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SPEECH NOTES 

 

Good morning, 

Today I provide an overview of Western Youth Working, a discussion 

paper and blueprint for a disruptive, experiential based pathway to 

empower long-term unemployed young people and enable them to 

create their own work. This is a disruptive and somewhat subversive 

approach to current practice. 

Three small pilot projects are currently underway in Brimbank, 

Melton and Moonee Valley in Melbourne’s West to trial and develop 

the method. 

The blueprint is focused on lifting the capacity of young people 

caught in the spiral of long-term unemployment, disadvantage and 

disengagement from employment, education and training. The aim is 

to provide a pathway that fosters hands on experience with 

intrapreneurship and entrepreneurship. 
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Western Youth Working advocates an approach attuned to the 

direction of the global digital economy - it accepts that the future of 

work has already arrived in Melbourne’s western suburbs – along 

with harsh attendant realities for thousands of young people from 

disadvantaged economic backgrounds. 

The model was developed by YouthNow, a Sunshine based youth 

employment service provider with a long reputation for innovation. 

For nearly 20 years it has developed programs and had some of them 

evolved into mainstream programs. YouthNow has active 

connections to more than 4,000 employers and runs an alumni 

program for every young person it assists. 

YouthNow undertook development of the blueprint following the 

rapid decline of industry in the west and a decline in youth 

employment opportunity in 2014. Rapid increase in the number of 

youth unemployed longer than 12 months was a primary catalyst for 

the project.  

Importantly, the appearance of large numbers of University, TAFE 

and VET course graduates in the ranks of long-term unemployed 

youth was the canary in the cage that a youth employment crisis was 

unfolding in the west.  

Toyota’s closure at the beginning of 2014 was a pivotal moment in 

the decline of traditional local manufacturing. It was a tipping point 

in what had been a gradual decline in local employment opportunity 

for youth over many years. By mid-2014 entry-level jobs and 

workplace learning opportunities for youth began to disappear and 

local youth were winning less jobs on their own turf.  

Paradoxically, at this time Government began to punish small local 

service providers for failing to secure job and work experience 

outcomes for youth. 
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Research undertaken by LeadWest and councils in mid 2014 sought 

to better understand and quantify the problem. These efforts 

resulted in the Morton and BYSLG reports cited in the blueprint.  

At the end of 2014, following consultation with regional 

stakeholders, YouthNow set out to answer an important question – if 

there are no jobs for long-term unemployed youth, and training and 

academic study does not lead to employment outcomes – what else 

could be done to help young people to escape from poverty? 

The blueprint that evolved provides an alternative method for 

discussion. The process of developing the blueprint involved three 

key steps: a review of data and information on local youth; gaining 

information, ideas and opinions from youth and youth service 

providers; and the examination of new international thinking and 

practice.  

The workshops were undertaken using ZING, an electronic 

collaboration system that deeply engages people in a face-to-face 

chatroom conversation that enhances collaboration and maximises 

output from individuals.  

The workshops yielded rich information from participants in their 

own words and provided important insights that overturn views 

about the capability of disadvantaged youth. 

The findings were grouped under eight broad headings: 

 Educational disengagement 

 Youth unemployment 

 Drivers for youth unemployment 

 The New Reality of Work 

 Old Paradigm Thinking 

 The “Earn or Learn” challenge 

 Personal challenges 

 The Good News  



4 
 

To illustrate the complexity of the challenge in Melbourne’s west, I 

will briefly outline key findings in each of these areas: 

 

Educational Disengagement  

The number of ‘early school leavers’ and young people ‘Not 

Employed, not in education or Training’ or NEET is amongst the 

highest in the nation. 

 8% of 10-14 year olds are disengaged from school education 

(2,600+).  

 13% of 10–19 year olds, are disengaged from education or 
training (11,600) 

 14% of 20-24 year olds are disengaged from participation in any 
form of education or training. 

 Approximately 57% of 15-19 year olds outside education in the 
west are considered not to be in Employment or Training or 
NILFET.  

On these numbers the region will fail to meet the national target of 

90% completion of Year 12 or equivalent by end of 2015. 

 

Youth Unemployment 

Youth unemployment is estimated at 20.5%, or 18,500. 

The Brotherhood of St Lawrence estimates 28% or 26,000 
unemployed or underemployed would be a more realistic number. 

26% of early school leavers still look for work 12 months after leaving 
school. 

23% of early school leavers will secure full time work. 

50% of early school leavers become under-employed. 

At 20-24 years around 35% remain unemployed or become 
disengaged. 
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On all measures, youth unemployment is high, and crossing new 
boundaries – for the first time large numbers of university graduates 
are standing in the dole queue. 

 

Drivers for Youth Unemployment  

Regional groups, employers and youth identify key local drivers for 

youth unemployment include: 

 Closure of manufacturing and supply chains 

 New industry employs significantly less people 

 Technology is replacing young people in the workplace 

 30%+ reduction in entry level jobs for youth in the West 

 Approximately 20+ applicants for every youth job 

 Youth are not winning local jobs – some lose out to adults 

The New Reality of Work 

Significant change has occurred in the nature of work since 2009. 

 No job security – business ruthlessly turns over youth 

 Fewer than 20% will stay in the same job longer than 18 

months 

 Growing majority of youth jobs is shift work of around 4 to 5 

hours 

 57% of youth are underemployed wanting and needing more 

work 

 Growing number of youth need to work for more than one 

employer 

 Around 20% of youth aged over 18 need an ABN to get shift 

work 

 Emergence of Zero hour contracts  
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Old Paradigm Thinking 

Unemployed young people believe they are being punished for 

being unemployed and are falling victim to outmoded thinking on 

employment:  

 The Australian aspiration is to be employed by someone else. 

 Secure jobs with established firms with 20+ employees is 

preferred 

 School and academic education is geared towards being 

employed 

 Government labour market programs train people to be 

employed 

 Young people are encouraged to secure a local job  

 Young people are waiting to be offered full-time permanent 

jobs  

The Earn or Learn Challenge 

The requirement for young people on benefits to choose between 

training or ‘Work for the dole’ programs creates interesting 

challenges. 

  ‘Earn or learn’ policy puts emphasis on doing more study 

 Youth need to take on HECS debt to gain qualifications 

 Qualifications are not leading to employment outcomes  

 ‘Work for the Dole’ does not lead to employment outcomes 

 End up taking ‘any’ job – where qualification is meaningless 

 ‘Any’ job tends to be low or under paid, insecure and dead-end 

Personal Challenges 

Many disadvantaged youth grapple with complex issues that include 

single parenthood, homelessness, abuse, alcoholism, drug taking, 

criminalisation, health and mental health issues. This is 

compounded by other factors:  
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 Family pressure to obtain a job or leave home 

 Retaining Centrelink payments can be a job in itself 

 Cannot make ends meet 

 Limited services to address personal barriers and disadvantage  

 Unable to get assistance with mental health issues 

 

The Good News 

Beyond the bleak challenges faced by young people, valuable 

insights emerged that illustrate potential of young people. 

 96% own a smart phone 

 100% access the internet when needed 

 100% access some form of social media presence 

 100% surf the internet to research products and services 

 100% have a passionate interest of some kind 

 100% have bought something online 

 70% have sold something online 

 

 

International Learnings 

In seeking to research an alternative pathway to assist long-term 

unemployed youth, a review was made of innovative approaches 

used in other countries. This involved a need to look objectively at 

new thinking and practices that may be radically different and at 

odds to our own. 

This effort identified an extensive range of innovation, particularly in 

local government approaches to economic development. While the 

full range is too expansive to cover today, there several innovations 

were vitally important: 
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 Global Digital Economy 

 Portfolio of Work 

 Rapid Cycle Innovation 

 New Geography of Jobs 

 Agglomeration 

Attitudes to the digital economy was highly instructive. The UK, USA, 

Canada and Spain are countries driving innovation and have 

embraced the potential of the global digital economy .  

These countries expect their economies to be dominated by 

microbusiness, where companies that employ 2 to 4 full-time 

employees and a mix of contingent, casual and part-time workers 

may come to be regarded as a medium size business.  

These countries expect micro-business to drive innovation and 

competition is expected to be fierce. Many businesses may have a 

life of no more than 3 to 5 years before they are bought, merge, 

close or need to reinvent themselves.  

In the digital world, onus will fall on young people to find and secure 

sufficient contingent work to create equivalent income to a full-time 

job. Employment security will rest on capacity for intrapreneurship 

and understanding that employees need to contribute to the 

profitability of their employer.  

In the UK, three important principles help to guide national action 

around innovation, startups and work outcomes in the digital 

economy. 

 policy to maximise national economic value from the digital 

economy;  

 understanding micro-business can operate globally and earn 

more revenue than traditional companies with 20+ employees; 

 create infrastructure and environments to encourage 

innovation, startups and the growth of microbusiness  
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This approach recognises at the level of the individual that domain 

knowledge, understanding of creative and design thinking methods, 

and aptitude for collaboration are the three most important 

attributes that can drive personal success in the digital economy.     

This understanding led Britain to articulate the Portfolio of Work 

concept, which recognises that the majority of people will need to 

balance work with more than one employer to pay the bills; engage 

in entrepreneurial effort to generate wealth; and adapt to constant 

change through volunteer work to build networks; and training to 

upgrade skills and qualifications. 

Today the UK has the largest digital economy in the G20, with a 

diverse and active microbusiness sector that generates around $360 

billion or 11% of GDP and is second only to property as the largest 

economic sector in Britain.  

By comparison, Australia’s digital economy generates $80 billion and 

5.1% of GDP, and is larger than the agriculture, transport or retail 

sectors. 

 

Rapid Cycle innovation  

An implicit aspect of the digital economy is the need to move 

quickly. This is an attribute that Australia is not good at. While we 

talk about innovation, other countries ‘do’ innovation by using tools 

to drive outcomes. 

Rapid Cycle Innovation is a startup mentoring method increasingly 

used in the USA, UK, Canada and Europe to enable innovators to 

define, develop and test an innovative idea in a short, compressed 

timeframe by working with mentors who can add value and drive 

the idea to rapid commercialisation.  
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The method prepares startup companies for investor pitch days and 

operates on the mantra that “if it can’t be done in 90 days, move 

on.”  

This practice is unknown here in Australia but is driving outstanding 

results in other countries. 

The New Geography of Jobs   

As an important note to Victoria’s councils, local government is 

driving economic resurgence in the UK, USA and Canada.  

In his book The New Geography of Jobs, US economist Enrico 

Moretti demonstrated that cities of 150,000 people that fostered 

innovation, collaboration and entrepreneurialism were surging 

ahead.  

Moretti outlined the idea that our future will witness three types of 

cities: 

1. innovative, educated, entrepreneurial cities; 

2. dying manufacturing hubs; and  

3. cities that could go either way. 

 He revealed that progressive cities achieve a trickle-down effect 

whereby the creation of one high paying, high tech job will have a 

job multiplier affect five times that number within these 

communities.  

Put simply, well paid innovators create demand in the marketplace – 

for doctors, hairstylists, lawyers, restaurants – such that their 

success leads to the forming of high-paying service work and the 

formation of business diversity.  

A central message is however that councils hold the key to leading 

and creating economic success within their municipality. 
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Agglomeration – building momentum 

Complex economic activities initiated through entrepreneurial 

events will stimulate migration to a location that drives innovation 

and high economic complexity in order to secure access to product, 

service, competence and customer input.  

The key driver for successful agglomeration is sustained effort by 

government to foster and stimulate more innovation, more 

collaboration and overcoming issues like efficient transport and 

affordable housing.  

 

The Blueprint 

These international practices provided valuable input and 

contributed to a blueprint consisting of seven component parts: 

1. Regional Job Drive  

2. Regional Youth Services Secretariat  

3. Modern Pathways for Young People  

4. A Network of Regional Incubators  

5. Pre-Training Programs  

6. Employer Workshops  

7. Improved Mental Health Support  

 

 

1. Regional Job Drive  

Youth unemployment and disengagement is at crisis level in 

Melbourne’s west. Local leadership is needed. International 

experience is that local solutions require the active participation of 

local government.  
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If council economic development and youth services teams are not 

already working in partnership very little can be achieved. Councils 

can coordinate action, inject energy, motivate collaboration and 

build local momentum. This can best be achieved through regional 

youth job drives. 

In the 90s the Jobs 92 and Work for Australia campaigns, supported 

by local Job Drives stimulated action and contributed to a rapid 

turnaround from the Recession we had to have. This method, 

updated to current times can help to achieve surge in innovation, 

investment and the startups we need to unlock work opportunity. In 

this scenario councils lead, and State and Federal government 

follow. 

2. Regional Youth Services Secretariat  

Information is everything in the current global economy. YouthNow 

research confirmed there is a chronic lack of accurate data and 

information on youth and youth needs at local levels. No one is 

using accurate information and no one is using the same 

information. This fundamentally means that areas of disadvantage 

are losing out in the competition to secure government funding. 

This problem is compounded by the fact local service providers have 

to compete for government funding against large NGOs. This 

competition stifles collaboration, innovation, coordination and 

collective impact at the local level.  

Councils can address this problem by investing in a youth services 

secretariat that generates the data required by local service 

providers to shape cogent arguments for targeted government 

funding for innovative local programs. The one-size fits all cookie 

cutter approach doesn’t work for long-term unemployed and 

disengaged youth – councils and communities need to generate 

quality information and get into the game of driving innovation.  
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3. Modern Pathways for Young People  

Unlike other countries that embrace the concept of contingent work 

and youth entrepreneurship, our current systems are still based on 

the concept of young people being employed by someone else. In 

Melbourne’s west this system has broken down and it is unlikely the 

mass of long-term unemployed youth will achieve secure 

employment in traditional full-time jobs.  

Work with more than one employer is becoming a norm, however 

this results in under-employment and an inability to make ends 

meet or put adequate funds away into superannuation.   

Given these options young people need to consider the Portfolio of 

Work concept and examine potential to become global workers and 

entrepreneurs in the digital economy. That is to say they need 

opportunity to learn how to fish, then commence a lifelong journey 

to refine and improve personal capability as entrepreneurs.  

New programs are needed for young people to engage in 

experiential learning with intrapreneurial and entrepreneurial 

concepts and use their personal passions and interests as the 

foundation and motivation for starting. 

Irrespective of their level of education, long-term unemployed 

young people need to become aware of the three critical attributes 

that can assist them to achieve work outcomes in the digital 

economy – domain knowledge, problem solving and creating 

thinking methods and the ability to collaborate. 

This approach needs to be supported by new infrastructure that can 

be defined as Youth Innovation Labs that provide a trusted local 

environment for young people to learn to express their ideas, 

collaborate with peers in small heterogeneous teams that share 

similar interests, develop projects and be given the opportunity to 

implement and learn from experience – developing confidence as 

well as intrapreneurial and entrepreneurial experience as they go. 
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Most importantly, these Labs need to be nurturing and expect that 

project failures will occur, but that risk, experiment and learning 

from mistakes as a youth is an invaluable experience to build a more 

sustainable future.   

An important insight from this approach is the idea that the 

implementation of multiple small youth projects, can create 

economic stimulus in local areas and contribute to economic 

development in communities where youth live.     

 

4. A Network of Regional Incubators  

Based on international experience councils can drive and accelerate 

local economic development by facilitating the establishment of a 

local ecosystem of incubators and stimulate startups through their 

procurement process and small local grants. 

In addition to backing Youth Innovation Labs councils need to 

encourage the growth of co-working centres, café style incubators, 

sector specific incubators, library meet up spaces, meet ups, maker 

centres and local accelerator programs.  

These centres need to be run by social enterprises or private 

operators that encourage collaboration and co-creation and provide 

space for people to work as contingent workers. Competition 

between these services would need to be fostered to stimulate an 

active local culture of innovation. 

In pursuing this agenda councils would need to reassess their 

approach to economic development and consider methods being 

implemented in other countries that transform councils into drivers 

of local innovation, rather than followers. 

In the research we identified a wide number of innovations councils 

could embrace to game change outcomes for youth and local 

economies.   
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Suffice to say, the objective for councils should be to create an 

ecosystem and not be satisfied with one or two outcomes.  

To underscore the scale of government support for startups, 

microbusiness and innovation in other countries, it is instructive to 

take a brief glimpse of what they are doing. 

HereEast in London is the world’s largest startup and microbusiness 

incubator, coworking centre and accelerator.  

The Barcelona Activa precinct is also rapidly emerging as a global 

hotspot for innovation in the internet of things and youth 

entrepreneurship. 

At present my company Markstone Management Consultants is 

involved in bringing the Startupbootcamp Accelerator here to 

Melbourne to engage Asia’s 42 countries in an Internet of Things 

program, it is worthwhile looking at the Startupbootcamp Fintech 

HQ in London. 

 

5. Pre-Training Programs  

At a Youth Innovation Laboratory local youth service providers 

would work with youth to develop experience with intrapreneurial 

and entrepreneurial concepts.  

This would be delivered as a non-accredited pre-training program 

that focuses on engagement, motivation and collaboration with 

peers to develop and implement project ideas. In a real sense youth 

would be involved in developing business plans for their group and 

individual projects and learn the disciplines of pitching and 

competing for micro investment to implement them. The process is 

designed to motivate and encourage young people to grow and 

learn through achievement.  



16 
 

A planned pilot in 2016 envisages a 12 month program divided into 

four semesters of 8 to 10 weeks. 

Gaining the support and assistance of Centrelink and Job Agencies is 

an important consideration to be worked through. 

The most difficult aspect of the program, which form the focus of 

the three current pilot projects, is the identification of methods that 

engage youth and gain their sustained involvement in a program.  

6. Employer Engagement  

The new pathway approach envisages engagement with employers 

in a slightly different way to traditional programs. 

A key focus will be to identify areas in which employers may receive 

ideas for innovation and activity generated by young people, and 

new local projects, activities or events generated by youth that 

employers may support with small financial contributions. More 

than this, the program would seek to engage employers in Meet ups 

and Pitch Days to talk business and help mentor young people to 

become more adept with their entrepreneurial thinking and 

execution. 

With support from councils, local employers can be encouraged to 

participate in roundtables to evolve and improve local infrastructure 

and facilities that support meet ups, startups and innovation. This 

would be an important step in supporting local industry, generating 

a culture of innovation and through agglomeration, attracting more 

industry and investment to a thriving local innovation and 

microbusiness ecosystem that benefits all business – and more 

importantly, generates more work outcomes for local youth. 

7.  Improved Mental Health Support  

The last component is a need to assist youth to access quality 

mental health service. This would ideally be an embedded 

opportunity with a Youth Innovation Lab. 
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Many young people grapple with multiple challenges. Any effort to 

improve their marketability in the employment market needs to be 

matched by effort to improve their mental health.  

Under ideal circumstances mental health support would include 

access to paediatricians and psychiatrists capable of diagnosing and 

treating the full spectrum of psychiatric conditions and ensuring 

continuity of support as young people transition from youth to 

adults at their 18th birthday. The current practice of relying on 

psychologists and social workers is not working.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the YouthNow pathway blueprint is intended to 

provide a framework for alternative action to assist long-term 

unemployed youth.  

It is acknowledged the program needs funding support from Federal 

and State government to pilot at scale and to develop youth 

engagement and retention strategies, program content and 

materials.  

Today we lag behind other countries in comprehending the idea 

that young people of all backgrounds can earn or supplement a 

living as global workers in the digital economy.  

If nothing else, the blueprint commences the discussion that local 

government and youth service providers can work together to 

create local solutions and alternative employment pathways for 

youth that can give them the dignity, purpose and economic means 

they seek. 

Thank you 

Terry Cuddy 

Markstone Management Consultants 


