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A 21-year-old university student pulling a couple of weekly shifts at 
the local independent, says working on the supermarket front line 
has transformed how he lives his life and the way he sees the world— 
profound stuff for one so young. Meet Justin Burke: thoughtful, 
articulate, and mature beyond his years.  

“Working through the pandemic has changed how I view my first job, 
how I view casual work, how I view commitments, how I view the 
community, how I act – it has changed just about everything in my 
life,” says Justin. 
 

 

Justin says at times he felt so helpless sitting at home, “a bizarre 
feeling like I needed to do something”, that he’d head to work even 
when he wasn’t rostered on at Melbourne’s Ashburton IGA. 

“What I can do is stock shelves. If I do that, it’s going to help all these 
people that need food, and hopefully, that will help our community get 
through this,” says Justin. “I just felt the need to be there more. There 
were some weeks I worked six shifts rather than my normal three.” 

According to Justin, his experience working during the panic-buying 
frenzy didn’t impact the culture that owner Jeff Harper and manager 
Alex Harper have created for the store and their team. 

“The environment didn’t change. We’ve got such a hard-working yet 
relaxed and fun environment to work in. It made it easy to adapt to a 
situation that no one expected because we just kept our hopes up,” 
says Justin. 

“It was just like playing in a sports team. You’re around a dozen of your 
best mates, and you’re trying to achieve this one goal together. And 
you’ve just got to keep rocking up. You’ve got to keep working hard.” 
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Not so casual 
Like Justin says, his views on what a casual job is supposed to be, has 
evolved during this experience. Case in point. When Justin saw an alert via 
the store’s logistics app telling him that a 2400-carton load was being 
dropped on a Sunday, about five times the small store’s usual delivery, he 
knew his bosses would need some help. 

The young man sent his manager a text offering his help and arrived at the 
loading dock with his girlfriend, not an employee, to pitch in. “Little did I know 
the Harper Army, as we call them, had been called in: Jeff’s kids, his nieces, 
his sister in law.” He recalls there were about 15 people unloading the truck 
and unpacking boxes in the store. “I expected to be there from 2 pm to 8 pm 
unpacking boxes. We were working so quick; the forklift was struggling to get 
the pallets off the truck fast enough. But we got the job done, and the store 
reopened to serve a line of 20 waiting customers.” 

“That was the best. The store looked the best it had in probably over a 
month. We were all just happy to see pasta and rice and some toilet paper 
on the shelf. It was a really good atmosphere to be in.” 

At the start of his supermarket career, Justin says he never thought he’d 
make meaningful friends and relationships. “I’m very thankful for the 
opportunities.” 

 

What the boss says 
“The best experiences that we’ve had is our staff,” says Jeff Harper, owner-
operator of the Ashburton and Southbank IGA sister stores. “It’s been such a 
joy to watch them come in and work. We’ve asked a lot of them and put 
them under a lot of pressure. And they’ve somehow done it! 

“I love that they are the 18 to 25 generation. Everyone tells you that they’re all 
about “me, me, me, me, me”. And I saw such a different approach from all of 
these kids. It was fantastic.” 

 

 

 


