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The Scanlon Foundation Research Institute is very
proud to publish the Australian Cohesion Index for
2023. We are also grateful to the Australian Bureau
of Statistics for providing the additional data that is
essential in bringing together an exemplary profile of
the state of Australia.

The Australian Cohesion Index is a comprehensive
assessment tool that provides insights into the
multifaceted landscape of Australia’s societal well-
being, encompassing various domains such as trust,
belonging, economy, and health, revealing a nuanced
mix of progress and challenges.

We have sought to make this vast collection of analysis
accessible and easy to understand.

Peter Mares introduces our considerations with a
powerful essay that positions Australia today while
considering the various dynamics that underpin our
social cohesion.

Following the Executive Summary, we have structured
the results according to four chapters:

Trust in Society,

Belonging and Engagement,

Economics and Material Wellbeing, and
Australia’s Health and Personal Wellbeing.

Each chapter provides the reader with a clear
outline of the data and explains what it means to
our understanding of social cohesion across the
population.

The chapters have been enhanced with the addition
of feedback from the many qualitative interviews that
the research team also undertook. These are essential
to fully understanding the nuances that sit behind the
data.

The chapters are further explained through the
inclusion of expert commentary from four individuals
with great depth of knowledge in the areas covered by
the Australian Cohesion Index.

The Australian Cohesion Index brings together an
extraordinary depth of data, knowledge and analysis
to provide a robust picture of Australia today. It

draws upon the ongoing rigour of the Mapping Social
Cohesion study which has been undertaken since 2007
and is the only ongoing and comprehensive study of
social cohesion in the world.

The Scanlon Foundation Research Institute is
enormously proud of the work of James O’Donnell,
Trish Prentice, Rouven Link, Qing Guan as the
Research Team. We are also extremely thankful to
Peter Mares, Danielle Wood, Kate Reynolds, Guay Lim
and Kudzai Kanhutu for their expert commentary.
This would not be possible without the work of the
team at the Social Research Centre including Andrew
Ward, Benjamin Phillips, Wendy Heywood, and Alison
Eglentals.
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Foreword

For more than 65,000 years First Nations people cared
for country. Appreciating and understanding this truth
is a vital part of what it means to be Australian. In
more recent times, migration has been one of our most
important nation-building tools-altogether, Australians
identify with more than 300 different ancestries.

We are one of the world’s most diverse and successful
multicultural nations, but we cannot take that success
for granted. That is why the Australian Cohesion Index
is such an important body of work; one that offers

invaluable insights into our inclusive, cohesive society.

In this report you will find cause for celebration, and
sometimes trends that require our urgent attention.
That is to be expected when you look deeply into some
of the most pressing issues facing our nation.

The Scanlon Foundation Research Institute is
renowned for its world-leading annual Mapping Social
Cohesion reports, which commenced in 2007. This

is why the Australian Government partnered with
Scanlon to deliver the Australian Cohesion Index,
now in its second edition. Scanlon has again done a
remarkable job; we have a very clear picture of what
social cohesion in Australia looks like now that the
worst of the COVID-19 pandemic is well and truly
behind us.

The Australian Cohesion Index builds upon Scanlon’s
Mapping Social Cohesion study by incorporating a
range of other quantitative information. Information
on health, education, participation and the economy
is drawn from a range of sources, including the
Australian Electoral Commission and the Australian
Bureau of Statistics.

But this report is not just about data and numbers. In

it you will find quotes from interviews conducted with
Australians from many walks of life and many points of
origin. A lot of them are as forthright and frank as you
would expect -one thing Australians are known for is
telling it how they see it.

There is also expert commentary from eminent
Australians on four key themes: Trust in Society,
Belonging and Engagement, Economics and Material
Wellbeing, and Australia’s Health and Personal
Wellbeing.

A good government has to be well-informed about the
views, aspirations and frustrations of its constituents
and its citizens-not just so it can anticipate voting
trends, but so it can develop and refine policy that
addresses the issues that need to be addressed. The
Australian Cohesion Index will help the Government
to do just that. It is one of our best tools for gauging
public sentiment on a wide range of crucially important
topics, from the very foundations of our democracy to
social, community and economic engagement and so
much more. It also shows that many of the issues that
Australia faces are shared by other nations.

| look forward to the Scanlon Foundation Research
Institute’s continued work in contributing to our
understanding of Australia’s social cohesion.

The Hon Andrew Giles MP

Minister for Immigration, Citizenship and
Multicultural Affairs
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Australia Today

Matilda-mania and hope in the future -
Author Peter Mares

There was a moment in August 2023, when Australia
appeared united. It seemed the entire nation was
willing on the Matildas in their unprecedented march
to the World Cup finals. More remarkable was that
this shared enthusiasm was generated by a women’s
team in a sport usually ranked third or fourth in the
established hierarchy of Australian football codes.

Cynics might say that Matilda-mania was an example
of bread and circuses — entertainment to distract

us from more pressing concerns. It was certainly a
welcome salve in difficult times. More optimistically,
that sudden burst of shared enthusiasm for our
national football team showed Australians see
themselves as connected to one another and sharing a
common destiny.

Admittedly, after the Matildas’ finals race ended,
familiar fractures in Australian society quickly
resurfaced.

Of course, perfect unity is not to be expected. The
great 20th Century American philosopher John Rawls
identified “reasonable pluralism” as a “permanent
feature of democratic society”. Nations like Australia
are comprised of citizens with diverse faiths,
contrasting worldviews and rival political convictions,
and so, says Rawls, it's “neither possible nor desirable”,
that we should all agree on contentious issues.

Rawls’ conviction though, was that democratic
citizens shared enough common moral ground —
what he called an “overlapping consensus” — to
enthusiastically agree on fundamental values that
enable us to work through conflicts in a fair-minded
way.

Today, though, division is often amplified. As their
profits fall, sections of the mainstream media shore
up their customer base by becoming more partisan,
offering loyal audiences what they want to hear, rather
than telling them what they need to know.

This is reinforced by the echo chamber of social media
run by algorithms that feed into assumptions and
prejudices.

As a result, Australians may no longer get the same
news or accept the same facts, and Rawls’ common
moral ground feels increasingly shaky. Yet we face
existential challenges that call for greater levels of
cooperation and mutual understanding than ever
before imagined.

The most obvious example is climate change, which
has rapidly moved from vague future threat to ever-
present reality. In early August, climate scientists
declared that July 2023 was the world’s hottest month
on record.

Emperor penguin chicks are dying because the ice
on which they nest breaks up before they are ready
to swim. Wildfires have consumed fifteen million
hectares of Canadian forest — an area more than
double the size of Tasmania. Much closer to the
equator, many people are still missing after a blaze
that wiped out the Hawaiian tourist town of Lahaina.

Australians, still recovering from our own devastating
seasons of fire, drought and flood, have been warned
to prepare for a return to dry and scorching summers.

Reaching the agreed target of net zero emissions by
2050 will require an unprecedented national effort.
It means a fundamental restructure of the Australian
economy and an end to our heavy reliance on fossil
fuel exports.

There will be winners and losers along the way,
creating fault lines that threaten to divide us when we
most need to pull together.

In the face of sudden catastrophe, Australians
demonstrate a great capacity to put community
welfare ahead of narrow self-interest. Even in more
ordinary times, countless Australians generously
support fellow citizens by volunteering time and skills
or donating money and resources.

But we are not so effective at responding to slow-
moving disasters that require a systemic response —
disasters that have been decades in the making and
will take decades — and billions of dollars — to unwind.

Climate change is one example, the housing crisis is
another.

The housing crisis points to three other overlapping
currents in Australian national affairs that are likely to
shape the nation’s future.

The first is a reinvigorated debate about the extent

of government’s role in the economy and society —
money should be invested in building social housing,
and whether government should regulate rent
increases. The long-held view that market-based
approaches can best address complex social problems
is under challenge, not least because the COVID
pandemic rapidly overwhelmed decades of bipartisan
commitment to small government.
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COVID made it clear, that when disaster strikes,
Australians expect their elected representatives and
public servants to step in and protect not only their
health, but also their homes, jobs and incomes.

This links to a second current in national affairs,
which is the growing conversation about taxation.
Australians want government to do more to address
disadvantage and provide effective services — not
just in housing but in aged care, health care, disability
care, education and much else besides. We need

to invest billions to electrify the economy, bring on
more renewable energy generation and storage, and
upgrade transmission lines so green power can flow
through the grid. Not to mention financing research
and development for industries based on green
hydrogen.

Yet government revenues are not growing anywhere
fast enough to meet these aspirations, and the

gap is only likely to widen. Projections in the latest
intergenerational report confirm that as the population
ages, more Australians will leave than enter the
workforce. This will narrow the income tax base that
the federal government relies on to generate more
than half of all its revenue.

This brings us to the third current shaping Australia —
growing inequality.

Wealth gaps are obvious in housing, and have class,
gender and generational dimensions. In the 1960s,
access to decent homes for people at all income

levels was a hallmark of Australian egalitarianism

and contributed to high rates of social mobility.
Increasingly though, property ownership is becoming a
dynastic privilege, with renters begetting renters, and
homeowners begetting homeowners, thanks to loans
and bequests from the parental bank.

Aided by generous tax concessions, older Australians,
who already own real estate, happily watch its

value increase, while younger citizens see the great
Australian dream drifting ever further out of reach.

Why does inequality matter? There is an argument
that it doesn’t. On this view, what’s important is that
everyone has guaranteed access to the essentials,
through universal education, free health care and
government support when they’re down on their
luck. If this is the case, so the argument goes, then
it should be of no consequence that your family is
squeezed into a cramped flat while your billionaire
neighbours luxuriate in a mansion. After all, a rising
tide supposedly lifts all boats, luxury yachts and
dinghies alike.

But even if everyone had access to the bare minimum
needed for a decent life — which of course, they don’t
— inequality would still be a problem.

Why? Because social and economic disparities give
rise to disparities in political power. Those with more
wealth speak with louder voices and have better
access to decision makers. As John Rawls argued, we
need to address inequality “to prevent one part of
society from dominating the rest”.

Rawls also recognised that inequality shapes our
sense of self, encouraging those towards the bottom
to feel inferior and those at the top to feel superior. He
thought the attitudes engendered by inequality were
great vices: “deference and servility on one side and a
will to dominate and arrogance on the other.”

To put this in concrete terms, the more unequal
Australia becomes, the more divided it becomes, and
the less able we are to work together to address our
challenges.

Rawls did not want to cut everyone down to the same
level. He accepted that differences in status and
hierarchy would persist, and probably recognised that
they were necessary to drive ambition. But he insisted
that “a well-moderated inequality is a condition of
economic and political justice”.

We seem to have lost sight of this. Inequality is
growing and that is undermining our capacity to
cooperate and understand each other.

The past is a different — and distant — land. Our
housing system might have been fairer in the 1960s,
but men were expected to be the “breadwinners” and
women the “homemakers”. “White Australia” was still
the centre piece of immigration policy and until the
1967 referendum Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people were not even counted in the Australian
population. Acknowledgements of country, marriage
equality and overwhelming public support for an
all-female team as diverse as the Matildas were all
unimaginable.

Matilda-mania shows how much our nation has
changed and can change again; it shows that we are
connected as citizens, and it is not a huge leap from
there to common ground and common purpose beyond
sport. We dared to dream big for the Matildas and we
should dare to dream big for our nation’s future too.

Peter Mares is an independent writer and researcher.
He is a fellow at the Centre for Policy Development, an
adjunct senior research fellow at Monash University’s
School of Media, Film and Journalism and a moderator
at Cranlana Centre for Ethical Leadership. He is a
contributing editor to Story magazine and his books
include No Place Like Home: Repairing Australia’s
Housing Crisis (Text, 2018) and Not Quite Australian:
How Temporary Migration Is Changing the Nation (Text,
2016).
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Executive
Summary

The Australia Cohesion Index 2023 is a critical
barometer of the health, wellbeing and connectedness
of Australian society. Drawing on quantitative and
qualitative data from multiple sources, the Australian
Cohesion Index provides comprehensive information
to track our national progress on multiple personal,
social and societal domains.

The 2023 report is the second edition of the Australian
Cohesion Index, after its inaugural launch as part of
the Mapping Social Cohesion 2021 study (Markus,
2021). In the 2023 report, we build on the findings

of the inaugural edition with new data and research
covering the period from approximately 2008 to 2022.
We use the same 10 domains as were used in 2021,
covering a diverse range of topics from income and
wealth to education, health, participation and the
sense of belonging, worth and social inclusion and
justice.

This report is designed to present the results in each
domain of the Australian Cohesion Index and perhaps
more importantly, elaborate on the intersections and
connections between domains. In particular, we draw
on quantitative and qualitative data as well as some

of the national and international research in this field
to explain how our attitudes and perceptions of social
cohesion in Australia are connected to substantive
outcomes, behaviours and experiences in health,
education, employment, community engagement and
the economy. These analyses provide important pillars
in bridging our understanding between social cohesion
and overall collective wellbeing.

Key findings from the Australian Cohesion Index 2023
include:

+ The extent to which Australians trust each other,
the government, and are involved in our political
system, has been mixed in recent years. Trust
in the Federal Government increased during
the COVID-19 pandemic but has been declining
since 2021. The extent to which we trust other
people also increased during COVID-19 and
encouragingly remained high in 2022. Young
adults and people experiencing financial
difficulties are among the least trusting in
society, pointing to important social inequalities
in Australia that are weighing down our overall
social cohesion.

- The sense of national pride and belonging we

have in Australia appears to be declining, along
with our involvement in our communities. The
decline in national belonging has been felt
across society but particularly among young
adults and people who are financially struggling.
A sense of national identity and belonging

is a particularly important indicator of social
integration for our newest Australians who have
migrated here. This integration is impacted

by a persistent degree of discrimination and
prejudice in Australia-though by the same
token is likely enabled by growing recognition
and support for multiculturalism and diversity.

- The economy has continued to grow with

particular strength in the labour market in

the last couple of years. However, financial

and cost of living pressures are affecting an
increasing number of Australians both over the
last two years and over the longer term. The

10 years prior to COVID-19 saw an increase in
the prevalence of housing and financial stress,
and but for a brief respite during the pandemic,
stress has increased again. Educational
attainment is high and growing, a positive
indicator for our economic future. Standardised
test scores in schools though have been stable
at best in recent years if not declining.

- Australians are generally healthy overall,

enjoying among the world’s longest life
expectancies. The large majority of us rate our
health as good if not very good or excellent and
we are less likely to smoke and drink alcohol

at dangerous levels than in past years. Mental
health and general health inequalities remain as
major challenges. Psychological wellbeing was
impacted by COVID-19 and will potentially have
lasting effects, while health inequalities are
disproportionately impacting First Nations and
disadvantaged communities.

8 |  AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



The Australian Cohesion Index sits alongside, and
complements, the Scanlon Foundation Research
Institute’s Mapping Social Cohesion study and

the Australian Government Department of the
Treasury’s Measuring What Matters: Australia’s First
Wellbeing Framework (2023), providing a bridge in
our understanding of the cohesiveness of Australian
society and key social, economic, political and health
outcomes.

The Scanlon Foundation Research Institute’s Mapping
Social Cohesion study is the central component

of the Australian Cohesion Index. Five of the 10
domains of the Australian Cohesion Index are drawn
directly from the Mapping Social Cohesion study,
relating specifically to our sense of belonging, worth,
social inclusion and justice, political participation

and acceptance of differences and diversity. A full
explanation and analyses of trends in these domains
can be found in O’Donnell (2022).

The Australian Cohesion Index complements the
Mapping Social Cohesion study with a range of

other quantitative information. Information on health,
education, participation and the economy are drawn
from a range of sources, including the Australian
Electoral Commission (AEC) and the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS).

We also go beyond the headline national-level
estimates, providing rich and detailed qualitative
data on the recent experiences of individuals and
communities. In mid-2023, we conducted 53 in-depth
interviews to help us explore and explain our key
findings. These interviews focus on the experiences
of new Australians who have migrated here from all
corners of the world over the last 30 years.

The first half of this report is structured around four
cross-cutting themes:

1) Trustin society and its relationship to political
engagement and the strength of our democracy;

2) Belonging and engagement and the extent to
which Australians feel a sense of identity in their
communities, and society generally, and how
that manifests in participation and involvement in
social, community and civic activities;

3) Economic and material wellbeing including the
strength of the economy and the labour market,
educational performance, financial hardship
and its relationship to our social wellbeing and
cohesion; and

4)  Australia’s health and wellbeing related to life
expectancy, our general and mental health, health
inequalities and their relationship to our social
wellbeing and cohesion.

In the second half of the report, we present the
quantitative components of the Australian Cohesion
Index. We measure and track the progress of each
indicator and domain of the Index for the period from
2008 to 2022. We also present estimates of social
cohesion within Local Government Areas across
Australia in the second half of the report.

AUSTRALIAN COHESIO




Trust in Society

Trust is a key foundation of social cohesion. Trust is a
basis for our involvement and engagement in society
and our social wellbeing and connectedness. Trust

is one of the most important and studied forms of
social capital (e.g. Leigh, 2006) and is believed to be
an important foundation for social, economic and civic
engagement in society and is strongly associated with
positive mental health and wellbeing (Nannestad,
2008).

Trust in society is multidimensional. Critical to
social cohesion is the trust we have in other people
in our communities and in the nation as a whole
(interpersonal trust), as well as the trust we have

in government, the political system and societal
institutions (institutional trust). Interpersonal and
institutional trust are separate but related concepts.
Our experiences and perceptions of people in
government and other institutions shapes how we view
and trust people generally in society and vice versa
(Kim & Kim, 2021).

Trust in government is important for democracy

and the functioning, strength and legitimacy of our
political system. Distrust can fuel disengagement and
disaffiliation, especially among those who experience
social, economic and political marginalisation in

other areas. Distrust can also fuel discontent with

the political system and the perceived political class,
social and political polarisation and demands for
fundamental change of either a democratic or anti-
democratic character. Blind and unquestioning trust in
government, however, is a risk to democracy, making
political engagement and activism a critical ingredient
in keeping governments accountable and maintaining
the strength of our democracy.

In this chapter, we explore trust in Australian society in
recent years, views on the strength of our democracy
and how these attitudes and perceptions translate

to political engagement and action. We conclude

with a discussion of the critical inequalities in trust
that weigh down our overall levels of social cohesion
in Australia and that require community and public
attention.

Trends in interpersonal and
institutional trust

Levels of trust in Australian society have been mixed
in recent years. Trust in the Federal Government was
relatively low throughout the politically turbulent
2010s. Over the course of this decade, fewer than

one-in-three adults believed the Federal Government
could be trusted to do the right thing by the Australian
people all or most of the time (O’'Donnell, 2022). The
Scanlon-Monash Index of Social Inclusion and Justice,
which includes the measure of trust in the Federal
Government, declined from a peak of 112 in 2009 to an
average of 93 during the 2010s.

There was though, strong and widespread support

for the way in which state and Federal Governments
handled the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, belief that
the Federal Government can be trusted to do the right
thing all or most of the time increased from 36 per
cent in 2019 to 54 per cent in July 2020, not long after
the first national lockdown. When asked specifically
about COVID-19, approximately two-thirds of people in
2022 said that the Federal Government and their state
or territory government had handled the pandemic
fairly well or very well, a decline from the very high
levels of approval in 2020 but still representing
substantial majorities of the population.

Positive responses to governments’ handling of the
pandemic was reflected in several of our interviews
with people who have migrated to Australia over the
years. Many of those we spoke with experienced
difficult times during the pandemic though most,
nevertheless, appreciated government efforts to
protect our health and wellbeing:

It felt quite different from [my home
country] when COVID happened... The
state was the one that was the most
affected... And | was quite impressed at
how the state can have so much control
over each state. Because in [my home
country] it’s just one government, and
they have to rule the whole country and
it takes so much to change something...
| felt quite good that each state had the
decision to make. It was not amazing
because we had to go through the hard
lock down. But still, | feel like it’'s good
to have that power (Interview 1.2).

Trust in government and our leaders, however,

remains on uncertain ground. Internationally, trust
in the Australian national government is similar to, if
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not somewhat below, the average across developed
countries of the OECD and substantially below
countries such as Finland and Norway (OECD, 2023a).
In 2022, the level of trust in the Federal Government
remains above its longer-term average though has
declined from its 2020 peak. In 2022, 41 per cent of
people said the Federal Government could be trusted
to do the right thing by the Australian people all or
most of the time. One-quarter of people believe that
government leaders in Australia abuse their power all
or most the time, while 78 per cent believe this is the
case at least some of the time. A degree of cynicism
towards government was also reflected in some of our
interviews:

Uh, its unpredictable. Election time is
good. You hear good news and then
everyone is giving [you a] flyer... But
after the election, it’s different. And
then they try to control the cost of
living and then they say it and then the
cost of living is up. The bills are up, gas
is increased, petrol and electricity and
everything is increased... When the
group comes to power, the situation
emotionally looks okay from the
atmosphere, from the media. Then
everything disappears... (Interview
1.17).

It just seems to me that they think
about lining their own pockets before
they actually try to make any changes
and move towards something that
makes sense. But you know, that’s just
my opinion. It just seems they seem to
spend a lot of money on campaigning
about what they will do, and then not
delivering on what they promised and
trying to get out of it (Interview 3.4).

Australians are generally more trusting of other
people, though we are near evenly split between
those of us who are trusting and those who are not.
In 2022, 49 per cent of people on the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey believed that, generally speaking,
most people can be trusted, leaving 50 per cent of
us to say you cannot be too careful in dealing with
people. Internationally, trust in others in Australia

is close to the OECD average but well below the

likes of Denmark, Finland and Norway (OECD, 2020).
Encouragingly, interpersonal trust increased during
the heights of COVID-19. The proportion of adults who

agree that most people can be trusted increased from
43 per cent in 2019 to 49 per cent in July 2020 and 52
per cent in 2021 and remained at a reasonably high
level in 2022.

In general, | find people to be very
friendly. If you ask, people will be
willing to give you the help you need...
Whenever | needed critical help there’s
always help that’s been given to me,
and that is because people did not
judge me for asking for help, and they
took my help as it is, and they offered
help, and I'm very thankful for that

in the first place, and always will be
(Interview 1.20).

Trust in society is an important foundation for
engagement in a wide range of social, community and
civic activities. Even after accounting for demographic
and socioeconomic differences in the population,
people who are trusting of others and the Federal
Government are more likely to be involved in social or
religious groups, including sports clubs, church, hobby,
ethnic and adult education groups according to results
from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. People

who are trusting of others are also more likely to be
involved in community support groups like Rotary
groups, the Smith Family, Save the Children, the
Australian Red Cross and State Emergency Services.

Trust in democracy and the
political system

Trust in the government of the day is, of course,
infused with no small amount of partisan politics. Over
and above such politics, there are critical questions as
to the belief and confidence people have in Australian
democracy and the system of government we have.

Results from the long-running Australian Election
Study suggest that satisfaction with democracy,
while volatile over the last five decades, has been
generally declining since 2007 (Cameron & McAllister,
2022). The proportion of people who are satisfied with
democracy declined from 86 per cent in 2007 to 59
per cent in 2019, before increasing again to 70 per
cent in 2022. Likewise, the proportion of people who
believe the government is run for a few big interests
rather than all people increased from 38 per cent in
2007 to 56 per cent in 2019 and 54 per cent in 2022.
Since 2007, people are also more likely to say that it
does not matter who is in power and less likely to say
that politicians know what ordinary people think.
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Trust in government may also vary between different
levels of the political system. While individuals may
feel dissatisfaction with political decision-making

or policy at the federal level, their views about the
operation of the government at the state level or even
at the municipal level may be quite different.

The state government and the council,
they are amazing. They try their best to
do what is best for their people, for the
community... The federal government
doesn’t give a lot of attention to
Tasmania, unfortunately, although it’s
a beautiful place. When there is an
event we really attract a lot of tourists
but there is not enough funds. That is
why the council try their best to boost
the community, to boost the state with
new events, new functions and new
festivals, just to lift up the economy
and create new jobs (Interview 6.5).

Dissatisfaction leads many to support major and minor
changes to our system of government. In the 2022
Mapping Social Cohesion survey, 36 per cent of people
said the system of government in Australia requires
major changes or needs to be replaced. A further 48
per cent believe minor changes are required, leaving
just 14 per cent who believe the system works fine

as is. The proportion of people believing that major
change is required, declined during COVID-19 but
returned to its longer-term average over the last 10
years in 2022.

Support for systemic political change in Australia
does not translate to support for an anti-democratic
or authoritarian state. In the 2022 Mapping Social
Cohesion survey, 51 per cent said that having a strong
leader who did not have to bother with parliament
and elections would be a very bad way of governing
Australia, while a further 29 per cent said it would

be fairly bad. If anything, the strength of this anti-
authoritarian sentiment has strengthened over time
and is high, regardless of whether or not people
believe that major or minor changes are required to
Australia’s system of government. Change therefore, is
perhaps best achieved through more democracy than
less.

Political trust among new
Australians

Migrants to Australia have a diverse range of views
about the Australian political system. On the one
hand many appreciate the strength of political
institutions and the opportunities afforded to them

for participation, particularly in comparison to the
systems and experiences of their countries of origin.
On the Mapping Social Cohesion study, migrants
have generally been more likely to trust the Federal
Government including both those from English and
non-English speaking backgrounds than people born
in Australia (O'Donnell, 2022).

Well, you know, from someone who is
coming from a post-Communist country in
Middle Europe that was locked down for
many years, | found Australia very liberal
in terms of the services offered, and just
the focus on people (Interview 3.4).

Among those we spoke to, people who have migrated
to Australia value everyone’s right to participate; the
freedom to speak openly about political matters and
to be critical, if necessary; consultative processes

that allow input into political decision-making; a
functioning opposition that can work as a counterpoint
to the government in power; being able to institute a
change in government and having a voice.

My overall opinion of Australian
democracy is positive since it

offers a forum for free speech,
participation in society, and the
defence of individual rights. But it
has advantages and disadvantages,
just like every other political system.
As an [Asian] immigrant, | value the
democratic discourse and participation
opportunities provided by Australia
(Interview 4.4, written response).

| love how in Australia, sometimes

the opposition or even the people

can come up with ideas and propose
those ideas and they can be heard.
Whereas in other countries you have
to be careful. So freedom of speech

is something really good -a right that
everyone should have. No one should
be prosecuted or targeted just because
they have their own opinion (Interview
3.11).

However, some interviewees also expressed
dissatisfaction about how particular issues of concern
to them are being responded to by the government,

12 | AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



such as visa policy and discrimination, and concern
about broader issues of representation and voice.

Does the government do the right
thing by people from different

cultural backgrounds? | don’t think it’s
necessarily black and white. | think in
certain instances they [the government]
have done the right thing by people.
And | think in certain instances they’ve
done the wrong thing by people. And
for the most part, | think, where they’ve
done the wrong thing by people from
different cultures and communities

is around election time when they are
looking for the votes from the majority.
And then, | think once they establish
some level of power they cool off on
some of those statements. But a lot

of the time, by then, the damage has
already been done (Interview 4.2).

Political participation

Participation in politics and the democratic system is
an important behavioural manifestation of institutional
trust. Participation can take a number of forms,
including voting, signing petitions, joining protests
and boycotts and communicating with Members of
Parliament.

But people here are a lot more engaged
in the politics as well, which is a great
thing. | think everyone seems to have
certain opinions of the government,
good or bad. They feel a lot more
educated - they educate themselves
by actively watching the news, reading
articles, being more conscious about
discrimination or the First Nations
issue... People do have a voice here,
even people within my generation, the
younger generation. And obviously

the government is very aware of that
(Interview 1.5).
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Voting is, of course, one of the foundational acts

of political engagement. Voting rates are very

high in Australia by international comparison with
voting compulsory for eligible populations. There

is a reasonable degree of variation though in

voting practices in Australia that speak to levels of
engagement in democracy and the political process.

Here, either you like it or not but you'll
vote or be fined. Which | guess is a

really good thing if we look at it. For the
government to enforce it, [to make] you
exercise your rights as a citizen to be able
to choose your government, then if they're
not performing well you can hold them

to account. | think it's a really good thing.
The ability for the people to either put you
there or remove you, it just stops them
from getting too much over their heads. It
lets them know there’s a limit to how far
they can go and reminds them that they
are actually representing the people that
put them there (Interview 1.7).

The Australian Cohesion Index measures the extent of
voter turnout in the social and community participation
domain with data derived from the Australian Electoral
Commission (AEC, 2022). Voter turnout -or the number
of votes cast as a proportion of the number of people
enrolled to vote-was 90 per cent in 2022 for both the
House of Representatives and the Senate. This turnout
was five points lower than what it was in 2007 and the
lowest level in several decades. While this might be a
cause for concern, the low turnout in 2022 was likely
the result of very high voter enrolment. The number of
eligible people who were not enrolled to vote declined
from 1.4 million people in 2010 to 564,000 in 2022
(AEC, 2023a). Overall, approximately 88 per cent

of the eligible population voted in the 2022 Federal
election, similar to levels since 2013 and higher than
the 2010 election (85 per cent). Informal voting, for its
part, has remained in line with its 2007-2022 average
(AEC, 2023b).

Political participation has otherwise been reasonably
stable in recent years with modest fluctuations. In the
Mapping Social Cohesion study, the index of political
participation has moved within a relatively narrow
band between 90 and 110 between 2007 and 2022.

In the more recent period between 2018 and 2022,
50-60 per cent of people say they have sighed a
petition in the previous three years, one-in-five people
consistently report having written or spoken to a
member of parliament, one-in-six people have joined a
boycott, one-in-ten people report attending a protest,
march or demonstration and one-quarter posted or
shared political information or views online.

Political participation has changed in composition in
recent decades with the rise in digital technologies.
According to the Australia Election Study, the
proportion of people who had contacted officials in
person or in writing in the previous five years declined
from 27 per cent in 2001 to 16 per cent in 2022, while
the proportion who had contacted officials by email
increased from 13 per cent in 2010 to 23 per cent in
2022 (Cameron & McAllister, 2022). The proportion
who had signed a written petition declined from

72 cent in 1987 to 32 per cent in 2022, while the
proportion who had signed an online petition increased
from 12 per cent in 2004 to 48 per cent in 2022.

Trust and participation

Political participation has an interesting and complex
relationship with institutional trust. On the one hand,
political protests and other forms of political activism
arise from disenchantment with current policies

and systems. By the same token, activism signifies

a willingness to engage and fight for change, and
perhaps also a belief that our leaders will respond and
change can be achieved.

The Mapping Social Cohesion survey generally
suggests that people are more politically active if they
distrust government and the political system. However,
the complexity of the relationship is reflected in the
diversity of responses. In 2022, 72 per cent of people
who almost never trust the Federal Government and
69 per cent who think Australia’s political system
needs major change said they had signed a petition,
communicated with a Member of Parliament, joined

a boycott or protest or posted about politics online

in the last three years. While these proportions

are significantly higher than for people who are

more trusting, the majority of people who trust the
government most of the time (57 per cent) or believe
the political system needs only minor change (59 per
cent) had also been politically active in these ways.
Political engagement therefore is an important means
of effecting political change for people with both high
and low confidence in the current system.

Political participation is no doubt associated with
political knowledge. Full and meaningful participation
relies on having an understanding of the system

you are engaging with and knowledge of potential
avenues of participation. For migrants to Australia,
the Australian political system is complex, with three
independent (yet sometimes interconnected) tiers

of government. Processes are in place for providing
political information and education, particularly around
the time of citizenship, but it is limited. The agency of
individuals or cultural community groups sometimes
helps to fill this void.
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We know the problems; we understand
the needs. But our community
sometimes doesn’t understand how

the system works. That’s where we are
in the middle. We are in between, you
know, the systems here ourselves with
the services and stuff and then with our
communities (Interview 3.10).

The system of government is hard to
understand. The men understand it, it is
not easy for women (Interview 1.8).

Inequalities in trust

Differences in trust across society mirror
socioeconomic inequalities. As noted in the Mapping
Social Cohesion 2022 report, people with lower
levels of education, those living in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods and those who describe themselves
as poor or struggling to pay their bills are much less
likely to believe that people can be trusted. In 2022,
just 28 per cent of people who were struggling to pay
bills or poor were trusting of other people, compared
with 68 per cent for people who describe themselves
as prosperous or very comfortable and 53 per cent
for those who are reasonably comfortable. Only
one-in-five people (20 per cent) who said they were
struggling to pay bills or poor in 2022 believed the
Federal Government could be trusted all or most of
the time. The way in which financial pressures breed
cynicism and distrust in the political system was
reflected in some of our interviews:

People can’t even afford basic
necessities like electricity —it’s just
gone through the roof, you know? So
trust in the government | think is not
there at the moment... | feel like for
the first time ever they’ve just lied
and lied and lied. | never used to think
that about the Australian government
before. Yeah, politics is a bit of lying,
but it’s just been so full on in the last
two to three years that people don’t
trust them anymore (Interview 3.1).

Young adults also report lower levels of trust. In 2022,
42 per cent of 18-24 year-olds and 46 per cent of
25-34 year-olds believe that people can be generally
trusted, compared with 54 per cent of those aged 65
years and over. Just 36 per cent of 18-24 year-olds and

32 per cent of 25-34 year-olds believed the Federal
Government can be trusted to do the right thing all or
most of the time, compared with 48 per cent of people
aged 65 years and over.

Demographic and socioeconomic gaps in interpersonal
trust appear to have widened in recent years. Between
2018 and 2022, a reasonably steady 28-30 per cent of
those struggling to pay bills were trusting of others.
Levels of interpersonal trust increased substantially,
by contrast, for people who describe themselves as
prosperous or very comfortable (54 per cent in 2018
and 68 per cent in 2022) or reasonably comfortable
(45 per cent in 2018 to 53 per cent in 2022). Similar
patterns were recorded across age groups, where
levels of interpersonal increased for people aged 35
years and over between 2018 and 2022 but remained
stable for those aged 18-34 years. This tends to
suggest that the galvanising effect of our public and
community response to COVID-19 was not felt by all,
leaving some groups, particularly young adults and
those who continue to struggle financially, feeling
marginalised.

Differences in trust across age and socioeconomic
groups are common around the world. Young adults
aged 18-29 years were less likely to trust other people
than those aged 50 years and over in all 14 developed
countries surveyed in the Pew Research Centre’s 2020
Global Attitudes Survey, with significant differences
recorded in nine of those 14 countries (Connaughton,
2020). Among these countries stretching across
western Europe, north America, east Asia and
Australia, Australia recorded the second largest

gap in trust between young and older people. More
encouragingly though, the gaps in trust in Australia
between high and low income and education groups
were smaller than most other surveyed countries.

Inequalities in trust across society illustrate the
multidimensional pressures on social cohesion in
Australia. As explained in this chapter, trust in people
and government is far from a universal trait across
the country, nor in the world. Approximately as many
people are distrusting of others as are trusting, while
a minority of people consistently trust the Federal
Government. Perceptions of our democratic system
nevertheless remain strong and most calls for change
are likely in the direction of strengthening rather than
weakening democracy. Our sense of trust was also
strengthened during the COVID-19 pandemic, giving
governments an important tool to protect our health
and material wellbeing. We can hope to learn from
the pandemic and restore that trust. A key first step
is to identify and address inequalities in trust across
demographic and socioeconomic groups.
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Expert
Commentary

Trust in Society
Danielle Wood

The Scanlon Foundation Research Institute’s Mapping
Social Cohesion results give cause for some cautious
optimism about the trust Australians place in
politicians and each other.

After more than a decade of downward slide, trust

in federal government turned around during the
pandemic, when Australians got behind political
leaders and the COVID-19 response. And while the very
high levels of trust during the ‘crisis phase’ were never
likely to last, it is at least promising that in 2022 trust
levels were still above the long-run average.

But history tells us that this trust is fragile and must
be nurtured by political leaders. That means politicians
who promise integrity and transparency must deliver
on those promises. And governments should avoid
setting unrealistic expectations about what they can
achieve. Ultimately, trust is the political capital that
our leaders draw on to make hard policy decisions.
And building this capital is crucial for supporting the
necessary actions on big, but slow-moving, challenges

“Ultimately, trust is the
political capital that our
leaders draw on to make
hard policy decisions. And
building this capital is

crucial for supporting the
necessary actions on big,
but slow-moving, challenges
such as climate change and
population ageing.”

Danielle Wood
Chief Executive Officer, Grattan Institute

such as climate change and population ageing.
Similarly, the trust Australians have in other people,
while down from 2020 highs, remains above where it
was pre-COVID.

Even after taking account of socio-economic and
demographic differences, those with higher trust

in government and in other people were more

likely to participate in community activities such as
social, religious, and sporting groups, or volunteer
organisations. That’s a powerful finding. |t reinforces
the importance of community engagement to people’s
wellbeing.

On the other hand, the much lower levels of
interpersonal trust among those with lower

levels of education, or who live in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods or consider themselves poor, reminds
us of the broader social impacts of failing to address
poverty in our communities.

One positive political development in 2023 has

been the recognition of the importance of trust and
civic engagement in building social cohesion. The
Australian Government’s Measuring What Matters
Framework (2023) includes indicators for trust

in national government, trust in Australian public
services, and trust in others, as well as an indicator for
social connections, in the theme of Cohesive.

The focus on these indicators -as part of a suite of 50
measures to track the wellbeing of Australians -will
hopefully generate increasing interest in these issues
from politicians and the community.
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Belonging and
Engagement

Belonging is the sense to which we feel connected to
other people, places and collective experiences. To
belong is to have a place in the world, to feel a part

of the communities and societies around us and is
critical to our identity and self-perception. To feel we
belong is often regarded as a fundamental human
need, rooted in our biology as social beings (Allen et
al., 2021). In times of stress and adversity, humans are
thought to seek out social and emotional connections
in the interests of our own survival and wellbeing
(Taylor, 2012). Belonging and identity are therefore
important for our mental health and wellbeing (Cruwys
et al., 2023; Steffens et al., 2021) and is a central
component of our national social cohesion (Chan et al.,
2006).

Participation and involvement in community activities
and groups is a powerful way in which the sense

of belonging translates into positive actions that
deliver public benefits. The relationship between
belonging and participation is likely mutually re-
enforcing. A sense of social identity and belonging is
a key foundation for people to want to be involved in
community groups and activities (Turner & Reynolds,
2012), while that involvement can foster social
connections and bonds that re-affirm community
identity and the sense of belonging.

Belonging, identity and participation operate at
multiple levels. We can simultaneously identify and
actively engage with our families, friendship networks,
local communities, ethnic, cultural, religious and
sports groups and our countries of birth and residence.
Managing and navigating multiple social identities
can create complexity and personal conflict (Roccas &
Brewer, 2002), especially in diverse and multicultural
societies such as Australia’s. Prejudice and
discrimination can arise where we perceive negative
characteristics of other groups in relation to our own
(Reynolds & Turner, 2006).

Social identities and prejudiced attitudes are not

fixed though and can be shifted and shaped to
become more inclusive (Esses et al., 2001). Australians
have high and growing support for diversity and
multiculturalism (O’Donnell 2022), for example, which
if embedded in our national identity and how we

think of ourselves as Australians, can help to address
prejudice and discrimination and support a sense of
belonging amongst our newest Australians -while
contributing to social, economic and civic engagement
across all of society.

In this chapter, we document some of the recent
trends in belonging and participation in Australia,
explain some of the differences and changes we
have seen across generations and for our newest
Australians who have migrated here. We describe
the challenge we all face as Australians in creating a
welcoming and inclusive environment that supports
the social integration and wellbeing of everyone.

We formed the Women’s Friendship
Group. We built it up slowly, slowly.
We started with a play group. We all
got together, mums and the young
kids, to be connected. So we run once
a week in the community centre. Then
we connect with the other community
groups and get involved in the centre
and other activities as well (Interview
1.14).

| really feel a sense of belonging to [my
suburb] ... | have a sense of belonging
to Australia, but | am not a citizen

after more than 30 years in Australia.
The reasons are first the benefits of
being a permanent resident and an
Australian citizen are the same, except
that we cannot vote now -in the past
we could, but now we cannot -but it’s
ok because | wanted to keep my [home
country] nationality to vote in [my home
country]. The politics there is very
corrupt and | want to make a change by
voting (Interviewee 1.10).
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Declining national pride and
belonging

Australians have traditionally felt a strong sense

of national pride and belonging by international
comparison. On the World Values Survey,
approximately seven-in-ten Australians (71 per cent)
said they were very proud of their nationality over four
survey waves between 1981 and 2012 (Inglehart et al.,
2021). This was one of the highest levels among all
developed countries in the world that were surveyed
in either the World Values Survey or the European
Values Survey during this period. However, this
proportion dropped to 57 per cent in 2018, still high
by comparison with other developed countries, but a
substantial and significant decline.

The sense of national pride and belonging in Australia
has also been declining on the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey. In 2022, one in two adults (52 per
cent) said they have a great sense of belonging in
Australia. We estimate that this proportion has fallen
by 20 percentage points since 2007. Likewise, the
proportion of adults who take great pride in the
Australian way of life and culture has declined by an
estimated 11 percentage points since 2007 to 37 per
cent in 2022, while the proportion who agree that
maintaining the Australian way of life and culture is
important has declined by an estimated 14 percentage
points over the same period to 42 per cent in 2022.

The decline in national pride and belonging have been
felt across Australian society. As reported in the 2022
Mapping Social Cohesion report, declines have been
recorded for young and older adults, overseas and
Australian born populations and those from higher
and lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Declines
though have been largest for young adults and this
has exacerbated pre-existing differences between
generations. In 2022, just 34 per cent of 18-24 year-
olds and 31 per cent of 25-34 year-olds said they have
a great sense of belonging in Australia, compared
with 75 per cent of those aged 65 and over. While this
proportion declined across all age groups between
2007 and 2022, the recorded decline was more than
four times larger for younger adults.

We know there are lots of factors that affect
national pride and belonging particularly for young
people. Major social, cultural and technological
changes shift and shape how emerging generations
relate to their country and the world. The extent to
which governments and the country as a whole are
responding to the challenges that are important to
young people are likewise important. These can affect
young people’s attachment to their country without
necessarily impacting their wider social connections
and overall wellbeing.

However, we also know that young adults feel a
sense of disconnection and lack of belonging in other

areas. For instance, young adults are less likely to
feel a sense of belonging in their neighbourhood and
more likely to feel isolated from others. On the 2022
Mapping Social Cohesion survey, two-thirds (67 per
cent) of 18-24 year-olds and 59 per cent of 25-34
year-olds feel isolated from others often or some of
the time, compared with 30 per cent of people aged
65 and over.

| know several persons, but | don’t have
a close friend because of my culture,
my personality... it is completely
different from other young people here.
So it is hard to find a friend (Interview
6.4).

The connections and belonging that people have
within their neighbourhoods remain strong. More than
eight-in-ten (82 per cent) people agreed that they
feel they belong in their neighbourhood and two-in-
three (66 per cent) believe their neighbourhood has

a strong sense of community on the 2022 Mapping
Social Cohesion survey. The proportion of people who
agree that their neighbours are willing to help each
other increased from 81 per cent in 2018 to 85 per
cent in 2022, while the proportion who believe that
their neighbours from different national and ethnic
backgrounds get on well together increased from 76
per cent to 83 per cent over the same period.

Well, | have lived in the same house
ever since | moved to Perth about five,
six years ago. And | have had really
good experiences living in this house
in my neighbourhood. | have got like
okay relationships with a couple of

my neighbours who are also migrants
from other parts of the world... | find
my neighbourhood really good. It’s
close to the shopping centre, close to a
beautiful lake. | love, yeah, living in the
house that | live in. That’s what my local
community is like (Interview 5.4).

Social, community and economic
engagement

There is some evidence to suggest rates of social,
community and civic engagement have also been
declining. All indicators on the social and community
participation domain of the Australian Cohesion Index
recorded declines between 2006 and 2022. According
to the ABS (2021) General Social Survey, the
proportion of adults who had been involved in social
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groups declined from 63 per cent in 2006 and 2010 to
46 per cent in 2020. This proportion was 41 per cent in
2022 in response to a similar question on the Mapping
Social Cohesion survey (O'Donnell, 2022). Likewise,
the proportion of adults involved in community support
groups declined from 35 per cent in 2010 to 21 per
cent in 2020 (on the General Social Survey) and 24 per
cent in 2022 (on the Mapping Social Cohesion survey).
Involvement in civic and political groups declined

from 19 per cent in 2010 to 7 per cent in 2020 on the
General Social Survey, though was reported at a
higher level on the Mapping Social Cohesion survey in
2022 (16 per cent).

Economic participation and engagement, by contrast,
have been high and increasing in recent years. All
indicators on the employment domain of the Australian
Cohesion Index recorded positive progress between
2008 and 2022 (see the chapter ‘The Australian
Cohesion Index’). The proportion of people employed
or looking for work -the labour force participation
rate-increased from 76.6 per cent in June 2008 to a
then record high of 80.5 per cent in June 2022 among
people aged 15-64 years (ABS, 2023b). Unemployment
rates among the total adult population and among
young people (15-24 years) have declined to low levels
since COVID-19, along with the underemployment

rate -all of which indicate that people are willing and
increasingly able to engage in employment.

Indicators of participation in education and training
have also recorded progress. The proportion of adults
aged 20-64 years who hold a Certificate Level lll
qualification or above increased from 59 per cent

in 2008 to 69 per cent in 2021, while the proportion
with a university degree increased from 24 per cent
to 36 per cent. The proportion of young adults (15-24
years) who are fully engaged in employment or study
declined somewhat from its peak of 84 per cent in
2008 to 82 per cent in 2022 but has been increasing
since COVID-19 and was higher in 2022 than it has
been since 2008.

Belonging and participation

Belonging and participation are closely related. A
sense of identity and belonging to one or more groups
is an important theorised condition for involvement

in group activities (Turner & Reynolds, 2012). On the
Mapping Social Cohesion survey, people who have a
strong sense of belonging in their neighbourhoods and
Australia are substantially more likely to be actively
engaged in their communities. Among people who
have a great sense of belonging in Australia, 45 per
cent have been involved in social groups, 26 per cent
have been involved with community support groups
and 26 per cent have been involved with civic or
political groups in the last 12 months. These estimates
are up to 2.3 times higher than for people who have
no sense of belonging in Australia (20 per cent, 14 per
cent and 15 per cent respectively). These differences
are significant and substantial even after accounting
for people’s demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics and migrant status.

Generally, we are a good, connected
community. We are concerned about
what’s happening back home most

of the time. And we are involved in

life in Australia. | have been a nurse
for 13 years. How many patients have

| helped? How many patients have |
supported or worked with? | did a lot of
good things and [l have] contributed to
Australian life in a positive way. Every
day | work. | go on time, punctual and
happy with people. Also, within my
community, | work on the community
committee management. | have
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completely given myself because of the
people back home who have a hard life
(Interview 1.16).

I’'m retired but very busy with two
Chinese traditional music groups.
Members in one group are mainly
retired persons; another one is more
professional. Every Tuesday and
Saturday | have rehearsal sessions...

| am a member of the community
board. We [the music group] are invited
to perform at aged care facilities to
entertain the elderly. | am also elderly
and hope to have other people entertain
me in the future. Other than these,

my sense of belonging also includes
my participation in a local [Western]
entertainment [music] group. | also join
my community’s morning walk every
week... I'm also a representative for

a Buddhist temple and | translate for
visitors (Interview 1.10).

Belonging and migration

We expect some groups will have a lower sense of
belonging and engagement in Australia. Our newest
Australians who have migrated here, especially,
require time to establish their social connections

and roots in Australia and their local communities.
Others who have arrived in Australia in recent years,
including students and temporary workers, may only
be in Australia for a short time and intend returning

to their home country. In 2022, just 22 per cent of
people who have lived in Australia for less than

10 years said they have a great sense of national
belonging, compared with 58 per cent of people born
in Australia. Approximately, 40 per cent of people who
have migrated to Australia in the last 10 years from
non-English speaking backgrounds have been involved
with social, community or civic groups in the last 12
months, compared with 56 per cent of the Australian-
born population.

Maybe my life in the last four years is
very hard because of the challenging
language, the challenging culture.

No friends... no close friends... Some

people are maintaining distance. So for
a long time [it was] very hard, but now it
is better... (Interview 1.8).

So the groups and community groups
that | was always involved with sort

of always helped... like | was part

of this group. We used to go to the
mosque. We used to spend our school
holidays there and that gave me a
good sort of foundation. | always try

to stay connected to the community,

to do something community-minded,
because that’s you know what my

faith teaches me to do. | find Islam is a
very social religion; everything’s done
in groups. So that’s one of the great
things that | love about my faith... |
always found that wherever | went...
there was a Muslim community there.
Other Muslims will try to be around and
that always made me feel connected to
those places (Interview 2.7).

People who have been living in Australia for longer
periods of time have higher levels of belonging and
engagement. There is little difference, for example,
in levels of social, community and civic participation
between those who were born in Australia or

have been living in Australia for 10 years or more
(O’Donnell, 2022). This likely speaks, at least in part,
to positive processes of integration and acculturation
where people come to feel and experience stronger
connections and identity in Australia over time. These
processes though are not guaranteed, and many
factors support and impede social integration.

| guess because I've lived here for so
long now, I try to involve myselfin a
lot of things. I’'m one of the regional
representative council members for
[a] Commission. So that gives me an
opportunity to mix with people and in
my local community here. There was a
time | ran for council, and the reason
| did that was just to put a face of
difference to my community so they
understand that Australia -actually
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that was my slogan - Australia belongs
to all... So | make myself relevant.
That’s how | can say it. | guess | have
the opportunity to do that because |
work within the community in a positive
way so people can see me in a positive
light (Interview 1.7).

Belonging and acceptance

Helping in the social and community integration of
new Australians is an important responsibility for
everyone in society. Theory and research show that
the successful integration of migrants in society is

a two-way street (Berry et al., 2005). Migrants often
go to great lengths to learn English, learn about
Australian culture and customs, navigate multiple
personal, national and cultural identities, make friends
and develop social networks and equip themselves
with the skills to succeed in the economy and society.
Society-at-large must facilitate these processes
through psychological and practical support,
opportunities and a generally welcoming community
with structures and support systems that help people
to maintain their cultural identities while growing into
their new Australian identities. This is a critical part of
the integration process for many.

The value and benefits Australians see in
multiculturalism and ethnic diversity is an important
resource in supporting migrant integration. On a very
large number of indicators in the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey, Australians increasingly value the
social, cultural and economic benefits that migrants
bring (O'Donnell, 2022). In 2022, 88 per cent of
people believe that multiculturalism has been good
for Australia and 78 per cent agree that accepting
immigrants from many different countries makes
Australia stronger -proportions that have increased
significantly just in the last five years.

Positive and accepting attitudes towards our

newest Australians can support migrant integration,
particularly where positive attitudes translate to

active intercultural relations. Friendships across
ethnic and cultural divides is a particularly powerful
form of relations, and opportunities for friendships
across groups is thought to be an important condition
for harmonious relations (Pettigrew et al., 2011). In
2022, eight-in-ten Australian adults said they have at
least two close friends from different national, ethnic
or religious backgrounds from their own, a figure

that rises to almost nine-in-ten for overseas born
Australians (O’'Donnell, 2022). People with friends from
different backgrounds are also more accepting of
people from different backgrounds and are more likely
to be involved with social, community and civic groups.

Yeah, it hasn’t been about meeting
people from my ethnic background —
South Africa. It has actually been about
building a connection of people who
will be relevant to me. So a couple of
times | met some South Africans here
in Australia, but it’s not all about South
Africa. It's about meeting other people,
you know, and looking for ways to build
a beneficial relationship...

But it’s easier to connect with someone
of my ethnic background. You know

we exchange, we speak, the bonding
process goes a lot faster, so it becomes
a lot easier when it comes to meeting
someone from the same rather than a
different ethnicity. It takes a whole lot
of conscious and careful effort to build
[another] relationship (Interview 2.3).

My community is a culturally diverse
one, with neighbours from Western,
Australian-Korean, Australian-
Vietnamese, and Australian-Chinese
backgrounds. | have a harmonious and
enjoyable relationship with my elderly
Vietnamese neighbour, who doesn’t
speak English, but we communicate
well through body language and
gestures. (Interview 1.13, written
response).

Prejudice and discrimination

But even at Church <laugh>, it’s the
same. There is no sense of belonging.
It’s the same. People don’t give you,
uh, the privilege to talk. When you say
something, you know, it’s like totally
different. Like they think they don’t
experience what you experience. They
think you are stupid (Interview 2.1).
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Despite friendships and positive attitudes to migrants
and multiculturalism in Australia, prejudice and
discrimination are potential barriers to the social
integration and belonging of new Australians. In
2022, one-in-three adults from non-English speaking
backgrounds reported experiencing discrimination on
the basis of their skin colour, ethnic origin or religion
in the previous 12 months (O'Donnell, 2022). Among
people from non-English speaking backgrounds,
discrimination was most commonly reported by
young adults and those who have recently arrived in
Australia.

| know some Australians [white kids]
from my high school but | don’t think
they are my ‘friends’. They did not really
want to be friends with me but to mock
me, for instance, for my accent and my
culture. | have no contact with any of
them now (Interviewee 1.12).

Discrimination is likely detrimental to the development
of community and national identity, belonging and
engagement. The experience of discrimination can
reinforce a person’s perception and status as an
‘outsider’ and be detrimental to their mental health
and wellbeing (Reynolds & Klik, 2016). In the 2022
Mapping Social Cohesion report, people who have
experienced recent discrimination were found to
have a weaker sense of belonging, worth and social
inclusion (O’Donnell, 2022). While it is difficult to
determine how much discrimination causes these
feelings, we can say that the relationship between
discrimination and these domains of social cohesion
cannot be explained by other characteristics like age,
education and migrant, language and socioeconomic
background.

| feel like | don’t fit in this society
since | have encountered so much
visible and invisible discrimination
here in Australia (Interview 4.4, written
response).

The experience of discrimination is mirrored in
prejudicial attitudes to migrant and religious groups.
While the vast majority of adults have a somewhat or
very positive view of European immigrants from Italy
(93 per cent), Germany (92 per cent) and the United
Kingdom (92 per cent), people are much less likely
to have a positive view of people arriving in Australia
from non-European backgrounds, including India (70
per cent), China (60 per cent), Irag (59 per cent) and
Sudan (53 per cent) (O’'Donnell, 2022). Only around
one-in-four people have a positive view of Muslims,
while 29 per cent have a negative view. For some
Australians, the COVID pandemic exacerbated or

perhaps brought some of these prejudicial attitudes to
the fore.

During COVID | was walking down the
street, and then someone yelled at me
from the car. They were driving past
me, saying like, ‘Go home’. Why did
they say like ‘f# Chinese go home’ or
something? Because that’s when COVD
was starting. So | did have someone
yell at me (Interview 1.5).

Theory and research suggests that prejudice is
complex. Our prejudice is wrapped up in our own social
identities and the factors that distinguish the groups
that we belong to-as much, if not far more, than any
ingrained beliefs or fixed personality traits (Reynolds
& Klik, 2016). The positive news then is that we can
hope to address and reduce prejudice, including by
fostering inclusive national and local identities that
value and celebrate differences and diversity, counter
public messaging that seek to reinforce prejudice and
create opportunities for connections and friendships
across groups.

Encouragingly, prejudicial attitudes appear to have
become less common in recent years. The proportion
of adults who express a positive view of people born
in China increased from 52 per cent in 2020 to 61

per cent in 2022, while the proportion with negative
attitudes to Muslims declined from 40 per cent to 29
per cent (O’Donnell, 2022). Encouragingly, declines in
negative attitudes have been particularly prominent
among groups that have been traditionally more
likely to hold negative attitudes, including older
people, conservative voters and people living in non-
metropolitan areas. These patterns mirror trends in
support for multiculturalism and immigrant diversity
in Australia, suggesting that attitudes have been
shifting across society. This bodes well for the future
of multiculturalism in Australia-notwithstanding

the critical unfinished challenge in further tackling
prejudice and discrimination.

Addressing prejudice and discrimination sits within the
broader challenge of strengthening Australian identity
and belonging in such a socially, politically and
culturally diverse society. As reported in this chapter,
the sense of belonging and community engagement
appear to be declining in Australia. While we expect
the strength of national pride and belonging to ebb
and flow with social, cultural and generational change,
we must nevertheless ensure that all Australians

have the opportunity to develop a sense of place and
community however they define it. This is important for
who we are as humans, for our personal wellbeing and
for the vitality and connectedness of our communities
and society.

22 | AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



Expert
Commentary

Belonging and Engagement
Kate Reynolds

Having a sense of belonging is fundamental to being
human. It drives other social and wellbeing outcomes
for individuals and communities. Outcomes around

worth, participation and health all flow from belonging.

Future prosperity is tied to social cohesion today.

It therefore sets off alarm bells to see all four key
indicators around belonging in this report showing a
downward trajectory over the last 15 years. It raises
the question, ‘What are the critical thresholds-the
tipping points-where it becomes much harder to
recover the lost ground?’ If we don’t act now to
strengthen social cohesion, will it be too late to
reverse the trend?

We don’t compare well to other ‘like’ nations. For
example, it is very concerning that Australians’ trust in
our national government is slightly below the average
of other developed countries in the OECD.

In my view, our political and community leaders
aren’t fulfilling their role to help people make sense

“One silver lining of COVID-19
is that it showed us how to
strengthen social cohesion in
Australia.”

Kate Reynolds

Professor of Psychology & Learning, University
of Melbourne

(founding Director and Steering Committee member of the
Australian National University Grand Challenge ‘Australian
Social Cohesion: Exploring New Directions’ 2019-2023)

of their circumstances, grow consensus and build
confidence in plans for the future among current and
next generations. How do we have national belonging
and pride if we are living in an information vacuum
where we don’'t know what we are succeeding at as a
nation and the challenges are masked? Instilling this
awareness builds a sense of shared endeavours and
helps shape a resilient democracy.

Leaders also shape the norms, values and beliefs of
the group (and the nation) and reinforce what it means
to be a good group member. Through their meaning-
making and role modelling, leaders can escalate or
minimise societal issues such as discrimination.

Looking at the patterns over time in this report
provides some answers. One silver lining of COVID-19
is that it showed us how to strengthen social cohesion
in Australia. The pandemic turned our country into a
real-world laboratory for achieving rapid change in
the face of a sudden crisis. The lessons learned give
us important clues about how we can minimise further
decline in social wellbeing and potentially achieve
uplift in key areas that influence Australia’s social and
political fabric.

The federal government’s COVID safety-net payments,
for example, meant people felt cared for, valued and
supported; inequality was being addressed. We also
saw strong leadership on show, as political leaders
and senior public servants stepped up to explain

to the public what was happening and how they

were responding to the pandemic. They continually,
proactively, communicated with the community




without trying to sell to them or grab headlines.
National Cabinet provided rare moments of political
and government co-ordination and cooperation. This
boosted people’s trust in government; we now know
what measures work to build trust and belonging.
But that novel experience ended once the crisis had
passed.

Appointing a Minister for Social Cohesion, and
distilling the essence of what we learned during the
pandemic to stem the decline in these critical social
wellbeing indicators, would be a powerful investment
in Australia’s future prosperity.

There are also a quarter of a million government
employees who could be empowered and given the
time and to treat their role as supporting a resilient
democracy. These public servants are the interface
between government and the community, and every
interaction speaks to the capability and care of
government, influencing levels of trust and how people
feel about their place in society.

What makes an explicit, strategic response even

more urgent is that the recorded decline in belonging
in Australia was significantly greater for younger
adults, and this sentiment translates down to the
neighbourhood level. An obvious place to address this
is in our schools. This is already happening through
the national community hubs network; however,
schools could play an even bigger role in deepening
participation and connection at the local level.

Deliberate, strategic effort is needed to turn these
trajectories around before it is too late. There are
limited windows in time to respond in a coordinated
way to address such socially corrosive issues. The data
in this report indicates that we are currently in one of
those pivotal points in time.
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Economic and

Material Wellbeing

Economic and cost of living pressures has one been
of the hot button issues of the last two years. Rising
inflation, increasing interest rates and slow growing
incomes place pressure on household finances and
bring the economy to the front of people’s minds

and their concerns. As reported in Mapping Social
Cohesion 2022, the economy has returned to being
the number one issue facing Australia for the largest
proportion of people since the end of the COVID-19
pandemic. At a household level, the experience of
financial stress and dissatisfaction has become
more common and translated into fears for the world
economy. In 2022, three-quarters of people were
either very or quite concerned about the prospect of
a severe downturn in the global economy (O’'Donnell,
2022).

The economy and the ability to provide for the material
wellbeing of a wide cross-section of Australians is a
critical foundation for our collective wellbeing and
social cohesion. As the Mapping Social Cohesion
study has shown, financial wellbeing is very strongly
related to social cohesion (O’'Donnell, 2022). Much of
the wider academic research in this area also asserts
that household and neighbourhood disadvantage is
strongly related to indicators of social cohesion (e.g.
Twigg et al., 2010). In this way, economic inequalities
weigh down our overall social cohesion and contribute
to social inequalities and the potential for division.

In this chapter, we explain some of the key economic
trends in Australia in recent years, including in terms
of incomes, employment, inequality and financial
hardship. The discussion relates particularly to the
worth, social inclusion and justice, income and wealth
domains of the Australian Cohesion Index. We draw on
what recent data are available to describe the financial
and cost-of-living pressures facing Australians today,
but also the strength of the labour market. We explain
how financial pressures weigh down our overall social
cohesion by contributing to a weaker sense of trust,
belonging, social inclusion and acceptance in society,
as well as weaker personal happiness and wellbeing.

Economic growth

The Australian economy has experienced steady and
resilient growth in recent years and decades. The
Australian economy grew every year for 28 years
between 1991 and 2019, with Gross Domestic Product

1 Using the ABS chain volume measure.

(GDP) more than doubling over that time, from $S858
billion in 1991 to $1,548 billion in 2008 and $2,036
billion in 2020 after adjusting for inflation'. After a
contraction during the pandemic, the economy has
continued growing, reaching $2,155 billion or almost
S$84,000 per person in 2022 (ABS, 2022a).

Economic growth per person-an important indicator
of our material standard of living -however, has been
modest in recent years. After averaging growth of 2.1
per cent per year in the 10 years to June 2000 and 1.6
per cent in the decade to June 2010, growth in GDP
per person averaged just 0.8 per cent per year in the
2010s. After a contraction in 2020, GDP per person
bounced back, with growth of 1.8 per cent in 2021 and
3.1 per cent in 2022. Median disposable household
income likewise grew by an average of 0.7 per cent per
year between 2007-08 and 2019-20 after adjusting for
inflation and changing household sizes over this time
(ABS, 2022b).

The jobs market has been strong in recent years,
with high levels of employment growth and labour
force participation and declining unemployment and
underemployment rates. Indeed, almost all indicators
in the employment domain of the Australian Cohesion
Index have moved in a positive direction since 2008
(see the chapter ‘The Australian Cohesion Index’).
Employment overall grew by 27 per cent between
2008 and 2022, substantially faster than population
growth (ABS, 2023a). As a result, 80 per cent of
Australians aged 15-64 years were employed or
looking for work in 2022, the highest level on record
(going back to 1978) and a figure that increased from
77 per cent in 2008 (ABS, 2023b).

The strength of the jobs market is reflected in the
unemployment rate. The unemployment rate increased
from 4.2 per cent in June 2008 to 6.4 per cent in
October 2014 and reached as high as 7.6 per cent
during COVID-19 in July 2020 (ABS, 2023a). However,
the unemployment rate dropped substantially over the
next two years, reaching 3.6 per cent in June 2022 and
remaining around that level since. Underemployment
has followed a similar trend, with the proportion of
employed people who would like to be working more
hours peaking at 14.6 per cent in April 2020 before
declining to 6.3 per cent in June 2022 (ABS, 2023a).
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Economic inequality and poverty

There is growing concern in Australia as to whether

the gains from economic growth are shared equitably
across society. This is evident on the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey where concerns about economic
fairness translate to a perceived weakening of social
inclusion and justice in Australia. The Scanlon-Monash
Index of Social Inclusion and Justice declined from a
peak of 110 in 2009 to 88 in 2022. In 2022, 81 per cent of
people agreed the gap between high and low incomes
is too large and 59 per cent of people disagreed that
people living on low incomes receive enough financial
support. The majority of people (68 per cent) still
believe that Australia is a land of economic opportunity
where hard work brings a better life. However, this
proportion has declined by approximately 11 percentage
points over the last 10 years.

Concerns about social inclusion and justice come after
a period of increasing economic inequality in Australia
since the 1970s. According to the World Inequality
Database (2023), the share of total pre-tax national
income going to the top 10 per cent of income earners in
Australia increased from a low of 24 per cent in the late
1970s to a high of 35 per cent in 2010. Encouragingly,
income inequality appears to have stabilised since. The
most commonly used measure of inequality, the Gini
coefficient declined from 0.336 in 2007-08 to 0.324 in
2019-20 when measured on income flows (ABS, 2022b).
A decline in the Gini coefficient indicates a decline in
inequality. In more concrete terms, households in the
top 20 per cent of income earners earned 40 per cent
of all disposable income in 2019-20 after controlling for
different household sizes, a similar share to 2007-08 (41
per cent).

Relative poverty is strongly related to income
inequality and appears to have experienced a similar
trajectory. The most common measure of relative
poverty is the proportion of individuals or households
whose combined household income is less than 50 per
cent of Australia’s median income. According to data
compiled in the OECD’s (2023b) Income Distribution
Database, the extent of relative poverty increased
from 11 per cent in 1995 to almost 15 per cent in 2008.
It appears as though this figure has since declined,
shifting from 14 per cent in 2012 to 13 per cent in 2020.
This is a reasonably high level of poverty compared
with other high-income countries, below the likes of
Japan, Spain, South Korea and the United States but
higher than Canada, the Netherlands, Ireland, Belgium
and the Nordic countries (OECD, 2023b).

Wealth inequality has worsened somewhat. The

Gini coefficient measured on household net worth
increased from 0.565 in 2007-08 to 0.605 in 2019-20
after adjusting for changing household sizes (ABS,
2022b). Across the period from 2009-10 to 2019-20,
the wealthiest 20 per cent of households in Australia

held approximately 62 per cent of total wealth in
Australia, with 38 per cent held by the remaining 80
per cent of households.

Education

The equity and performance of education systems in
Australia are critical to addressing wider economic
disadvantage and inequality. Of concern though,
indicators of educational performance on the
Australian Cohesion Index have been at best stable
over time and, at worst, declining. The national average
NAPLAN scores for Year 9 reading and numeracy have
moved up and down by small amounts in recent years
and are at similar levels in 2022 to what they were

in 2008 (ACARA, 2023). Potentially of some concern
though, almost 9 per cent of Year 9 students were
assessed as being below national minimum standards
for reading, a figure that was closer to 6 per cent in
2008 and across the 2008-2019 period.

Declining educational results have been reported on
the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA). The most recently reported edition of PISA in
2018 assessed the reading, maths and science skills
of more than 14,000 Australian students aged 15
years, as part of an international assessment across
79 countries (ACER, 2019). In 2018, PISA scores in
Australia were significantly below 23 countries for
maths, 10 countries for reading and 12 countries for
science. Between 2006 and 2018, average scores
among Australian students declined by 10 points for
reading, 29 points for maths and 24 points for science.

Financial hardship

Absolute financial deprivation and hardship is

an important barometer of social and economic
functioning and our individual and collective material
wellbeing. This can be measured through indicators

of housing and financial stress. Housing stress is
common among low-income earners and particularly
renters. The most common measure of housing stress
is the 30/40 rule. This says that households are facing
housing stress if they are paying more than 30 per
cent of their income in rent or mortgage payments
and they are in the bottom 40 per cent of income
earners. By this definition, 42 per cent of lower income
households living in rented housing were living in
housing stress in 2019-20, an increase from 35 per
cent in 2007-08 (ABS, 2022c). We do not yet know how
many households have experienced housing stress
since 2019-20. We do know though that rents have
increased sharply across the eight capital cities since
the end of 2021 (ABS, 2023c).

The experience of housing and financial stress
translates to a diversity of sacrifices and hardships.
Approximately, one-in-five households indicated
they would be unable to raise $2,000 in a week
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for something important in 2019-20, equating to
approximately 1.9 million households (ABS 2022a).
More than 900,000 households or approximately one-
in-ten could not pay electricity, gas or telephone bills
on time or went without dental treatment in the last 12
months. Between 3 and 4 per cent of households went
without meals or could not pay their rent or mortgage
on time. Overall, 35 per cent of households reported
experiencing some form of financial hardship in 2019-
20, with 9 per cent of households reporting four or
more types of hardship.

So most of the Centrelink payment, you
know, goes to pay rent on my house and
[there is] just a little bit of money left
for me. So | only can buy something |
really need, you know? To be honest,
there is not much money for food...

Sometimes, for example, if | want to
buy a cup of tea, you know, on the
weekend, before | am thinking about
that, | have to think about my money, so
if | bought this cup of tea maybe next
time | don’t have money for something.
(Interview 6.4).

Financial difficulties appear to have become more
common even before recent cost-of-living pressures.
According to results from the General Social Survey,
the proportion of households unable to raise $2,000 in a
week increased from 15 per cent in 2006 to 20 per cent
in 2019 and 19 per cent in 2020, while the proportion
with a cash flow problem in the last 12 months
increased from 19 per cent in 2006 to 22 per cent in
2019 and 21 per cent in 2020 (ABS, 2021).

Government economic supports provided during

the COVID-19 pandemic appear to have protected
households from financial stress. On the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey, the proportion of people who were
satisfied or very satisfied with their financial situation
increased significantly during COVID-19 from 64 per cent
in 2019 to 73 per cent in 2020. However, as economic
supports during the pandemic were withdrawn and

cost of living pressures started to bite, the proportion
satisfied declined to 64 per cent in 2022 and the
proportion dissatisfied with their finances increased
from 27 per cent in 2020 to 35 per cent in 2022.

| feel people are really, really struggling
big time. Even like my husband and I,
we’re on a pretty decent income, and
even now | feel like for the first time ever
it’s pay-check to pay-check with the

mortgage and groceries (Interview 3.1).
The cost-of-living continues to be a major issue facing
Australians. According to the Taking the Pulse of the
Nation survey, 29 per cent of women and 25 per cent
faced financial stress in July 2023, up from 22 per
cent and 17 per cent a year ago (Melbourne Institute,
2023). Financial stress appears to have increased
across demographic and socioeconomic groups and
is particularly common among single parent families,
lower educated, lower income and unemployed
Australians.

For cultural communities there are added elements

to the impact of increasing living costs. Many families
are not only supporting themselves financially but
loved ones overseas. As costs increase in Australia
there are added complexities to decisions about how
money is used and prioritised that impacts not only the
Australian household but extended family overseas.

The wage is not enough, especially if
you come from different country, you
don’t live for yourself, you live for your
family back home as well. Everyone

is supporting this family, sending
back money home to maybe refugees
who they left behind. All these things
make their life harder here because
the money they get is shared between
their family and them. The people are
struggling, | think (Interview 1.16).

| have my parents, so I’'m supporting
them. Every 3 months | send some
money to them. Not too much, but just
to survive. But now | can’t send that
much. Over there, it is also very hard.
My brother hasn’t asked me for help
before. But now they also need my help
as well (Interview 1.14).

Price increases have also particularly been felt
around the cost of traditional food items, clothing
and religious items (often brought in from overseas)
that form an important part of daily life and cultural
expression for many Australians.

| think where cost of living affects

a lot of ethnic communities is in the
purchase of traditional kinds of goods
when it comes to food and stuff. Like
buying papaya or a custard apple or
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something like mangosteen, even green
banana, jackfruit, and stuff that people
are used to with their cultures. That’s
where things get pretty expensive.
Because they are not regular goods
that you get here. It’s not like you go

to Coles and they’re stocking some
jackfruit up there. | think the cost of
living for communities in trying to buy
the goods that are associated with their
culture, particularly when it comes to
food or clothing, traditional spices, that
can be quite expensive (Interview 4.2).

Broader impacts of financial
hardship

Financial hardship is not just an economic issue but
has wider implications for the health and wellbeing

of many Australians and for their connection to and
participation in Australia’s social fabric. Along with
age, financial position is the most important predictor
of a person’s perceived sense of social cohesion in
Australia (O’Donnell, 2022). People who describe
themselves as poor or struggling to pay the bills

are 29 per cent less likely to have a great sense of
belonging in Australia than people who are prosperous
or living very comfortably, 16 per cent less likely to
feel they belong in their neighbourhood, 45 per cent
less likely to trust the Federal Government all or most
of the time and 40 per cent less likely to believe that
most people generally can be trusted. People who are
struggling financially are also 32 per cent more likely
to report being unhappy in the last 12 months.

Financial wellbeing is likely to have an important
bearing on the strength and harmony of
multiculturalism in Australia. Reported attitudes to
immigrants and multiculturalism have become more
positive in recent years-and across all demographic
and socioeconomic groups (O'Donnell, 2022). However,
financial and cost-of-living pressures are an emerging
threat. People who say they are struggling financially
are less likely to believe that multiculturalism has been
good for Australia and more likely to see immigrants
as a social, cultural and economic problem. In 2022,

30 per cent of Australian-born adults who described
themselves as poor or struggling to pay the bills agreed
that immigrants take away jobs, compared with 14 per
cent of those living very comfortably or prosperously.

Financial and cost-of-living pressures also impact
migrant Australians themselves, including their
material, personal and social wellbeing. Experiences
are diverse, but among the people we interviewed,
many say their households are facing food insecurity,
making tough choices between meeting household

expenses and eating regular meals.

The constantly increasing cost of living
has forced many people to have to
choose between paying bills or buying
food. There is no right or easy choice
there... If it were not for the help

from organizations like Foodbank, Oz
Harvest, and many church charities,
many of these people would starve. It
is a sad indictment that this situation
should occur in Australia -the
supposed ‘Lucky Country’ (Interview
4.4, written response).

Other households are making ends meet by either
cutting down on the quantity of food they consume
or by reducing the consumption of expensive but
nutritional elements like meat.

You know the food is expensive, too.
Before | can give my family two meals
with meat every week and then one day
is curry day. But now | have cut down

to only one meat dish. Now [ say, ‘I have
to do that. Sorry. I'm so sorry to restrict
you guys’ (Interview 1.14).

With growing demands on household finances,
families are cutting back luxuries.

| think one point is that we miss

things. No one is going for a holiday
<laugh>, no one goes to the cinema or
something. So we just sit at home, go
to work, come back, and then pay bills
and then everything. That’s a challenge
(Interview 1.17).

There is less money for socialising and less time, as
families look for additional work or take on additional
hours to meet their living expenses.

Before we have social gatherings. Every
week or every second week, we met
each other. But now we understand the
hosts are also facing a lot of financial
difficulty. So instead of gathering once
a week like before, now we maybe meet
once a month or not even once a month
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(Interview 1.14).
This is having an impact on community connection, as
well as relationships within families.

Kids have been bumped around to be
looked after because the parents have
to go to work. [They] have to be looked
after while taking extra work. So kids
just move from here to here to there
so you can get someone to look after
them so they can go to work. That
means that people are not looking after
themselves. Community social events,
people don’t have them... So the social
fabric, how it operates, help giving,

go visiting someone and connecting

is disappearing. So that’s one of the
biggest challenges... It’s the fabric of

the way we live, which is the important
part for social and mental wellbeing
(Interview 3.7).

Economic pressures and inequalities are
multidimensional issues, affecting not just our
material wellbeing but also our collective wellbeing
and social cohesion. Hardship and inequality can
create social division and the potential for polarisation
while also contributing to less happiness and weaker
personal wellbeing. Encouragingly, the economy
continues to grow and the labour market has been
particularly strong in the last couple of years, pointing
to potentially positive times ahead if the recent
increase in the cost of living proves to be temporary.
Slow growing incomes, mixed educational outcomes
and steady increases in financial stress and wealth
inequality across the 2010s, however, suggest
challenges in the years ahead in ensuring sustainable,
equitable and inclusive development.
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Expert
Commentary

Economic and Material Wellbeing
Guay Lim

It is pleasing to see a report that presents the multi-
dimensional factors affecting social cohesion in
Australia and how economic and material wellbeing
fits within that context. Fundamentally, it highlights
the complex challenges facing governments in terms
of developing sensible and supportive policies that will
deliver tangible socio-economic returns across a range
of dimensions for all Australians.

Over the past few years our economic and material
wellbeing have been adversely affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic and, recently, by high-inflation and
increased costs of living. In the Melbourne Institute,
We run a survey to understand consumer expectations
and one of the questions asked of respondents is
whether their family finances are better-off or worse-
off compared to one year ago, and also whether

they expect it will or will not improve one year from
now. Overwhelmingly, people’s perceptions about
their current financial position and future prospects
have been very bleak for a few years and we see this
pessimistic outlook reflected in parts of this report.

The data presented here prompted me to think
about what economic policies we should consider

to deliver long-term socio-economic outcomes that
will improve the lives of all Australians. What positive
actions can we take to promote inclusive, sustainable

“The data presented here
prompted me to think about
what economic policies we
should consider delivering long-
term socio-economic outcomes
that will improve the lives of all

Australians. What positive actions
can we take to promote inclusive,
sustainable economic growth?”

Guay Lim

Professorial Fellow, Melbourne Institute: Applied
Economics and Social Research, The University
of Melbourne

economic growth? And by that we mean increasing
the standard of living, creating productive employment
opportunities and ensuring that the benefits from
economic growth are distributed more evenly
throughout Australian society.

Viewing economic policy through this lens raises the
importance of investing in Australia’s human capital.
In 2020, the World Bank’s Human Capital project gave
Australia a score of 0.77 on a scale between 0 and 1.
What this score indicates is that the future earning
potential of children born today will be 77% of what
they can expect to achieve with full health (defined
as no stunting and survival up to at least age 60) and
achieving full formal education potential (defined as
14 years of high-quality school by age 18). Can policy
do more to improve early childhood learning and care?

Alongside this, it is also worth noting, that an
increasing proportion of the Australian workforce

is in service-based sectors with more and more

jobs in the health and aged-care sectors (reflecting
the increasing percentage of older Australians in

the population). Furthermore, the rate of female
participation in the workforce has been increasing
compared to a relatively steady rate of male labour
force participation and this needs to be factored into
policy discussions about productive employment.
Again, can policy do more to support an ageing
population as well as improving the education and
training sector to meet current and future skill needs?

In short, as Australia recovers to a new normal, it
would be useful to bear in mind the trends in the
labour market, and to think strategically about policies
to promote better health, education and employment
outcomes. Shaping the recovery to achieve inclusive
and sustainable economic growth outcomes will
promote more positive economic and material
wellbeing with favourable impacts on social cohesion.




Australia’s Health

and Wellbeing

Physical and mental health is central to our personal
and collective wellbeing. Good health reflects
elements of both the quantity and quality of life. Life
expectancy is the most widely used indicator of the
quantity or length of life and has been trending in a
positive direction in Australia over many decades, even
notwithstanding the devastating impacts of COVID-19
in other parts of the world. In terms of quality of

life, this is matched by a reasonably high level of
self-assessed health and wellbeing and a decline in
some health risk factors including smoking and risky
alcohol consumption. However, health inequalities
exist on all domains of health, particularly for First
Nations Australians and those from socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Social cohesion is important for our collective health
and wellbeing. Research shows that aspects of our
social connections, resources and networks are
related to our physical and mental health (Ehsan

et al., 2019). Social cohesion especially within
neighbourhoods and local communities provides a
positive social environment from which people derive
a sense of identity, belonging and connection, strong
friendship and personal support networks and a sense
of confidence and safety in engaging with others.
Research shows that these types of social resources
protect people from common mental disorders
including depression and anxiety (Ehsan & De Silva,
2015). Neighbourhood cohesion was particularly
important during COVID-19 lockdowns in Australia,
helping to ease stresses and symptoms of depression
and loneliness (O’'Donnell et al., 2022).

In this chapter, we explore trends in the quantity and
quality of life in Australia from a health perspective.
The discussion relates particularly to the health and
worth domains of the Australian Cohesion Index (see
the chapter ‘Australian Cohesion Index’). We describe
trends in life expectancy, general and mental health
and personal wellbeing. We point to some of the
important health inequalities across Australia and
explain how these relate to our collective wellbeing
and social cohesion.

Life expectancy

Australia has one of the longest life expectancies in
the world. According to the most recent life tables
published by the ABS (2022d), Australian females can
expect to live 85.4 years on average from birth while
males can expect to live 81.4 years. Males and females
combined can expect to live 84.3 years on average, the
third highest level in the world (ABS, 2022d).

As has been the case in all corners or the world, life
expectancy in Australia has increased dramatically
over the last century and more. In the period
1881-1890, male and female life expectancy was

just 47.2 years and 50.9 years respectively (ABS,
2014). Advances in medical technologies and our
understanding of health and wellbeing saw rapid
progress over the next 100 years. By the 2006-2008
period, male and female life expectancy had reached
79.2 and 83.7 years respectively. Progress has been
slower since, perhaps as we reach (much debated)
biological limits to human lifespan. Nevertheless, male
and female expectancy steadily increased by 2.1 years
for males and 1.7 years for females between 2006-
2008 and 2019-2021 (ABS, 2022c¢).

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a substantial loss
of life around the world and the erasing of many years
of progress in raising life expectancy (Scholey et al.,
2022). But not in Australia. Indeed, Australia was one
of a few countries in which life expectancy increased
during the heights of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020
and 2021 (Canudas-Romo et al., 2022). While life
expectancy declined by 2.4 years in the United States
between 2019 and 2021 (Xu et al., 2022) -a decline
unprecedented in the last 100 years -life expectancy
in Australia increased by 0.4 years for males and
females (ABS, 2022c¢).

Despite considerable success in extending life
expectancy, inequalities remain. Most critical is

the gap between First Nations Australians and the
rest of the population. Estimating First Nations’ life
expectancy is a difficult and complex task, not least
for the different ways in which Indigeneity is recorded
over time in Censuses and death records (O’'Donnell &
Raymer, 2015). According to estimates from the ABS
(2018), Indigenous females can expect to live 75.6
years, while males can expect to live 71.6 years on
average, based on data for the period 2015-2017. This
suggests that Indigenous males and females live 8.6
and 7.8 years shorter than non-Indigenous Australians.

Data and research suggest First Nations’ life
expectancies have been increasing and the gap to
non-Indigenous Australians is closing (AIHW, 2023a;
Zhao et al., 2022). Between 2005-2007 and 2015-
2017, the gap in life expectancy between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Australians declined from 11.5
to 8.6 years for males and from 9.7 to 7.8 years

for females (AIHW, 2023a). While this represents
welcome improvement, the decline is well short of the
national target under the Closing the Gap strategy
(Productivity Commission, 2023).
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Inequalities in life expectancy exist on other social
and economic grounds. Recent research suggests
there is a 9.1 year gap in life expectancy between
male adults with University qualifications and those
who do not complete high school (Welsh et al., 2021).
Death rates have also been shown to be higher and
life expectancy lower in regional and remote Australia
and in neighbourhoods with high socioeconomic
disadvantage (AIHW, 2023a; Raymer & O’Donnell,
2021). Up to the end of April 2022, overseas born
Australians were 2.5 times more likely to die of
COVID-19 than the Australian-born population after
accounting for their age structures (AIHW, 2022a).
COVID-19 death rates were particularly high among
people born in north Africa and the Middle East,
southern and eastern Europe and the Pacific Islands.

General health

The length of life is, of course, just one component of
our overall health and wellbeing. This was strongly
driven home during the COVID-19 pandemic where
the protections on our lives came at some cost to our
freedom of movement and our social, mental and
economic wellbeing (O’'Donnell et al., 2022; 2023;
O’Donnell, 2023).

Health-adjusted life expectancy is an important metric
for understanding the extent to which we are living in
good health. This metric divides total life expectancy
between the number of years we can expect to live in
full health and the number of years lived in ill health.
According to estimates from the Australian Burden of
Disease Study 2022, healthy life expectancy increased
from 72.8 years in 2003 to 74.1 years in 2022 for females
and from 69.4 years to 71.6 years for males over the
same period (AIHW, 2022b). This level of increase (1.3
years for females and 2.2 years for males) is less than
the overall increase in life expectancy during this period,
suggesting that while we are living in good health for
longer, we are living in ill health for longer too.

Australians nevertheless generally have a positive
view of their overall health. Amidst the COVID-19
pandemic, 86 per cent of adults assessed their

health as excellent, very good or good on the 2020-21
National Health Survey (ABS, 2022¢) -similar to where
it has been since the 2007-08 survey (85 per cent).

The burden of disease

The cause and burden of poor health comes from

a variety of health conditions. In the 2021 Census,
more than 7 million Australians were reported to
have a long-term health condition, 30 per cent of
the responding population (ABS, 2022f). The most
commonly reported conditions were mental health
conditions (2.2 million people), Arthritis (2.1 million),
Asthma (2.1 million), Diabetes (1.2 million), heart
disease (1.0 million), cancer (732,000) and lung
conditions (441,000).

The total burden of disease measured in terms of
deaths and poor health is greatest for cancers,
musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, mental health/
substance use and neurological conditions (AIHW,
2022b). According to the Australian Burden of

Disease 2022 study, coronary heart disease has the
single largest burden on the population, though its
burden has fallen substantially over the last 20 years
(AIHW, 2022b). The burden of other leading diseases
including stroke, lung cancer, rheumatoid arthritis and
bowel cancer also declined over this time. Dementia,
by contrast, increased substantially, along with chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease and osteoarthritis. The
incidence of some cancers including breast cancer
and melanoma also appear to be increasing, even after
adjusting for the effects of population ageing (AIHW,
2023b)

Several risk factors contribute to overall health.
Smoking, weight and alcohol consumption are three
key factors that are tracked in the Australian Cohesion
Index (see the chapter ‘The Australian Cohesion
Index’) Data to track these trends come from the ABS
(2022f) National Health Survey. While the trends have
been somewhat mixed overall, we continue to make
progress in key areas. Smoking continues to become
less common over time. The proportion of adults who
smoke on a daily basis declined from 19 per cent in
2007-08 to 11 per cent in 2020-21. Risky levels of
alcohol consumption also appear to have become less
common over time. In 2020-21, 15 per cent of adults
exceeded lifetime risk guidelines in their alcohol
consumption, down from 21 per cent in 2007-08 (ABS,
2022e). On the downside, the proportion of adults
classified as overweight or obese according to their
measured Body Mass Index (BMI) increased from 61
per cent in 2007-08 to 67 per cent in 2017-18 (ABS,
2022e).

Mental health and wellbeing

Mental health and wellbeing is a particularly important
issue in Australian society and one with implications
for social cohesion and collective wellbeing. In the
Australian Burden of Disease study, anxiety had the
fifth highest burden of all diseases in Australia in
2022, depressive disorders were in ninth place and
suicide and self-inflicted injuries were in sixth place
(AIHW, 2022b). While the measured burden of anxiety
and depression are similar to what they were in 2003,
the burden of suicide and self-inflicted injuries has
increased.

The Australian Cohesion Index tracks the extent of
psychological distress. In 2020-21, 15 per cent of
adults were estimated to be experiencing high or very
high levels of psychological distress (ABS, 2021). This
is a higher proportion than was recorded in 2017-18
(13 per cent) and 2007-08 (12 per cent). Elevated
levels of distress in the 2020-21 period are likely
associated with COVID-19. Australian research shows
that levels of psychological distress increased during
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the pandemic in early 2020 and, while levels fluctuated
over the course of 2020 and 2021, remained above pre-
pandemic levels in early 2022 (Biddle & Gray, 2022).

The strain of the pandemic and lockdown restrictions
on personal and social wellbeing and connections was
reflected in several interviews with people who have
migrated to Australia. Some of the impact of social
connections may have lasting impact.

| kind of lost a lot of very close
connections [from] before the pandemic
with a lot of Spanish speaking families.
Some of them had to relocate to other
areas, which makes it even harder to
meet with them. We used to keep in
touch with each other by WhatsApp...
And | think now everyone’s got to a point
of saturation of messages or separation
using communication by a technology.
That’s been a while now. We used to
celebrate things like birthdays and
things like that... but that completely
stopped. So we haven’t really been able
to do that. We realize that we don’t have
the time. We don’t have the energy or
we don’t have the funds to do that sort
of things anymore (Interview 1.3).

| feel sad because | haven'’t visited [my
home country] for six years. Because of
COVID and my girls, they have exams.

| can’t take them from school and

can’t take a break. And | need to work
(Interview 6.5).

The general wellbeing of the Australian population is
showing signs of strain irrespective of the impacts of
COVID-19. The Scanlon-Monash Index of Worth (which
incorporates social, emotional and financial wellbeing)
declined from a score of 100 in 2007 to 90 in 2018
(O'Donnell, 2022). While scores increased in 2020 during
the pandemic, they have since declined to pre-pandemic
levels. On the 2022 survey, 78 per cent of adults said
they had been happy or very happy over the last year.
While this proportion has been reasonably stable since
2019, the survey detected a modest decline in happiness
between 2015 and 2019 (O’'Donnell, 2022). In 2022, 49
per cent of adults said they felt isolated from others
some of the time (40 per cent) or often (9 per cent), while
39 per cent felt that things they had done in the last 30
days were worthwhile only some or a little of the time
(O’'Donnell, 2022).
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Australians have mixed feelings about their future. In
2022, only 9 per cent of adults believed their life in
Australia would be much improved in the next three
or four years, 35 per cent thought it would be a little
improved, 33 per cent thought it would be the same
as now and 22 per cent thought it would be a little or
much worse (O'Donnell, 2022). Older Australians and
people who are struggling financially were the most
likely to believe their life would be worse in three or
four years.

I can call it [the cost of living] painful,
really, because it has put us under a lot
of pressure. Today | was talking with
my friends. You really can’t maintain a
stable life because it’s getting [harder]
day after day. It’s not just like a one-
time increase. It’s like every three
months there is a new increase and new
costs or new expenses. Because if you
bought something like, for example,
kitchen appliances or house equipment,
they are not going to last for long. So
if you have any equipment damaged

or that needs to be replaced, you
cannot buy it at the same price, or even
close. And if you have kids, that will

be doubled, depending on how many
kids you have. For me as a single mom,
it’s really very hard to make me happy
and my girls happy and for us to live in
a stable life condition. It [the financial
circumstances] is very stressful
(Interview 6.5).

Health and social cohesion

Personal wellbeing is closely connected to social
cohesion. As was shown in the 2022 Mapping Social
Cohesion report, people who are unhappy, feel isolated
from others, feel they are not treated with respect or
feel that the things they do in life are not worthwhile
report a substantially lower sense of belonging in
Australia and in their communities, a weaker sense
of social inclusion and justice including trust in the
Federal Government and less acceptance of people
from different backgrounds (O’'Donnell, 2022).
Psychological distress is also strongly connected

to social cohesion. People with the highest levels of
psychological distress? in the 2022 Mapping Social
Cohesion were almost one-half as likely to say they

2 Defined as scores of 19 or more on the Kessler-6 scale.

have a great sense of belonging in Australia as people
with no symptoms of distress, half as likely to say they
trust the Federal Government to do the right thing by
the Australian people all or most of the time and 38
per cent less likely to believe that, generally speaking,
most people can be trusted.

It is difficult to determine the extent to which social
cohesion directly influences mental health and
wellbeing, and vice versa. The connections between
cohesion, health and wellbeing could be because i)
cohesion contributes to good health, ii) good health
contributes to greater community engagement and

a heightened sense of cohesion and/or iii) good
health and perceived cohesion both derive from other
personal and social factors. While an active area of
research, a growing number of studies suggest that
social resources, connections, networks and cohesion
are important part of the social environment that
supports and protects health and wellbeing (Ehsan et
al., 2019; O'Donnell et al., 2022).

Inequalities in health and
wellbeing

Inequalities in health and wellbeing across

Australia are, in turn, a potential source of

strain on social cohesion. Health inequalities
adversely impact disadvantaged, First Nations and
regional communities. People living in the most
socioeconomically disadvantaged 20 per cent of
neighbourhoods are between 1.3 and 1.5 times

more likely to have a lung condition, kidney disease,
diabetes or a mental health condition than the

total national population after accounting for age
differences in the population (ABS 2022f). First
Nations Australians are between 1.7 and 2.6 times
more likely to have kidney disease, a lung condition,
diabetes, dementia, asthma, heart disease or a mental
health condition, while people living in regional
Australia are 1.2 times more likely to have a lung or
mental health condition, asthma or arthritis. Overseas
born Australians, by contrast, are generally less likely
to have a long-term health condition (ABS, 2022f).

Happiness and personal wellbeing vary substantially
by age, household composition, voting preference

and socioeconomic factors. On the 2022 Mapping
Social Cohesion survey, 88 per cent of people aged
65 years and over said they were happy or very happy,
compared with approximately 75 per cent of people
aged 18-54 years and 78 per cent of the total adult
population. Meanwhile just 71 per cent of people who
live alone, 72 per cent of Greens party voters and 41
per cent of people who describe themselves as poor
or struggling to pay bills say they have been happy or
very happy over the last 12 months. Groups who were
most likely to say they feel isolated from others often
or some of the time include people who are struggling
financially (76 per cent), 18-24 year-olds (67 per cent),
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renters (62 per cent) and single parents (62 per cent).

Australians live long and healthy lives on average.

Life expectancy has continued to increase, even
though COVID-19 and we continue to have positive
perceptions of our own health. Substantial progress
has been made in reducing the burden of several
diseases, including heart disease and lung cancer,
along with the prevalence of some of their risk factors
including smoking and risky alcohol consumption.
However, several diseases including cancers have
become more prevalent and burdensome while health
inequalities continue to disproportionately First
Nations Australians and people from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Mental health and wellbeing remains a
persistent issue across Australia. Social wellbeing and
cohesion is particularly important for its relationship
to mental health and wellbeing, providing the social
environment, resources and support that protects our
wellbeing through daily life and in times of crises.
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Expert
Commentary

Australia’s Health and Wellbeing

Dr Kudzai Kanhutu

This report reflects much of what | have observed
in practice, particularly the alignment between
socio-economic advantage or disadvantage and
an individual’s feelings of personal wellbeing and
belonging in Australia.

Social cohesion involves people feeling that their
needs are being considered, understood, and met.

It is about feeling valued enough to want to express
your opinion and to know that you will be heard. This
applies as much to accessing healthcare services as it
does to every other facet of our lives.

It was surprising to see the high number of people who
reported having spoken to a Member of Parliament,
and who are feeling disgruntled with the state of

our democracy. Factors such as these naturally

impact individual health and wellbeing because they
influence people’s trust in ‘the system’ and how they
feel about themselves and their place in Australian
society. When the governments we elect fail to deliver
the healthcare outcomes promised in their policy
commitments, this affects people’s trust in our national
institutions, our leaders and the democratic process.

“Unfortunately, there is a lack
of culturally inclusive supports,
particularly across the age
spectrum, for people seeking
mental health care in this

country. People from diverse
backgrounds have justifiable
concerns about being able to have
safe conversations without being
othered or disrespected.”

Dr Kudzai Kanhutu

Infectious Diseases Specialist and Principal
Fellow, School of Population and Public Health,
The University of Melbourne

It also means people are not able to benefit from the
new or expanded services that were promised. There
is no point pumping money into the healthcare system
if it makes little or no difference to the end users’
experience.

This ties in with everything that's coming through

in this report around the importance of nurturing
welcoming and supportive neighbourhoods where
people feel like they belong. Health initiatives at the
local government level are more likely to be positively
received, implemented and felt. It is also easier to
monitor results at the local level to see whether they
are reaching the right people and having the desired
impact.

We also need to recognise that failing to engage
with potentially vulnerable communities during times
of relative stability leads to missed opportunities

in prevention and adds layers of complexity to any
future disaster. This is what we saw playing out
during COVID. If the only times people hear from
public health authorities are during times of crisis, it
sends the message that this is purely a transactional
relationship. That generates cynicism, distrust and

a greater likelihood that people will continue to
disengage from services and care.

It is not surprising that the marker for adults
experiencing psychological distress is high at the
moment. This mirrors what is happening globally.
Unfortunately, there is a lack of culturally inclusive
supports, particularly across the age spectrum, for
people seeking mental healthcare in this country.
People from diverse backgrounds have justifiable
concerns about being able to have safe conversations

37 | AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



without being othered or disrespected.

Another emerging trend is the move towards a more
digitised health system. While telehealth served us
well during the pandemic, we are now seeing some
services only offering remote consultations. People
who have already had negative experiences with
bricks and mortar health services are unlikely to trust
them in a virtual format. Digital services are proving to
be even less culturally responsive and not particularly
nuanced in responding to different peoples’ needs.
This leaves people feeling even more disenfranchised.

Experiencing discriminatory biases while engaging
with healthcare services further limits an individual’s
sense of choice. Health practitioners are often
unaware of their discriminatory blind spots until
someone calls them out. When a patient experiences
ignorant or ill-considered comments and micro-
aggressions that leave them feeling denigrated, they
are less likely to return to that healthcare provider
and more likely to feel reluctant about engaging with
other services. We need to create safe opportunities
for people to share their stories of experiencing
discrimination or bias within the healthcare system. By
identifying what is happening that is not acceptable,
we can promote more respectful and responsive
healthcare practices.

It comes down to how well we are engaging with
different groups of people, how we organise ourselves
as a society around difference, and how we treat
difference respectfully. Currently, the default position
appears to be one of problematising difference.
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The Australian

Cohesion Index

In this chapter, we present the quantitative data to
inform the Australian Cohesion Index. This component
provides an important barometer of how social
cohesion and broader social, economic and personal
wellbeing have been faring in Australia over the last 15
years.

Data are sourced from multiple sources and organised
into 10 domains. The first five domains relate to
material conditions, like income and economic
inequality, employment, health, education and social,
community and civic participation. The second five
domains are drawn from the Scanlon Foundation
Research Institute’s Mapping Social Cohesion study.
The five domains match exactly those used in the
Mapping Social Cohesion study to track social
cohesion in Australia since 2007. Together, these 10
domains provide a comprehensive assessment of
the state of our collective wellbeing and cohesion

in Australia, delving deeply into both the attitudes
and perceptions of Australians and their material
conditions and resources.

The datasets used to inform the Australian Cohesion
Index have been conducted at various time points and
across various intervals. As far as possible, we have
tried to align datasets to give us a consistent picture of
how social cohesion and wellbeing have been tracking
over the last 15 years. Some of our key datasets are
based on surveys that have not been conducted or
results published in the last couple of years. This
includes the ABS Survey of Income and Housing, the
National Health Survey and the General Social Survey.
In all cases, we use the latest available data.

In comparing results to previous years, we start with
‘base’ year estimates from around 2007. Base year
estimates can be for anywhere between 2006 and
2010 depending on when surveys were conducted and
data are available. Some estimates represent those
for a calendar year (e.g. 2008), others for financial
years (e.g. 2007-08) and others represent estimates
averaged over multiple years (e.g. 2007-2009).

We calculate an estimate of ‘progress’ for each
indicator in the Australian Cohesion Index. Progress
is measured by calculating the percentage change

in scores between the base year and the latest year.
Progress is indicated by an increase in scores for
many indicators like household income and a decline
in scores for other indicators like rental stress. In other
words, an increase in household income is ‘good’, while
an increase in rental stress is ‘bad’. For indicators
where an increase in scores is ‘good’, we calculate

the percentage change directly. For indicators where
an increase is ‘bad’, we first transform the scores by
dividing values of 100 by the raw scores-and then
calculate the percentage change.

The trajectories of each indicator are tracked over
time by calculating change over time as an index. Each
index starts from a value of 100 in the base year. Index
values are calculated in subsequent years by dividing
the indicator score in that year by the indicator score
in the base year and multiplying by 100. For example,
the index score for GDP person in 2022 is calculated
by taking GDP per person in 2022 ($83,678), dividing
by GDP per person in 2007 (S73,674) and multiplying
it by 100. As above, we transform indicators where an
increase in scores is ‘bad’ first before calculating the
index scores. In this way, an increase in index scores
in the charts on the following pages always indicate
positive progress.

The five domains of social cohesion extracted from
the Mapping Social Cohesion study each contain

an overall index of progress. These are calculated
with the Scanlon Monash Index of Social Cohesion
(see O’'Donnell, 2022). Given the near intractable
difficulties, we have not sought to calculate a single
overall index score across the other domains.

The Mapping Social Cohesion survey underwent a
major transformation and modernisation process

in 2018-2019, shifting from a telephone survey to

a largely online survey administered to the Social
Research Centre’s Life in Australia™. In the tables in
this chapter, we show progress on both the telephone
surveys (2007 to 2018-19) and Life in Australia™ (2018-
19 to 2022). Because of the different ways people
respond to the telephone versus the online survey, the
results of the Mapping Social Cohesion survey are not
directly comparable before and after 2018-19.
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We derive a total estimate of progress over the
2007-2022 period that adjusts for the transition to
Life in Australia™. In 2018 and 2019, the Mapping
Social Cohesion survey was run as both a telephone
survey and on Life in Australia™. This overlap allows
us to calculate the effect of the transition to Life in
Australia™ for each indicator. We calculate this by
dividing average indicator scores in 2018 and 2019 on
Life in Australia™ by the average 2018-19 scores on
the telephone surveys. Progress is then estimated by
calculating the change in indicator scores between
2007 and 2022 and dividing by the estimated
transition effect. This allows us to estimate progress

Domain 1: Material conditions - income and wealth

over the entire 2007-2022 period, adjusting for the
transition to Life in Australia™.

It is important to recognise that these are aggregate-
level estimates for all of Australia. While they

are important and valuable for tracking trends at

a national level, the attitudes, experiences and
outcomes of individuals and groups will vary widely
across the country. Progress on any indicator does
not therefore indicate progress for all Australians or
necessarily progress in tackling social inequalities.

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
Base-Latest
GDP per person S73,674 $83,678
(2008) (2022)
Gross Domestic Product per capita 1 4%
(chain volume measures)’
Household income S886 S959
(2007-08) (2019-20) 80/
Equivalised median weekly disposable (0}
household income (2019-20 dollars)?
Relative income poverty 15% 13%
(2007-08) (2019-20) o)
% of households with disposable income 1 6 A)
below 50% the national median®
Income inequality 0.336 0.324
(2007-08) (2019-20) 4(y
Gini coefficient for equivalised disposable 0
household income?
Rental stress 35% 42%
(2007-08) (2019-20)
% of low income renting households paying 1 7%
more than 30% of their income in rent*
Wealth inequality 0.565 0.605
(2009-10) (2019-20)

Gini coefficient for household net worth?

7%
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Domain 1: Material conditions - income and wealth
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Domain 2: Material conditions - employment

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
Base-Latest
Labour force participation 77% 80%
(Jun-2008) (Jun-2022) 5(y
% of 15-64 year olds employed or actively (o)
looking for work (unemployed)®
Unemployment 4.2% 3.6%
(Jun-2008) (Jun-2022) 0
% of labour force who are unemployed® 1 9 A)
Underemployment 5.8% 6.1%
(Jun-2008) (Jun-2022) S(y
% of labour force who are working less than o
full-time and want to work more hours®
Youth unemployment 9.0% 8.0%
(Jun-2008) (Jun-2022) 0
% of 15-24 year olds in the labour force who 1 3 /0
are unemployed®
Working hours 17% 12%
(2008) (2022)

% of workforce working more than 50 hours
per week®

40%

160

140

120

100

Index (2008 value = 100)

80

60

40

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

—&— Labour force participation =— Relative income poverty

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Underemployment —&— Youth unemployment —< Working hours

42 | AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



Domain 3: Health

Indicator Base Latest

Life expectancy (males) 79.3 81.3
(2007-09) (2019-21)

The number of years from birth that the

average male is expected to live for”

Life expectancy (females) 83.9 85.4
(2007-09) (2019-21)

The number of years from birth that the

average female is expected to live for”

Good health 85% 86%
(2007-08) (2020-21)

% of adults who consider their health good,

very good or excellent®

Psychological distress 12% 15%
(2007-08) (2020-21)

% of adults with high or very high

psychological distress as measured by Kessler-108

Health risks: smoking 19% 11%
(2007-08) (2020-21)

% of adults who currently smoke on a daily

basis®

Health risks: weight 61% 67%
(2007-08) (2017-18)

% of adults who are overweight or obese®

Health risks: alcohol 21% 15%
(2007-08) (2020-21)

% of adults who exceed lifetime risk guidelines
for alcohol consumption?®
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Domain 3: Health
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Note: Latest available data for indicators taken from the ABS National Health Survey - Good health, Psychological
distress and the Health risks: smoking and alcohol -were collected during COVID-19 in 2020-21. Substantial changes
in the delivery of the survey, including with the transition to an online survey, means the latest estimates are not
strictly comparable to previous years.
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Domain 4: Education

Indicator Base Latest F;rogLr?sts
ase-Lates

Reading (NAPLAN) 578 578

(2008) (2022) 0
Average NAPLAN Year 9 reading score® - O /0
Numeracy (NAPLAN) 582 584

(2008) (2022)
Average NAPLAN Year 9 numeracy score® - O%
Reading (PISA) 513 503

(2006) (2018) 0
Average PISA reading score'™ 2 /0
Mathematics (PISA) 520 491

(2006) (2018) o)
Average PISA mathematics score'™ 6 /0
Science (PISA) 527 503

(2006) (2018)
Average PISA science score'™ 5%
Qualifications 59% 69%

(2008) (2021) o)
% of adults aged 20-64 years with a Certificate 1 7 /0
Il or above
University degree 24% 36%

(2008) (2021)
% of adults aged 20-64 years with a University 47%
degree
Youth engagement 84% 82%

(2008) (2022) 0
% of 15-24 year olds fully engaged in 2 A)

employment or study?®
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Domain 5: Participation and connections

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
Base-Latest
Volunteering 34% 25%
% of adults who have undertaken unpaid (2006) (2020) 27cy
voluntary work through an organisation in the (0]
last 12 months™
Donations 35% 29%
(2007-08) (2018-19) o)
% of taxpayers who have made tax-deductible 1 8 A)
donations in the last year™
Social groups 63% 41%
(2006) (2022) o)
% of adults involved with social groups in the 35 A)
last 12 months’?™
Community support groups 33% 24%
(2006) (2022) 0
% of adults involved with community support 28 A)
groups in the last 12 months™™
Civic engagement 19% 16%
(2010) (2022) 0
% of adults involved with civic or political 1 3 A)
groups in the last 12 months’™
Voter turnout 95% 90%
% of adults on the electoral roll who voted in (2007) (2022) 0
. - 5%
the House of Representatives at the previous o
Federal election’
Voter enrolment 91% 97%
(2010) (2022) 0)
% of eligible adults who are enrolled to vote'® 7 A)
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Note: Values for Social groups, Community support groups and Civic engagement come from the Mapping Social
Cohesion survey for 2021 and 2022. Earlier values come from the ABS General Social Survey. No importance should
be placed on the apparent increase in Civic engagement due to this change in data source.
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Domain 6: Political action

Indicator Base Latest Progress
2007-2022*
Telephone 55% 53%
Signed a petition surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who have signed a petition Lifein =~ 51% 49% 8%
over the last three years"” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 24% 249%
Written to an MP surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who have written or o o)
spoke to a Federal or State Member Lifein - . 19% 20% 8 A)
of Parliament in the last three years'” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 12% 18%
Joined a boycott surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who have joined a o 51 O/
boycott of a product or company in Lifein - . 17% 17% (0]
the last three years'” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 13% 1%
Attended a protest surveys (2006) (2018-19)
% of adults who have attended a -I O/
protest, march or demonstration in Lifein 9% 1% (0}
the last three years' Australia™ (2018-19) (2020)
Telephone 100 102
Overall political participation surveys (2007) (2018-19)
Scanlon-Monash Index of political Lifein 94 97 5%
participation'”'8 Australia™ (2018-19) (2022)

* Estimates of progress are adjusted to remove the effect of the Mapping Social Cohesion
survey transitioning from a telephone survey to the largely online Life in Australia™ survey
in 2018-19. The effect of the transition is estimated by calculating average indicator scores
in 2018 and 2019 on Life in Australia™ and dividing by the average 2018-19 scores on the
telephone surveys. Progress over the 2007-2002 period is then estimated by dividing the
change in indicator scores between 2007 and 2022 by this estimated transition effect.
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Domain 6: Political action
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Note: Estimates derive from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. A major change in the delivery of the survey in
2018-19 resulted in the switch from a telephone survey to a largely online survey, impacting the comparability of
results before and after 2018.
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Domain 7: Belonging

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
2007-2022*
Telephone 77% 63%
National belonging surveys (2007) (2018-19)
L 0)
% of adults who have a great sense of Lifein 59% 52% 21%
belonging in Australia' Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 58% 53%
National pride surveys (2007) (2018-19)
. (o)
% of adults who take great pride in Lifein - - 44% 37% 22 A)
the Australian way of life and culture” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 95% 89%
Australian culture surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who agree or strongly - 70/
agree that maintaining the Australian Lifein - ” 87% 87% (0]
way of life and culture is important’” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 100 92
Overall sense of belonging surveys (2007) (2018-19)
L o
Scanlon-Monash Index of belonging' Lifein - 85 81 1 3 /0
Australia™ (2018-19) (2022)

* Estimates of progress are adjusted to remove the effect of the Mapping Social Cohesion
survey transitioning from a telephone survey to the largely online Life in Australia™ survey
in 2018-19. The effect of the transition is estimated by calculating average indicator scores
in 2018 and 2019 on Life in Australia™ and dividing by the average 2018-19 scores on the
telephone surveys. Progress over the 2007-2002 period is then estimated by dividing the
change in indicator scores between 2007 and 2022 by this estimated transition effect.
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Domain 7: Belonging
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Note: Estimates derive from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. A major change in the delivery of the survey in
2018-19 resulted in the switch from a telephone survey to a largely online survey, impacting the comparability of
results before and after 2018.

52 | AUSTRALIAN COHESION INDEX



Domain 8: Worth

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
2007-2022*
Telephone 89% 84%
Happiness Surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who say they have been o (y
happy or very happy in the past 12 Lifein - - 79% 78% 6 (0}
months'” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 73% 70%
Financial satisfaction surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who are satisfied or very - (y
satisfied with the current financial Lifein 62% 64% 1%
situation’” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 100 93
Overall sense of worth surveys (2007) (2018-19)
. 0)
Scanlon-Monash Index of worth'” Lifein 79 78 8 /O
Australia (2018-19) (2022)

* Estimates of progress are adjusted to remove the effect of the Mapping Social Cohesion
survey transitioning from a telephone survey to the largely online Life in Australia™ survey
in 2018-19. The effect of the transition is estimated by calculating average indicator scores
in 2018 and 2019 on Life in Australia™ and dividing by the average 2018-19 scores on the
telephone surveys. Progress over the 2007-2002 period is then estimated by dividing the
change in indicator scores between 2007 and 2022 by this estimated transition effect.
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Note: Estimates derive from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. A major change in the delivery of the survey in
2018-19 resulted in the switch from a telephone survey to a largely online survey, impacting the comparability of

results before and after 2018.
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Domain 9: Social inclusion and justice

Indicator Base Latest  Progress
2007-2022*
Telephone 39% 30%
Trust in the Federal Government surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who say the Federal Government zcy
can be trusted to do the right thing by the Lifein - " 32% 41% 0]
Australian people all or most of the time'” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 45% 37%
Support for low incomes surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who agree people living on o 21 0/
low incomes receive enough financial Lifein 42% 40% (0]
support’” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 77% 75%
Gap in incomes surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who agree that the gap o .l 0/
between those with high and low Lifein =~ 79% 81% 0
incomes is to large” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 81% 74%
Economic opportunity surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who agree that Australia is a land .I 20/
of economic opportunity where in the long run, Lifein 71% 69% (0]
hard work brings a better life'” Australia™ (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 100 o3
Overall social inclusion & justice surveys (2007) (2018-19)
e 0)
Scanlon-Monash Index of social inclusion Lifein 90 86 1 2 /O
& justice’” Australia™  (2018-19) (2022)

* Estimates of progress are adjusted to remove the effect of the Mapping Social Cohesion
survey transitioning from a telephone survey to the largely online Life in Australia™ survey
in 2018-19. The effect of the transition is estimated by calculating average indicator scores
in 2018 and 2019 on Life in Australia™ and dividing by the average 2018-19 scores on the
telephone surveys. Progress over the 2007-2002 period is then estimated by dividing the
change in indicator scores between 2007 and 2022 by this estimated transition effect.
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Domain 9: Social inclusion and justice
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Note: Estimates derive from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. A major change in the delivery of the survey in
2018-19 resulted in the switch from a telephone survey to a largely online survey, impacting the comparability of
results before and after 2018
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Domain 10: Acceptance and rejection

Indicator Base Latest  Prosgress
2007-2022*
Telephone 67% 67%
Migrant diversity surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who agree that accepting - 0
immigrants from many different Lifein =~ 65% 78% 19%
countries makes Australia stronger’” Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Minority assistance Telephone 32% 39%
% of adults who agree that ethnic surveys (2007) (2018-19)
minorities should be given Australian o 0
government assistance to maintain their Lifein - - 30% 38% 55 A)
customs and traditions' Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Discrimination Telephone 9% 19%
% of adults who have experienced surveys (2007) (2018-19)
discrimination because of their skin colour, o 460/
ethnic origin or religion over the last 12 Lifein =~ 18% 16% o
months' Australia (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 49% 48%
Life in Australia surveys (2007) (2018-19)
% of adults who think their life in 2(y
Australia will be much or a little Lifein 44% 44% (0)
improved in three or four years"” Australia™ (2018-19) (2022)
Telephone 100 71
Overall acceptance surveys (2007) (2018-19)
e 0)
Scanlon-Monash Index of acceptance'” Lifein 65 74 1 9 A)
Australia™ — (2018-19) (2022)

* Estimates of progress are adjusted to remove the effect of the Mapping Social Cohesion
survey transitioning from a telephone survey to the largely online Life in Australia™ survey
in 2018-19. The effect of the transition is estimated by calculating average indicator scores
in 2018 and 2019 on Life in Australia™ and dividing by the average 2018-19 scores on the
telephone surveys. Progress over the 2007-2002 period is then estimated by dividing the
change in indicator scores between 2007 and 2022 by this estimated transition effect.
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Domain 10: Acceptance and rejection
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Note: Estimates derive from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. A major change in the delivery of the survey in
2018-19 resulted in the switch from a telephone survey to a largely online survey, impacting the comparability of
results before and after 2018.
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Sources and notes to ACl components
' ABS (2022a)

2 ABS (2022b)

3 ABS customised report
4 ABS (2022c)

5 ABS (2023b)

6 ABS (2023a)

7 ABS (2022d)

8 ABS (2022¢)

9 ACARA (2023)

10 ACER (2019)

TABS (2023b)

2 ABS (2021)

3 AIHW (2021)

4 Estimates for 2022 are derived from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. See O’'Donnell (2023)
5 AEC (2022)

6 AEC (2023a)

7 Estimates are derived from the Mapping Social Cohesion survey. See O’Donnell (2023).

'8 The Scanlon-Monash Index of political participation also contains a measure of the proportion who say they
have voted in the last three years. This measure is included in the overall political participation score, but not in
the table as an alternative measure of voting sourced from the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC, 2022) is
included in Domain 5.
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Local Estimates of
Social Cohesion

In 2021 and 2022, the Social Research Centre (SRC)
were commissioned to prepare estimates of social
cohesion for Local Government Areas (LGAs) across
Australia. This is a difficult and challenging task
because we almost never collect data on social
cohesion from enough individuals in any given LGA
to come up with reasonable and robust estimates.
Although the Mapping Social Cohesion survey
collected information from almost 5,800 respondents
in 2022, this still only equates to an average of 11
respondents for every one of the more than 500 LGAs
in Australia.

Drawing on techniques known as ‘Small Area
Estimation’, the SRC have developed a set of estimates
that make use of what local-level data we can extract
from the Mapping Social Cohesion surveys and
combines this with a synthetic estimate or prediction
of what social cohesion would look like given what we
know about the demographic, economic and political
characteristics of LGAs.

In this chapter, we present some of the headline
results. Note that the SRC were only able to create
these estimates for the five domains of social cohesion
drawn from the Mapping Social Cohesion study,
namely, the sense of belonging, worth, social inclusion
and justice, participation and acceptance. Note that
following a re-design of the Scanlon-Monash Index of
Social Cohesion in 2021, these domains are calculated
for the LGA estimates in a different way to that
reported in the previous chapter. See O’'Donnell (2022)
for more information.

The Local Government Area estimates of social
cohesion can be used to identify existing and
emerging areas that may be at risk of low or declining
levels of social cohesion. The estimates are a
potentially useful tool to benchmark the level of social
cohesion in local communities, design community-
based policy interventions, identify high priority
regions and allocate policy and program resources
across the country. The estimates are based on

very high quality national data particularly from the
Mapping Social Cohesion surveys and the Census, so
the estimates are valid and robust and make best use
of available data.

However, great care needs to be taken in interpreting
local government estimates of cohesion. Importantly,
the estimates are predictions. They are predictions of
the levels of social cohesion of each local community

based in part on their demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics. The predictions are derived in part,

for example, on how many young people live in the
community, how many people there are from different
language backgrounds and how many people
experience social and economic disadvantage. The
relationships between these characteristics and social
cohesion are determined from high quality survey data
(the Mapping Social Cohesion survey) and mapped
onto local communities with high quality Census and
other data.

The estimates do not though necessarily reflect the
actual lived experiences of people and communities.
The estimates do not contain large amounts of social
data for specific communities -for example, on

the quality and strength of social connections and
bonds and the social and civic vitality of specific
communities. Many of the people we have interviewed
for the qualitative components of the Mapping

Social Cohesion study and the Australian Cohesion
Index, for example, live in ethnically diverse and
socioeconomically disadvantaged communities that
tend to score the lowest social cohesion scores-and
while acknowledging barriers and challenges in

their communities, they often remark how close knit
their communities are despite these challenges. The
Mapping Social Cohesion survey is a large and high
quality source of information for informing these
aspects at a national level but will always lack the
required number of survey respondents to inform each
and every Local Government Area. These predictions
are the best possible means of filling these gaps
quantitatively, but do not and cannot substitute for, or
override local information and knowledge.

The Local Government estimates of social cohesion
should not be interpreted as suggesting that
communities with low predicted cohesion are
somehow deficient or dysfunctional. As noted, the
predictions derive in large part from the demographic
and socioeconomic structure of the population, while
the indicators of social cohesion, by and large, reflect
individual feelings, perceptions and behaviours
across the whole of Australia society, not just within
communities. The belonging domain, for example,
reflects levels of pride and belonging in Australia

as well as personal social connections; the worth
domain reflects emotional and material wellbeing;
while the social inclusion and justice domain reflects
the perceived fairness and equity of Australian
society. The participation domain measures levels
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of engagement within communities, though scores of individual attitudes, perceptions and behaviours

will always be higher in older, affluent and well- in these areas and not anything specific to the way
established communities with deep social roots and in which communities are organised and operate.
weaker in younger and diverse communities with high More than anything, the fact that some communities
migration and population turnover. have lower social cohesion scores is a reflection of

social and economic disadvantage for individuals and
The social cohesion estimates reflect the aggregation households in these communities.

Social cohesion in Local
Government Areas
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Local Government Areas (LGAs) with high social

advantage - LGAs with populations of 10,000 people

or more
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Qualitative
Methodology

Qualitative interviews were conducted during July

and August 2023 to supplement the statistical data
provided by the subjective and objective indicators of
the Australian Cohesion Index. Qualitative interviews
provide a rich source of data about the lived experience
of individuals within Australian communities and can
assist us to understand the dynamics of social cohesion
at the local level. Social cohesion is indeed a multi-
dimensional construct, comprised of many indicators,
including the levels of trust people have in one another
and in government and other institutions, the degree

to which people help one another and feel they belong
and to extent to which they are engaged in their
communities and political systems.

This study aimed to examine how overseas-born
culturally diverse Australians develop a sense of
community and national belonging and identity; to
identify the factors that enable and hinder these
processes and to examine the extent to which
belonging contributes to overall social cohesion in
Australia. In addition, it aimed to understand the impact
of current challenges including (but not limited to) the
cost of living, and to explore perceptions of government
and individuals’ trust in institutions.

In total 53 interviews were conducted, covering the
states of Victoria, New South Wales, Queensland, South
Australia, Tasmania and Western Australia (see Table
Al).

Table A1 Interviewees by state

Table A2 Interviewees by country of origin (regional

groupings)

Background Interviewees
Africa 16
Americas 4

East Asia 19
South Asia 7
Middle East 2
Europe 5
Total 56

and Japan. Several individuals also came from South
Asia (India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh). Six interviews
with individuals from Chinese cultural background were
conducted in Mandarin with a bi-lingual interviewer.

Individuals in the African regional group came from
Central Africa (Central African Republic), Southern
Africa (South Africa), Northern Africa (Sudan) East
Africa (Burundi, Ethiopia, Tanzania) and West Africa
(Ghana, Nigeria). Middle Eastern interviewees came
from Kurdish and Iragi backgrounds; those from the
Americas came from Colombia and Honduras. The
European interviewees were predominantly from
Bosnia, the Czech Repubilic, Italy and Armenia.

Individuals came from different gender backgrounds
(31 female, 23 male) and had been in Australia different
lengths of time (see Table A3).

State Interviewees
VIC 19
NSW 9

QLD 13

SA 5

WA 4

TAS 3

Total 58

Table A3 Length of time in Australia

Length of time in Australia

Interviewees

<5 years
5-10 years
>10 years
Unknown
Total

13
9
30
1
53

Interviewees came from a range of different cultural
backgrounds, which are summarised below according
to region. The largest cohort came from East Asia,
which encompassed the countries of Afghanistan, Hong
Kong, China, Malaysia, Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar

Recruitment occurred through the networks of

the Scanlon Foundation Research Institute, using

a snowballing technique. Organisations, including
community organisations, settlement organisations,
service providers, migrant peak bodies and migrant
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resource centres were contacted by phone or email
and invited to share information about the study via
their networks. Individuals who expressed interest in
participating were provided with an information sheet
that gave further details of the study. All interviews
were conducted voluntarily and individuals received a
S50 Woolworths voucher after the interview to thank
them for their time.

Each interview took approximately 30 to 45 minutes.

Interviews were conducted by Zoom and recorded and

a de-identified transcript was used as a basis for the
qualitative analysis, ensuring individual anonymity via
a code system where each person was allocated an
individual interview number. No individual chose to
discontinue the interview or to withdraw part or all of
the information they provided to the study.

Interviews were semi-structured (loosely structured
around a set of pre-determined questions). The
interviews sought to gain insights into some of the
substantive areas of the Index. Questions addressed
life in the community, including current challenges;
individuals’ sense of belonging to Australia (at

a community and national level); perceptions of
government and views about democracy; perceptions
of the cost of living and experiences of discrimination.
The full discussion guide can be found below.

Interview discussion guide
1) Explanation of the project

+ Introduce the researcher and explain the
project.

+ Explain recording of participant information;
seek consent for the audio-recording of the
interview and explain the steps taken to ensure
the anonymity of the interviewee. Interview
transcripts and recordings will not include

identifying names and are not to be made public.

No individuals will be identified in the report
that is produced, which will discuss findings in
general terms.

+ Explain how the data will be used and stored

+ Explain the importance of honest opinions, no
right or wrong answers

+ Explain maximum length of the interview

+ Any questions before starting?

Subject of interview (5 minutes)
Can you tell me a little about yourself?

1.1.  In which country were you born? [If not
Australia] when did you come to Australia?

1.2. What town or city do you live in?

1.3. What is your gender? [Male, female, prefer the
term... prefer not to sayl.

1.4. What is your first language? Are there other

languages you speak?

1.5. What do you do during the day? Are you
working? Studying?

1.6. What is your highest level of education?

1.7. Do you have family in Australia? What is your
family structure [prompt: do you live with
parents, siblings, other family members]? l.e.
household composition

2) Lifein the local community (10 minutes)

2.1.  What is your local community like? What are
the good and the bad parts?

2.1.1. What challenges does your community face?
How are these being addressed?

2.2. Doyou feel a sense of belonging to your
community? To Australia? [If you were not
born in Australia] have you been made to feel
welcome? What things have helped create this
sense of belonging?

2.3. Areyou involved in any community groups
or activities, like charities, sporting groups,
social clubs, religious organisations? Do you
volunteer anywhere?

2.4. Do you have friends in your community? Are
they from the same cultural background as
you? Are there people you can ask for help and
support if you need it?

2.5. What has been your impression of government
in Australia [local, state and federal]? Do you
feel that politicians and governments here
do the right thing by people from different
cultural communities?

2.5.1. What is your impression, generally, of
democracy in Australia and the political
system?

3) Opportunities, barriers and impressions (up to

15 minutes)

3.1.  How do you find the cost of living in Australia?
How would you describe your financial
circumstances?

3.2. Have you found any differences in Australian
culture from that of your former country [if not
born in Australia] or cultural community? How
have you managed these?

3.3. Do you feel a strong connection to another
country? How do you maintain that connection?
Do you have family or friends overseas? How
do you manage to stay connected with them?

3.4. How do you use languages in your day-to-day
life? Have you experienced any difficulties
communicating in English in your day-to-day
life?

3.5. Have you experienced discrimination in
Australia or made to feel as if you did not
belong?
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4) Wrap up (up to 5 mins)

4.1, Just thinking about what we've discussed
today, is there anything that you've reflected
on that you would like to share or discuss?

4.2. Any other comments/thoughts on what we've
talked about?

4.3. If we runinterviews again around this time next
year, could we contact you again to invite you
to another interview? You do not have to agree
to an interview now, just tell us whether it is ok
for us to contact you again.

Any other questions? Thank you and close.
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