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The COVID-19 Recovery Scenarios for Young People in Melbourne’s Inner North project is a scenario planning 
project that seeks to develop research informed scenarios of possible futures for young people in Melbourne’s 
inner north in 2025.

This Report presents a summary of a more detailed Final Report and is focussed on the:

1. The three scenarios for 2025

2. An outline of a proposed project to identify and develop a cohort of Youth Activists for Sustainable 
Futures (YASFs). 1

MELBOURNE’S INNER NORTH

The inner north of Melbourne - as defined by the remit of the Inner Northern-Local Learning and Employment 
Network (IN-LLEN) - comprises the Darebin, Moreland and Yarra local government areas (LGAs). These areas 
occupy the traditional lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Eastern Kulin nation. Nearly 400,000 people live in 
the region, 70,000 of whom are aged between 15 to 24. The Darebin, Moreland and Yarra LGAs were, up until the 
end of the 20th century, the centre of Melbourne’s manufacturing sector. This industrial character meant that large 
numbers of post-war migrants settled in the suburbs. This has resulted in a demographically diverse community 
across the three LGAs - even as large parts of the LGAs have been reshaped by gentrification processes during 
the last two decades.

SCENARIO PLANNING

Scenario planning is a widely used tool that 
invests heavily in hope, because it seeks to 
imagine a range of possible futures, even if 
in doing so we are not optimistic about those 
possible futures. The RSA’s Four Futures of Work 
identifies the space of ‘critical uncertainties’ as 
being the space for doing scenario planning. 
This is an approach shared by others who use 
scenario planning methodologies. 2
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CHAOTIC FUTURES: 
THE FUTURE WE 
WANT TO AVOID

Chaotic Futures: The 
Future We Want to 
Avoid describes a chaotic 
future in which the existing 
crises of a pre-COVID-19 
world are amplified and 
become unmanageable 
by international, national, 
state and local institutions 
and systems that are ill-
equipped for responding 
to or managing this chaos.

UNSUSTAINABLE FUTURES: 
THE FUTURE WE ARE     

LIKELY TO GET

Unsustainable Futures: 
The Future We are 
Likely to Get describes 
an unsustainable future in 
which the resources we 
use cannot be renewed 
and continuing with 
a ‘business as usual’ 
approach to manage 
the crises the COVID-19 
pandemic and fallout will 
mean that international, 
national, state and local 
institutions and systems 
will be overwhelmed.

SUSTAINABLE FUTURES: 
THE FUTURE WE      

HOPE FOR

Sustainable Futures: 
The Future We Hope For 
describes a sustainable 
future in which we use 
renewable resources, 
create new ways of 
working together that 
are inclusive, open and 
transparent and are 
shaped by shared visions 
for social and climate 
justice, and difference and 
diversity.  
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CHAOTIC FUTURES: THE FUTURE WE WANT TO AVOID

Chaotic Futures: The Future We Want to Avoid describes a chaotic future in which the existing crises of a pre-
COVID-19 world are amplified and become unmanageable by international, national, state and local institutions 
and systems that are ill-equipped for responding to or managing this chaos.

• Vaccines have different levels of effectiveness, and are not universally available. COVID-19 case numbers soar through 
successive waves globally (and in Australia) with an increasing death toll and ongoing periodic ‘lockdowns’.

• The climate crisis worsens - year after year the number of bushfires, floods, cyclones, extinctions, etc. increase - as climate 
feedback loops, and a continuing lack of leadership and consensus on how to address the problem, intersect.

• Globally and nationally the number of young people suffering from mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, and 
self-harm continues to increase to alarming levels.

• Service provision for young people’s mental health in the inner north is overwhelmed by demand and a lack of resources 
and support.

• Australia falls behind in meeting key targets in relation to UN SDG 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

• Ongoing, partisan debate between Federal and State governments, businesses and education institutions and professions 
about skills, micro-creds, and systems funding produces uncertainty, conflict and ongoing claims that education doesn’t 
meet the needs of the ‘real world’.

• The number of students in the Victorian school system opting to do an unscored VCE doubles by 2025. Young people 
complete their requirements to pass year 12 but opt out of exams.

• Education systems and providers in the inner north find themselves overwhelmed and ill-equipped to handle the increasing 
numbers of young people who express a lack of trust, and a loss of hope, in the ‘promise of education’ and become 
disengaged from education, training and employment pathways.

• A wave of populist leaders are elected globally further fuelling class tensions, gender, sexualities, and racial inequalities, 
international ‘trade wars’ and diplomatic crises.

• ‘Culture wars’ erupt periodically across parts of Australia related to issues such as BlackLivesMatter, gender and sexualities, 
the climate crisis, and the economic crisis.

• Communities are divided, confused and chaotic in terms of who’s to blame for these ongoing crises.

• Young people in the inner north lose hope in the abilities of institutions - their schools, local government, businesses - to 
deal with these crises

• Affordable, safe and secure housing becomes increasingly scarce for young people in the inner north - property prices rise, 
rental and social housing can’t meet young people’s demand.

• As predicted, the 2020 recession turns into what appears to be a decade long ‘greater depression’.

• Australia fails to meet key targets in relation to UN SDG 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment and decent work for all.

• The 4th Industrial Revolution (Industry 4.0) and ‘digital disruption’ creates fewer full-time, well-paid, ‘secure’, ‘decent’ jobs. 
As a consequence the wealth gap between the ultra-wealthy and ‘ordinary Australians’ continues to grow rapidly - fuelling 
social unrest in places such as the inner north.

• Federal and state governments leave it to the ‘market’ to help those young people who are unemployed and/or in 
precarious work. Many young people, dealing with health and well-being issues, give up hope and withdraw from the 
formal economy.

• Youth labour markets across the Inner North are characterised by precarious, casual and gig-work. The number of young 
people applying for each available job rises significantly.
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In this scenario it is all too easy to become pessimistic and/or unhopeful about our short and longer term futures. 
But these futures are recognisable, possible, and need to be acknowledged and addressed if we are to avoid them 
(which should not be taken-for-granted as something we can achieve). As many agencies, organisations and com-
mentators have suggested, many of the features and possibilities of this scenario became starkly evident during 
2020, but the pandemic also amplified existing trends and trajectories.

‘So looking into the future, I would say I am scared anxious and hopeful all at the same time, I think… I think 

we kind of need to turn on our moral obligation... because we’re not doing that at the moment... I think about 

the economy and how we are going to have to be, my generation, is going to have to be fixing that as well as 

paying off Uni fees or whatever… I think about we’re still not really going to be able to afford a house and yeah 

just everyday expenses like that.’ 

Rosie, 18, Northcote

https://youtu.be/6F2iNUvvAPE

ROSIE’S STORY
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UNSUSTAINABLE FUTURES: THE FUTURE WE ARE LIKELY TO GET

Unsustainable Futures: The Future We are Likely to Get describes an unsustainable future in which the 
resources we use cannot be renewed and continuing with a ‘business as usual’ approach to manage the crises 
the COVID-19 pandemic and fallout will mean that international, national, state and local institutions and systems 
will be overwhelmed.
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• As many international agencies predicted, the climate crisis grows worse, and Australian governments continue to struggle 
to develop a coherent and co-ordinated approach in line with the Paris Agreement.

• Globally and nationally the number of young people suffering from mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, and 
self-harm remains a major challenge, with policy makers seemingly unable to respond effectively.

• In the inner north, service provision for young people’s mental health struggles to meet demand. Existing local organisations 
are provided some additional resources and there is some coordinated effort across these LGAs.

• Youth service providers and schools increase digital infrastructure, preparedness and support to deliver higher quality 
online health services.

• Australia makes limited progress in meeting key targets in relation to UN SDG 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.

• Ongoing debate between Federal and State governments, businesses and education institutions and professions about 
skills, micro-creds, and systems funding does little to produce any certainty or consensus about secondary and post-
secondary pathways, options and opportunities.

• The number of students in the Victorian school system opting to do an unscored VCE remains the same until 2025, while the 
ATAR retains its status as the dominant measure of secondary education outcomes and university admissions.

• Education systems and providers in the inner north struggle to develop new ways to meet the needs and aspirations of 
young people who are unemployed and disengaged from education, training and employment pathways.

• In the inner north large numbers of young people express a lack of trust, and a loss of hope, in the ‘promise of education’ 
and become disengaged from education, training and employment pathways.

• The 2020 recession develops into a series of V-shaped recoveries and recessions as global economic uncertainties, 
disruption, ‘trade wars’, and limited international movements impact national and local economies.

• Australia makes limited progress in meeting key targets in relation to UN SDG 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.

• Australia’s low growth, pre-COVID economy, the uneven emergence of ‘digital disruption’, and precarious labour markets 
with fewer full-time, well-paid, ‘secure’, ‘decent’ jobs, continues to contribute to significant wealth gaps between the 
ultra-wealthy and ‘ordinary Australians’. Many young people feel a sense of injustice and unfairness in places such as the 
inner north.

• Federal and state governments develop various ‘skills based’ interventions and programs to make more young people

• ‘employable’ but do little to address the ‘demand side’ of youth labour markets. Many young people, dealing with health 
and well-being issues, remain on the ‘margins’ of the formal economy.

• Youth labour markets across the Inner North are mostly characterised by precarious, casual and gig-work - with few 
pathways to secure, well-paid, ‘decent’ jobs. The number of young people applying for each available job continues to 
produce high levels of youth unemployment.

• Inadequate and piecemeal political and policy responses fail to reduce class, gender, sexuality and racial inequalities, 
stimulate economic growth, or ease trade disputes and diplomatic crises.

• There is little progress in relation to the BlackLivesMatter, gender and sexuality equalities, and climate emergency 
movements to create change at the local, state, federal and global levels.

• Communities are frustrated to see little progress to address these crises.

• Institutions across the Inner North such as schools and local government continue on the same path in the face of these 
crises and consider these issues at the margins of their ‘core business’.

• Victoria’s ‘Big Housing Build’ has provided thousands of new social housing dwellings. The first home buyers, and renters 
market however, continues to see affordable, safe and secure housing beyond the reach of most young people in the 
inner north.
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Many aspects of this possible future echo those in the Chaotic Futures scenario. A ‘business as usual’ approach 
to the climate, the economy, education, training and employment pathways for young people, and their health and 
well-being reflects a sense that these things were in ‘pretty good shape’ prior to the pandemic, and that we just 
need to ‘bounce-back’ to this ‘normal’. 

‘I’m 17 years old and I know that I hold similar beliefs to all my friends and in five years in the future, we’re all 

going to be able to vote and the voices that we have are going to be a lot louder in a political sense.’ 

Ruby, 17, City of Yarra

https://youtu.be/7G9p1DqCq1I

RUBY’S STORY
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SUSTAINABLE FUTURES: THE FUTURE WE HOPE FOR

Sustainable Futures: The Future We Hope For describes a sustainable future in which we use renewable 
resources, create new ways of working together that are inclusive, open and transparent and are shaped by shared 
visions for social and climate justice, and difference and diversity.  

• International, national, state and local agencies and communities re-commit to the efforts required to meet the Paris 
Agreement, and young people around the globe are key drivers of this commitment and action.

• The number of young people suffering from mental health issues, including anxiety, depression, and self-harm remains a 
major challenge, however the innovations from telehealth lead to higher quality, more accessible health and education 
services for young people.

• In the inner north, service provision for young people’s mental health needs is largely able to meet demand through 
coordinated efforts, new partnerships across Moreland, Darebin and Yarra LGAs, their schools, councils and youth services.

• Young people have an effective and influential voice, and are considered key stakeholders who participate in the design, 
and lead in the recovery across schools, organisations, local government and businesses in Melbourne’s Inner North.

• Australia makes significant progress towards meeting key targets in the UN SDG 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2025.

• Federal, State and Local governments, businesses and education institutions and professions work together to produce 
a more diverse and flexible secondary and post-secondary pathway mix – moving beyond an over-reliance on the ATAR.

• Safer schools foster an environment that is more supportive and inclusive of LGBTQIA+ young people.

• Education systems and providers, communities, businesses and governments in the inner north develop new models to 
meet the needs and aspirations of young people who are unemployed and disengaged from education, training and 
employment pathways.

• In the inner north large numbers of young people express greater trust, and are more hopeful, as they become more 
engaged with education and training, and have more employment pathway options.

• Elected leaders develop policies and pass legislation to reduce class, gender, sexuality and racial inequalities, stimulate 
economic growth, and ease trade disputes and diplomatic crises.

• A treaty emerges through negotiations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and Australian and Victorian 
governments and local councils.

• Young people, communities, businesses and governments in the inner north develop new models to address the 
BlackLivesMatter, gender and sexuality inequalities, and Climate crises and act as agents of change in their communities.

• Young people, communities, businesses and governments in the inner north collaborate on the co-design of innovative 
housing models –co-operatives, ‘social’, ‘shared, ‘inter-generational’ - that produce greater housing diversity and security 
for more young people.

• Global economic crises, uncertainties and disruption, produce new international and national consensus about the broad 
parameters of a global ‘Green New Deal’ to drive sustainable economic recovery.

• Australia makes significant progress in meeting key targets in relation to UN SDG 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.

• The recovery from the COVID recession involves a comprehensive, sustainable Youth Employment Strategy, which delivers 
meaningful and secure work for a greater number of young people.

• At State and local levels, a Green New Deal drives innovation and creation of decent, secure jobs, narrowing the wealth 
gaps between the ultra-wealthy and ‘ordinary Australians’.

• Many young people feel an increasing sense of belonging and engagement with the communities, institutions and services 
in the inner north as their voices and concerns are central to co-designing the recovery.
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This is the scenario that we hope for in the face of what may seem like overwhelming challenges. In this scenario, 
key stakeholders at the international, national, state and local levels work collaboratively to achieve sustainable 
futures. At first glance, these futures may appear overly ‘optimistic’, but they are possible and recognisable futures 
that need to be acknowledged if we are to achieve them. 

‘Politics. I hope that in five years…there is more youth represented in politics. I think it’s super important 

because it’s our future that we’re going to be living and leading. So, I think it’s really important that there’s youth 

representation in politics. And I’d also like to see more females represented in politics. I think that if you look at 

the moment at New Zealand and what Jacinda Ardern is doing, I’d like to see something similar to that reflected 

in Australian politics.’ 

Lucy, 18, Fairfield

LUCY’S STORY
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https://youtu.be/v7hYe_3F-1A

LUCY’S STORY



PROJECT SUMMARY

Drawing on various projects, this action research project will develop a cohort of 15-20 Youth Activists for 
Sustainable Futures (YASFs) across particular Local Government Areas (LGAs). 

In Year 1 the project will leverage an existing youth cohort, models and materials from current projects to conduct 
a series of development workshops with up to 50 young people to identify the YASFs. In Year 2, these YASFs will 
partner with stakeholders to lead placed-based processes of ethical innovation and co-design that will develop a 
series of projects to produce more inclusive and equitable ecologies of resilience in these LGAs.

THE PROBLEM

The COVID-19 pandemic has produced social and economic crises that severely impact particular populations of 
young people, and which amplify existing inequalities. Historically - most recently in the aftermath of the Global 
Financial Crisis of 2007-09 - young people tend to carry a particularly heavy burden in the downstream of crises. 
The COVID crisis intersects with the climate crisis, the unfolding sixth mass extinction of life on earth, and the 
education, training and work challenges shaped by the unfolding of the 4th Industrial Revolution (Industry 4.0). In 
this context, young people – in collective movements such as School Strikes for Climate and Fridays for Future, 
and in partnership with older generations – have self-organised to lead debates and take action for sustainable 
futures. 

We will scale up innovations that can develop young people, in ways that are inclusive of diversity, as stakeholders 
in their own futures. These models will provide a mechanism to engage YASFs in the co-design of existing, and 
new, place based plans and programs to develop more equitable ecologies of resilience and economic inclusion 
for the most marginalised young people.

These YASFs will develop capabilities which will be recognised in the award of a micro-credential (micro-cred) in 
Leadership for Sustainable Futures

MICRO-CREDS: LEADERSHIP FOR SUSTAINABLE FUTURES.

Micro-creds are a fairly recent, digitally enabled approach to the accreditation of skills and training outcomes. 
They are increasingly used in informal or non-traditional training contexts. The recent Australian Government’s 
Education Council review of senior secondary pathways into work, further education, and training (the Shergold 
Report 2020) argues that micro-creds can capture skills development in innovative ways. 

YOUNG PEOPLE AS YOUTH ACTIVISTS FOR SUSTAINABLE FUTURES. 

MICRO-CREDENTIAL: LEADERSHIP FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT.
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In each community the project will work with key stakeholders, including young people, to codesign an innovative 
and relevant micro-cred – Leadership for Sustainable Development - that draws on the model of the BLUE 
MOUNTAINS PLURIVERSITY.

In the Blue Mountains region of NSW, organisations and networks in local communities have used various existing 
mechanisms and applications to co-design and build their own micro-creds for the communities’ young people. 
The Pluriversity expands the range of possibilities for young people aged 16+ to engage with one another and the 
wider community as they gain microcredentials and explore future life and career pathways. 3

3. http://bmpluriversity.org/badges
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