
to the causes of problems, such as excessive alcohol
consumption, by first looking at the causation eg sexual abuse. If
we can provide ways for young people to vent their emotional
distress from the actual cause then we wouldn’t have a problem
or issues with their subsequent by-products. (Male, 21 years).

Today all these issues can be linked in to each other. For
example young people who are overweight are bullied not only
by people in the community but society in general.This leads to
depression, self harm, abuse of alcohol and drugs and suicide. In
one way or another abuse of any kind may lead to the above
(Female, 21 years).

Helping young people get by

The survey identified the significant value young people
place on family relationships and friendships, and the
importance of these groups as sources of advice and
support. A number of comments reinforced this message
and the importance of these groups in helping young people
deal with their concerns.

One of the most important things I think is that you can
get through anything if you have the support you need in the
form of a well informed, loving and accepting family and
friends (Female, 20 years).

Some insights from the voices of
young Australians
The comments provided above whilst not necessarily
representative of all young Australians, offer additional
insights into the concerns of young people. Some of these
insights include:

• Some young Australians are calling for a societal re-
think about what is seen as ‘beautiful’ and ‘important’.

• Family conflict can have a deep impact on young people.
Family breakdown can be very challenging and young
people need to be well supported through this process.

• The wellbeing of their family is a prime concern for
some young people.

• The concerns young people have about alcohol and
other drugs may be for themselves or equally for their
peers and family members.

• The causes of stress in young people’s lives are multiple
and include the expectations of others, including family,
peers and society, with school/study being a major
contributor for some.

• Depression, self harm and suicide are key and deeply
personal issues for some young people.

• The impact of bullying in the lives of young people can
be significant and long-term.

• A significant number of young people feel passionately
about the environment and want urgent action.

• Some young people are significantly concerned about
discrimination including on the basis of sexual identity.

• The inter-connected nature of many of the issues of
concern to young people require responses that are able
to address the causes of these concerns. Young people
often identified a lack of self esteem and caring about
one’s self as major causes for issues of concern.

• Supporting young people and family members to know
what to do when young people have concerns is critical
as they are the key sources of advice and support. All
issues were seen as being able to be dealt with through
‘well informed, loving and accepting family and friends’.

These insights offer a richness which contributes to the
understanding of any individual or organisation interested
in the wellbeing of young people.
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In 2007 Mission Australia conducted its sixth annual
survey of young Australians. The survey is for those aged
11 to 24 years and explores what young people value, what
concerns them, where they turn for advice and support,
their level of engagement in the community and who they
admire. Close to 29,000 young people from communities
across Australia participated, providing a rich source of
information on some key areas of their lives. Some of this
information has already been published at the national and
state/territory level (Mission Australia, 2007). The survey
shows for example that of the young people surveyed:

• Over three quarters highly valued family relationships
• Body image was a major concern for one in three
• Close to 90% sought advice and support from their

friends when they had a problem.

This type of data is valuable to a range of individuals and
organisations concerned about young people, including
families and schools, as well as those designing and
implementing policies and programs to support young people.

The 2007 survey also collected direct comments from
around 700 young people who completed the survey
on-line. This information, using the words of young people
themselves, is the focus of this publication. It offers
additional insights on the nature, depth and type of
concerns of young Australians. The comments, whilst not
necessarily representative of all young Australians,
complement the information offered by the numerical data.

The issues of concern to young people
Respondents to the 2007 national survey of young
Australians were asked to rank the issues that concerned
them from the list of options set out in Table 1. The top
three issues were body image, family conflict and coping
with stress. Table 1 also shows there were ten issues of
significant concern to a least one in five young people,
suggesting that a complex mix of issues are of concern to
young Australians.

The direct ‘voices’ of young Australians
Some of the direct ‘voices’ of young people who completed
the survey are included below. The comments are grouped
according to the issues listed in Table 1.

Body image

The number of comments young people made relating to
body image was relatively few given the substantial number
of respondents who indicated they were significantly
concerned about this issue (one in three).

Table 1: Issues of concern to young people, 2007

%

Body image 32.3

Family conflict 29.3

Coping with stress 26.9

School or study problems 25.4

Suicide 23.9

The environment 23.4

Bullying/emotional abuse 22.7

Physical and sexual abuse 21.2

Alcohol 20.5

Drugs 20.1

Depression 19.6

Self harm 14.7

Discrimination 12.9

Sexuality 9.6

Note: Data is aggregated and includes items ranked one, two or three
by respondents.

Some respondents indicated they were generally happy with
life but still concerned about their body, whilst others
referred to the potential impact of poor body image. For
other young people there was a strong call for a societal
re-think about what is seen as ‘beautiful’ and ‘important’.

I am happy with my life but always concerned about the way I
look (Female, 15 years).

Body image has been the main contribution of bullying and
lack of self confidence (Female, 18 years).

It needs to be made more clear that everyone should accept
their own body for what it is, everyone is beautiful and it is
what is on the inside that matters to me (Female, 16 years).

The image that kids are getting about body and mind image
from TV shows such as Big Brother is appalling, absolutely
disgusting (Male, 15 years).

Something really needs to be done about the image of
models. I hate it how they’re so skinny.They need to use some
real girls/women not sticks (Female, 13 years).

Family conflict

Family relationships were highly valued by over three
quarters of all young people who responded to the survey.
It is therefore perhaps not surprising that family conflict
was a major concern for close to 30% of all respondents.
There was a strong sense from a number of comments
about the effect of family conflict on young people.

When you fight with your family it brings you down
(Male, 15 years).





When the closest relationships to us (family) are unhealthy,
everything else is set off balance! (Female, 21 years).

Resolving family conflicts is extremely important. Instability
within the family only increases the likelihood of other issues
arising (Female, 24 years).

Conflict in your family could lead you to either self harm or
maybe even suicide (Female, 13 years).

It is estimated that nearly 1.3 million Australian children aged
zero to seventeen years live in a one parent, step or blended
family (Australian Bureau of Statistics, June 2003). A number
of the comments made by young people in the national
survey confirmed that family relationships can be challenging.

One of the toughest times for me was during high school
when my family was going through another divorce
(Female, 24 years).

If a child is not integrated into a step family they will feel
alienated, unvalued and not needed (Female, 20 years).

For some young people, their concern was not so much
about family conflict but about the wellbeing of their
parents and friends.

I’m very concerned with my dad working too much
(Female, 13 years).

I worry mostly about my friends and family and their needs
and wants (Female, 15 years).

Alcohol and drugs

A fifth of respondents to the 2007 survey indicated that
alcohol or drugs were a significant issue of concern. Other
research data shows that in 2004, 27% of 14 to 19 year
olds in Australia drank on a weekly basis (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2005) and that around a
third of young Australians have tried an illicit substance
(Holt, 2005). For some respondents to the 2007 national
survey, their concern related to their own use of drugs or
alcohol, but for a significant number their worry related to
their peers or family members.

Drugs are a big part of my life (Female, 15 years).

I cover my depression by the use of marijuana (Male, 22 years).

Drugs are ruining my relationship as my partner is heavily
dependent on marijuana. It would be great to see extra
support services available (Female, 23 years).

I have seen too many peers wasted away because of drugs
and alcohol, hence why they are at the top of my list
(Male, 24 years).

Alcohol isn’t a direct issue for me but is for family members
(Female, aged 23 years).

Other respondents expressed a concern about being
drawn unwittingly into drug usage or reflected on the
community’s need to deal more effectively with the
causes of alcohol and drug misuse. Others suggested the
likely cause of involvement in drugs or alcohol was a lack
of a sense of self worth.

Drugs are becoming a scary thing. I want to go to parties but
I’m too scared I will be given drugs without even knowing
(Female, 16 years).

The source of alcohol and drug problems needs to be more
actively dealt with rather than the results and punishment
(Female, 16 years).

Alcohol, drugs or self harm… this is because of not caring. If
you don’t care about yourself then you are going to try
anything. Kids need to feel worthy (Female, 20 years).

Mental health and wellbeing

A number of the concerns listed in Table 1 relate to mental
health and wellbeing, such as coping with stress and
depression or the possible consequences of poor mental
health such as self harm and suicide. Three quarters of
mental illnesses begin between the ages of 15 and 25 years
(Hickie et al, 2004) with depression and anxiety the most
common mental health problems for young Australians.

Young people who participated in the 2007 national
survey, made a number of comments about the level, nature
and source of stress they were experiencing.

Stress is a big thing in people’s lives. Everyone has it, everyone
goes through it (Female, 15 years).

Everyone is under too much pressure to meet other people’s
standards… It can become obsessive and dangerous for
people (Female, 13 years).

Stress is related to everything. Body image, family conflict and
uni which then leads to depression and mood changes
(Female, 20 years).

These days the older generations enforce a lot of pressure on
us… I think somehow we need to halve the amount of stress
that young people are under so that all the problems that
young people face will hopefully disappear. (Female, 14 years)

Teenagers today are expected to be involved in too much.
Our childhood is being taken from us by alcohol and sexual
activity and expectations to be mature by those around us
(Female, 16 years).

There were also a number of comments relating to
depression and the availability of support services to
address mental health issues.

Depression is so common! It’s such a big problem that really
needs to be addressed in schools (Female, 22 years).

It takes 6 weeks to get face to face counselling services and
you can’t really wait that long (Female, aged 20 years).

In 2004, 272 young Australians aged 12 to 24 years
committed suicide (AIHW, 2007). In a 2002 survey of Year
10 and 11 students in Queensland 12% reported that they
had deliberately self harmed at some point in their lives (De
Leo and Heller, 2004 cited in AIHW, 2007).

Some of the responses in the national youth survey which
related to suicide and self harm were deeply personal and
highlighted the significant level of concern some young
people have regarding these issues. Other comments
pointed to the need for young people to know someone
cared about them.

…since I was 9 I have (been) cutting myself up. I have many
scars. At times I have tried to commit suicide and on a couple
of occasions nearly succeeded. I am improving slowly but I am
getting there (Female, 18 years).

Suicide is definitely the most important issue that parents,
friends and overall people should be aware of! There is so
much stress being a teenager and sometimes life just all gets
too difficult to cope with… so teens have suicidal thoughts,
whether they succeed or not isn’t the issue (Female, 15 years).
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Suicide and self harm are able to be stopped. It is a harsh
decision to a temporary problem.They can be helped, and
these things can be influenced from drugs and alcohol.
Sometimes people just need to know someone cares, and
some people don’t have that (Female, 16 years).

The survey showed that when young people have a problem
their three key sources of advice and support are friends
(86%), parents (74%) and relative/family friend (63%). Some
of the comments reflected that knowing what to do when a
young person had a problem can be a major challenge.

I knew someone who was suicidal for a while but the biggest
problem was none of us at school knew how to deal with her.
We didn’t know what was going on in her head, so we didn’t
know what to do or how to act around her or anything like
that. I think how to deal with depression or help others with
depression should be taught in ALL schools (Female, 17 years).

School and study

Close to 90% of young people who participated in the
2007 survey were undertaking either full or part time
study. For some, school and study was a source of stress,
particularly in relationship to the expectations of others
regarding academic achievement, as well as the actual
process of beginning at a new school.

I’m concerned about school, the pressure of being at a highly
successful school and the expected academic results that come
from it (Female, 17 years).

School can be so pressuring, especially in years 11 and 12.
The expectations of peers, teachers and family can be
extremely stressful (Female, 16 years).

The biggest thing for me is coping with all the homework I
have and not getting stressed about it (Female, 13 years).

Changing to high school doesn’t seem too scary to some
people at first but when you arrive there can be lots of
problems (Female, 13 years).

For some young people however this was an area of least
concern as it was one where problems could be addressed.

School or study problems (is) the least because they can be
fixed (Female, aged 14 years).

Bullying/emotional abuse

About one child in six is bullied in Australian schools on a
weekly basis (Rigby, 1997). New forms of bullying such
as cyber-bullying have emerged, where technology, such as
the internet or mobile phone, is the medium used to bully
or harass.

The comments young people made on the national youth
survey about bullying/emotional abuse tended to reflect the
early on-set (in primary school) and sustained nature of
some bullying. They also indicated the significant potential
consequences of long term bullying.

Primary school was a sad period for me with bullying. It is a
problem that should be addressed at a young age, bullies and
the bullied (Male, 17 years).

Bullying/emotional abuse is number one because I’ve been
bullied at school for nearly every year. It started from about
grade 1 and I’m now in grade 7 (Female, 12 years).

I’m concerned about the amount of teenagers that are
committing suicide from school bullying (Female, 13 years).

The environment

Around one in four young people identified the
environment as an issue of significant concern. A large
number of the comments made on-line related to this issue,
with many respondents indicating it was their top priority
given the seriousness of the world’s current environmental
position and its immediate and long term impact. A
number of young people expressed the hope that major
efforts would be taken in this area.

The environment affects every single person (Female, 17 years).

The environment should be a top priority given the
seriousness of the current situation (Female, 24 years).

The environment is the only one I numbered because without
it we would be dead (Male, 17 years).

We need to think about more immediate and important issues
such as the environment and the harm that we are doing to
our planet (Female, 13 years).

I feel very strongly towards specific environmental issues that
we face nowadays, such as global warming. I hope that our
society can get though this huge dilemma successfully
(Female, 14 years).

The environment is the most important thing in our future. All
measures should be taken to preserve it for our children,
grandchildren etc. (Female, 15 years).

Sexuality

A small number of respondents commented on issues
relating to sexuality. These included comments about the
pressure exerted on young people about this issue, with a
larger number of comments relating to discrimination.

The pressure for students to be sexually active from peers and
media (Female, 15 years).

Too much homophobia in schools (Male, 20 years).

I am gay and often discriminated against in society, in (many)
environments (Male, 23 years).

Sexuality doesn’t concern me but issues such as gay bashing do
(Female, 15 years).

General comments

There were also some general comments made by young
people, some of which referred to safety and how society as
a whole functions.

I watch the news every night and it scares me to see that the
world isn’t all safe and friendly. People don’t laugh like they did
anymore and there’s no room in society for the shades of grey
who desperately want acceptance (Female, 14 years).

Connections between issues

A number of comments highlighted the connections
between various concerns and identified the need for
programs and policies that aim to address the underlying
causes of issues.

A lot of the issues have a causal effect on each other; if you
have family conflict or sexual abuse then other issues such as
self harm, school issues, bullying and suicide can stem directly
from this (Female, 23 years).

Some of these ‘issues’ are in fact by-products of other issues
mentioned. It would be more effective in developing solutions


