine how 

different generations are responding to the current cost-of-living crisis. Covering the year ending 

September 2024, the data provides a real-time snapshot of household spending across six age 

cohorts. It captures changes in per capita spending on both essential items and discretionary goods 

and services, offering insight into the economic behaviour of households under pressure. While the 

data is grouped by age, the results point to deeper structural issues. 

The findings reveal a striking divide, not only in how inflation is being experienced, but in who 

is being forced to make the greatest sacrifices. On its own, this age-based spending data cannot 

distinguish between lifecycle and generational effects. However, when read alongside the cohort 

income data in the previous section, it shows how the weaker economic position of younger 

Australians is playing out during the current cost-of-living crisis. Younger people are not only at an 

earlier stage of wealth accumulation, they are entering that stage with weaker income growth than 

the generations before them.

Figure 2. Per capita spending on ‘essential’ items by age cohort, year ended September quarter 2024

Source: Commonwealth Bank of Australia (2024) CommBank iQ Cost of Living Insights.
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Figure 2 shows a dramatic generational divergence in essential spending. Young adults aged 18-29 

recorded the steepest decline in spending on core necessities, falling by nearly three percent in 

real terms. The 30-39 cohort also experienced a decline, though it was less sharp. In contrast, older 

Australians, particularly those aged 70 and over, actually increased their spending on essential 

goods and services by nearly eight percent over the same period. This is well above the rate of 

inflation, indicating that rather than cutting back, these older households are expanding their real 

consumption of essentials.

This divergence cannot be explained by price movements alone. It instead reflects underlying 

differences in income stability, financial buffers, and housing costs. Younger Australians, many of 

whom rent or carry large mortgages, are disproportionately exposed to rising costs in rent, transport, 

groceries, and energy. Their declining essential expenditure is not a sign of frugality but of constraint, 

a visible indication that they are being forced to go without. By contrast, older households, who are 

more likely to own their homes outright and hold substantial assets, are less exposed to cost volatility 

and more capable of absorbing inflationary pressure.9

Figure 3. Per capita spending on ‘discretionary’ items by age cohort, year ended September quarter 2024

 Source: Commonwealth Bank of Australia (2024) CommBank iQ Cost of Living Insights.
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Figure 3, which tracks discretionary spending across the same cohorts, deepens the picture. Once again, 

the 18-29 group recorded the sharpest decline, while older cohorts, especially those aged 60 and above, 

increased their discretionary spending well above CPI. Discretionary items include goods and services 

like travel, dining, entertainment, and personal care. These tend to be the first areas where households 

tighten spending in response to financial stress. That younger people are reducing spending in both 

discretionary and essential categories underscores the severity of the pressure they are under.

These findings challenge the conventional assumption that inflation is a shared national burden. 

While headline inflation affects the entire economy, its consequences are being felt in vastly different 

ways. Older Australians, bolstered by income from superannuation, investment returns, and a 

high rate of home ownership, are continuing to spend at or above inflationary levels. Many appear 

insulated from the crisis. Younger Australians, by contrast, are absorbing the impact through reduced 

consumption, even of necessities.

While these figures capture a particular period of high inflation, they sit within the longer-term 

pattern documented throughout this report: younger cohorts have weaker income growth, lower 

rates of home ownership and are less access to the financial buffers that help households absorb 

economic shocks. The households with fewer resources to manage rising prices are adjusting their 

behaviour most drastically. Younger households are disproportionately represented among those 

with lower incomes, fewer assets and insecure housing.

The combined evidence from Figures 2 and 3 shows that younger Australians are not simply 

spending less, they are being forced to consume less of what they need. Their real purchasing power 

is eroding across the board, while older households continue to enjoy, and even expand, their living 

standards. These patterns point to a structural misalignment between cost pressures and income 

support, highlighting the urgent need to understand generational inequality not just in terms of 

wealth accumulation, but in terms of daily spending.

I.III The generational penalty for earning a wage
While income inequality is often examined in terms of headline earnings or wealth distribution, 

another critical dimension is the tax treatment of different income types. This section draws on ATO 

data to examine the composition of taxable income across low, middle, and high earners, and the 

implications for younger Australians whose earnings come overwhelmingly from wages. It shows 
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that Australia’s tax system rewards income from capital more generously than income from work, 

a structural feature that advantages older asset-holders and places a disproportionate burden on 

younger wage earners.

Figure 4. Sources of taxable income, top rate and other taxpayers, 2021-22

  

Source: Australian Taxation Office (2024) Taxation statistics 2021–22. Table 4.

Figure 4 illustrates a central structural feature of Australia’s tax system, the preferential treatment 

of income derived from wealth over income earned through wages and salaries. It shows the 

composition of taxable income across those earning under $180,000, and those earning more. For the 

majority of Australians, especially those on low to middle incomes, taxable income is overwhelmingly 

made up of wages and salaries. For high-income earners, by contrast, a significant share of income 

comes from sources such as capital gains, trusts, dividends, and business profits.

For those earning under $180,000, more than 85 percent of taxable income is derived from labour. 

These are mostly working-age Australians, and disproportionately younger people, whose livelihoods 

depend on employment income. This means their income is taxed at marginal rates, without the 

benefits of offsets, exemptions, or preferential treatment that apply to other forms of income. It also 

means they are more exposed to changes in real wages and cost-of-living pressures, with limited 

scope to cushion income shocks or smooth consumption through asset earnings.
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Among those with higher taxable incomes, the picture changes substantially. Wages account for 

only around 60 percent of income. The remainder comes from capital gains, rental income, business 

profits, trust distributions, and dividends. These are income streams that benefit from a range of 

tax concessions. Capital gains have attracted a 50 percent discount after twelve months under 

arrangements introduced in 1999, franked dividends are bolstered by imputation credits, and income 

distributed through trusts can be structured to reduce tax liability.10 These mechanisms formed 

the backbone of Australia’s preferential tax treatment of wealth and investment income. Recent 

reforms to capital gains tax and discretionary trusts represent an important shift. They begin to 

reduce the gap between the taxation of wealth and wages, recognising that a fair tax system should 

not consistently reward income from assets more generously than income earned through work. 

While these reforms will take time to reshape patterns of investment and wealth accumulation, they 

represent an important step towards a more balanced tax system.

What makes this dynamic particularly important in a generational context is the uneven distribution 

of asset ownership. Older Australians are far more likely to own property, shares, and superannuation 

balances large enough to produce taxable investment income.11 Many retirees draw on these assets 

to replace or supplement wages, often benefiting from a lower effective tax rate than younger people 

in the workforce. Younger Australians, by contrast, earn nearly all their income through labour, and 

pay full marginal tax rates on that income.

The reward structure built into Australia’s income tax regime disproportionately benefits those 

who already hold wealth, and penalises those who earn income through work. In a labour market 

marked by wage stagnation, housing unaffordability, and insecure work, this tax structure creates 

a compounding disadvantage for younger people trying to build financial stability. As income 

from work is taxed more heavily and delivers fewer returns, income from capital enjoys preferential 

treatment and grows untaxed at faster rates.

This is not just a theoretical concern. These patterns connect directly to earlier findings in this chapter. 

Younger households are already experiencing weaker income growth (Figure 1), greater exposure 

to inflation (Figures 2 and 3), and limited capacity to accumulate wealth. The tax system is not only 

failing to offset these disadvantages, but is locking them in. Rather than redistributing opportunity, 

it is entrenching it along generational lines. For younger Australians, who earn less, are taxed more 

heavily, and receive fewer public benefits in return, the income tax system reflects an economy that is 

not just unequal, but structurally tilted away from them.
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I.IV Income support is failing young people
Not all young people are able to rely on wages to meet their needs. For those who are studying, 

looking for work, or unable to work, income support is the only source of financial security. However, 

the level of support available to them is drastically lower than that provided to older Australians, and 

it has failed to keep pace with the cost of living.

Youth Allowance, the primary payment for young people under 25 who are studying or looking 

for work, is the lowest income support payment in Australia’s social security system.12 At less than 

$24,000 per year including rent assistance,13 it sits well below the poverty line.14 It is also significantly 

lower than JobSeeker, the main payment for unemployed people over 25, and much lower again than 

the Age Pension. These differences are not based on need, but on age, and on the assumption that 

young people can live with their parents or rely on family support.

In reality, many young people cannot rely on family support. Some are care leavers or estranged from 

family. Others are attempting to establish independence, escape violence, or live in regional areas 

with limited services. Many more come from families who are themselves under significant financial 

strain and simply cannot provide material support, even if they wish to. For these young people, 

Youth Allowance is not merely a temporary supplement but their primary income. Yet it remains 

the lowest working-age payment in the system. It does not reflect the cost of rent, transport, food, 

or healthcare, and it offers no buffer against financial shocks. As rents continue to rise and wages 

stagnate, the value of the payment is falling even further behind, entrenching hardship at the very 

point in life when stability is most critical.

As later chapters show, this shortfall in income support has consequences that extend well beyond 

the Centrelink system. It contributes to housing insecurity, reduces participation in education, and 

drives poorer outcomes in health and wellbeing. For a growing number of young Australians, the 

inadequacy of income support is not a temporary challenge, but a structural barrier to opportunity.
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The promise that each generation will have the chance to build more financial security than the one 

before is foundational to Australia’s economic story. For much of the post-war era, this promise held 

true. As incomes rose, so too did rates of home ownership, superannuation savings, and investment 

in property and shares.15 Wealth was something to be built gradually, across the life course, through 

stable work and prudent saving.

It is therefore neither surprising nor inherently inequitable that older people hold more wealth than 

younger people at any given point in time. The concern examined in this chapter is different: whether 

the pathways that allowed earlier generations to accumulate wealth as they aged remain available to 

those coming behind them.

The evidence suggests those pathways have weakened. Younger cohorts are entering adulthood with 

weaker income growth, lower rates of home ownership and greater barriers to appreciating assets. 

At the same time, the share of national wealth held by older households has grown faster than their 

share of the population.16 Together, these trends suggest that today’s gap cannot be understood as a 

lifecycle effect alone.

Drawing on data from the ABS and the Australian Taxation Office, this section explores how wealth is 

held, how debt is distributed, and how the tax system is shaping outcomes across generations. The 

evidence reveals a widening gap. Older Australians are accumulating a growing share of the nation’s 

wealth while contributing a declining share of its tax revenue, even as their economic position 

strengthens. Younger Australians, by contrast, are being squeezed from both sides, holding less 

wealth and more debt, while carrying a growing share of the tax burden.

II.I A rising share: Older Australians now hold over a third of national wealth
Data presents a clear picture of the growing intergenerational divide in household wealth. ABS data 

from 2003-04 to 2019-20 shows that wealth is becoming increasingly concentrated among older 

Australians, particularly those aged 65 and over, while younger and working-age households are 

falling further behind.17

Wealth accumulation and equity
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Figure 5. Distribution of household net worth by age group

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.

Figure 5 shows how the distribution of household net worth by age group has changed over the last 

two decades. In 2003-04, Australians aged 65 and over held just under a quarter of total household 

net worth. By 2019-20, that share had grown to over a third, a rise of more than eleven percentage 

points. No other age group experienced an increase of comparable magnitude. Over the same 

period, the share held by people aged 15-34 fell from around 7.5 percent to around 5.8 percent, while 

several working-age groups also saw their share decline. The result is a clear shift in the distribution of 

household wealth towards older Australians.
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Figure 6. Comparison of over-65s’ share of households and share of total household wealth

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.

Figure 6 places these shifts in demographic context, comparing the proportion of households 

headed by someone aged over 65 with their share of total household net worth. Between 2003-04 

and 2019-20, the number of older households grew from 19.9 to 25.5 percent. But their share of 

household wealth grew even more rapidly, from 24.8 to 35.6 percent. This divergence highlights 

that the increase in wealth is not simply a reflection of population ageing. It is evidence of older 

Australians accruing wealth at rates far beyond their demographic growth, and a signal of structural 

imbalances in policy, taxation, and access to appreciating assets.

This distinction is critical. An ageing population should mechanically increase the share of wealth 

held by older households. But demographic ageing alone cannot explain the scale of the change 

observed here: the over-65 population share grew by around six percentage points, while its share 

of household wealth grew by around eleven. Older households are not simply becoming more 

numerous; wealth is becoming more concentrated among them.
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Together, these findings undermine the idea that younger people will naturally “catch-up” as they age. 

Instead, they suggest that the trajectory of wealth accumulation has changed, with younger people 

starting further behind, moving more slowly, and facing steeper obstacles than the generations 

before them. The result is not just a delay in wealth-building, but a narrowing of opportunity that 

risks compounding across the life course.

II.II Assets for some, debt for others
ABS data from the Household Income and Wealth series offers a detailed breakdown of financial and 

non-financial assets, as well as household liabilities, by age group. This allows for a more granular 

view of intergenerational inequality, not just in net wealth, but in how that wealth is built, held, and 

balanced against debt. By disaggregating the components of household balance sheets, we can 

see how different generations experience asset ownership and financial stress, revealing structural 

divergences in economic opportunity and exposure.

Figure 7. Shares of total household financial assets by age group

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.



F A L L I N G  B E H I N D    26

Figure 7 focuses on financial assets, including superannuation and other holdings such as shares, 

deposits, and managed funds. Older Australians, particularly those aged 65 and over, hold the lion’s 

share of these assets. Their dominance is most pronounced in the other financial assets category, 

which includes bank accounts, shares, and the outstanding value of loans made to other households 

or businesses. While their share of superannuation reflects the accumulation and drawdown phases 

of retirement, the disparity remains stark. In contrast, younger Australians aged 15-34 hold a very 

small share of these financial assets, lacking the early foothold that enables compounding gains or 

investment diversification.

Figure 8. Share of total household nonfinancial assets by age group

 Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.

Figure 8 turns to non-financial assets, primarily housing. Here too, older Australians dominate, 

holding the largest share of owner-occupied property and a substantial portion of investment 

properties. Middle-aged Australians retain some access to these assets, but younger people are 

largely locked out. The limited property ownership among younger cohorts reflects broader 

affordability pressures and stagnant wages.
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These figures should not be read as evidence that younger people ought to hold the same assets 

as older Australians today. Rather, they show the very different starting positions and exposures 

of different age groups. The question is whether younger households will move through the same 

wealth-building pathway as earlier generations. The income evidence in Part I and the long-run home 

ownership trends in Part III suggest that they will not.

Figure 9. Share of total household liabilities by age group

 Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.

Figure 9 highlights the other side of the ledger, looking at liabilities. Here, the pattern reverses. 

Australians aged 35-44 hold the largest share of property loans, followed closely by those aged 45-54 

and 15-34. These age groups also bear the bulk of other debts, including personal loans, credit cards, 

and education loans. By contrast, Australians aged 65 and over hold the smallest share of liabilities in 

both categories. Most have exited the debt system altogether, with assets paid off or downsized, and 

little to no ongoing financial burden.
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Debt itself is also a normal feature of the life course, particularly during the years when households 

purchase homes. What matters is what sits on the other side of that debt. Earlier generations were 

more likely to take on debt in order to acquire housing at younger ages; as Part III shows, home 

ownership has fallen sharply not only among 25-34 year-olds but also among 35-44 and 45-54 year-

olds. This suggests that lower asset ownership is persisting further into the life course rather than 

simply being aged out of.

II.III Older Australians are taxed less on rising wealth
While previous figures have shown the widening gap in wealth and asset accumulation, this section 

considers how Australia’s tax system interacts with those dynamics. It examines whether the 

distribution of tax liabilities aligns with households’ capacity to pay, or whether structural features of 

the tax system are reinforcing intergenerational disparities. Using ABS income and wealth data linked 

to tax outcomes, the figures below trace how tax contributions vary by age group, and how these 

have changed over time in response to shifts in policy and economic structure.

Figure 10. Average tax rate by age group.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.
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Figure 10 tracks average income tax rates across age groups between 2003-04 and 2019-20. The 

standout feature is the consistently low and declining average tax rate paid by Australians aged 65 

and over. While the average tax rate across the whole population ranges from 17 to 22 percent, the 

over-65 cohort has paid well under 10 percent throughout the period. This was often as low as five 

percent, and even lower in the years following the Global Financial Crisis. By contrast, Australians 

aged 35-44, those in peak working years, consistently paid the highest effective tax rates, peaking at 

over 22 percent.

Younger people aged 15-24 also face lower rates, as expected given their lower earnings. But what 

distinguishes the over-65 group is not low income, but the nature of that income. Much of it comes 

from sources not captured in taxable income, including superannuation withdrawals, capital gains 

from the family home, and imputed rent. The result is a growing group of asset-rich retirees who 

contribute relatively little to the income tax base, even as their share of national wealth expands.

Figure 11. Over 65s as share of number of households, gross income, wealth and tax paid.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Household Income and Wealth, Australia, 2019-20.
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Figure 11 further illustrates this disconnect by comparing older households’ share of the population, 

wealth, income, and tax paid in 2003-04 and 2019-20. Over this period, the proportion of households 

headed by people aged 65 and over rose modestly. Their share of household income rose slightly 

more, but their share of total wealth rose sharply from around 25 percent to close to 45 percent. 

Despite this, their contribution to income tax remained low, rising only marginally from around four 

to six percent.

This mismatch between capacity to pay and actual contribution reveals the structural generosity of 

the tax system toward older Australians. Superannuation concessions, age-based offsets, and the 

exclusion of the family home from means testing all contribute to this outcome. Meanwhile, younger 

and working-age Australians carry a much greater tax burden at a time when their own incomes and 

assets are under strain.

Together, these findings make clear that Australia’s tax system is not functioning as a counterbalance 

to inequality. It is amplifying it. The structural features of the system benefit older Australians, 

particularly wealthier retirees, by shielding substantial income from tax and enabling wealth 

accumulation without commensurate public contribution. For younger Australians, who are taxed 

more heavily on income from work while holding fewer assets, this amounts to a double penalty. 

They have less capacity to build wealth, and a higher fiscal burden in the process.

The Government’s recent reforms to capital gains tax and discretionary trusts acknowledge this 

imbalance and begin to address it. They should reduce some of the preferential treatment historically 

afforded to wealth accumulation. However, because wealth itself has become so concentrated over 

recent decades, these reforms will take time to alter the distribution of opportunity documented in 

this report.
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This chapter explores the deepening intergenerational divide in access to secure, affordable housing 

in Australia. It draws on long-term census data, rental market surveys, and government income 

support figures to trace how the dream of home ownership is slipping out of reach for younger 

Australians, and how those locked out of ownership are also struggling to find stability in the rental 

market.

Each subsection of this chapter presents a different aspect of the crisis: a historical decline in home 

ownership among younger people; the rise of rental stress and insecurity as renting becomes a 

long-term or permanent arrangement for many; and the structural barriers faced by those on the 

lowest incomes, especially young people receiving income support. Together, the findings show that 

housing insecurity for younger Australians is not only a matter of affordability, but a consequence of 

policy and structural design. Without intervention, these trends will entrench inequality across the 

life course.

 

III.I Home ownership rates among younger people are declining
Census data from the last 80 years reveals a profound transformation in Australian home ownership. 

ABS census data charts changes in home ownership rates from 1947 to 2021, showing that after 

rising steadily for much of the twentieth century, national home ownership rates have now entered 

a prolonged period of decline. While this trend has affected all age groups to some extent, its 

impact on younger Australians has been especially pronounced, reversing decades of progress and 

reshaping the social contract that once linked secure work to home ownership.

 

Housing access and stability
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Figure 12. Overall home ownership rate, 1911-2021.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Housing: Census, 2021 and previous issues.

Figure 12 tracks the overall home ownership rate from 1947 to 2021, showing a dramatic rise from 

the 1940s through to the 1960s and 70s, where rates peaked at over 70 percent. This period of 

widespread home ownership coincided with decades of policy support for low-interest home loans, 

housing supply expansion, and favourable economic conditions for younger families. From the 1980s 

onward, however, the trend began to shift, with national home ownership rates gradually declining 

across successive census periods. By 2021, the overall rate had fallen to around 66 percent. This is a 

level last recorded in the 1950s.
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Figure 13. Home ownership rates by age, 1947-2021. 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022) Housing: Census, 2021 and previous issues.

Figure 13 breaks this trend down by age group and reveals the full extent of the generational 

divergence. While home ownership has held steady or even slightly improved for older Australians, 

particularly those aged 65 and over, it has collapsed among younger age groups. The most dramatic 

declines have occurred among 25-34 year-olds, whose home ownership rate in 2021 was under 40 

percent. This is equivalent to the rate recorded in the 1940s, before the post-war home ownership 

boom took hold. The 35-44 age group has also experienced a sharp decline, falling from around 75 

percent in the late 1980s to below 60 percent by 2021. Even the 45-54 group, once considered the 

heart of the mortgage-paying middle class, has seen a substantial drop in ownership over the past 

three decades.

Importantly, these declines are not confined to people at the very beginning of adulthood. Home 

ownership has also fallen substantially among 35-44 and 45-54 year-olds. In other words, the 

disparity does not simply disappear as younger cohorts move through the life course. The ownership 

pathway itself has weakened. 
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The intergenerational implications of these trends are profound. For older Australians, many of whom 

purchased property before major price surges, housing has functioned as a stable and appreciating 

asset, delivering both security and wealth accumulation over time. This has been reinforced by policy 

decisions such as the exemption of the primary residence from capital gains tax and means testing, 

as well as favourable treatment of housing in retirement income frameworks. As a result, older 

Australians have largely retained or expanded their foothold in the property market.

 

Younger Australians, by contrast, are facing a housing system that has fundamentally changed. 

They are contending with high and rising house prices, growing essential living costs, and stagnant 

wage growth. Each of these factors limit their capacity to save for a deposit or service a mortgage. 

In addition, a shift in government policy away from supply-side support, such as public housing and 

first home construction schemes, toward demand-side subsidies, such as grants and tax concessions 

that inflate prices, has further entrenched barriers to entry. The result is not simply delayed home 

ownership, but a substantial cohort of young people who may never achieve it.

 

These findings challenge the longstanding assumption that home ownership is merely being 

“deferred” by younger generations. Instead, they suggest a structural break in the ownership pathway 

that is unlikely to be repaired without significant intervention. For many young Australians, the 

prospect of home ownership now depends increasingly on intergenerational transfers of wealth, 

further entrenching inequality based on family background and undermining the idea of housing as 

a broadly accessible means of economic security.

 

In all, these findings provide historical context for the housing affordability crisis facing younger 

Australians. They show that home ownership, once the bedrock of financial security and social mobility, 

is becoming increasingly concentrated in older age groups. This shift is not simply a generational 

difference in lifestyle or timing; it reflects deep structural changes in the housing market and policy 

environment, with long-term consequences for inequality, retirement security, and social cohesion.

III.II Younger people are locked out of stable rental tenure
As home ownership becomes increasingly out of reach for younger Australians, the private rental 

market has become the default destination for those who would once have expected to own their 

own homes by mid-life. The rental market has not evolved to meet this growing demand. Rather than 

functioning as a stable alternative, it remains an insecure and often unaffordable form of housing.
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Rental stress, commonly defined as spending more than 30 percent of household income on rent, is 

widespread across Australia. However, its impact is most acutely felt among younger renters on lower 

incomes. According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AHURI), nearly half of all low-

income renters aged under 35 are experiencing rental stress, and this proportion has grown steadily 

over the past decade. Median rents have risen sharply since the COVID-19 pandemic, with regional 

areas and capital cities alike experiencing double-digit annual increases. These cost burdens are 

compounded for younger renters who are also contending with lower real wages, insecure work, and 

a growing burden of student debt.

Beyond affordability, younger renters face significant insecurity in their tenancies. Leases in 

most states and territories remain short-term, commonly six to twelve months, and can easily be 

terminated. This creates a persistent risk of eviction, whether due to rising rents, property sales, or 

owner occupation. AHURI research highlights that Australians aged 18 to 34 are among the most 

likely to be forced to move for reasons outside their control, such as unaffordability or landlord 

decision-making. These forced moves are disruptive, interfering with education, employment, and 

community ties, and often lead to a cycle of repeat relocation.

These patterns reflect a system that is ill-suited to the realities of generational change. In previous 

decades, renting was seen as a transitional phase. For today’s young adults, it is increasingly a long-

term or permanent arrangement. In this context, renting is not simply a less desirable alternative to 

owning, but a structurally inferior one. It leaves people more exposed to housing shocks, less able 

to plan for the future, and with fewer opportunities to build wealth or stability over time. This is 

particularly pronounced for renters on the lowest incomes, who are disproportionately likely to be 

younger people.

III.III Young people on income support are more likely to be in extreme rental 
stress
Housing security for younger Australians is not only threatened by declining home ownership. 

As affordability deteriorates, younger renters, particularly those on income support, are finding 

themselves shut out of even the most basic housing options. This section draws on recent data from 

Anglicare Australia’s Rental Affordability Snapshot and the Department of Social Services to examine 

how rental prices are rising out of reach for young people in the lowest incomes, and how income 

support systems have failed to adapt.
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While renters of all ages are facing pressure, the impact is not evenly distributed. Young renters 

typically earn less, have fewer savings, and are less likely to receive support from superannuation or 

assets. Their housing costs are therefore more likely to absorb a greater share of income, and they 

are more likely to experience rental stress. For young people on income support, especially those on 

Youth Allowance, the situation is particularly severe. 

Table 1 summarises findings from Anglicare Australia’s 2026 Rental Affordability Snapshot, which 

surveyed more than 48,000 rental listings across the country. It compares the proportion of listings 

affordable for people on different income support payments.

Table 1. Rental listings affordable for selected income support recipients

Household Type Payment
March 2026

Number Percentage

Single Age Pension 88 0.2%

Single aged over 21 Disability Support Pension 17 0.0%

Single JobSeeker Payment 6 0.0%

Single aged over 18 Youth Allowance 0 0.0%

Total number of properties 48,776

Source: Anglicare Australia Rental Affordability Snapshot, 2026

These results offer some of the most compelling evidence yet of structural exclusion. Not a single 

rental property across the country was affordable for a young person on Youth Allowance, the lowest 

income support payment in Australia, at the time of the survey. While JobSeeker recipients fared 

slightly better, only three properties met affordability criteria. Older Australians on the Age Pension 

had marginally more options, though availability remained extremely limited. Among all groups 

surveyed, young people on Youth Allowance were the worst off, with affordability barriers that 

amounted to full exclusion from the private rental system.

Further analysis of Department of Social Services data, compared with asking rents, confirms that this 

pattern. It shows that Youth Allowance recipients, especially those aged 16-17, are being outpaced 

by rent rises in nearly every major city. The table below compares Youth Allowance payments with 

average asking rents for a two-bedroom unit (shared between two people).
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Table 2. Rent burden for Youth Allowance recipients aged 16–17, selected cities, 2023–24

 City

Total weekly 
income 16-17 
yr old sharer 
Mar 2023

Total weekly 
income 16-17 
yr old sharer 
Mar 2024

Share of 
2-bedroom 
unit 
Mar 23

Share of 
2-bedroom 
unit 
Mar 24

Percentage 
income paid 
in rent 
Mar 23

Percentage 
income paid 
in rent 
Mar 24

Sydney $337.30 $385.70 $333.00 $363.00 99% 94%

Brisbane $337.30 $385.70 $258.00 $281.50 76% 73%

Canberra $337.30 $385.70 $289.50 $296.50 86% 77%

Perth $337.30 $385.70 $251.00 $291.50 74% 76%

Melbourne $337.30 $385.70 $262.50 $283.00 78% 73%

Darwin $337.30 $385.70 $246.00 $244.00 73% 63%

Hobart $337.30 $385.70 $249.50 $230.50 74% 60%

Adelaide $337.30 $385.70 $200.50 $226.50 59% 59%

Source: DSS; SQM Research

In every city, young renters on Youth Allowance would need to spend the vast majority of their income, 

up to 99 percent in Sydney, just to rent a shared two-bedroom unit. These figures do not reflect poor 

budgeting or isolated cases of disadvantage. They point to a systemic mismatch between housing 

costs and income support. For young people without parental support, savings, or access to social 

housing, these pressures leave no room for essentials such as food, transport, or healthcare. In many 

cases, the only options are overcrowded housing, homelessness, or unstable living arrangements.

Crucially, these pressures are not being addressed by policy settings. Youth Allowance remains the 

lowest working-age payment in Australia’s income support system, and all payments have failed to keep 

pace with housing market inflation. While rental prices have surged, income support rates have risen 

only modestly, exacerbating the shortfall. Even recent increases to payments such as JobSeeker have 

done little to improve access for young renters. In relative terms, young people are falling further behind.

Together, these findings show that rental affordability for young Australians is not simply poor. It 

structurally assumes access to family support or alternative housing pathways that do not exist for 

all young people. Income support settings fail to reflect the reality of the rental market, and housing 

policy has largely overlooked those who rent by necessity rather than choice. For a generation 

increasingly locked out of ownership, the failure to ensure access to affordable rental housing 

amounts to a profound policy blind spot with consequences for security, opportunity, and equality 

across the life course.
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IV.I Economic pressure, insecurity, and the mental health of a generation
Much of the public discussion about young people’s mental health focuses on individual 

vulnerability, social media, or the psychological impacts of the recent COVID-19 pandemic, 

particularly on students. While these factors are relevant, they obscure a deeper and more persistent 

driver of distress: economic insecurity. For young Australians, deteriorating mental health cannot be 

separated from rising living costs, insecure work, housing precarity, and the erosion of confidence 

that they will be able to build a stable future.

National data show that young people consistently report the highest levels of psychological distress 

of any age group. According to ABS data, people aged 18–34 are more than twice as likely as those 

aged over 65 to report high or very high levels of psychological distress. These gaps have widened 

over time, particularly since the mid-2010s, and were exacerbated by the pandemic. While distress 

levels have eased slightly since their 2021 peak, they remain well above pre-pandemic levels for 

young adults.

Importantly, this pattern does not reflect a short-term shock alone. Longitudinal data from the HILDA 

Survey show a steady increase in reported stress, anxiety, and financial strain among younger cohorts 

over the past decade. These trends closely track the economic pressures documented in earlier 

chapters of this report. As income growth has stalled, housing costs have surged, and employment 

has become more insecure, indicators of mental wellbeing have deteriorated in parallel.

This is not coincidental. Mental health is shaped not only by personal circumstances, but by the 

broader conditions in which people live. For young Australians, those conditions are increasingly 

defined by uncertainty. This encompasses uncertainty about housing, work, income, and the ability 

to plan even a few years ahead. The cumulative effect is a generation experiencing sustained stress 

rather than episodic hardship, with significant consequences for wellbeing.

This pattern is also evident in frontline service demand. Anglicare Australia Network members report 

a marked rise in young people seeking support across multiple service types over the past five years. 

Of twelve Anglicare Australia Network members providing mental health services, all reported an 

increase in young people presenting for support. While services cited a range of contributing factors, 

there was consistent agreement that economic insecurity, including housing stress, inadequate 

income, and unstable work, has been a significant driver of rising distress among young clients.

Mental lealth and the cost of uncertainty

PA R T  I V
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IV.II The impact of financial stress and housing insecurity on mental health
The relationship between material hardship and mental health is well established, and the evidence 

shows it is particularly pronounced for younger people. ABS data indicate that young adults 

experiencing financial stress, such as difficulty paying bills, rent, or medical costs, are substantially 

more likely to report high psychological distress than those without these pressures. AIHW analysis 

similarly finds strong associations between housing stress, insecure tenure, and poor mental health 

outcomes.

Housing insecurity is a critical driver. Young renters, especially those spending more than 30 per cent 

of their income on housing, report markedly worse mental health outcomes than both older renters 

and younger home owners. AHURI research has shown that frequent forced moves, short lease terms, 

and fear of eviction contribute to chronic stress, anxiety, and feelings of instability. These impacts are 

compounded for those on low incomes, where housing stress often coincides with food insecurity, 

energy debt, and limited access to healthcare. The data presented in Part III demonstrate that young 

people on income support face extreme rental stress, often requiring them to devote the majority 

of their income to rent alone. For these young people, financial stress is not episodic but constant. 

This kind of sustained pressure is associated with higher rates of depression, anxiety disorders, and 

suicidal ideation. AIHW data further show that suicide remains one of the leading causes of death for 

Australians aged 15-34, with economic stressors frequently identified as contributing factors.

Evidence from the Anglicare Australia Network reinforces this connection. Of fifteen Network 

members providing housing and homelessness services, thirteen reported noticeable increases in 

young people seeking assistance over the past five years. Rising rents and the growing unaffordability 

of housing were consistently identified as the primary drivers. For many young people presenting 

to these services, housing stress is closely intertwined with mental distress, with anxiety and 

deteriorating wellbeing emerging as both a cause and consequence of unstable housing.

Crucially, the mental health impacts of financial stress are not limited to those in poverty. Even 

young people on moderate incomes report elevated anxiety linked to rising costs and the absence 

of financial buffers. The inability to save, plan, or absorb shocks creates a persistent sense of 

vulnerability. Unlike previous generations, many young Australians cannot rely on the stabilising 

effects of secure housing or predictable career progression. The result is a population experiencing 

not only financial strain, but anticipatory stress about what lies ahead.
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IV.III Mental health support systems are not designed for economic trauma
While demand for mental health support among young people has risen sharply, service systems 

have struggled to respond. Long waiting times, workforce shortages, and uneven access across 

regions are well documented. However, beyond these capacity issues lies a more fundamental 

problem. Australia’s mental health system is poorly equipped to respond to distress rooted in 

economic insecurity.

Most mental health services are designed around individualised, clinical models of care. They focus 

on diagnosis, treatment, and symptom management, often without addressing the structural 

conditions driving distress. For many young people, the source of anxiety is not an underlying mental 

illness, but the lived reality of unaffordable housing, insecure income, and a lack of control over their 

circumstances. Yet these drivers sit largely outside the scope of mental health interventions.

This mismatch is evident in service delivery. Of the twelve Anglicare Australia Network member 

agencies providing mental health services, all reported increased demand from young people, with 

many noting that clients were seeking support for stress and anxiety linked directly to financial 

hardship. Workers described young people presenting with acute distress tied to rent increases, debt, 

income loss, or the fear of becoming homeless. In these cases, therapeutic support alone is often 

insufficient. Without changes to material conditions, distress persists or returns.

This dynamic places pressure on both individuals and systems. Young people cycle through services 

without experiencing lasting improvement, while mental health services are left addressing the 

symptoms of broader economic failure. In effect, the mental health system is being asked to absorb 

the consequences of income, housing, and labour market settings that are producing widespread 

insecurity among young people.

IV.IV Structural exclusion, future anxiety, and a generation losing hope
Beyond immediate distress, there is growing evidence that prolonged exposure to economic 

insecurity is reshaping how young Australians view their futures. Surveys consistently show declining 

optimism among younger cohorts about their prospects for home ownership, financial security, 

and retirement. Compared with previous generations at the same age, young people today are less 

confident that hard work will lead to stability or upward mobility.
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This erosion of confidence has profound psychological implications. HILDA data indicate that 

younger Australians are increasingly likely to report feelings of hopelessness and a lack of control 

over their lives. These sentiments are strongest among those locked out of housing, stuck in insecure 

work, or reliant on inadequate income support. Over time, repeated experiences of exclusion from 

key institutions, such as housing, secure employment, and effective social protection, contribute to 

disengagement and disaffection.

Insights from Anglicare Australia’s financial wellbeing services underscore this trend. Of 15 Network 

members providing financial counselling and wellbeing support, 10 reported noticeable increases 

in young people seeking assistance over the past five years. Inadequate income was the most 

commonly cited reason. Workers reported that many young clients expressed not only financial 

stress, but a growing sense that the system is stacked against them, and that traditional pathways to 

stability are no longer attainable.

The consequences extend beyond individual wellbeing. A generation that feels structurally excluded 

is more likely to disengage from civic life, lose trust in institutions, and withdraw from collective 

systems designed to support social cohesion. This has implications for democratic participation, 

social solidarity, and long-term economic sustainability.

What emerges from the evidence in this chapter is a clear pattern. The mental health challenges 

facing young Australians are not simply a matter of personal resilience or service access. They are the 

psychological manifestation of economic systems that have become less secure, less predictable, and 

less fair for younger generations. Without addressing the underlying drivers, efforts to improve young 

people’s mental health will remain partial and insufficient.
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The findings presented in this report reveal a stark reality, that Australia’s economic systems are 

disadvantaging young people. This is not the result of deliberate decisions, but rather a consequence 

of economic and social structures that favour wealth and entrench existing privilege. The promise of 

progress, that each generation would enjoy greater opportunity, prosperity, and security than the 

one before it, has been broken. 

Today’s younger Australians are more likely to be in insecure work, more likely to rent for life, and 

more likely to be living in poverty than people of the same age a generation ago. For many, work no 

longer guarantees stability, and education no longer leads to advancement. In the face of rising costs, 

stagnant wages, and unaffordable housing, a growing number are falling behind through no fault 

of their own. The problem is not that young people have less because they are young. The problem 

is that they have less than previous generations did at the same age, and the pathways that once 

allowed people to catch up as they aged are becoming less accessible.

 

The chapters in this report have documented this generational shift in detail. Part I traced the erosion 

of economic security for younger Australians, showing that despite higher levels of education 

and workforce participation, their incomes have fallen in real terms, and that they are bearing a 

disproportionate share of the cost-of-living crisis. Part II examined how Australia’s tax and transfer 

system, once designed to promote fairness and support, is now compounding inequality by 

rewarding wealth accumulation over wages, and reinforcing advantages for older and wealthier 

households. Part III explored the housing market, showing how younger people are being locked out 

of ownership, forced into an unaffordable and insecure rental market, and increasingly excluded from 

stable housing altogether.

 

Together, these findings point to a deeper structural problem. The systems that underpin Australia’s 

economy, including our tax settings, welfare supports, and housing policies, are no longer 

distributing opportunity fairly across generations. Instead, they are rewarding those who already 

hold assets, while leaving behind those whose incomes come from work, not wealth. These dynamics 

have emerged not by accident, but through decades of policy decisions that have prioritised 

investment incentives over income support, tax concessions over housing access, and short-term 

budget savings over long-term equity.

 

Key themes and recommendations

PA R T  V
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This chapter outlines four key areas where reform is needed to reverse these trends. It does not 

attempt to catalogue every policy failure or propose a comprehensive solution to generational 

inequality. Instead, it identifies the most urgent and actionable areas of change. These are areas 

where policy has diverged most sharply from principles of fairness, and where reform could make the 

greatest difference. Each section draws directly on the evidence presented in this report and offers a 

clear rationale for change, not only to improve outcomes for young people, but to build a more just 

and sustainable future for all.

V.I Boost social housing for young people
The housing crisis facing younger Australians is not a temporary challenge that can be solved 

through cyclical reforms or minor policy tweaks. It is the result of decades of policy neglect, a 

shrinking pool of public and community housing, and a market that prices out anyone without 

existing wealth. Young people are among those hardest hit. They are facing a rental market that 

has become prohibitively expensive, a home ownership market that is increasingly unreachable, 

and housing support that is not built with their needs in mind. Yet young people are consistently 

overlooked in discussions about housing supply and affordability. The result is a generation that is 

spending more on housing, living in less secure tenures, and struggling to find a foothold in the very 

system that previous generations relied on to build security and stability.

A key factor is the chronic undersupply of public and community housing. As noted throughout 

this report, younger people are now more likely to rent for longer, more likely to be in rental stress, 

and more likely to receive the lowest rate of income support, Youth Allowance. These intersecting 

disadvantages leave them at the back of the queue for housing that is in scarce supply. 

While community housing providers play a growing role in meeting social housing need, their 

funding and rent-setting models often make it difficult to support people on the lowest incomes. 

Because rents are commonly pegged to a proportion of tenants’ income, providers are under pressure 

to house people with higher payment rates, such as those on the Age Pension. This creates a perverse 

incentive to deprioritise young people who rely on Youth Allowance or JobSeeker, even when they 

are experiencing high levels of need. In a system where housing scarcity drives allocation decisions, 

the lowest-income young people are routinely excluded.
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Expanding the social housing system is the only way to address this scarcity and meet the needs of 

younger people. This is not only a matter of fairness, it is a matter of long-term economic and social 

policy. Young people who are forced into homelessness, overcrowding, or long-term housing stress 

face higher risks of unemployment, disengagement from education, and long-term health problems. 

These risks, and the costs that come with them, compound over time. Investing in housing for young 

people is an investment in their future, and in the long-term sustainability of our housing system, 

labour market, and public finances.

That investment cannot be limited to generic targets or market-based supply incentives. It 

must involve direct public investment in genuinely affordable housing that prioritises the most 

excluded groups, including young people on income support. This means re-establishing public 

and community housing as a core part of Australia’s housing mix, and recognising that it plays a 

unique role that the market will not fill. It also means ensuring that community housing providers 

are resourced to support people with complex needs and low incomes, without being penalised for 

doing so. Boosting public and community housing is not only the best way to assist young people 

directly, it is also essential to relieve the broader pressure on housing services, reduce competition 

among disadvantaged groups, and ensure that social housing remains true to its purpose: housing 

those in greatest need.

 

V.II Lift young people onto a single income support rate
Australia’s income support system rests on a fundamental assumption that young people need less to 

live on than everyone else. For those under 25 who are looking for work, studying full time, or facing 

barriers to employment, the Youth Allowance payment is set at a significantly lower rate than other 

forms of support, including JobSeeker, which itself is widely recognised as inadequate. This means 

that the younger someone is, the less they are deemed to need, regardless of their circumstances, 

housing costs, or level of independence. It is a distinction that has no real justification, and one that 

causes direct and measurable harm.

 

As this report shows, young people on Youth Allowance are consistently the worst off across every 

housing affordability measure. In Anglicare Australia’s most recent Rental Affordability Snapshot, not 

a single property was affordable for a young person on Youth Allowance across more than 50,000 

rental listings. While affordability is poor across the board for people on income support, young 

people stand apart in having no access at all. This is not simply a matter of market conditions. It is 
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the outcome of deliberate policy design that withholds support from young people on the basis of 

their age alone. In many cases, young people receiving Youth Allowance are not living with parents 

or family members, but in rental properties, crisis accommodation, or rooming houses. They face the 

same housing market as older people, with the same cost of living, but with far less support to meet it.

 

The rationale for a lower payment rate rests on outdated assumptions. Youth Allowance was 

originally conceived as a student payment, based on the idea that young people would be supported 

by parents while studying. Yet today it functions as the primary working-age payment for people 

under 25, including those looking for work, those living away from home, and those with no access 

to family support at all. The payment has failed to keep up with the social and economic changes 

affecting young people’s lives. With rising youth homelessness, insecure work, and a growing number 

of young people living independently, the idea that young people simply “need less” no longer holds.

 

This design flaw is compounded by complex eligibility rules and punitive requirements. Youth 

Allowance recipients face stricter parental income tests, tighter thresholds, and more burdensome 

reporting requirements than those on other payments. In practice, this means that many young 

people are excluded from payments altogether, or receive only partial support. For those who 

do qualify, the lower rate entrenches poverty and makes it harder to cover basic needs like food, 

transport, and housing. It is a policy that does not reflect reality, and one that drives disadvantage 

precisely at the moment when young people are trying to gain a foothold in adult life.

 

The solution is both simple and long overdue. Anglicare Australia recommends abolishing the Youth 

Allowance payment and bringing all working-age people onto a single rate of income support. This 

reform would reflect the reality that basic living costs do not vary by age, and that young people 

deserve the same dignity and support as others when facing hardship. It would also simplify the 

system, remove unnecessary complexity, and ensure that income support is targeted to need, not age.

 

Bringing young people onto a single payment rate is not just about correcting a policy failure. 

It is about recognising that poverty is not a rite of passage. Young people deserve the chance to 

participate in education, find work, and live with stability. That is impossible to do on the lowest 

payment in the country, set arbitrarily below the poverty line. Ending Youth Allowance as a separate 

category, and lifting young people onto a fair and adequate rate, would be one of the most direct 

and effective steps the government could take to address generational inequality.
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V.III  Tax work and wealth more fairly
At the heart of Australia’s intergenerational inequality lies a deep and persistent imbalance in the tax 

system. The rules that govern how income is taxed, and, crucially, what counts as income, have been 

shaped over decades to reward asset accumulation and privilege wealth over wages. This design is not 

incidental. It reflects a long-standing policy consensus that sees investment, particularly in property 

and shares, as a behaviour to be encouraged and rewarded with tax relief. In doing so, the system 

imposes a penalty on those whose income comes from work alone, who have little or no wealth to 

leverage. As this report has shown, that group is disproportionately made up of younger Australians.

 

The data in this report highlights just how stark the divide has become. Young people today are 

more likely to rely solely on wages for income, have lower access to wealth and investment assets, 

and are less likely to benefit from superannuation or inheritance. Yet they face some of the highest 

effective tax burdens. This is not because tax rates have gone up. Indeed, income taxes have been 

broadly stable or declining. Instead it is because wage income is taxed more comprehensively and 

transparently than other forms of wealth. Capital gains attract a 50 percent discount, negatively 

geared losses can be deducted against income, and trusts and other vehicles allow higher-wealth 

individuals to minimise tax obligations. Meanwhile, every dollar earned from wages is taxed at the 

marginal rate, with far fewer avenues for reduction.

 

This imbalance is not only unfair, it is inefficient and unproductive. A tax system that favours wealth 

over work creates perverse incentives, encouraging speculation and unproductive investment over 

effort and enterprise. It distorts housing markets, inflates asset prices, and contributes to the growing 

concentration of wealth in older, higher-income households. For younger people, this means a 

double burden: they must pay more of their income in tax, while also contending with asset prices 

that are artificially inflated by tax concessions they cannot access. As a result, many are locked out of 

the very investments that the tax system rewards.

 

The intergenerational impacts of this system are profound. Older Australians, who entered the 

housing market before the tax concessions were embedded and property prices surged, have been 

able to accumulate wealth with the support of these settings. They benefit from the capital gains 

tax discount, the exemption of the family home from means testing, and generous treatment of 

superannuation in retirement. Younger Australians, by contrast, face rising costs of entry, stagnant 

wages, and a tax system that does little to support asset building from scratch.
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This is not an argument for penalising wealth or undermining retirement security. It is a call for a 

more balanced system that recognises the value of work and ensures that all forms of income are 

treated fairly. Reform must begin by winding back tax concessions that privilege passive income over 

earned income. That includes reducing or removing the capital gains tax discount, reforming the use 

of family trusts, and tightening rules around negative gearing. At the same time, broader structural 

reform is needed to ensure that tax policy keeps pace with changes in the labour market, particularly 

the rise of insecure and underpaid work among younger people.

 

 Australia’s tax system should reward effort at least as much as accumulated wealth. The 

Government’s reforms to capital gains tax and discretionary trusts are an important step towards a 

fairer tax system, reducing longstanding preferences for income derived from assets over income 

earned through work. These reforms should be implemented in full and assessed against their 

objective of improving intergenerational equity. Future tax reform should continue this direction, 

ensuring that Australia’s tax system supports productive investment, broad-based prosperity and 

opportunity for younger generations.

 

V.IV Build on recent reforms to property tax concessions
Australia’s housing system is no longer meeting the needs of younger people, and tax policy 

has played a significant role in creating that outcome. Over the last three decades, successive 

governments expanded a series of tax concessions that encouraged investment in existing housing. 

Chief among these were negative gearing and the capital gains tax discount. Together, these policies 

strengthened the financial incentives to treat housing as an investment asset, contributing to higher 

house prices and making it increasingly difficult for first home buyers to compete. The result has been 

one of the clearest examples of intergenerational inequality in Australia’s economic system.

The evidence presented throughout this report demonstrates the consequences. Home ownership 

among younger Australians has fallen sharply, while older Australians have accumulated an ever-

growing share of the nation’s housing wealth. Younger households are entering the market later, 

taking on larger debts, or remaining in the private rental market for much longer than previous 

generations. At the same time, housing has become an increasingly attractive investment vehicle, 

with tax settings amplifying returns from rising property values and reinforcing the concentration of 

wealth among households that already owned assets.
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Recognising these problems, the Australian Government has announced the most significant 

reforms to housing tax concessions in decades. From July 2027, negative gearing will be limited to 

newly constructed homes, while the capital gains tax discount will be replaced by a less generous 

indexed system for future capital gains. Together with reforms to the taxation of discretionary trusts, 

these changes represent an important shift in the direction of Australia’s tax system. Rather than 

encouraging speculative investment in existing housing, the new arrangements are intended to 

redirect investment towards increasing housing supply while reducing the tax advantages that have 

historically favoured asset owners over aspiring homeowners.

These reforms should improve intergenerational fairness over time. By reducing the tax advantages 

associated with investing in existing housing, they should lessen competition between investors 

and first home buyers, while maintaining incentives to finance new housing construction. They also 

represent an important acknowledgement that Australia’s tax system should reward productive 

investment rather than simply rising land values.

However, tax reform alone cannot resolve a housing system shaped by decades of rising prices, 

constrained supply and widening wealth inequality. The stock of existing housing wealth remains 

highly concentrated, younger Australians continue to face historically high barriers to home 

ownership, and many renters remain exposed to rising rents and insecure tenure. Rebalancing the 

tax system is therefore a necessary foundation, but it must be accompanied by sustained investment 

in social and affordable housing, stronger protections for renters, and income support settings that 

enable people to afford secure housing.

The Government’s reforms demonstrate that structural change is possible. The task now is to build 

on those reforms so that Australia’s housing system once again serves its primary purpose: providing 

secure, affordable homes for people, rather than primarily functioning as a vehicle for wealth 

accumulation. Only then can Australia begin to restore the expectation that each generation should 

have the same opportunity to build a secure home and future as the one before it
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This report has traced a clear and troubling shift in Australia’s economic landscape. Across income, 

wealth, housing, and wellbeing, younger Australians are falling behind not because they lack 

effort, ambition, or education, but because the systems they rely on have changed in ways that 

systematically disadvantage them. What was once a broadly shared pathway to security has become 

narrower, steeper, and increasingly dependent on prior wealth.

The evidence is consistent across domains. Income growth for younger Australians has stalled, even 

as essential costs have risen sharply. The tax system privileges income from wealth over income 

from work, compounding disadvantage for those who rely on wages alone. Housing, once the 

foundation of financial stability, is now out of reach for many young people, with renting offering 

neither affordability nor security. Income support settings assume dependence at a time when 

independence is increasingly required. Together, these pressures are reshaping not only economic 

outcomes, but expectations about what is possible.

The consequences are already visible. Younger Australians are more exposed to financial stress, more 

likely to experience housing insecurity, and more likely to report high levels of psychological distress. 

They are cutting back on essentials, delaying or abandoning milestones that were once taken for 

granted, and expressing declining confidence that hard work will deliver stability. For many, the 

future feels less like an opportunity to build and more like a risk to be managed.

These outcomes are not accidental, nor are they temporary. They are the predictable result of policy 

settings that have prioritised asset growth over income security, market incentives over access to 

housing, and short-term fiscal restraint over long-term equity. Over time, these choices have shifted 

risk onto younger generations while insulating those with existing wealth. The result is an economy 

that increasingly rewards where you start, rather than what you do.

If left unaddressed, these trends will have consequences far beyond today’s young people. 

Generational inequality undermines social cohesion, weakens trust in institutions, and constrains 

economic participation. It locks in disadvantage early in life and allows it to compound over time. It 

also threatens the sustainability of the systems on which all Australians rely, from housing and health 

to the tax base itself.

Making progress possible again

C O N C L U S I O N
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The reforms outlined in this report are not radical. They are targeted, evidence-based responses to 

clear structural failures. Boosting social housing, fixing income support, and reforming tax settings 

would not only improve outcomes for young Australians, but strengthen Australia’s economy and 

social fabric as a whole. These are reforms that recognise housing as a foundation, income as a source 

of dignity, and fairness as essential to long-term prosperity.

At its core, Falling Behind is about the future Australia is choosing to build. An economy that leaves 

a generation struggling to find stability is not one that can sustain growth, innovation, or shared 

wellbeing. Reversing these trends will require political will and policy courage, but the alternative – 

accepting a permanent generational divide – comes at a far higher cost.

Young Australians are not asking for special treatment. They are asking for a fair chance to build 

a secure life in an economy that no longer delivers it by default. Restoring that chance is not just 

a matter of generational justice. It is a test of whether Australia still believes in the promise that 

progress should be shared.
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