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This paper examines age differences in values relating to work, savings habits and 
reasons for borrowing money in Australia with a particular focus on how young 
people compare with older adults in the selected dimensions.  The data were drawn 
from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, 
Wave 2, conducted in 2002. A descriptive analysis of the data shows that there are 
pronounced differences in most of the values, attitudes and habits under study across 
age groups.  These discrepancies persist even after controlling for gender and 
employment status in the examination of attitudes about work.  Additionally, it was 
found that savings habits and certain reasons for borrowing money vary by age and 
these patterns hold true when the following variables were held constant: perceived 
prosperity, financial risk each respondent was prepared to take and whether 
individuals currently receive government income support.  The results provide a 
better understanding of age differences and the extent to which young people differ 
from older adults in the selected values, attitudes and habits in contemporary 
Australia. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Although much has been written about values and attitudes to work, household 
savings behaviour and debt, there is no comprehensive and clear-cut picture about life 
cycle and/or generational differences as measured by age in these respects in 
contemporary Australia.  Past economic reports in Australia mainly present 
proportions of household debt and savings habits by age of household heads 
(NATSEM, 2004; Leahy and Lim, 2004).  These reports did not control for factors 
such as employment status and government income support currently received by 
individuals which may exert some influence on savings patterns across age groups. 
 
At the international level, a cross-national comparison of attitudes towards work 
prepared for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
by Smith (2000) shows that some aspects of attitudes to work vary by age.  For 
example, job satisfaction and pride in ones work were found to steadily increase with 
age.  The study found no evidence that commitment to work declines with age and 
that mature age workers are less productive than their younger counterparts.  
Moreover, concern about losing one’s job as a measure of perception of job insecurity 
shows no regular relationship with age and varies little across age categories.  The 
OECD study, however, did not include Australia in the cross-national comparison and 
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it is not clear if evidence from Australia will follow the pattern found in other selected 
OECD countries. 
 
The availability of HILDA survey data provides an opportunity to preliminarily 
examine if there are differences across age groups in terms of values, attitudes and 
behaviours in relation to work, savings and reasons for borrowing money.  The scope 
of the paper is limited to a descriptive analysis at one point in time although the data 
are collected annually for all individuals aged 15 years and over in each selected 
household in a nationally representative panel survey. 
 
In this paper, age of respondents at the time of the survey is arbitrarily grouped into 
three categories:  the young (15-24 years old), adults (25-44 years old) and older 
adults (45-64 years old).  Those who were 65 years and over were excluded as the 
majority of respondents were no longer in employment1 and therefore they were not 
asked about attitudes to work.  The purpose of the analysis is to compare attitudes and 
values between young people and older adults in order to determine if there are any 
significant differences, other things being equal.  Moreover, the extent of the age 
differences in the selected values, attitudes and habits will be examined. 
 
Life Cycle Stages versus Generation Gap 
 
Because the analysis is based on cross-sectional data (i.e. wave 2 of the HILDA 
survey), it is not possible to know if young people today will have values, attitudes 
and habits which are similar to those of older ones when they reach older ages. By the 
same token, it is not known if older adults held the same attitudes and values to those 
of young people when they were at younger ages. Hence, the analysis is restricted to a 
snapshot of “age differences” which can be interpreted as life cycle discrepancies or a 
generation gap or a combination of both. 
 
THE SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 
 
The details of HILDA survey are described elsewhere (Wooden and Watson, 2001; 
Watson and Wooden, 2004) and therefore will not be repeated in this paper.  The 
study is based on an analysis of Wave 2 HILDA data and only individuals aged 15-64 
years old are considered within scope.  Older adults aged 65 years and over were 
omitted from the analysis as the focus is mainly on individuals loosely defined as 
‘commonly of working ages’. 
 
Table 1 shows percentage distribution of selected characteristics by age of 
respondents.  For the youth age group, there were slightly more males than females in 
the sample, but the opposite was found for the older age groups.  Differences were 
also observed with regard to distribution of employment status by age.  The 
proportion unemployed was found to be the highest among the young respondents 
(10% as compared with 4% for the 25-44 year-olds and 2.6% for the 45-64 years-old).  
As expected, part-time employment was also highest among the young age category 
(34.5% versus 21% for 25-44 year-olds and 19% year-olds).  Approximately one-
fourth of persons aged 15-24 years old reported that they were not in the labour force.  

                                                 
1 Only 3.7% of respondents aged 65 years old and over were employed full-time and 5% were 
employed part-time in 2001. 
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Table 1:  Characteristics of the sample 
 

Age of respondents Characteristics 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Sex 
Males 50.3 46.8 48.7
Females 49.7 53.2 51.3
Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 2,106 5,051 3,911
Employment status 
Employed full-time 30.4 57.4 47.0
Employed part-time 34.5 21.1 19.0
Unemployed 10.1 4.0 2.6
Not in labour force 25.0 17.5 31.4
Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 2,106 5,051 3,911
Whether currently receive 
income from the 
government 
Yes 24.3 16.4 22.8
No 75.7 83.6 77.2
Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 2,103 5,048 3,906
Prosperity given current 
needs and financial 
responsibilities 
Prosperous/very comfortable 20.6 12.3 14.4
Reasonably comfortable/just 
getting along 

76.2 82.9 81.2

Poor/very poor 3.2 4.8 4.4
Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,797 4,447 3,507
Financial risk prepared to 
take 
Substantial/above average 6.6 9.6 8.3
Average 32.0 36.1 38.8
Not willing to take financial 
risks/no spare cash 

61.4 54.3 52.9

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,760 4,414 3,486
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
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The corresponding figures for older adults are 17.5% for 25-44 year-olds and 31.4% 
for the 45-64 year-olds, respectively. 
 
Among the three age groups under investigation, young persons were most likely to 
report that they currently received income from the government in terms of pension, 
benefit or allowance (24.3% versus 16.4% for 25-44 year-olds and 22.8% for 45-64 
year-olds, respectively). 
 
In addition to income, perceived financial prosperity was asked as a way of measuring 
subjective economic status.  Only a small minority of respondents across all age 
groups under investigation reported that they were poor or very poor (3% for the 
young; around 4% for older adults).  About one-fifth of young adults considered 
themselves as being prosperous or very comfortable.  This is compared with 
approximately 12% for the 25-44 age group and 14% for older adults.  
 
Respondents were also asked about levels of financial risk they were prepared to take.  
The results show significant variations by age.  Compared with their older 
counterparts, the young were less inclined to take substantial financial risks (6.6% 
versus 9.6% for the 25-44 years old and 8.3% for the 45-64 years old).  Conversely, 
they were more prone to state that they were not willing to take any financial risk or 
had no spare cash (61% as compared with 54% for the 25-44 years old and 53% for 
the 45-64 years old). 
 
These selected sample characteristics will be controlled in the subsequent analysis in 
order to examine if age differences in values towards work, savings habits and 
attitudes toward borrowing money exist. 
 
 
WORK VALUES AND ATTITUDES 
 
Why is it important to understand age differences in attitudes towards work? 
 
Like in many other countries, workplaces in contemporary Australia commonly 
comprise people of different ages or generations working together.  It is therefore 
important to understand if there are significant gaps in attitudes and values towards 
work of employed persons across age groups in the era of multi-generational 
workplace.  It is believed that understanding and appreciating one another’s 
perspective has always been the key to success of teamwork. The findings based on 
the HILDA survey on attitudes about work may provide a solid basis for further 
research and social policy development.  As described by Glezer and Wolcott (1997) 
“private decisions people make about their working lives have implications for public 
policies related to the provision of income support and services such as child care and 
elder care.” 
 
To examine if age differences in attitudes about work truly exist, the analysis will 
control for gender of employed persons.  Due to the descriptive nature of the paper, it 
is not possible to hold other factors constant at the same time, although some factors 
may be considered influential in shaping values and attitudes of individuals. Example 
of such factors include family and schooling background, academic performance and 
attainment, cognitive ability, and current job conditions (Halaby, 2003).  However, 
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the present analysis which focuses on how young people differ from older adults in 
attitudes about work by gender should provide additional insights into the complex 
area of workforce participation. 
 
Measures of attitudes about work 
 
Although there is a wide range of measures of attitudes about work in the literature, 
the HILDA survey only collects work related attitudinal data on the following aspects: 
job stress, pay fairness, job security, skills utilisation and job autonomy.  These 
measures come from a variety of sources, namely, Galinsky (1999), the Negotiating 
the Life Course Study; the Panel Study of Income Dynamics as well as one new item 
developed for HILDA.  Only employed persons were asked the questions relating to 
attitudes about work by rating if they strongly agreed with each statement (highest 
end of the continuum) and strongly disagreed being the lowest end of the continuum.  
In this paper, the scores were recoded as strongly disagreed (1,2), moderate position 
(3,4,5) and strongly agreed (6,7) and the results were presented as proportion strongly 
agreed with each statement. 
 
Job stress and its impact on health 
 
The extent of job stress experienced by individuals and their perceived impact on 
health are areas of increasing interest.  The focus of this paper is to provide evidence 
on whether attitudes about job stress and the perceived threat to health vary by age of 
individual workers.  The work attitudes were examined separately for males and 
females in order to eliminate the effects of gender on the outcome variables under 
investigation. 
 
Table 2:  Job stress among employed persons by age and sex (per cent strongly 
agree) 
 

Age of respondents Attitudes about job stress 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Males  
My job is more stressful than I 
imagined 

7.4 10.6 10.7

I fear the amount of stress in my job 
will make me physically ill 

2.7 6.2 6.8

Females  
My job is more stressful than I 
imagined 

6.0 10.2 12.8

I fear the amount of stress in my job 
will make me physically ill 

2.0 5.8 8.6

 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Notes:   

1. Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) were not 
working. 

2. Respondents were asked to rate from 0 to 7 how they strongly agreed with the attitudinal 
statements.  The scores of 6 and 7 were considered “strongly agreed”. 
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The analysis reveals that young adults were less likely than those in older age groups 
to have a perception of job stress and concern about its possible impact on their 
physical health.  The association is particularly strong for females.  The data in Table 
2 show that approximately 6% of female employed persons aged 15-24 years old 
strongly agreed with the statement that “my job is more stressful than I imagined” as 
compared with 10% and 13% for the 25-44 and 45-64, respectively. The differences 
are equally marked for the measure which says “I fear the amount of stress in my job 
will make me physically ill” (there is a difference of 6 percentage points between the 
young and the old age categories).  The results may reflect the differences in the 
nature of jobs and responsibilities which the young and the old hold or it may point to 
significant gaps in work attitudes between generations or a combination of both. 
Further research is needed to understand factors determining the greater extent of job 
stress perceived or experienced by older adults as compared with the younger 
generation as it is beyond the scope of this paper. 
 
Skills utilisation  
 
Ability to use own skills in the job is normally seen as an important work value.  By 
doing so, a person can demonstrate his/her own ability and, to some extent, has 
control over what he/she does in the job.  Moreover, satisfaction can be gained from 
being able to utilise skills.  Hence, it is one aspect of job values worth being 
investigated. 
 
Age differences in the attitude towards the nature of the job was investigated.  The 
data in Table 3 revealed that older adults were more likely than younger persons to 
indicate that their job was complex and difficult. This finding is not surprising as one  
 
Table 3:  Attitudes about work and skill utilisation among employed persons by 
age and sex (per cent strongly agree) 
 

Age of respondents Attitudes about work and skills 
utilisation  15-24 25-44 45-64
Males  
My job is complex and difficult 11.9 30.0 29.3
My job often requires me to learn 
new skills 

42.2 39.0 32.5

I use many of my skills and abilities 
in my current job 

43.8 59.8 64.5

Females  
My job is complex and difficult 7.1 21.3 20.8
My job often requires me to learn 
new skills 

31.7 37.4 36.3

I use many of my skills and abilities 
in my current job 

39.1 55.2 62.7

 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Notes:   

1. Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) were not 
working. 

2. Respondents were asked to rate from 0 to 7 how they strongly agreed with the attitudinal 
statements.  The scores of 6 and 7 were considered “strongly agreed”. 
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would anticipate increasing complexity of the job as individuals climb their 
occupational ladder over their life cycle.  It may also imply the level of adjustment to 
their work by mature age workers as compared with their younger counterparts due to 
technology changes. 
 
Except for the dimension on learning new skills, there is a pattern that young people 
were less likely than older adults to confirm their skill usage in their current job.  For 
both males and females, skills utilisation in the job rises with age and the association 
is strong.  Males tended to report a higher level of skills utilisation than females, 
perhaps reflecting gender discrepancies in job-skill matching in contemporary labour 
market in Australia. 
 
 
Job autonomy 
 
Job autonomy is considered one of the commonly used characteristics that have 
significant effects on workers’ subjective assessment of the value of their job (Jencks 
et al., 1988).  The HILDA survey includes three measures of job autonomy which are: 
(1) I have a lot of freedom to decide how I do my job, (2) I have a lot of freedom to 
decide when I do my job, and (3) I have a lot of say about what happens on my job. 
 
The data in Table 4 clearly reveal that job autonomy increases with age and this 
pattern persists for both males and females.  For males, slightly more than one-fourth  
 
Table 4:  Attitudes about job autonomy among employed persons by age and sex 
(per cent strongly agree) 
 

Age of respondents Job autonomy 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Males  
I have a lot of freedom to decide how 
I do my job 

26.5 46.7 52.6

I have a lot of freedom to decide 
when I do my job 

13.9 21.9 31.0

I have a lot of say about what 
happens on my job 

17.3 38.2 45.8

Females  
I have a lot of freedom to decide how 
I do my job 

21.1 39.6 45.1

I have a lot of freedom to decide 
when I do my job 

11.2 22.9 26.6

I have a lot of say about what 
happens on my job 

12.7 29.2 32.4

 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Notes:   

1. Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) were not 
working. 

2. Respondents were asked to rate from 0 to 7 how they strongly agreed with the attitudinal 
statements.  The scores of 6 and 7 were considered “strongly agreed”. 
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of younger respondents strongly agreed that they had a lot of freedom to decide how 
they did their job as compared with 47% for those aged 25-44 and 53% for the 45-64 
age category.  For females, the corresponding figures are much lower and this perhaps 
reflects the nature of jobs most women hold.  A similar pattern was observed for the 
other two measures of job autonomy.  Hence, the analysis provides evidence that 
there are age differences in perceived of job autonomy, although factors underlying 
such differences are less clear. 
 
 
SAVINGS HABITS 
 
Although an average household in Australia in 1960s and 1970s was able to save 
more than one-tenth of its after-tax income, this level of saving has been falling since 
mid 1970s (NATSEM, 2004).  In 2004, there is evidence that Australians are 
spending more than they are earning by going into debt (the household saving ratio of 
–2.3%).  As the Australian population ages and the baby boomers start retiring, this 
trend of over-spending rather than saving is of particular concern.  This is especially 
true as evidence has emerged that Australians are retiring early and spending what 
little superannuation they had accumulated, in the expectation that they would receive 
the pension when they reached age pension age (Kelly et al, 2004 as cited in 
NATSEM, 2004).  
 
It is important to understand savings habits of individuals and/or households as well 
as age differences in this behaviour as such information may have significant 
implications for government income support policy and programs in a number of 
areas including youth related support activities, family assistance and income support 
for the retired. 
 
Data on household savings habits are routinely collected by the Melbourne Institute 
quarterly each year with additional information on motivation for saving, debt and 
superannuation.  The survey results reveal that just over 51% of Australian 
households managed to save part of their income in the September quarter 2004.  The 
term ‘saving’ is defined as those who answered they were ‘saving a little’ or ‘saving a 
lot’.  An analysis of savings by age shows that young people (25-34 years old) are the 
best savers and the old (55-64) are the worst in terms of saving.  This finding 
contradicts the traditional view that households save more as they get older 
(NATSEM, not dated).  The definition of ‘young people’ in the analysis was arbitrary 
and did not cover those aged between 15-24 years old, a group commonly defined as 
young people in Australia.  
 
The HILDA survey provides an opportunity to examine savings habits across more 
detailed age groups as the survey asked all persons aged 15 years and over regarding 
this behaviour.  The data in Table 5 reveal the same patterns of savings habits for both 
males and females. 
 
The majority of respondents reported that they had no plans and therefore saved 
whatever was left over from spending.  This habit increases with age.  For males, the 
proportion rises from 35% for young people to 38% for those aged 25-44 and 42% for 
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the oldest age category, respectively.  For females, the difference between the 15-24 
age group and 25-44 age group is negligible (less than one percentage point). 
 
Young persons were more likely than older age groups to save regularly by putting 
money aside and the difference is more pronounced for females (32% as compared 
with 24% for 25-44 year-olds and 22% for 45-64 year-olds).   
 
Table 5:  Savings habits by age and sex 
 

Age of respondents Savings habits 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Males 
Don’t save – spend 
more than income 

6.0 5.8 5.7

Don’t save – spend 
as much as income 

22.1 26.5 21.4

Save whatever is 
left over -  no plan 

34.9 38.5 42.0

Spend regular 
income, save other 
income 

8.7 6.5 8.1

Save regularly by 
putting money 
aside 

28.3 22.7 22.8

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 846 2,030 1,677
Females 
Don’t save – spend 
more than income 

6.5 6.7 5.7

Don’t save – spend 
as much as income 

20.0 29.0 22.1

Save whatever is 
left over -  no plan 

33.7 34.2 40.6

Spend regular 
income, save other 
income 

7.6 6.2 9.4

Save regularly by 
putting money 
aside 

32.2 23.9 22.2

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 892 2,377 1,799
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 

 
 
Little variation was found across age groups in the proportion of those who did not 
save and spent more than their income.  However, this level of non-saving due to 
spending more than income is much lower that what was previously found.  
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According to de Vaus (2004), approximately 15 percent of households in Australia 
regularly spend more than they earn.  Evidence from HILDA survey shows that 
approximately 6 per cent of respondents said they spent more than their income 
regardless of age and sex. 
 
The data additionally showed that respondents who reported that they did not save as 
they spent as much as income were more likely to be those in the 25-44 age category 
(26.5% for males and 29% for females).  This may reflect the level of spending in the 
periods of family formation and child rearing. 
 
 
 
Table 6:  Savings habits of employed persons by age 
 

Age of employed persons Savings habits 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Employed full-time 
Don’t save or spend more 
than income 

19.9 26.9 21.0

Save whatever is left over -  
no plan 

36.0 37.9 42.4

Save regularly by putting 
money aside or spend regular 
income and save other income 

44.1 35.2 36.6

Total percent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 511 2,510 1,635
Employed part-time 
Don’t save or spend more 
than income 

23.8 37.8 23.6

Save whatever is left over -  
no plan 

34.8 37.2 45.2

Save regularly by putting 
money aside or spend regular 
income and save other income 

41.4 25.0 31.2

Total percent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 623 955 682
All employed persons 
Don’t save or spend more 
than income 

22.0 29.9 21.7

Save whatever is left over -  
no plan 

35.4 37.7 43.2

Save regularly by putting 
money aside or spend regular 
income and save other income 

42.6 32.4 35.1

Total percent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,134 3,465 2,317
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
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As savings habit may be related to employment status of individuals, it is important to 
control for this variable.  The data in Table 6 confirm the previously observed pattern, 
that is, the young are more likely than other working age persons to save regularly by 
putting money aside (35% as compared with one-fourth for the 25-44 age group and 
26% for those 25-64 years old).  Only a minority (4%) of those who were employed at 
the time of the survey indicated that they did not save and spent more than their 
income.  No variation across age groups was found. 
 
It is interesting to note that among the three age groups of employed persons under 
study, the old were most likely to indicate that they had no plan regarding savings and 
saved whatever was left over and the young were least likely to say that they had this 
habit.  
 
Table 7:  Savings habits by age and whether currently receiving income from the 
government in the form of a benefit, pension or allowance 
 

Age of respondents Savings habits 
 15-24 25-44 45-64

Received government income 
support 
Don’t save – spend more than 
income 

12.6 15.0 10.6

Don’t save – spend as much as 
income 

32.4 44.7 37.2

Save whatever is left over -  no 
plan 

31.3 26.0 32.7

Spend regular income, save 
other income 

8.3 2.4 4.3

Save regularly by putting 
money aside 

15.4 11.9 15.2

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 422 714 774
Did not receive government 
income support 
Don’t save – spend more than 
income 

4.3 4.6 4.3

Don’t save – spend as much as 
income 

17.4 24.6 17.3

Save whatever is left over -  no 
plan 

35.2 38.1 43.7

Spend regular income, save 
other income 

8.1 7.1 10.1

Save regularly by putting 
money aside 

35.0 25.6 24.6

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,313 3,691 2,699
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
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In addition, savings habits of current recipient versus non-recipients of government 
income support were examined across age groups.  The data in Table 7 show that for 
the recipient of government income support, the majority did not save and reported 
that they spent as much as income.  This is especially true for the 25-44 age group  
(45%).  In terms of savings habits, the young were best savers followed by the old age 
group (23.7% and 19.6%, respectively).  For the non-recipient of government income 
support, there is a pattern that savings habit decreases with age.  Young people were 
more prone than their older adult counterparts to save regularly by putting money 
aside.  There is a difference of approximately 10 percentage points between the young 
and the mid age group.   
 
No variation across age groups was observed in relation to the habit of not saving.  
About 4% said that they did not save and actually spent more than their income.  One 
in five of income support recipients in the 25-44 age group reported that they did not 
save as they spent as much as income, as compared with about 17% for young persons 
and older adults.  
 
The majority of current recipients of government income support reported no regular 
plan of saving and therefore saved whatever was left over.  This habit increases with 
age. 
 
When the investigation of savings habit by age was controlled by level of perceived 
prosperity, a clear-cut pattern emerged.  For all age groups, the likelihood to save 
increases with degree of perceived financial wellbeing (Table 8).  While 56% of 
young people who perceived themselves as being prosperous or very comfortable 
saved regularly, only 21% of young people who said they were poor or just getting 
along financially did so.  A similar pattern is evident for the other two age groups. 
 
Financial risk was also examined in relation to savings habits of individuals.  The data 
in Table 8 show that people who were prepared to take substantial and above average 
financial risk had a greater tendency to save regularly as compared with those whose 
financial risk taking was average or those not willing to take any financial risk at all.  
This association exists for all age groups with a minor exception in the oldest age 
group.  For all financial risk categories, young people were found to be the best savers 
among the three age groups and the differences are especially marked for people at 
the high and low ends of financial risk-taking scale (difference of 10 percentage point 
for the substantial risk category and 11 percentage points for the category of not 
willing to take any financial risk). 
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Table 8:  Savings habits by age and perceived prosperity given current needs and 
financial responsibilities 
 

Age of respondents Perceived financial 
prosperity/savings habits  15-24 25-44 45-64
Prosperous/very comfortable 
Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

14.8 11.8 11.8

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 29.0 36.4 38.9
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

56.2 51.8 49.3

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 352 541 499
Reasonably comfortable 
Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

19.1 20.6 16.1

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 38.9 42.3 45.1
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

42.0 37.1 38.8

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 850 2,163 1,734
Just getting along/poor 
Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

45.6 58.4 49.7

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 30.4 28.3 36.8
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

21.0 13.3 13.5

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 529 1,698 1,233
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
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Table 9:  Savings habits by age and level of financial risk prepared to take 
 

Age of respondents Financial risk prepared to 
take/savings habits  15-24 25-44 45-64
Substantial/above average financial 
risk 

 

Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

23.9 23.2 21.1

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 29.2 33.3 41.6
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

46.9 43.5 37.3

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 113 423 284
Average financial risk  
Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

15.4 18.8 16.0

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 40.4 41.5 43.5
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

44.2 39.7 40.5

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 545 1,574 1,344
Not willing to take financial 
risks/no spare cash 

 

Don’t save or spend more than 
income  

33.8 46.2 36.8

Save whatever is left over -  no plan 31.7 33.1 39.7
Save regularly by putting money 
aside or spend regular income and 
save other income 

34.5 20.6 23.5

Total per cent 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,045 2,360 1,813
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS BORROWING 
 
This section examines age differences in attitudes towards borrowing money for a 
number of reasons controlling for gender, employment status and whether currently 
receive income support from the government.  The HILDA survey asks if it is alright 
to borrow for the following reasons: education, living expenses, car, 
clothing/jewellery, and holiday.  The discrepancies may, to some extent, reflect value 
variations across age groups regarding education, holiday, car, clothing/jewellery and 
living expenses in general. 
 
For education, there is a clear-cut pattern that the proportion indicating that it was 
alright to borrow money to pay for education decreases with age.  As shown in Table 
10, the overwhelming majority of young males (76.5%) and females (85%) believed it 
was alright to borrow money for this purpose.  This is compared with 57% for older 
males and 55% for older females.  The results may reflect the wide adoption of HECS 
program in pursuing eduction among young people in contemporary Australia. 
 
Table 10:  Attitudes towards borrowing by age and sex (per cent responded that 
it was alright) 
 

Age of respondents Reasons for 
borrowing  15-24 25-44 45-64
Males 
Education 76.5 67.8 56.8
Living expenses 68.9 52.6 49.1
Car 72.0 77.1 66.6
Clothing, jewellery 12.6 8.7 7.5
Holiday 26.2 26.4 25.2
Females 
Education 85.4 74.2 55.4
Living expenses 79.7 61.0 49.1
Car 74.9 75.6 64.9
Clothing, jewellery 10.7 5.1 3.4
Holiday 26.4 22.5 21.0
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
 
 
By contrast, there were much smaller proportions of respondents indicating that it was 
alright to borrow for reasons such as clothing/jewellery or holiday.  Only 12% of 
young males and females responded that it was alright to borrow money to buy 
clothes and jewellery and the proportion is lower for those in late adulthood (7.5% for 
males and 8% for females). 
 
Cars were seen as a justified reason for borrowing money for all age groups 
particularly among the 25-44 age group.  This is true for both males and females.  
About 77% of males aged 25-44 and 76% of females of corresponding ages indicated 
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that it was alright to borrow money to buy a car.  The old were least likely to have this 
attitude. 
 
Borrowing for living expenses appears to vary inversely with age and this pattern 
holds for both males and females.  While 69% of young males expressed this attitude, 
only 49% of their older counterparts held the same view.  For females, there was a 
difference of 20 percentage points between the young and the old. 
 
Although Australians value holidays and it is the most popular reason for saving 
(Leahy, Anne and Guay Lim, 2004), there is less likelihood to report that it was 
alright to borrow money for this reason as compared with other reasons except 
clothing and jewellery.  For males, there were marginal age differences relating to this 
category of borrowing for holidays.  However for females, the proportion that said it 
was alright decreased with age. 
 
When only employed persons are considered, it appears that car is the most justified 
reason for borrowing money for both males and females and across age groups (Table 
11).  Clothing and jewellery were seen as least justified as a reason for borrowing 
money.  For both male and female employed persons, age differences in reasons for 
borrowing are pronounced for items such as education and living experiences -  
proportions said it was alright vary inversely with age. 
 
Table 11:  Reasons for borrowing given by employed persons by age and sex (per 
cent responded that it was alright) 
 

Age of respondents Employment 
status/reasons for 
borrowing 

 15-24 25-44 45-64

Employed men 
Education 77.6 68.5 61.0
Living expenses 65.9 51.2 48.3
Car 78.4 78.9 73.6
Clothing, jewellery 12.2 8.5 8.1
Holiday 29.5 27.4 28.3
Employed women 
Education 86.2 76.0 63.8
Living expenses 78.6 59.4 48.8
Car 80.4 79.9 74.2
Clothing, jewellery 10.2 5.0 3.7
Holiday 29.3 24.4 25.8
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
 
 
The attitude to borrowing may be affected by financial status as measured by whether 
respondents currently received income support from the government.  Hence, this 
variable should be controlled.  The data in Table 12 show that the reasons for 
education, living expenses and clothing, vary inversely with age as the proportions 
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said it was alright to borrow for those items decrease with age.  It is interesting to note 
that among government income support recipients, there are much lower proportions 
indicating that it was alright to borrow for holiday as compared with those who are 
employed (Table 12).  The data, however, do not show any age differences in this 
reason category for the male recipients, but significant discrepancies were found for 
the female recipients. 
 
Table12:  Reasons for borrowing money given by current recipients of 
government income support by age and sex (per cent responded that it was 
alright) 
 

Age of respondents Income 
support/reasons 
for borrowing 

 15-24 25-44 45-64

Male income 
support recipients 
Education 73.6 64.5 43.3
Living expenses 71.8 65.3 52.5
Car 63.9 65.3 48.9
Clothing, jewellery 13.0 10.9 6.3
Holiday 18.6 17.1 18.8
Female income 
support recipients 
Education 87.2 71.1 36.3
Living expenses 83.0 67.8 49.9
Car 62.5 65.5 46.8
Clothing, jewellery 8.3 6.6 3.1
Holiday 19.6 14.7 12.8
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
 
 
Perceived financial prosperity was also controlled in order to assess if age differences 
in the reasons for borrowing money clearly exist.  The results show that for all 
financial prosperity categories, young people were most likely to say that it was 
alright to borrow for education while the oldest age group were least likely to say so 
(Table 13).  A similar pattern was found for borrowing for living expenses.  Although 
sizable proportions of respondents of different financial status categories said it was 
alright to borrow money to buy a car, there is no uniform pattern across age 
categories.  It is worth noting that among those who perceived themselves as being 
poor or just getting along, sizable proportions responded that it was alright to borrow 
for a holiday – the percentages decrease with age (25% for young people as compared 
with 19.5% for 25-44 and 17.4 for 45-64). 
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Table13:  Reasons for borrowing money given by age and perceived prosperity 
given current needs and financial responsibilities (per cent responded that it was 
alright) 
 

Age of respondents Perceived financial 
status /reasons for 
borrowing 

 15-24 25-44 45-64

Prosperity/very 
comfortable 
Education 82.3 72.1 58.9
Living expenses 71.6 53.3 44.8
Car 71.3 72.7 65.4
Clothing, jewellery 12.9 6.5 6.4
Holiday 27.0 23.4 26.1
Reasonably comfortable 
Education 81.7 71.7 58.4
Living expenses 74.3 51.9 46.0
Car 77.2 81.6 70.2
Clothing, jewellery 10.7 6.7 5.4
Holiday 27.2 28.0 26.0
Just getting along/poor 
Education 79.3 70.2 51.5
Living expenses 76.9 64.9 55.2
Car 68.9 70.7 59.4
Clothing, jewellery 12.2 6.8 5.0
Holiday 24.1 19.5 17.4
 
Source:  HILDA Survey, Wave 2 confidentialised dataset. 
Note:  Exclude respondents aged 65 years and over as a large proportion of them (92%) 
           were not working. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
The paper presents empirical evidence on age differences in attitudes and values 
relating to work, savings habits and reasons for borrowing money in contemporary 
Australia with the aim of comparing young people with older adults.  The richness of 
information from the HILDA survey enabled the analysis to control for various 
factors so that their hypothesized effects on the outcome variables could be 
eliminated.  The results revealed marked differences across age groups in some of the 
selected values and attitudes under investigation.  
 
Although it is difficult to interpret if these age differences in values and attitudes 
reflect discrepancies in life cycle stages, generations, or both, the results provide a 
basis for further hypothesis testing.  In terms of work related attitudes, the findings 
point to age differences in perceived job stress, skills utilisation and job autonomy.  
The results also confirm what was found in previous research that young people were 
best savers compared with those in older age groups.  More research is needed to 
understand factors affecting saving habits and attitudes towards borrowing money 
across age groups, given the rising household debt in Australia.  
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