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ABSTRACT 

 

The trend for Australian university students to work longer hours in paid employment is 

now quite clear. Previous studies have recognised the link between the general costs of 

university study but have done so almost exclusively from a metropolitan perspective. 

This paper will present a preliminary report on the results of a survey of the students of 

a regional university. However, even less apparent in other studies is how the growth in 

the paid employment of university students is a reflection of the changing character and 

nature of the contemporary labour market in Australia. This paper will identify the 

nature of the student employment in terms of industry and employment status, 

earnings and hours as well as other employment relations issues such as union 

membership and whether students are able to find employment in the area of their 

study. In this way this paper will explore the contemporary character of an important 

aspect of regional labour markets and highlight the human resource and industrial 

relations implications of this new and growing cohort of young workers.  

 



Introduction 

Over the past decade there has been a steady increase in the number of university students who are 

employed in the workforce. Paid employment is necessary because students must pay living 

expenses from their own resources; there has been a decline in the number receiving government 

support while students’ families seem unable to contribute more (AVCC 2007; Robbins 2006). In a 

simple way this growth in paid employment is a reflection of a user-pays approach to the funding of 

higher education in Australia. It should also be noted that students work to pay for the basic 

necessities of life and not to fund lavish or fashion driven consumption needs as some people have 

suggested (Bishop 2007). In addition, student paid employment has grown to such an extent it can 

now often be in conflict with the demands of full-time study. University students who work today 

juggle increasing hours of employment with class attendance and with out-of-class study regimes. It 

is argued here that paid employment for an increasing number of university students is having a 

negative impact on their higher education experience. 

 

Literature 

In 1994 a survey of full-time first year students at a small number of universities established the 

incidence of paid employment and its impact on study (McInnis 2002; Lucas & Lammont 1998). In 

broad terms the 1994 study found that 43% of university students were engaged in paid 

employment whilst studying. Time spent on campus by these students was estimated to be over 4 

days and the class contact times for them was 17.6 hours per week. In 1999 another study was 

conducted which found that 51% of full-time students were engaged in some form of paid 

employment, representing an increase of 9% over 5 years. (McInnis, James & Hartley 2000). Days 

spent on campus by students fell by 11% while contact hours had reduced slightly to 17.1 per week. 

More recently the Australian Vice Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC 2007) conducted yet another 



survey into student work and into student finances. This national survey of university students found 

that 70% of the student body is engaged in an average of 14.8 hours of paid employment per week. 

The implication of the contrast between the 1994, 1999 and 2006 studies is that there is a growing 

incidence in student reliance on paid employment.  

 

Although some attempt was made by these surveys to capture the experience of all students none 

actually identified or contrasted the experience of students studying in a regional university and 

within a regional labour market. As a consequence the study examined in detail here (Robbins 2006) 

was not designed to challenge the national studies but to supplement them with a regional focus 

and to offer more comprehensive perspectives on the nature of student employment and the broad 

industrial relations implications of the growth in student paid employment. The regional study 

involved a 50 question questionnaire which was distributed to students via their lectures. It was a 

confidential survey which does not identify any individual. The findings are based on 239 student 

respondents from the regional cities (7 campuses) of Bathurst, Albury, Wagga Wagga, Dubbo and 

Orange.  

 

The Findings: A Profile of Student workers 

The students surveyed were all undergraduates of whom 92% were studying full time and 8% part 

time. Of the respondents 88% were Higher Education Contribution (HECs) students and 12% Fee 

Paying students. The range of ages covered by the questionnaire were from 18 to 25. The average 

age was 20 while the spread of age was uniform and as expected. The work experience of different 

age groups does not appear to be significantly different. Students aged 18 appear to be as likely to 

work as students aged 21. Older students, those around 25, are perhaps more likely to be working 

longer hours and in better paying jobs because they more often have a broader range of financial 



and familial responsibilities to balance. The gender mix of respondents was 43% male and 57% 

female which is in line with the gender mix of all student enrolments for this regional university (CSU 

2005). Students in the survey came mostly (77%) from non-metropolitan locations. The most 

common places students live are at home (30%), in Shared accommodation (26%) and in University 

accommodation (22%).  

 

The survey examined the issue of student support and assistance in two different ways, the level of 

government support and the level of family support. The level of government support was, in broad 

terms, as might be expected with 43% of students receiving some financial support from the federal 

government and 55% receiving none (2% did not answer). There was no direct indication of how 

much government assistance was given to the students from the federal government but from hours 

of work, earnings and expenditure levels it is clear that few students received a full living allowance. 

In contrast, 23% of students received no support from their family, 23% received occasional 

assistance, 16% received small but regular assistance, 17% enjoyed substantial support on a regular 

basis while 18% of respondents received complete support from their family. This latter was 

composed mainly of students who lived at home.  

 

The survey found that student income levels earned by paid employment varied from $800 to $50 

per week. The higher income figures invariably related to part time students who were working full 

time. Nevertheless the average weekly earnings of students who worked was $244.76. The average 

hours that students worked to earn this was 14.5 per week. In terms of expenditure it was found 

that 62% of student expenditure was on accommodation, food and utilities, phones and study costs 

represented respectively 6% of expenditure, entertainment represented 16% and transport 10% of 

expenditure. From these figures it is clear that basic living expenses represent the great bulk of 



student expenditure. The entertainment expense of $52 or (16% of expenditure) does not suggest a 

lavish lifestyle.  

 

The Findings: A Profile of Student Work 

Work is a highly significant factor in the lives of university students. It was found that 66% of 

respondents were employed in paid work of some kind. This contrasts with the 2006 national study 

which found 70% of students worked (AVCC 2007: (McInnes 2002; McInnes, James & Hartley 2000; 

Lucas & Lammont 1998). It was also found that of those regional students who worked, over 73% 

performed work that bore no relation to their area of study. Although 71% of regional students who 

worked only held one job, it was alarming to find that nearly 30% performed more than one job.  

 

Student employment was concentrated in two main industries, retailing (28%) and hospitality (24%). 

Business & Finance and Other Services each employed 11% and 12% respectively. The rest of the 

student workers (25%) were evenly spread throughout the ABS classification of industries. Students 

were employed in a variety of different sized businesses; 38% of students worked for a small 

business, 26% for a medium sized business and 29% for a large business (7% did not answer). Given 

that the small business sector is such a dominant form of business in the Australian and regional 

economies (ABS 2006; Robbins, Murphy & Petzke 2004) the dominance of small businesses is not 

surprising. That so many students, relatively speaking, are employed by big business probably 

reflects the dominance of retailing by large national corporations and the significance in the regional 

hospitality industry of large service clubs. It is also apparent that most students who are working are 

employed by the private sector of Australian business rather than the public or not-for-profit 

sectors. Only 6% of students were employed in the public sector. This would surely reflect the fact 



that the private sector has the majority of the part-time and casual jobs in the Australian economy 

(ABS 2006). 

 

The Findings: Industrial relations Issues 

The survey also examined a range of industrial relations issues although this paper will only 

comment on the most obvious ones. The terms and conditions under which student workers are 

employed varied considerably. It was found that 17% were employed under a contract, 6% under an 

Australian Workplace Agreement (AWA), 6% under an Enterprise Agreement, 23% under an Award 

and 25% under some sort of Verbal Agreement. Of considerable alarm is the finding that 11% of 

respondents Don’t Know under what arrangement they are employed while 22% did not answer this 

question.  

 

An important implication of these arrangements is the varying opportunities that they offer student 

workers to participate in the determination of the terms and conditions of their employment. While 

arrangements such as Awards and Enterprise Agreements are collective and do not lend themselves 

to individual negotiation with the employer the interests of employees are nevertheless addressed 

collectively through formal processes of negotiation and bargaining and most commonly through 

formal trade union representation, even for non-members (Peetz 1998). On the other hand 

arrangements such as AWAs and contracts both written and verbal, are by their nature individual 

and should, according to supporters of the Work Choices Act, explicitly reflect the outcome of 

employee and employer negotiations. However the survey found that no student with an AWA had 

negotiated this with their employer.  

 



Although many students still work under some form of collectively negotiated employment 

mechanism they are not, as a group, much connected to the union movement. The survey found 

that only 12% of student workers were members of a union. These figures are considerably below 

the national membership level of around 20% (ABS Cat. 6310.0 2006). However, the level of student 

membership of unions is actually not so far from the private sector union density level of 17% (ABS 

Cat. 6310.0 2006). At one level the low union membership of student workers must be of concern to 

the trade union movement. On another level the nature of employment under which the vast 

majority of student workers are employed makes these types of workers amongst the hardest to 

recruit (Bamber, Lansbury & Wailes 2004; Peetz 1998).  

 

Impact of Paid Employment on Study 

The average hours of work of regional university students was 14.5 while for all students nationally it 

was 14.8 hours (Robbins 2006; AVCC 2007). However the regional survey established that the spread 

of these hours of work were by no means uniform. It was found that 6% of students work hours 

before 9.00am, 36% worked 9.00 to 5.00, 20% worked after 5.00pm, 10% of students worked at the 

weekends only while 27% had no regular hours of work. The impact of paid employment needs to be 

seen in terms of impact on class attendance and impact on out-of-class study. As might be expected 

students claimed paid work negatively impacted on attendance in face to face classes in only 17% of 

cases. For those who did experience a negative impact almost 90% perceived it as minor.  

 

The impact of paid work on after or out-of-class study was more problematic with 53% of 

respondents indicating their paid employment reduced their non-class study. Only 37% felt it did not 

impact on their out of class study and 10% did not give an answer. Of those who indicated a negative 



impact 50% felt work to be minor issue while 50% thought it had a significant or substantial impact 

on their personal study time. 

 

Conclusion 

The results of this survey indicate that the level of student paid employment is now reaching 

alarming levels. Paid employment is beginning to impact negatively on class attendance while it has 

already reduced the level of out of class study. This will affect student performance, the quality of 

the educational experience and standards of excellence. Academic innovations may have to be 

adopted to concentrate more assessment within class times but this may contradict the stated aim 

of all universities to generate life long learning skills. 

 

To curtail the growth in the hours of student employment university administrations will have to 

redesign the costs of basic but critical services like accommodation and meals. Accommodation 

represents the most significant cost to students and for this reason universities must examine the 

pricing policies of their accommodation. Of course this may be easier said than done. In the face of 

real falls in funding most universities have been compelled to maximise the economic returns on 

many of their facilities and services. However, the fundamental problem is the level of government 

living allowances to students. It is clearly apparent from this study that students are required to 

work more because they either cannot get government support or because what support they do 

get is inadequate.  

 

Finally, given that living and studying costs are increasingly paid for by the paid employment efforts 

of many students themselves, the nature of their employment conditions becomes more critical. 



While students will generally work in short term, casual and unskilled jobs these are now the very 

ones being transformed by the deregulation introduced by the Work Choices Act (The Age, :1 & 6). It 

is argued here that there is a need for greater not less minimum employment protections. 

 

Finally, even if we accept that the current level of paid employment is manageable because most are 

still able to attend classes; this is a short term position. The trend for the past decade is for student 

paid employment to increase and if this continues higher education for some will simply not be 

sustainable. If students are required to work more hours then the impact on their education and 

educational experience will be fatal. It will force some students to cut classes, some students to 

study part time and some students to abandon higher education altogether. This seems a wasteful 

consequence at a time when the nation has skills shortages. Supporting students in a frugal but 

sustainable lifestyle seems a modest investment cost for both the student and the nation. 
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