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Employers pay premium for right skills among youth 
 

 
 
Youth employment was the focus at the August Hunter Economic 
breakfast of the Hunter Research Foundation (HRF) Centre. Maggie Hill 
(pictured) from the Foundation for Young Australians (FYA) described 
the skills sets required by young people to gain a job in one of range of 
job clusters.  
 
Insights into the patterns of skills that young people are being asked to 
exhibit came from analysis of 2.7 million job advertisements. The 
analysis revealed that young people need to acquire enterprise skills, 
including digital and financial literacy. They also need communication, 
creativity and problem solving abilities.  
 
Employers will pay more for those skills. The FYA jobs analysis showed 
that presentation skills earned a salary premium of $8,853, digital 
literacy meant another $8,648, and problem-solving added $7,745.  
 
These abilities are talked about as ‘soft’ skills that young people should 
pick up for themselves. The FYA advocates for them to be deliberately 
taught these skills. They want to stress their importance and show young 
people how to communicate to prospective employers that they have 
these skills. 
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The FYA study compared how often enterprise skills were called for in 
early career job advertisements, comparing 2012 with 2015. During this 
period, there was a 212 per cent increase in the call for digital literacy, 
181 per cent increase for bilingual skills, 158 per cent for critical thinking, 
and a 65 per cent increase for creativity. 
 
These insights are particularly relevant in regions like the Hunter, where 
the youth unemployment rate for June was 10.8 per cent, double our 
overall rate of 5.1 per cent. This higher rate illustrates how young 
people are often ‘on the margin’ - in part-time or casual employment, 
where they are easier to let go.  
 
Relative to more experienced labour market participants, young 
people tend to lack skills, qualifications and an employment history. 
That makes them particularly vulnerable during periods of employment 
contraction. 
 
To respond to this regional challenge, the HRF Centre’s breakfast 
included a panel discussion that explored solutions to help young 
people to navigate their path to employment.  
 
Geoff Crews from Forsythes Recruitment, speaking on the panel, said 
that leadership was important in ensuring meaningful work 
opportunities for young people. 
 
Another area of emerging opportunity for young people is in the 
changing nature of marketing and business technology, Crews said.  
 
“Modern leaders and businesses will now neither completely outsource 
or insource these functions. They will lean on the knowledge and lateral 
thinking of a young employee. They will, innately, be able to achieve a 
range of marketing and technology outcomes by using more agile 
and cost effective cloud and digital platforms.” 
 
Maggie Hill said that the era of a ‘job for life’ is over. Young Australians 
entering the workforce today might have as many as five different 
careers and make 17 job changes over their working lives.  
 
“It is commonly viewed that moving from one occupation to another 
would entail high switching and retraining costs. However, our study 
found that jobs are more related than we might think.”  
 
The FYH study found that, on average, a person training or working in 
one job acquires skills for 13 other jobs. By understanding that jobs are 
more related and that skills can be portable, young people can be 
more strategic in navigating dynamic working lives.  
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“Rather than approaching learning as a one-off process before their 
first job, or as a radical retraining to change careers, young people 
can build a portfolio of skills. They can target key learning areas to 
open up related job and career opportunities throughout their life.”  
 

Employers also need to think differently when recruiting. They could 
consider potential candidates from different occupations with similar 
skills.  
 
Is your business ready to provide opportunities for the Hunter’s young 
people? If so, the HRF Centre would like to hear from you. 
 
Dr Anthea Bill 
Lead Economist, HRF Centre 
 
Access the research and breakfast presentations at  
www.newcastle.edu.au/hrfc 
 
This opinion piece was published in the Newcastle Sunday newspaper 
on 13 August 
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