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4   Youth Health Forum  

The Youth Health Forum  

 The Youth Health Forum (YHF) was launched by the Consumers Health Forum of Australia 

(CHF) in 2018. Fifty young people came to Canberra to discuss the biggest issues affecting 

youth health and wellbeing, and solutions that they believe will make the system better for 

young people in the future.  

The YHF members are young people aged 18-30 from across Australia with diverse 

backgrounds, identities, and lived experience. Their collective knowledge spans physical and 

mental health services, involvement with the NGO and community sector, and engagement with 

local issues.   

Discussions at the YHF event in 2018 highlighted that young people face many challenges 

accessing health and social services, which has been thrown into sharp relief as the outcomes 

of the COVID-19 pandemic become clearer. This submission highlights the ways that the 

Government Response has and should continue to support young people during these 

unprecedented times. 

In our submission, the YHF provide feedback on the Government’s communication and 

messaging, financial support packages, health services that have been made available, and the 

long-term impacts such as mental health. Most importantly, we want to emphasize the 

importance of including and prioritising Australia’s younger generations in the recovery plan.  

In April 2020, UNICEF surveyed1 over 1,000 young people aged 13 to 17 years across Australia 

to understand how the pandemic has impacted our youngest generations. Young people 

reported that they felt their voices have been missing from many of the pandemic and response 

conversations to date. We hope that this submission will help to bring some of these 

perspectives into national discussions and recovery planning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 UNICEF (2020), “Living in Limbo” How COVID-19 is impacting young people in Australia, available at: 
https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/unicef-in-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/young-people-survey-
australia, date accessed: 18/05/2020. 
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Submission 

1. Communications and Messaging 

The Youth Health Forum recognise that tailoring communications and messaging around 

COVID-19 has been challenging in the context of an unprecedented global pandemic. This has 

involved rapidly changing conditions, diverse state policies, spreading of misinformation, and a 

media landscape that has moved away from traditional, centralised, free-to-air news platforms 

that reach most Australian households.  

Despite this challenging environment, the communication and messaging of the Government’s 

response to COVID-19 could have been improved in a few important ways.  

Early messaging changed rapidly, and was felt to be inconsistent and confusing 

Young consumers have reported that the early messaging in response to COVID-19 was 

inconsistent. To prevent community panic and item hoarding, the government tried to quell 

fears and emphasized that there was no need to be concerned. Unfortunately, this early 

messaging was problematic and particularly impacted young people by delaying the response 

when messages changed. Early communications implied that the risks for young people were 

extremely low, and young consumers report their understanding of the seriousness was 

influenced by this information. Members of our YHF told us2 that it was hard to change their 

mindset once the messaging shifted to focus on asymptomatic carriers and community 

transmission.  

Young people have since increased their understanding and adherence to recommendations, 

however a clear public health campaign needed to be released much earlier due to the highly 

infectious nature of COVID-19 and the early warnings Australia had from international bodies 

prior to the local outbreak.    

Increased transparency in the process 

The YHF feel that the COVID-19 response plan3 should have been outlined earlier so that the 

Australian public felt more informed as we moved through the stages. Having a document 

online is not the same as having it presented in an easy to understand format and at a level that 

someone at school could understand. This approach is easier in a centralised state like New 

Zealand where there is no risk of conflicting messaging from individual States and Territories, 

however we feel that it is still important to give people context so that they understand what is 

 

2 Wells, L (2020), Understanding the youth mentality about COVID-19: Focus on social norms, not fear, 
available at: https://chf.org.au/blog/understanding-youth-mentality-about-covid-19-focus-social-norms-
not-fear, date accessed: 11/05/2020. 
3 Department of Health (2020), Australian Health Sector Emergency Response Plan for Novel 
Coronavirus (COVID-19), available at:  
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2020/03/australian-health-sector-emergency-
response-plan-for-novel-coronavirus-covid-19-short-form-the-australian-health-sector-emergency-
response-plan-for-novel-coronavirus-short-form.pdf, accessed on 18/05/2020). 
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likely to happen next and why their behaviour impacts other people. For example, Australia’s 

phone alert system has been used for short texts encouraging specific behaviours like 

handwashing and use of the COVIDSafe app, but these have been provided without context to 

the larger scale response. Increased transparency would have helped decrease confusion and 

increase community trust and support, especially around contentious issues like digital contact 

tracing4. 

   

2. Government Support Packages 

A person’s overall health is largely determined by non-health factors: social, economic, and 

environmental5. Given the impact that COVID-19 has had on the economy, employment, social 

interaction, education, and housing security of most Australians, the long-term health 

implications of COVID-19 have the potential to be significant.  

The Grattan Institute estimates that between 2 and 3.4 million workers will have lost their jobs 
(14-26% of employees) by the end of June 2020 because of the COVID19 lockdown6. Recent 
data shows that youth unemployment rose to 13.8% in April (double the average rate) and more 
than 20 per cent of Australians aged 15-24 are underemployed either without paid work or 
working fewer hours than they would like to7. In contrast, unemployment among Australians 

aged 45 and older barely changed between March and April. Since mid-March, there have been 
500,000 new claims for JobSeeker Payment, adding to the more than 800,000 people already 
receiving this payment.  

 
The people who have been most affected are those who will struggle to re-establish their 
careers and incomes as the economy recovers: people in low-paid and insecure jobs (mostly 
young people and women) 8. Young people are highly represented in some of the most affected 
economic sectors in Australia – education, hospitality, recreation and the arts9 - and are 
employed in roles where they are more likely to come into contact with the virus e.g. working at 

 

4 Greenleaf, G and K Kemp (2020), ‘OPINION Australia's COVIDSafe App needs more legal protections 
and transparency to gain trust’, UNSW Newsroom, 01/05/2020, available at: 
https://newsroom.unsw.edu.au/news/business-law/australias-covidsafe-app-needs-more-legal-
protections-and-transparency-gain-trust, accessed on: 11/05/2020.   
5 Institute of Health Equity (2020), Action on the social determinants of health, available at: 
http://www.instituteofhealthequity.org/about-our-work/action-on-the-social-determinants-of-health-, 
date accessed 18/5/2020.  
6 Coates, B et al. (2020), Shutdown: estimating the COVID-19 employment shock, The Grattan Institute, 
19/04/2020, available at: https://grattan.edu.au/report/shutdown-estimating-the-covid-19-employment-
shock/; date accessed: 11/5/2020. 
7 Cowgill, M and B, Coates (2020), ‘The modest rise in unemployment hides a much grimmer picture’ 
The Grattan Institute, 14/05/2020, available at: https://blog.grattan.edu.au/2020/05/the-modest-rise-in-
unemployment-hides-a-much-grimmer-picture/, date accessed: 25/05/2020.  
8 Group of Eight (2020), The Roadmap to Recovery – A Report for the Nation, available at: 
https://go8.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Go8-Road-to-Recovery_Summary.pdf, date accessed 
18/5/2020.  
9 Coates, B et al. (2020), Shutdown: estimating the COVID-19 employment shock, The Grattan Institute, 
19/04/2020, available at: https://grattan.edu.au/report/shutdown-estimating-the-covid-19-employment-
shock/; date accessed: 11/5/2020. 
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the supermarket checkout10. There is a growing sense of fear about the uncertainties of relaxing 
restrictions in Australia– a possible wave of evictions and housing insecurity11, a slow return to 
normal levels of employment in certain industries12, government support packages being 
removed or reduced, and a growing need for mental health services.  

 
As well as young people, this global pandemic gives rise to healthcare workers and other 
unemployed individuals who are suffering financially due to economic instabilities. ACOSS 
identifies more than one million people in Australia do not have access to income support 
(including Jobseeker Payment, Youth Allowance or Special Benefit), Medicare or the JobKeeper 
wage subsidy, despite having the right to work, study, or seek asylum13.  

 
It is reported that individuals in their 20s who take full advantage of the government's early 
access scheme could lose between $58,000 and $84,800 in savings by retirement age14. That 
is a staggering amount considering the average lifespan of an Australian around the age of 80, 
the strain on financial support at that age will need to be addressed early to avoid terrible 
consequences for these individuals later. With inflation steadily increasing over the years and 
the fact that a large number of Australians will have lower retirement savings there is risk that 
this will be reflected in poor health outcomes due to less financial stability, increased likelihood 
of homelessness, and developing mental and physical health issues.  
 
Some members of the YHF15 who were not eligible for these support payments felt that they 

had no choice but to continue working even if they felt their health was at risk. More support for 

essential workers whose employer required them to attend the workplace and would not 

provide the necessary equipment or permissions for them to work remotely should have been 

made available. Greater clarity around what constitutes an essential service, what acceptable 

reasons for refusing to let people work from home and support for employees who felt their 

health was at risk would have been helpful in avoiding situations such as this.  

 

10 UNICEF (2020), “Living in Limbo” How COVID-19 is impacting young people in Australia, available at: 
https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/unicef-in-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/young-people-survey-
australia, date accessed: 18/05/2020. 
11 Purtill, J (2020), 'A ticking time bomb': Fear of mass evictions once economy starts back up, Triple J 
Hack, 8/052020, available at: https://www.abc.net.au/triplej/programs/hack/coronavirus-covid19-fear-
of-mass-evictions-as-economy-starts-up/12228466, accessed on: 11/05/2020. 
12 Coates, B et al. (2020), Shutdown: estimating the COVID-19 employment shock, The Grattan Institute, 
19/04.2020, available at: https://grattan.edu.au/report/shutdown-estimating-the-covid-19-employment-
shock/; date accessed: 11/5/2020. 
13 Australian Council of Social Service (2020), Who misses out on access to Australia’s safety net under 
Covid19: Briefing 21 April 2020, available at: https://www.acoss.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/Who-misses-out-Briefing-ACCESSIBLE-FINAL.pdf, date accessed: 
18/05/2020. 
14 Grieve, C and J Duke (2020), ‘'Last resort': Funds urge caution, warn of real cost of $20,000 super dip’,  
The Age, 23/03/2020, available at: https://www.theage.com.au/business/banking-and-finance/last-
resort-funds-urge-caution-warn-of-real-cost-of-20-000-super-dip-20200323-p54cva.html, date 
accessed: 12/05/2020. 
15 Wells, L (2020), Understanding the youth mentality about COVID-19: Focus on social norms, not fear, 
available at: https://chf.org.au/blog/understanding-youth-mentality-about-covid-19-focus-social-norms-
not-fear, date accessed: 11/05/2020. 
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Australia needs to support the most vulnerable groups as our economy begins to recover 

otherwise a generation of young people will be left behind. This must involve permanently 

raising the rate of JobSeeker (formerly known as NewStart) to meet basic living expenses. 

Consumers who feel that their jobs are safe or that they will be supported until they can gain 

employment will spend money and assist with economic recovery. 

 

3. Telehealth  

The YHF welcomes the increased availability of telehealth options and the early support for 

bulkbilling of telehealth. Consumer health bodies have been advocating for an expanded role of 

telehealth to increase access, flexibility, and affordability of health services for some time. The 

expanded availability of telehealth consultations has especially positive implications for rural 

and regional young Australians and those with chronic health conditions. However, the rapid 

roll out of telehealth as an emergency response to COVID-19 has also introduced limitations 

and concerns which will need to be addressed.  

Lack of consumer consultation 

The rapid implementation of telehealth has necessitated less community consultation and 

planning than would be expected in different circumstances. While the need for fast immediate 

action is noted, moving forward, there will be a strong need for assessment and adjustment to 

community feedback and expectations. It may prove more difficult to adjust telehealth 

practices to meet best guidelines after the fact, and health workers and policy makers will need 

to remain open to consumer feedback.  

A telehealth platform for the 21st century 

As seen in the debates around the MyHealth Record, consumers are hesitant to share their 

details and health information or use a service if they are not confident that their privacy will be 

protected. The rapid expansion of telehealth has largely taken place using existing private 

business software (e.g. Zoom, Skype). Already, community concerns have been raised about 

the safety and security of these platforms as many provide data to advertisers16 or have been 

involved in public hacking scandals17. The balance between consumer usability and security 

must be approached more seriously, and tools developed to improve both for a successful 

implementation of telehealth services. It is important that consumer and healthcare provider 

concerns are addressed so that they feel confident adopting and using telehealth services.  

 

 

16 Paul, K (2020), ‘’Zoom is malware’: why experts worry about the video conferencing platform’, The 
Guardian, 03/04/2020, available at: https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/apr/02/zoom-
technology-security-coronavirus-video-conferencing, date accessed: 11/05/2020. 
17 Paul, K (2020), ‘Worried about Zoom's privacy problems? A guide to your video-conferencing options‘, 
The Guardian, 09/04/2020, available at: https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/apr/08/zoom-
privacy-video-chat-alternatives, date accessed: 11/05/2020. 
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Not suitable for some preventative health measures 

For many parts of the health industry, telehealth solutions are insufficient to in-person 

consultations. Dental, dermatology, allied health and mental health are vital health care not just 

in responding to emergency or injury in their area, but as a key preventative health service. While 

the YHF welcome telehealth options for these healthcare industries, for many consumers 

telehealth is not an appropriate substitute to in-person care.  

Improvements needed to Australia’s internet capacity 

 

With almost all business, education and socialising now powered by digital tools, this 

pandemic has highlighted areas of serious insufficiency in Australia’s internet capacity. Early 

plans and study of the NBN rollout in 2009 recommended connecting 90-93% of households 

using fibre-optic FTTP hardware to meet the internet usage and speed expectations of future 

Australians. Over years of debate, this initial hardware target was significantly reduced to the 

Multi-Technology Mix that the NBN now uses today, backed by statements that Australians 

would never need more than 12mbps speeds18. Australia now has some of the worst internet 

speeds in the OECD and these have been placed under strain as our society interacts remotely 

due to COVID-19.  

Inequitable access - Something about consumers in rural and remote locations 

While telehealth options can improve access for some consumers, many lack the 

infrastructure to access them. In rural and remote locations, including many Indigenous 

communities, where internet access is limited, these services may not be accessible. 

Households in the lowest income brackets and elderly Australians are among the least likely 

to have access to infrastructure to enable telehealth19. Though the Youth Health Forum’s 

focus is on young people, we feel serious concern for elderly relatives who are most at risk in 

the COVID-19 pandemic, and some of the least likely to be able to access telehealth services. 

It is important that equitable access to telehealth is improved to ensure that the most 

vulnerable do not get left behind.   

The new way of life under current restrictions raises questions about how our future will look, 

will we return to normal or will we continue to operate remotely in many ways?  Australia 

needs infrastructure that will cater to these needs and this requires long-term planning, 

commitment to provide the best possible service, and support for groups who may be left 

behind due to lack of infrastructure and equipment e.g. consumers in remote locations, or 

because they require additional support to become digitally literate. 

 

 

 

18 Lohman, T (2020), ‘12Mbps enough for all applications: Turnbull – Updated’, Computerworld, 
29/10/2010, available at:  https://www.computerworld.com/article/3460741/12mbps-enough-for-all-
applications-turnbull-updated.html, date accessed: 11/05/2020. 
19 https://theconversation.com/australias-digital-divide-is-not-going-away-91834 
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4. Long-term effects of COVID-19 

Mental Health 

UNICEF’s survey20 of over 1,000 young people aged 13 to 17 years across Australia showed 

that young people felt that their ability to cope is in decline and that their role as frontline workers 

has not been recognised. The YHF is concerned about the rapidly growing level of stress, 

anxiety and depression being a direct cause of physical restrictions, loss of employment, lack 

of certainty of the future and changes to their studies.  

Mental health organisation ReachOut has found that young people of Australia have reported 

difficulty managing their mental health and pre-existing health conditions during COVID-1921. 

This has led to overwhelming demand for online mental health services such as online 

counselling and discussion forums with trained experts saying this has led to longer waiting 

times for services. Higher user rates of digital health services highlight the need for attention 

and investment in these platforms, however it also raises a larger question about the extent of 

the long-term mental health issues caused by the crisis with some reports calling mental health 

is the ‘next global pandemic’22.  

This has led the World Health Organisation (WHO) to call for an urgent increase in investments 

in services for mental health and would mean expanding the number of online counsellors 

employed, increased hours for training and operations and targeted marketing for diverse 

communities in rural and regional Australia. According to a Monash University survey23 of 1,200 

Australians to ask how they were coping during the pandemic, researchers found that ‘majority 

of participants registered mild levels of anxiety and depression and about 30 percent of people 

showed moderate to high levels’.  

Elevated levels of anxiety and depression is the first measure of what is in store for the 

rebuilding of Australia’s health services. This needs to be addressed through a public health 

campaign that promotes the need for behaviours like regular exercise, breathing techniques, a 

healthy diet and limiting media consumption that are recommended to improve a person’s 

mental health24.  

 

20 UNICEF (2020), “Living in Limbo” How COVID-19 is impacting young people in Australia, available at: 
https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/unicef-in-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/young-people-survey-
australia, date accessed: 18/05/2020. 
21 ReachOut (2020), ‘Mental health concerns as thousands of young people seek help for loneliness 
during COVID-19’, 21/05/2020, available at: https://about.au.reachout.com/mental-health-concerns-as-
thousands-of-young-people-seek-help-for-loneliness-during-covid-19/, date accessed: 25/05/2020. 
22Williamson, H (2020), ‘The Next Pandemic Crisis Is Mental Health,’ Foreign Policy, 18/05/2020, 
available at: https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/18/next-pandemic-crisis-mental-health-coronavirus-
lockdown/, date accessed: 20/05/2020, date accessed: 25/05/2020.  
23 Robards et al. (2020), ‘Counting the COVID-19 social cost: How people are faring in the pandemic’, 
Lens, 04/05/2020, available at: https://lens.monash.edu/@politics-
society/2020/05/04/1380215/counting-the-covid-19-social-cost-how-people-are-faring-in-the-
pandemic, date accessed: 20/05/2020. 
24 headspace (2020), tips to keep good mental health, available at: https://headspace.org.au/young-
people/tips-for-a-healthy-headspace/, date accessed: 19/05/2020. 
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Expanding bulkbilling to include telehealth psychologist appointments is a good step to improve 

access during this time but we feel that more psychologists should be encouraged to bulkbill 

during this time. More information about mental health plans should be made available and 

communications targeted towards those groups who are most affected by the economic and 

social impacts of COVID-19 so that they are aware that they can access these services. It is 

critical to take action now to avoid a wave of mental ill health in the long-term.   

Study 

COVID-19 has had a huge impact on the education and training sectors in Australia. The abrupt 

shift of schools, TAFEs and universities to online delivery from on-campus study has been a 

period of adjustment for a lot of students. Some individuals have found it beneficial to be in the 

home environment with their family members while others have struggled with the transition 

away from practical lessons and one-on-one interactions. Regardless of their preference, the 

change was sudden and unforeseen. Furthermore, academic projects such as contracted 

research for masters and PhD studies have also been drastically hindered due to the constraints 

in the group of individuals available to participate.  

To address this shock, universities have announced that they will only show a ‘fail/pass’ on 

academic transcripts for semesters affected by COVID-19. While this eases the strain on 

students under strange conditions, it does not provide clarity on how this might affect career 

opportunities, practical placements, and merit-based selection for things like internships, 

scholarships and entry requirements for graduate degrees. In addition, universities and casual 

employees are not eligible for the JobKeeper support payments so students employed by the 

university are likely to be impacted.    

International students and their ability to finance themselves has been a challenge for 

universities. Universities rely on international students and without their presence and payment 

of fees, there are questions about how university funding, domestic fees, and rates of 

admissions will look in the long-term. Modelling indicates that the loss could be between $10 

and $19 billion over the next three years depending on when borders reopen25. This is an area 

that should be monitored to ensure international students are not neglected during this time 

and domestic students will not bear the brunt of the economic downturn.  

 

Recommendations 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about overwhelming, widespread challenges that have 

significantly impacted the daily lives of Australians and effectively shut down the global 

economy. Australia’s response is seen as an international success story and we appreciate 

the government’s swift and decisive action to prevent worse health outcomes and a far higher 

 

25Mitchell Institute (2020), University sector faces losing up to $19 billion due to COVID-19, available at: 
http://www.mitchellinstitute.org.au/news/university-sector-covid-19/, date accessed: 26/05/2020. 
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number of  COVID-19 related deaths. The YHF is concerned that the implications of COVID-19 

will be felt for far longer and in more ways than we can realise today.  

 

We feel that this review process is important, and the lessons learnt so far must be reflected 

in how we move forward as a society:  

- Young people have been identified as one of the most affected population groups in 

Australia. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted existing inequities in the higher 

education, employment and housing sectors that have a new sense of urgency in light 

of the economic downturn. Young people need to be included in the problem-solving 

process and there needs to be a long-term plan for how we will support this generation 

to transition from education into employment and self-sufficiency.  

- In a time of great uncertainty, it is critical that communication is easy to understand 

and consistent. Messaging has a demonstrated lag time and it is important for people 

to know what is coming so that they are prepared to change their behaviour as 

needed.  

- Now that the pace of change has slowed, we need to include people in the decision-

making process and ensure that changes made during the crisis are re-considered in 

the post-COVID-19 environment e.g. telehealth, and that decisions made in the 

recovery process consider consumers’ needs and preferences. This review also needs 

to include how current infrastructure coped under the increased demand for remote 

interactions and where we should prioritise investment for the future. 

- Government support has been essential in shielding many Australians from the full 

brunt of this crisis; however, it must extend beyond September and some changes 

such as the increase to JobSeeker must be made permanent. We are facing incredibly 

challenging economic conditions and it is clear that the recovery will be long and slow, 

so our plans to support vulnerable people must reflect the reality.  

- Rising rates of anxiety and stress need to be addressed immediately through 

increased availability of online and bulk billed services, and a health promotion 

campaign that educates people about behaviours that encourage good mental health. 


