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Executive Summary and Recommendations
Australia is experiencing a new crisis, this one affecting 
many young men. While some young men are doing well, 
many are not. This has an impact on the whole of society. 
This paper will look at the nature of the crisis affecting 
our young men, how it looks on the ground, and the 
root causes of the crisis, before concluding with policy 
recommendations.

On the ground, the crisis among some young men works 
itself out in the way they turn to role models and influencers 
who support their sense that they are outsiders in their own 
society. These young men grow more nihilistic in outlook 
and turn to a performative style of masculinity as they see 
their economic and social prospects diminish. What are 
some of the foundational problems that are driving young 
men into this state of mind and style of life? 

The paper outlines three areas where young men are 
struggling: education, the economy, and society. The 
education system, whether at school or university, is 
arguably geared more towards girls and women than boys 
and men. This is counter to official commitments to equity. 
Despite many boys achieving outstanding results at school, 
the fact is that, statistically speaking, boys can quickly 
fall behind in our schools and then tend to stay behind. 
At university, men make up roughly 40% of graduates, 
meaning that young men are behind young women in this 
key indicator of future wealth and earning potential.

In the area of economic life, young men are increasingly 
on the margins of our economy, are lacking opportunity, 

and feel a lack of hope about their economic prospects. 
The economy is restructuring such that sectors where men 
previously found employment are shrinking, whereas the 
largest share of the economy is female-dominated. Further, 
young men are earning less in comparison to young women. 
In short, young men are working less, learning less, and 
earning less. Consequently, many see grim prospects for 
economic opportunity.

The educational and economic outcomes for young men 
have an impact on their social lives. They feel they are 
second-class citizens and are often told their masculinity is 
a problem. Young men are increasingly despairing of finding 
a life partner, due to deteriorating economic and social 
status. This leads to young men having fewer children with 
their partners. Further, they look at the ever-decreasing 
likelihood of owning a home and see possibilities of financial 
independence disappear along with their prospects of 
family formation.

This emerging crisis has major ramifications for Australian 
society.  It will create social dislocation as fewer young 
men pursue marriage and family formation. It will create 
economic problems, as more young men, who should be 
a major part of our future economy, disengage. And it will 
create political and cultural problems as young men seek 
ways to express their masculinity through political reaction. 

The good news is that there are steps policymakers can 
take. The following recommendations flow from the findings 
of this.
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Recommendation 1: Conduct a parliamentary inquiry into the wellbeing of young 
men in Australia and establish a stream of funding to support sociological and 
statistical research into the socio-economic indicators and implications for men’s 
wellbeing and national prosperity.

Recommendation 2: Refine admissions processes for schooling so boys can be 
admitted at 6 years old, with a cut-off ceiling at 7 years old.

Recommendation 3: Make daily exercise mandatory for all school students  
(e.g. ‘the Daily Mile’).

Recommendation 4: Reform the school-based apprenticeship system to ensure 
students get relevant work experience and on-the-job skills as part of a targeted 
VET program during school years.

Recommendation 5: Make Vocational Education and Training (VET) free.

Recommendation 6: Pay students to study targeted VET courses.

Recommendation 7: Design incentives and campaigns to encourage young men 
to enter HEAL (health, education, administration, literacy) vocations.

Recommendation 8: Increase investment in the Key Apprenticeship Program to 
$25,000 per apprentice.

Recommendation 9: Increase the investment in Priority Apprenticeships to 
$10,000 per apprentice.

Recommendation 10: Give all people under 30 years old a tax-free threshold of 
$50,000 if they register and operate a business with a turnover of greater than 
$50,000 per year, along with a $30,000 instant asset write-off.

Recommendation 11: Abolish all existing government-funded home-buyers 
grants.

Recommendation 12: Ban foreign investment in Australian property.

Recommendation 13: Increase the tax-free threshold to $50,000 for all people 
under 30 who are paying rent for their accommodation.
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Introduction
Australia is undergoing a new crisis affecting young men. 
While some young men are doing well, many are not. 
Their social, educational and economic engagement and 
outcomes are declining, and they are disengaged and 
disenfranchised. When young men aren’t doing well, it 
has an impact on the whole of society. This crisis affects 
everyone. And if we don’t fix it, it will have long-term, 
adverse ramifications for Australia’s economy, political 
culture, and social fabric. 

What is the crisis? And where did it come from? This paper 
will outline the statistical and cultural evidence for this 
crisis in the younger male demographic. Part I looks at a 
foundational piece of the puzzle: education. Parts II and III 
will unpack the economic and social challenges that young 
men face. In Part IV, we will explore possible solutions.

What does the crisis look like?
What does this crisis look like on the ground? How does it 
work itself out in the lives of young men in Australia? One 
of the key symptoms of the crisis in our young men is the 
way they are engaging in the world of role models and 
online influencers. Young men are increasingly turning 
to unhealthy and unsavoury role models for advice, 
inspiration, and modelling for masculinity. Often, these 
figures are online and ‘performative’, focusing on outward 
features of masculinity like physique and money. 

At the same time, young men are disengaging from 
mainstream Australia, from work, from education, and 
from relationships.  Some are adopting polarising political 
positions, engaging in conspiracy theories to explain the 
state of what they see as a hostile and confusing world, and 
assuming an oppositional, nihilistic stance to society.

The question is: why? Why are they responding like this? 
What is driving young men online to find role models? 
What is creating this sense of purposelessness? Why are 
they disengaging from society? The answer is not this or 
that online influencer. The answer is not ‘toxic masculinity’. 
Rather, there are sociological, economic, and political 
explanations that lie at the root of the crisis. Some of the 
root causes of this crisis can be mitigated by government 
action and policy.

The Crisis in a Nutshell
Richard V. Reeves, a British-American social scientist, said in 
his 2022 book Of Boys and Men: ‘[M]any of our boys and men 
are in real trouble, not of their own making, and need our 
help’.1 Years earlier, the American physician, Leonard Sax, 
described the crisis as an ‘epidemic of apathy’, where boys 
are underperforming and disengaged in school and home 
contexts whilst the world watches on and does nothing.2 
And Warren Farrell, in his widely-lauded book The Boy Crisis, 
says that ‘boys are declining in a dramatic way in virtually 
every key metric’, in ways that ‘will also hurt our daughters, 
their marriages, and their children’s emotional and global 
security’.3

These observations apply to Australian boys and men as 
much as they apply to Americans or others. Too many young 
men in Australia are unemployed and under-occupied, 
poorly educated, earn relatively little, and in many ways 
have poor prospects. 

However, it gets worse. Young men in Australia are 
also confronted with an adverse economic and social 
environment. Young men in past generations could 
reasonably aim to get married, purchase their own 
home, and have children. Today’s boys and young men 
are increasingly giving up on these life goals, due to the 
perception that they are unattainable. The future looks 
homeless, partner-less or spouse-less, and childless. 

The same could be said of young women, but young men 
face a bigger uphill climb on these issues. This outlook gives 
young men a picture that they will have no property, no 
companionship, and no legacy, which can seem like a bleak 
future, indeed.

In summary, many young men in Australia believe they 
face a decline in outcomes and in prospects, and these 
two things likely act in a feedback loop. As Warren Farrell 
observes, this has implications that extend beyond young 
men: ‘When only one sex wins, both sexes lose’.4



POLICY PAPER 01 / FEBRUARY 2026 | 6YOUNG MEN IN CRISIS: WHAT CAN AUSTRALIA DO?

Part I: Educational Challenges
Young men are staring down challenges from the earliest 
years of their formal education. Richard V. Reeves of the 
Brookings Institution summarises it this way: ‘the education 
system is structured in favour of girls and women’.5 

Boys are disadvantaged in our school system
Our school system is hard for many little boys. The average 
5-year-old girl is better able to adapt to the kindergarten 
and school environment than the average 5-year-old boy. 
Research shows that girls are 14% more likely to be ready for 
school than boys.6 Schools reward conformity, submission 
to authority, focus, and fine motor skills. Most boys are 
behind most girls in the early years of school.7 

In other words, boys tend to get off to a slow start. While 
some catch up and excel, many do not. This is, in part, due 
to teaching and learning methodologies in our schools. A 
preoccupation with equity in classroom practice, together 
with disagreement among researchers about neurological 
and other differences that may influence the learning of 
boys and girls, hinder common sense policymaking. Some 
scholars believe these issues could be a major factor behind 
the gap between girls’ and boys’ educational outcomes, 
as boys are more likely to disengage if there is a lack of 
practical learning. Many boys respond better to a balanced 
approach that allows both knowledge-based and hands-on, 
practical learning.8 

The results of this imbalance show themselves in reading 
and mathematics scores. In 2022, Australian boys 
outperformed their female counterparts in mathematics, so 
it’s not all bad news. However, in the crucial area of reading, 
girls outperformed boys by 22 score points, with a large 
share of boys (25%) counting as ‘low performers’.9 The data 
coming out of the standardised NAPLAN tests tells a similar 
story. Girls performed better overall, with an average 20.9 
NAPLAN scale score higher than boys in Year 3, 20.7 in Year 
5, 29.9 in Year 7, and 25.3 in Year 9.10 In all literacy areas 
(reading, writing, spelling, grammar and punctuation), boys 
score well below girls across Years 3, 5, 7 and 9.11 

Also important to note is the percentage of boys who ‘need 
additional support’ to meet the learning outcomes in key 
areas of literacy. In the Year 3 NAPLAN results, 12.3% of 
boys showed they needed additional support in reading 
compared to 9.1% of girls. In Year 5, it was 9.0% of boys 
compared to 5.9% of girls. In Year 7, it was 11.0% of boys 
compared to 6.7% of girls. And in Year 9, 12.9% of boys 
showed they need additional support, whereas only 7.2% of 
girls showed the same.12 The figures in the writing category 
were similar. 7.5% of Year 3 boys’ results indicated a need 
for additional support, compared to only 3.8% of girls. In 
Year 5, this jumped to 12% for boys and 6.7% for girls. Year 
7 boys struggled even more, with 14.4% needing more 

support, compared to 7.4% of girls. In Year 9, it was an 
alarming 15.1% of boys, compared to 7.7% of girls.13

Other studies show that girls outperform boys in Year 12 
by most major indicators. A recent report by the Kathleen 
Burrows Research Institute confirms that the gender 
disparities seen in NAPLAN results continue into the final 
years of schooling. The study looked at the 2023 HSC results 
in New South Wales, showing that girls performed better 
overall, with a higher average Australian Tertiary Admission 
Rank (ATAR) than boys.14 Girls were also more likely to 
receive an ATAR over 90 than boys. Finally, despite being 
over 50% of NSW’s senior secondary school population, 
only 48% of boys were awarded a Higher School Certificate 
(HSC), and only 46% were awarded an ATAR.15

The deterioration in the disciplinary climate in Australia’s 
schools is also having an adverse impact on boys. Recent 
studies have shown that Australia’s classroom discipline 
is amongst the worst of the OECD nations.16 Research 
suggests that this feature of the Australian school system 
is making it even more difficult for boys, as ‘boys seem to 
be more disturbed’ by classroom disciplinary problems 
‘than girls are’.17 As a result, their academic performance 
declines. A recent Australian study bore this conclusion 
out, stating that boys are both struggling with literacy and 
‘over-represented among the most academically vulnerable 
school students’.18
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Young Men are underperforming in our 
university system
The issues for boys start early and continue into adulthood. 
In previous generations, men dominated the proportion of 
tertiary education graduates. However, the push for gender 
equality has resulted in a dramatic reversal. In the United 
States in 2020, 61% of tertiary degrees were awarded to 
women, whilst 39% were awarded to men.19 It is similar in 
the United Kingdom.20 In one case in recent years, 77% of 
undergraduates at Icelandic universities were female.21

The great equalisation in education is observable across 
the western world, including in Australia. The Australian 
Bureau of Statistics found in a recent survey that the total 
percentage of men holding a non-school qualification 
(anything higher than a high school certificate) was 63.4%. 
For women, it was 64.9%.22 These figures are close to 
identical and take in the general population across all age 
groups. Women and men are, by this measurement, almost 
equal.

However, the most recent Australian census was revealing. 
Of the 1.19 million people enrolled at university in 2021, 
over 690,000 (58%) were women.23 In 2024, there were 
252,590 female students commencing at Australian 
universities, over 61% of the total number for that year.24 
Male participation in university education has reduced 
since 2020, also. It is not simply a phenomenon of female 
uptake.25 A similar imbalance is evident in vocational 
education, with 54% of enrolments being female. 

This ‘education gap’ is systemic. The ABS Census in 2021 
revealed that of the 30-year-olds who held at least a 
Bachelor degree, only 41% were men. For 25-year-olds, the 
percentage of men is slightly higher at 44%. For 22-year-
olds, it drops again to 39%.26 

Girls and women are performing well in education 
indicators; however, it is concerning that young men are 
falling behind in education from primary school through 
to undergraduate study. The figures outlined above 
show that young men are participating less in university 
education and even vocational education than women. The 
educational inequality is likely leading to other inequalities 
and imbalances, both economically and socially.

Why the educational challenges matter
Educational attainment is one of the biggest indicators for 
future income. In knowledge-based sectors, which make 
up much of Australia’s economy, a lack of educational 
attainment hurts a person’s economic prospects and 
can result in reduced social status.27 That too many boys 
are also falling behind on basic literacy, such as reading 
and writing, feeds disadvantages in a knowledge-based 
economy that places a high value on these basic skills.

For Australia’s boys and young men, these educational 
challenges undergird some of the economic and social 
challenges that they face. As they fall behind in education, 
they fall behind in social and economic ways as well. 
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Part II: Economic Challenges
Australia’s young men are facing significant challenges in 
the economic sphere. Some of the challenges are related 
to changes in the economy. Some are to do with housing 
accessibility and affordability. Some are related to earnings. 
Overall, the picture is not an encouraging one – young 
men are increasingly on the margins of our economy, lack 
opportunity, and feel less hopeful about their economic 
prospects.

Employment and Unemployment
Australia’s economy is restructuring. Just like much of 
the post-industrial west, there is a big shift occurring 
where previously dominant sectors are being replaced. In 
Australia, the previously strong manufacturing, resources, 
and agriculture sectors are being overtaken. The new 
dominant sectors are constituted by the ‘HEAL’ occupations: 
health, education, administration, and literacy. And these 
are sectors of the economy in which men have, until now, 
not been very active. 

Recent research bears this out. The post-COVID pandemic 
economy in Australia has shifted significantly away from 
construction, mining, and manufacturing. Instead, there has 
been a ballooning in the professional services sector, the 
health and caring economy, and education and training.28 
In particular, the ‘care economy’ has boomed, and now 
employs around 15% of Australian workers (spurred by the 
NDIS).29 Wage growth has followed along with this boom, 
with each of the growing sectors seeing higher wages.

These changes have a big impact on men, and young men, 
in particular. Four decades ago, men outnumbered women 
3 to 1 in the biggest industry in Australia – manufacturing. 
Today, women outnumber men by the same factor, but this 
time it’s the caring sector that dominates. Given that wage 
growth has been predominantly in sectors of the economy 
that females are prevalent, young men are facing a double-
barrelled problem: sectors where they traditionally find 
work are both shrinking and paying less in real terms.30 
This is having, and will continue to have, an impact on male 
unemployment rates, which have been higher than those of 
females for some years.31

Why does this matter? Young men who are leaving school 
are increasingly unoccupied. The number of young men ‘Not 
in Employment, Education or Training’ (NEETs) has grown 
significantly over the past couple of decades. In 1986, it was 
below 50,000. In 2023, it was over 110,000, with the trend 
going up. The trend for young women headed in the other 
direction over the same period.32

Simon Kuestenmacher, one of Australia’s leading 
demographers, points out that an important factor in the 
drop-off in young men’s engagement in work or education 
and training is a decline in apprenticeships. There were 
almost twice as many male apprentices in 2011 as there 

are today.33 Young men have typically been more engaged 
in trades and apprenticeships. This decline in engagement 
is part of a broader trend where young people are opting 
out of further study and training due to the opportunities 
available regardless of qualifications. 

Nevertheless, the decline in apprenticeship uptake can 
still be read as an indicator of economic disengagement 
on the part of young men. If there is a drop off in this kind 
of occupation, combined with an increase in economic 
activity in sectors where men are less engaged (i.e. the 
HEAL occupations), this shows that the Australian economy 
is becoming harder for young men to navigate in some key 
ways.34

Earning and Providing
A common talking point in economics is the ‘gender pay 
gap’. Given that men are understood to be ahead of women 
in terms of pay, this should bode well for young men. 
However, if we take account of recent data, the situation 
looks starkly different. 

In the first instance, women who never marry and never 
have children actually earn more than men across their 
lifetimes.35 It is not that women are valued less than men; 
it tends to be that more women take more time out of 
the workforce to care for children (and undertake other 
caregiving activity) than men tend to do. They work less 
across their lives and forego seniority, pay rises, and 
development opportunities to give attention to their 
families, often making different kinds of career choices to 
men along the way. As Richard Reeves says, the gender pay 
gap is actually a ‘parenting gap’, or a ‘primary carer’ gap.36

However, if we focus on young men and their income, there 
is no gender pay gap. In fact, young women are starting to 
earn more than young men.37 Current education policies 
and practices appear to be more effective for women 
than men, young women are out-earning young men, and 
therefore it is reasonable to expect women will continue to 
close the gap (where it exists) or open a gap in their favour.38

Why the economic challenges matter
Young men are watching the economy transform in ways 
that are detrimental to the way they work. Young men are 
learning less and earning less than young women – there 
is a gender education and pay gap. Young men are seeing 
less economic opportunity. This has an impact on their 
outlook on life. In an economy where home ownership is 
increasingly out of reach for the average Australian worker 
(both male and female), a young man who sees economic 
trends turn against him will look on his long-term economic 
and social prospects with greater pessimism.
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Part III: Social Challenges
Australia’s young men face an education system in which 
they are falling behind, and an economy that pushes against 
their earning capacity and employability. The final layer 
of the crisis is the social layer. Young men are adversely 
affected by social dynamics and are also responding in ways 
that will contribute to the unravelling of the social fabric of 
Australia.

Social stigma
In some sectors of Australian society, masculinity is viewed 
negatively. There’s a lot of talk about reshaping masculinity 
away from its ‘toxic’ forms.39 Traditional masculine norms 
are under considerable cultural pressure as different 
societal and cultural expectations around men emerge.40 
A recent newspaper headline read ‘How we STOP this 
kid becoming a monster’, with a picture of a young boy 
accompanying it.41 Is it any wonder that young men feel they 
are second-class citizens? While people will assure critics 
that the idea of ‘toxic masculinity’ does not imply that men 
are, in their essence, bad or wicked, there are aspects of 
being a man that feel under attack.

That social stigma is driving men to seek community and 
understanding online. The rise of the ‘man-o-sphere’ and 
online influencers is a significant phenomenon of recent 
years, and young men are increasingly influenced by 
these kinds of figures. Some of these online influencers 
are extremely critical of modern social norms, including 
feminism and egalitarianism. This can lead to some young 
men feeling affirmed in their masculinity in unhealthy ways, 
simultaneously driving a wedge between young men and 
other parts of society.

Declining Aspirations
As our economy restructures and traditionally male-
dominated sectors contract, and as young men’s income 
fails to keep pace with growing living costs, the aspirations 
of young men are likely to be adversely affected. High house 
prices, lower earning capacity, lower buying power due to 
inflation, and a general decline in marriage rates and family 
formation all point to social conditions that are challenging 
for young men trying to make their way in the world.

Marriage and Family

In previous generations, the average man aspired to get 
married and have children. Today, young men increasingly 
despair of finding a life partner, largely due to decreases 
in economic and social status. The broader culture is also 
moving against marriage, with marriage rates decreasing 
over the past 20 years from 7.1 per 1,000 people to 5.5 per 
1,000 people.42 While divorce rates have declined from 3.4 to 
2.1 over the same period, this could be accounted for by the 
nominal drop in marriages.

The crucial statistic, if we are considering the well-being 
of young men, is the median age of marriage. In 2024, the 
median age for males getting married in Australia was 
32.8 years, with females at 31.2 years.43 This constitutes 
an increase from 29.0 years and 26.6 years respectively, in 
1994.44 This means that a male will normally be waiting over 
14 years to marry after they complete school. 

This reality can be coupled with another statistic to show 
how young men (and women) are increasingly isolated from 
one another. In 1996, just over 50% of men aged 18-24 were 
living in the family home. In 2021, that number was over 
60%. Over this same period, the percentage of young men 
(aged 18-24) living with a partner or child declined from 
just under 30% to under 20%. Young men are exchanging 
marriage and life-partnership for living with their parents.45

The fact that young men are increasingly unmarried is likely 
to have an impact on their well-being and productivity. 
Research from the United States suggests that marriage has 
a sizeable impact on men’s economic well-being, including 
their income, hours worked, and vocational stability.46 
Marriage plays a vital role in the shaping of a man’s identity 
and his masculinity, and contributes to his happiness and 
health.47

Not only are young men waiting to get married (or not 
getting married at all) and failing to fly the family home 
nest, but they are waiting longer to have children (if they 
do at all). In 1996, the median age of fathers was 31.9, and 
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mothers 29.2. In 2024, the median age of fathers was 33.9, 
and that of mothers was 32.1.48 Australia’s total fertility 
rate reached just over 2.0 in 2008, but it is now below 1.5.49 
Across a similar period, young people also report that they 
plan to have fewer children than before.50

As a recent e61 Institute report notes, these changes ‘reflect 
a broader delay in the milestones that typically mark the 
transition to adulthood’.51 These social milestones used to 
indicate independence, but now ‘forming relationships, 
moving out, and achieving financial independence are 
happening later’.52

What does this mean for young men? In previous 
generations, adulthood for men meant striking out on your 
own, creating your own life, starting your own household, 
and building a legacy through financial stability and 
childrearing. For young men today, these statistics show 
that adulthood looks increasingly like childhood, with 
continued dependence on parents, but with more social 
isolation. Young men are, therefore, likely lacking optimism 
that they will achieve any of these milestones. This feeling is 
only made more acute by the seeming impossibility of home 
ownership.

Financial Independence: Owning a Home

Australia has been a home-owning nation for many 
generations. That was the aspiration, at least, and home 
ownership was common for older Australians, with the 
total percentage of homeowners being just under 70%. 
However, this statistic will change over the coming decades 
as younger people find houses increasingly unaffordable. 

In 1996, 44% of Australians between 25-29 owned their 
own home, as did 59% of those aged 30-34. Today these 
numbers have dropped to 36% and 50% respectively. At 
the same time, the total proportion of homeowners has 
barely changed, dropping from 69% in 1996 down to 67% in 
2021.53 These changes are not reflective of a cultural shift or 
a change in people’s desires.54 People still want to own their 
own home, as doing so is a financial cornerstone and a big 
move towards financial independence. 

These changes demonstrate an affordability crisis.55 The 
National Housing Supply and Affordability Council recently 
reported that around 50 percent of a median household 
income was required to meet new mortgage repayments, 

while median income households had to spend 10.6 years 
saving for a deposit.56

How this affects young men should be obvious, but let’s 
explore how housing affordability and the psychology of 
home ownership could play out. John Myers, Sam Bowman, 
and Ben Southwood have written about the ‘housing 
theory of everything’, showing how access to housing can 
have a much wider impact than simply moving people 
into less-desirable rental situations. They argue that 
expensive housing can adversely affect productivity, reduce 
innovation, increase inequality, and create prime conditions 
for declines in fertility.57 

Other scholars concur, showing that increases in house 
prices leads to a decrease in fertility rates among renters.58 
Policy analysts at Deloitte in Australia corroborate this, 
arguing that significant ‘life milestones are being delayed, 
home ownership rates are in decline, and young Australians’ 
housing prospects increasingly depend on whether they will 
inherit wealth or get a leg up from their parents’.59

This analysis of housing affordability applies to all young 
Australians, not just young men.60 However, the housing 
crisis may be affecting young men disproportionately, 
as it compounds the educational, economic, and social 
challenges that they already face. Financial independence 
and owning your own home are not synergistic in Australia, 
but they are closely tied together. If young men see financial 
independence as unlikely, then they will remain reticent to 
pursue other markers of adulthood.

Why the social challenges matter
If young men feel on the outer economically and 
educationally, these social challenges complete a troubling 
picture of the plight of young men in Australia. It’s not true 
to say that a young man has little to live for if he thinks he 
won’t marry, have children, or own a home. However, it is 
reasonable for young men to feel pessimistic about their 
future when these things seem unattainable.
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Part IV: What can we do?
This crisis among Australia’s young men appears to be 
accelerating due to the social and economic developments 
in our country. The government is not necessarily the cause 
of the problems that young men face, nor can it offer every 
solution. However, governments can play a role in helping 
young men adapt to these challenges.

Why action is needed
Why should we act, though? Don’t other groups in our 
society have struggles? Why should young men be a focus? 
The potential for increasing social problems and wider 
unrest if we do not address this crisis is significant. 

1. Social dislocation through fewer marriages and 
relationships 

The decline in the prospects of young men in Australia 
points to substantial social problems. First, the current crisis 
among Australia’s young men could lead to fewer marriages, 
fewer romantic relationships in general, and therefore even 
fewer children being born. 

Research indicates that significant income disparity 
between men and women can lead to a breakdown in 
mental health for the man, and a decision to divorce for the 
woman.61 Other studies show that high-income men are 
more likely to marry, less likely to divorce, and if they do 
divorce they are likely to remarry, and more likely to have 
children.62 If current income trends continue, fewer men 
in Australia will earn more than women, a trend that could 
have destructive social consequences through declines in 
family formation.63

2. Young men ought to be a key part of our future 
economy

It is all well and good to have a strong female cohort of 
economic contributors, something that Australia looks 
likely to enjoy into the future. Nevertheless, there is a 
stubbornness to the reality that women tend to take some 
time away from work to have children, even in today’s 
economy.64 Women and men will bear the burden of 
building and maintaining the future Australia, regardless of 
the gender equality that may or may not be achieved. 

If young men are underperforming, or opting out as NEETs, 
this signals a significant issue for Australia’s future. It will 
result in further declines in productivity and innovation, 

which both drive economic growth. It will also put undue 
pressure on a shrinking cohort of taxpayers. Australia needs 
the young men of today to be ready to work hard for their 
families and for our country.

3. Political instability rises as young men disengage

Look at a photo of a political protest almost anywhere in the 
world, and the dominant demographic will likely be men. 
The phenomenon of the ‘Youth Bulge’ further cements the 
role of young men in civil unrest and conflict. The youth 
bulge is a demographic phenomenon that occurs when 
countries have a demographic transition to a highly youthful 
population.65 Australia does not have a youth bulge, but it 
is experiencing a demographic transition through ageing 
and immigration which, like the economic phenomena 
accompanying the typical youth bulge, can create unstable 
social and economic conditions for young people. Increasing 
numbers of NEET men is one probable result of this 
transition, and this demographic typically feel disengaged 
and disenfranchised. This can mean a greater likelihood of 
young men turning to political extremism.66

Simon Kuestenmacher has shown how demographic 
trends in parts of Germany match key indicators in 
Australia, including indicators that lead young men to 
extreme politics.67 Similar things have been observed 
in South Korea, with disaffected young men having a 
destabilising impact on the political situation.68 It would be 
easy to pin the radicalisation of boys and young men on 
online ‘toxic masculinity’.69 However, the issues are much 
more variegated, along the lines discussed in this paper. 
Economics and social dynamics, as well as the perceptions 
of young men about their prospects, play a big role.

How should we respond?
One thing we ought not do is blame young men for their 
plight. If anything is clear, it is that the current generation of 
young men is in something of a bind, caught in a confluence 
of transitioning economies and transforming cultures. 

Another thing we shouldn’t do is assume the problem will 
fix itself. While most of the work will need to happen in the 
private lives of the young men and will require considerable 
engagement from their families and civil society institutions, 
governments can encourage and enable positive steps to be 
taken in the right direction.
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Conduct a parliamentary inquiry 
into the wellbeing of young men in Australia and 
establish a stream of funding to support sociological 
and statistical research into the socio-economic 
indicators and implications for men’s wellbeing and 
national prosperity.

The parliamentary inquiry should be focused on how 
young men are responding to the social, economic, and 
educational environment in Australia, and should be 
careful not to pathologise the issues. The findings of the 
inquiry could form the basis of further studies and funding 
schemes. The Australian Bureau of Statistics should be 
directed to conduct a special investigation into how young 
men are living, how they are being educated, and what their 
economic outcomes are.

Recommendation 2: Refine admissions processes for 
schooling so boys can be admitted at 6 years old, with a 
cut-off ceiling at 7 years old.

Research shows that a phenomenon sometimes called 
‘Redshirting’ – delaying boys’ entry to kindergarten and 
school – has academic and retention benefits for them, as 
well as reduced disability identification.70 This practice could 
help boys get off to a better start in their education, helping 
them thrive into the upper years of school.

Recommendation 3: Make daily exercise mandatory for 
all school students (e.g. ‘the Daily Mile’)

Making daily exercise mandatory will benefit all students, 
to be sure, but is likely to be of particular benefit to boys.71 
State governments should support a program like ‘the 
Daily Mile’ program in the UK, where students spend at 
least 15 minutes a day running or walking together at least 
three times a week (aside from their physical education 
classes).72 This may well lead to improvements in academic 
performance and classroom behaviour.73 

Recommendation 4: Reform the school-based 
apprenticeship system to ensure students get relevant 
work experience and on-the-job skills as part of a 
targeted VET program during school years.

The current system of vocational training in schools can 
allow students to complete a disparate set of modules but 
undertake no relevant work experience. This needs to be 
reformed to ensure all VET courses are meaningful and that 
students get ‘on-the-job’ training as part of a well-organised 
apprenticeship.
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Recommendation 5: Make Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) free

To help young Australian men re-engage with the emerging 
economy, governments should make all VET courses free for 
students under 25 years old.

Recommendation 6: Pay students to study targeted VET 
courses

The government should pay a stipend to all students taking 
VET courses in areas where Australia has skills shortages. 
Students who don’t proceed from this scheme into full time 
work within a certain window (e.g. 6 months) should be 
required to pay the stipend back.

Recommendation 7: Design incentives and campaigns to 
encourage young men to enter HEAL (health, education, 
administration, literacy) vocations.

This recommendation recognises the realities of the 
modern Australian economy, and the fact that the largest 
sector employs people trained in care-giving roles. The 
campaign could be modelled on recent campaigns and 
programs which have encouraged female engagement in 
STEM education and vocations.

Recommendation 8: Increase investment in the Key 
Apprenticeship Program to $25,000 per apprentice.

Recommendation 9: Increase the investment in Priority 
Apprenticeships to $10,000 per apprentice.

A recent Deloitte Access Economics report suggests 
redirecting the funding for first-home buyer grants towards 
increasing apprenticeship incentives. This, in turn, would 
train people in trades needed to increase housing supply.74 

Recommendation 10: Give all people under 30 years 
old a tax-free threshold of $50,000 if they register and 
operate a business with a turnover of greater than 
$50,000 per year, along with a $30,000 instant asset 
write-off.

Small business entrepreneurship would be incentivised 
more generally by this policy. It could also provide young 
men who don’t want to pursue further study or training 
some motivation for starting a business.

Recommendation 11: Abolish all existing government-
funded home-buyers grants

First-home-buyers grants have repeatedly proven to 
inflate house prices, therefore only benefitting existing 
homeowners and the small number of grant recipients.75 

Recommendation 12: Ban foreign investment in 
Australian property

This recommendation is a simple mechanism to prevent 
house price inflation and prioritise young Australians trying 
to get into the property market.

Recommendation 13: Increase the tax-free threshold to 
$50,000 for all people under 30 who are paying rent for 
their accommodation.

While this policy change would affect all young Australians, 
it would allow young men to save more easily for a deposit 
on a house.
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