Money
Skilled
Measuring financial literacy among Australia’s
Vocational Education and Training students.

CEO’s Introduction
Welcome to the Commonwealth Bank Foundation’s
‘Money Skilled’ report, describing the findings of our
recent research into financial literacy among Vocational
Education and Training (VET) students.
Financial literacy brings certainty and control
to our lives and gives us the ability to lay strong
foundations for financial wellbeing through every
stage of our lives.
As the nation’s leading financial institution,
the Commonwealth Bank of Australia has a
natural interest in promoting financial literacy.
As a corporate citizen, we believe that all
Australians should reap the rewards of sensible
money management. The establishment of the
Commonwealth Bank Foundation in 2003 is proof
of this commitment, and its role is to focus on
improving financial literacy among young people
and Indigenous Australians.
Bridging the knowledge gap
Despite an extensive body of research on the
benefits of financial literacy, until now, remarkably
little has been known about the money
management skills of a particular group of young
people – those participating in VET.

An important contribution to human capital
The financial literacy of VET students matters. As
well as alleviating our national skills shortage, many
VET graduates will enter the small business sector,
and themselves become future employers of the
next generation of young Australians.
With the assistance of the University of Sydney’s
Workplace Research Centre, we have gained
valuable insights into financial literacy among
VET students, as well as the challenges they face
on a daily basis. These findings will be used by
the Commonwealth Bank Foundation to further
develop our StartSmart Pathways Program,
which aims to enhance the financial literacy of this
dynamic student body.
I would like to thank the University of Sydney for
its valuable input, and extend my gratitude to the
VET students from around Australia who shared
their thoughts, experiences and personal insights
to make this research so relevant for young
Australians, parents and educators.

This gap in our understanding is all the more
significant because of the sheer weight of numbers of
VET students. Over 780,000 young Australians, more
than half of all tertiary students, are completing VET
studies, and they come from backgrounds as diverse
as the courses they are undertaking.
Ian Narev
Chief Executive Officer
Commonwealth Bank Group
Chairman
Commonwealth Bank Foundation
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As the nation’s leading financial
institution, the Commonwealth Bank
of Australia has a natural interest in
promoting financial literacy.
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I think sometimes it would be nice to say,
I can just put it on a card, but then I
know that I’m just going to dig a hole for
myself that I’ll probably never get out of.
18-21 year old, Wollongong
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Key Findings
VET students overall, show a conservative approach to
money often driven by lower/irregular incomes coupled
with the challenge of meeting high living costs.
Many students lack confidence or experience in
notable areas such as debt management or long
term investing. This is a potential focus area for
educators, including the Commonwealth Bank
Foundation, which recognises the need for VET
students to use debt wisely as a tool for wealth
management, especially given their future role in
Australia’s small business sector.
A conservative approach to money matters
• The key issue facing VET students is the ability
to live within their means rather than excessive
spending:
−− 63.0% follow a personal budget.
−− 78.0% check their finances at least weekly.

Debt is viewed with scepticism
• Debt management is a key area of weakness:
−− 68.0% of students have never applied for a
loan.
−− 71.3% had no intentions of using debt to fund
large outlays.
−− 50.5% lacked confidence in choosing long
term debt options.
Seven out of ten rely on parents for advice
• Parents are the preferred source of advice on
financial matters (73.5% of students), followed
by the internet (40.0%) and friends/partners
(37.5%).

−− 54.5% set aside savings on a regular basis.
Surviving on less than $400 a week
• VET students live on a median income of
$399.50 per week – less than half the national
average weekly wage of $1,0241.
• Casual/part time jobs pose the additional
challenge of lower and often irregular wages.
Fewer than 40% of independent students can
build savings
• 83.0% of students living away from home cite
housing as their dominant personal expense.

What the Commonwealth Bank
Foundation is doing
In 2012 the Commonwealth Bank
Foundation launched its StartSmart
Pathways program, aimed at young
people, aged 16-24 who are in vocational
education settings. This will supplement
the StartSmart Program, which teaches
money management skills to over 200,000
primary and secondary school students
across Australia each year.

• 60.2% of students living at home are able to
save regularly compared to 38.5% of those
living independently.

1 ABS 2011
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A diverse student body
VET students are a broad though understudied
cross-section of our population, and in this
sense the Commonwealth Bank Foundation’s
research contributes to awareness of this group
of Australians.
Table 1 highlights some of the key aspects that set
VET students apart from their peers studying at
university. Lower socioeconomic groups are overrepresented in the VET sector along with greater
proportions of Indigenous Australians and those
with disabilities. Second-chance learners, such as
early school leavers and adults with no post-school
qualifications, are also likely to undertake VET
study. Collectively, these attributes have also been
linked to lower levels of financial literacy.

Living arrangements shape experience with
money matters
Around three quarters (75.5%) of VET students
aged 18 to 20 live with their parents; this falls
to 52.0% among students aged 21 to 24 years.
Our research found that a student’s living
arrangements are strongly linked to their financial
skills, knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. Those
living out of home for instance, are much more
likely to show skills and awareness related to
financial decision making.

Table 1: Identifying differences between VET and university students
Vocational Education & Training

University

N

%

N

%

Students aged 24 and under

780.8

43.4%

756.0

63.4%

Students with a disability

110.1

6.1%

38.0

3.2%

Indigenous students

83.2

4.6%

11.0

0.9%

Students from non-English
speaking background

271.4

15.1%

29.5

2.5%

Regional or remote

42.3

2.4%

159.0

13.3%

Source: NCVER (2011); DEEWR (2011)

Table 2: Living arrangements of VET students
Male
N=62

Female
N=138

Total
N=200

Living with parents

87.1%

53.6%

64.0%

Living in a rental property/
own with mortgage

8.1%

43.5%

27.5%

Other

4.8%

2.9%

8.5%

Total

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%
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I work as a waitress, but I got no shifts the
past two weeks and I’ve got one shift of
only six hours, and I just moved, so I had
to pay bond and rent and then I got no
work. So you try to think, well, maybe
I don’t buy groceries this week.
18-21 year old, Wollongong
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Money management
Awareness of personal weaknesses
Overall, our participants showed high levels
of basic numeracy, and were generally able to
perform basic calculations regarding interest
rates and exchange rates. All respondents were
comfortable accessing online tools and calculators
to assist them with making accurate calculations.
Importantly, across many issues, the students
we spoke with recognised the limitations of their
knowledge and avoided overconfident behaviour.

Students living away from home are more likely
to use a budget (66.2%) than those living with
family (60.2%), though only 55.8% of independent
students are able to stick to their budget
compared to 72.7% of students residing at home.
The key issue facing VET students trying to live
within their means is not high levels of debt or
excessive lifestyles but rather ongoing living costs.
This is especially the case for students living out of
home with 83.0% citing housing as their dominant
personal expense.
Getting by on less than $400 a week
The challenge of meeting high living costs is
exacerbated by lower or irregular earnings. Almost
two-thirds of respondents (63.5%) were juggling
study with work, and 29.5% combine study with
full-time work. Those not in paid employment
(36.5%) were most likely to be receiving
government payments such as Youth Allowance or
Newstart Allowance.

I don’t take any interest in
the stock market so I’m
actually not familiar with it,
I don’t understand it.

The median reported income among VET students
was just $399.50 per week – well below the
national average weekly wage of $1,0242. For many
VET students, low wages are coupled with income
uncertainty, the result of working in casual and/or
part time jobs.

18-21 year old, Sydney

Budgeting
78% check their finances weekly
The majority of respondents (63.0%) follow a
budget, and 78.0% check their finances at least
weekly. Among the 37.0% that do not budget,
the most common hurdle was the time it takes
to maintain a budget. A further 18.5% lacked
confidence in their budgeting ability.

Not surprisingly, managing personal finances
produces significant levels of stress and anxiety.
Almost half (44.6%) the VET students living out
of home report high or very high stress levels
compared to 21.9% of those living at home.

63% 78% 68%
follow a personal
budget

2 ABS 2011
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check their
finances at least
weekly

of students have
never applied
for a loan
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Saving & planning

Choosing financial products

One in four don’t save

Three out of four turn to parents for advice

While 23.0% of respondents said they rarely or
never save, 54.5% manage to put money aside
regularly, and those who do save are very strong
savers, tucking away around 28.6% of weekly
income. Virtually all of these students (54.0%) were
saving for a specific purpose, most commonly to
buy property, a car, or to fund a holiday.

When it comes to choosing everyday financial
products our participants revealed that parents are
the most common source of financial information
(for 73.5% of students) followed by the internet
(40.0%) and friends/partners (37.5%).

The ability to save however is highly dependent
on living arrangements. Only 38.5% of renters
were able to set funds aside on a regular basis
compared to 60.2% of those living with parents.
An aversion to risk
When offered the hypothetical situation of having
$100,000 to invest over five years, 81.0% of
respondents elected to put the money in a bank
account or term deposit, or towards the purchase
of (quite possibly their first) property. Only 10.0%
of respondents elected higher risk options such
as shares, and the majority (56.0%) reported
low levels of confidence in choosing appropriate
investments.
While this risk aversion is understandable, students
have the advantage of time when it comes to
earning long term returns. Better awareness of
long term investing options could help students
build wealth for life from an earlier age.
Poor engagement with super
Survey participants were broadly aware of employerfunded super contributions but only 25.0% had
any engagement with their super. Students also
demonstrated little knowledge that they have the
freedom to choose their own super fund.

How do you even check
it [your super balance],
I have no idea?
18-21 year old, Sydney
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I chose [phone provider A]
because it gives me a lot of
credit compared to [provider
B] or [provider C]; with the
same credit I’m paying a
lower fee and it gives you a
bigger allowance compared
to the other networks.
18-21 year old, Sydney

Mobile phone contracts – the exception to
the rule
Despite overall findings of a general lack of
experience in comparing financial products, one
result stood out. All participants were very aware
of their mobile phone contract terms, with good
knowledge of the differences between contracts,
service providers, and service features.
Their strong understanding of this type of
consumer contract was backed by a demonstrated
ability to ‘shop around’ for the best provider, and
this was a noteworthy area where knowledge
and student behaviour were closely linked.
Clearly when financial issues have a ‘real world’,
immediate impact on students, they are more
engaged in the product and the selection process.

Distrust of financial institutions
While 90.0% of survey respondents had chosen
an internet/mobile phone provider, far fewer had
purchased any form of insurance (49.5%) or
nominated a superannuation fund (25.0%).
This is an area where students will benefit from
developing further skills. Awareness of products
such as income protection insurance for example
will be vital to these students when they graduate
or complete apprenticeships, often leading to selfemployment.

Borrowing & debt
Lack of foundation skills
Six out of ten (60.5%) respondents reported having
no debt obligations, and 66.0% indicated that they
would rather save or cut spending than use debt to
fund a major purchase. Beyond this however, our
survey indicated poor levels of debt literacy and
management and a view that ‘all debt is bad’:
• 68.0% of respondents had never applied
for a loan
• 71.3% had no intentions of using debt to
fund large outlays

I think insurance cover is the
biggest joke because the
way they make their money
is just off [selling] peace of
mind… they think about
how many car accidents
someone has in the whole
ten years they’re paying
that money, and as soon
as they try to claim, they try
to weasel their way out of
it with the loopholes. So I
don’t have any insurance.

• 50.5% lacked confidence in choosing long
term debt options.
This conservative approach to debt isn’t
necessarily a bad thing for young students earning
a low income. However the overall view that ‘all
debt is bad’ and lack of awareness that debt can
be used as a tool to build wealth points to the need
for further education on sensible borrowing. Only
23.5% of participants for example felt confident
about their ability to choose between debt options,
yet many VET students will ultimately establish
small businesses of their own, emphasising the
need for foundation skills in debt management.

22-24 year old, Sydney
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Recourse & self help
A focus on short term issues
This category concerns an individual‘s ability to
protect themselves, and includes understanding
dispute resolution procedures, taking redress
against product/service providers, and identifying
fraudulent schemes where they exist.
As discussed earlier, family and friends are the
most common source of financial information and
advice for VET students, and there is little evidence
that participants were aware of avenues of dispute
resolution or consumer protection institutions.
Students also reported varying levels of awareness
regarding their pay and conditions at work
including information on payslips and entitlements.

When asked about priority areas for learning,
respondents tended to select areas of immediate
importance like managing daily budgets and
understanding their pay and conditions at
work. Ironically these were also areas in which
participants demonstrated the greatest confidence.
Participants were less interested in areas where
there were apparent gaps in skills and knowledge,
such as long term loans and investments, however
this short term focus reflects the impact of
immediate financial pressures on tertiary students.
While there was limited information seeking
behaviour among our respondents, the research
noted a strong recognition of the value of learning
about how to manage personal finances.
In particular, those who reported adverse
experiences strongly endorsed more formal
training at a younger age.

Table 3: Learning area of greatest interest, by living arrangement
Knowing
my pay and
conditions at
work

Choosing
everyday
financial
products

Choosing
other
contracted
products

Choosing
longer term
loan options

Choosing
investment
options

Managing
budget and
savings

Living with parents

31.3%

7.8%

2.3%

11.7%

21.1%

25.8%

Living in a rental
property/own with
mortgage

16.9%

7.7%

7.7%

23.1%

20.0%

24.6%

Total

26.0%

8.0%

4.0%

16.0%

20.0%

26.0%

I was working as a waitress,
it was cash in hand and
it was a bit shifty… if a
customer didn’t pay and
they left then that would be
deducted from your pay.
18-21 year old, Sydney

I wish they had made that
a bit more of a compulsory
thing during study… because
I made a very big mistake…
getting a large amount of
money, and I made a lot of
mistakes, and I’m in a lot
of debt at the moment.
18-21 year old, Sydney
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Conclusion
Today’s VET students will form an important part
of Australia’s labour force. Many will become
self-employed or run a small business, and that
makes strong financial literacy skills essential.
Our research indicates that VET students generally
take a very conservative approach to money, and
at this stage of their life that’s a good thing. But
along with the tools of their trade, students also
need important financial skills – the ability to select
and manage financial products that can grow and
protect wealth over their working life, and to make
informed judgements on money matters.
The Commonwealth Bank Foundation recognises
that financial literacy is an important precursor to
creating well informed consumers. Each year the
Foundation teaches money management skills to
over 200,000 primary and secondary students
Australia-wide by offering schools across the
nation free, face-to-face workshops known as
StartSmart.
In 2012, we turn our focus to the next generation of
consumers – and small business owners, through
our StartSmart Pathways Program.
This Program will be launched to reach young
people, aged 16-24 in upper secondary school,
TAFEs and other vocational education
settings. StartSmart aims to engage
students and empower them in making
personal financial choices, and with
the benefit of this research the
Foundation can deliver tailored
learning to meet the specific needs
of VET students.
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Methodology
Our research was conducted with the assistance of the Workplace Research Centre at the University
of Sydney, and is based on both quantitative (online survey) and qualitative (focus group) components.
An online survey of 200 VET students was conducted to investigate the knowledge, skills, attitudes and
behaviours regarding financial issues of 18 to 24 year olds enrolled in vocational education or training.
This was followed by five focus groups with 45 participants in metropolitan and regional areas.

About the Commonwealth Bank Foundation
The Commonwealth Bank Foundation was established in 2003 with a focus on improving the
financial literacy of young people through education. The Foundation’s programs are developed
in close consultation with education experts around the country and our award-winning
StartSmart program reaches over 200,000 students each year. For more information see
www.commbank.com.au/foundation

About the Workplace Research Centre
The Workplace Research Centre (WRC) is Australia’s leading research organisation on work
and employment. Based in the University of Sydney Business School, the WRC provides high
quality research and analysis on all aspects of work and working life. The Centre’s charter is to
‘inform, advise and educate’ through providing practical and accurate policy advice to employers,
governments, unions and non-government organisations. This advice is evidence-based, and applies
appropriate methodologies and expertise to tackle complex problems. For more information see
www.sydney.edu.au/business/workplaceresearch
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Contact
Commonwealth Bank Foundation
Darling Park Tower 1
Level 5, 201 Sussex Street
Sydney NSW 2000
Email: foundation@cba.com.au
www.commbank.com.au/foundation

