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Executive summary

Surveys show that issues to do with population—migrant numbers, asylum seekers and, to a
lesser extent, population size—are matters of growing concern, though whether opposition to
a bigger Australia is greater now than twenty or thirty years ago is doubtful. While the
majority of respondents over the last thirty years have opposed the idea of a bigger
population, the extent of the opposition reported in the surveys also reflects the way questions
are framed, the kinds of questions that precede these questions, the range of possible
responses the questions allow, and so on. They may also reflect mode effects, especially
differences between online polls and polls conducted face-to-face, by telephone or via the
mail. Opposition to population growth reflects environmental more than economic concerns;
economic concerns are the main reason for supporting population growth.

In responses to the question of whether migrant numbers should be increased, maintained or
reduced three things stand out. First, since 2005, the proportion of respondents saying too
many migrants are coming to Australia has increased. Second, while opposition to
immigration may be on the increase, levels of opposition in recent years have been lower than
those recorded in the first half of the 1990s or in the 1980s. Third, the polls reporting the
highest levels of opposition—all conducted online—have framed the questions in ways that
appear to encourage responses opposed to immigration.




If one reason why the level of opposition to the immigration program is relatively low is that
unemployment is relatively low, the level of opposition to the program may be on the rise
because of the growing concern about the government’s handling of unauthorised boat
arrivals. The proportion of respondents wanting drastic action taken about ‘illegal
immigration’ is high and growing, but this is partly an artefact of the narrow choices posed
by some questions. Less brutal questions sometimes generate less brutal responses.

Modelling data from the latest Australian Survey of Social Attitudes suggests that opposition
to having more people in Australia is greater among respondents who are: women, rather than
men; born in Australia, especially compared with those born in Non-English Speaking
Background countries; without post-school qualification, especially when compared to the
university educated; and not high income earners. Respondents who lived in public housing
were more likely than those in other kinds of housing to oppose population growth. But
respondents in outer metropolitan areas were no more likely than those in inner metropolitan
areas to oppose population growth.

In terms of party preferences, the patterns are more complex. Respondents who voted Liberal
(though not National) were more likely than those who voted Labor to oppose a bigger
Australia. Those who voted for one of the minority parties—the Greens on the Left or One
Nation/Family First on the Right—or who voted for Others, voted informal or didn’t vote
were more likely than Labor voters to oppose a bigger Australia, but not more likely to do so
than Liberal voters. Distinctively, those who voted for the Greens had a higher probability of
citing environmental reasons for opposing a bigger Australia, and humanitarian/cultural
reasons for supporting a bigger Australia.

In addition to these more current trends, we conclude with some reflections on how the polls
on population size have changed since the Second World War, what the data mean in political
terms and the ways in which this challenges some of the received wisdom.
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Introduction

Contention over the size of Australia’s population, its migrant intake and its policies on
asylum—in different forms and in diverse combinations—is not new. Over the last thirty
years these issues have frequently punctuated political debate and featured prominently in the
opinion polls as well. In 1979, three years after the arrival of the first ‘boat people’ from
Vietnam and shortly after these unauthorised arrivals had become a political problem for the
Fraser Government, the published polls paid more attention to the issue of asylum seekers
than they had paid to any issue to do with immigration in any year since the start of polling in
1941. Even though the argument about whether the government was ‘losing control” was a
key concern, these polls focused on the number of Indo-Chinese refugees Australia should
accept.! From 1984, in what started off as the ‘Blainey debate’ and went on to cost John
Howard his leadership of the Liberal Party in 1988, the size of the ‘Asian’ component of the
immigration program was in contention—as were the polls.” In 1998, the rise of Pauline
Hanson on a platform that focused variously on Indigenous Australians and immigrants cost
the Coalition a significant part of its electoral support, and generated a new wave of polling.’
In 2001, the ‘“Tampa crisis’ and Hanson’s switch of focus from immigration to unemployment
helped the Coalition win much of this support back and hold on to office.* Subsequently,

1. On the key concerns and the solutions canvassed, see: M Fraser and M Simons, Malcolm
Fraser: the political memoirs, Miegunyah Press, Carlton, Vic., 2010, p. 416ff. For the polls, see
M Goot, ‘Migrant numbers, Asian immigration and multiculturalism: trends in the polls, 1943—
1998°, Australian multiculturalism for a new century: towards inclusiveness, Statistical
Appendix, National Multicultural Advisory Council, Canberra, 1999, p. 56, viewed 12 April
2011, http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/multicultural/nmac/statistics.pdf

2. M Goot, ‘The Australian party system, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation, and the party
cartelisation thesis’, in I Marsh, ed., Australian parties in transition? The Australian party
system in an era of globalisation, Federation Press, Sydney, 2006, p. 186; M Goot, ‘Public
opinion and the public opinion polls’, in A Markus and MC Ricklefs, eds., Surrender
Australia? Geoffrey Blainey and Asian immigration: essays in the study and use of history,
George Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1985, 49-62.

3. M Goot and I Watson, ‘One Nation’s electoral support: where does it come from, what makes it
different, and how does it fit?’, Australian Journal of Politics and History, 47 (2), 2001, p. 173;
M Goot, ‘The perils of polling and the popularity of Pauline’, Current Affairs Bulletin, 73 (4),
1996/97, pp. 8-14.

4, I McAllister, ‘Border protection, the 2001 Australian election and the Coalition victory’,
Australian Journal of Political Science, 38 (3), 2003, pp. 459-61; M Goot and I Watson,
‘Explaining Howard’s success: social structure, issue agendas and party support, 1993-2004°,
Australian Journal of Political Science, 42 (2), 2007, p. 267; M Goot, ‘Pauline Hanson’s One
Nation: Extreme Right, Centre Party or Extreme Left?” Labour History, no. 89, 2005, p. 106; M
Goot, ‘Turning points: for whom the polls told’, in J Warhurst and M Simms, eds., 2001: the
Centenary election, University of Queensland Press, 2002, pp. 71-80. G Megalogenis,
Faultlines: race, work and the politics of changing Australia, Scribe Publications, Melbourne,
2003, p. 184.


http://www.immi.gov.au/media/publications/multicultural/nmac/statistics.pdf
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polling on immigration and refugees subsided. Since 2009, a surge in the number of asylum-
seekers from Sri Lanka and Afghanistan, plus population projections forty to fifty years
hence of 35 or 36 million, have caused fierce political debate and trouble for successive
Labor prime ministers. These issues, in turn, have generated another spike in the number and
variety of questions about population, immigration and boat people asked in polls, academic
surveys and other forms of opinion research. At every turn, the intensity of the polling has
scaled new heights.

Apart from the ever-increasing number of polls, there are three differences between the latest
rush of polling and the polling conducted on earlier occasions when issues of this kind were
both high on the political agenda and contentious.’ First, the most recent polls have included
questions on the size of the population as well as on immigration. This is a consequence of
the debate from October 2009 when Kevin Rudd, under pressure to respond to a Treasury
report in which Australia’s population was projected to grow to 35.9 million by 2050,
acknowledged that he believed in a “big Australia”.® Second, questions about the nationality
or ethnicity of the migrants Australia should take have gone largely unasked. This, too,
reflects a change in which issues of immigration have come to be framed publicly as matters
of ‘border security’, not necessarily changes in the ways in which most Australians actually
think about the issues. And third, recent polling has focused not on the number of asylum
seekers or ‘illegal immigrants’ Australia should accept but on how well the government has
managed to control the number of asylum seekers; more precisely, on whether its policies
have been too ‘hard’ or too ‘soft’. Here, again, the ways in which questions in the polls have
tracked the state of political debate, and fed back into it, is clear. It was the Rudd
Government’s difficulties over the asylum seckers aboard the Oceanic Viking between

5. Bob Hawke’s tearful announcement, after the Tien-an-men Square repression of June 1989,
granting temporary protection visas to 20 000 Chinese students studying in Australia may have
put the issue high on the political agenda but appears to have not been contentious. Apart from
a poll in Western Australia, it occasioned no polling. See B D’Alpuget, Hawke: the Prime
Minister, Melbourne University Press, 2010, p. 240; J Jupp, From White Australia to Woomera,
second edition, Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 178, 187; and M Goot, ‘Reverberations
of Beijing: Australian public opinion towards China before and after the June 4 massacre’,
Australian Quarterly, 61 (3), 1989, pp. 402-3.

6. ‘Rudd welcomes “big Australia”’, ABC News, 23 October 2009, viewed 12 April 2011,
http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/10/23/2721924.htm; K Rudd, ‘Kevin Rudd’s speech
in full’, The Advertiser, 20 January 2010, viewed 12  April 2011,
http://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/kevin-rudds-speech-in-full/story-e6freo8c-
1225821744119; ‘Rudd on a ‘Big Australia’’, The 7.30 Report, 28 January 2010, viewed 12
April 2011, http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2010/s2804229.htm; The political trajectory of
the issue can be tracked, from January 2010, in B Cassidy, The party thieves: the real story of
the 2010 election, Melbourne University Press, Carlton, Vic., 2010, pp. 76, 140, 150-1, 155,
241. For the Treasury’s projection, see: The Treasury, The 2010 intergenerational report,
Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, viewed 12 April 2011,
http://www.treasury.gov.au/igr/igr2010/report/html/02_Chapter 1 Economic_and demographi

c.asp



http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/10/23/2721924.htm
http://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/kevin-rudds-speech-in-full/story-e6freo8c-1225821744119
http://www.adelaidenow.com.au/news/kevin-rudds-speech-in-full/story-e6freo8c-1225821744119
http://www.abc.net.au/7.30/content/2010/s2804229.htm
http://www.treasury.gov.au/igr/igr2010/report/html/02_Chapter_1_Economic_and_demographic.asp
http://www.treasury.gov.au/igr/igr2010/report/html/02_Chapter_1_Economic_and_demographic.asp
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October 2009, when they were picked up, and November 2009, when they finally agreed to
disembark in Indonesia, which heralded the start of Rudd’s electoral troubles. These troubles
were reported by both public and private polls and noted on all sides of the political divide,
and became the point of departure for further public policy development and political
skirmishing.’

The polls provide answers to a number of important questions to do with the state of public
opinion on issues of population, immigration and asylum seekers. They can tell us how
highly Australians rate issues of this kind compared with other issues they think governments
need to address, and whether they think that Labor, the Coalition or some other party is best
suited to deal with these issues. They can provide some insight into what Australians think
about the substantive issues involved: whether the country needs more people, whether the
number of migrants coming to Australia should be increased or reduced, and so on. And they
allow us to interrogate the answers to these questions with questions of our own. For
example, how might the political debate have elevated the importance or affected the
distribution of opinion on such matters; in what ways do the survey questions themselves
shape what we understand public opinion to be; and do characteristics such as gender,
education, where the respondents were born, where they live or how they vote help structure
the views these surveys report?

In this paper we look for answers to these questions by reviewing survey data generated over
the last ten or so years by a variety of market research firms including AGB McNair, Auspoll,
Essential Research, Galaxy Research, Ipsos, Ipsos Mackay, Newspoll, Nielsen (formerly
ACNielsen), Quantum Market Research, the Roy Morgan Research Centre, and Irving
Saulwick & Associates. Some, though not all, of these polls were commissioned by the press.
We also look at academic surveys, including the most recent iterations of the Australian
Election Study (AES), the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (AuSSA), the ANUpoll, the
Scanlon Survey, and the new Global Index of Fear—an initiative of King’s College, London.
We examine surveys commissioned by Amnesty International Australia, the Benevolent
Society, the Lowy Institute and the Property Council of Australia. The surveys were
conducted using a range of modes— predominantly phone, but also mail, online and face-to-
face. Almost all were conducted nationally. We have been able to reanalyse two surveys that
deal explicitly with attitudes to the size of Australia’s population—the latest AuSSA and the
most recent Lowy poll. The AuSSA provides the basis for our modelling.

These surveys show that issues to do with population are matters of growing concern, though
whether opposition to having a bigger Australia is greater now than twenty or thirty years ago
is doubtful. While the majority of respondents over the last thirty years have opposed the idea
of a bigger population, the extent of the opposition reported in the surveys also reflects the
way the questions are framed, the questions that precede questions on population, the range

7. D Shanahan, ‘Rudd’s reversal of fortune still shrouded in myth’, Australian, 10 December
2010, p. 12; P Coorey, ‘Arbib goes quiet, but many are talking’, Sydney Morning Herald, 10
December 2010, p. 8; P Kelly, ‘A dismal stand, driven by polling’, Australian, 26 July 2010.
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of possible responses the questions allow, and so on. They may also reflect mode effects,
especially differences between online polls and other polls conducted face-to-face, by
telephone or via the mail.

In responses to the question of whether migrant numbers should be increased, maintained or
reduced, three things stand out. First, since 2005, the proportion of respondents saying too
many migrants are coming to Australia has increased. Second, while opposition to
immigration may be on the increase levels of opposition in recent years have been lower than
those recorded in the first half of the 1990s or in the 1980s. Third, the polls reporting the
highest levels of opposition—all conducted online—have framed the questions in ways that
appear to encourage responses opposed to immigration.

If one reason why the level of opposition to the immigration program is relatively low is that
unemployment is relatively low, the level of opposition to the program may be on the rise
because of the growing concern about the government’s handling of unauthorised boat
arrivals. The proportion of respondents wanting drastic action taken about ‘illegal
immigration’ is high and growing, but this is partly an artefact of the narrow choices posed
by some questions. Less brutal questions sometimes generate less brutal responses.
Modelling suggests that opposition to having more people is greater among respondents who
are: women rather than men; born in Australia, especially compared with those born in Non-
English Speaking Background (NESB) countries; without post-school qualification,
especially when compared to the university educated; and not high income earners.
Respondents who lived in public housing were more likely than those in other kinds of
housing to oppose population growth. But respondents in outer metropolitan areas were no
more likely than those in inner metropolitan areas to oppose population growth.

In terms of party preferences, the patterns are more complex. Respondents who voted Liberal
(though not National) were more likely than those who voted Labor to oppose a bigger
Australia. Those who voted for one of the minority parties—the Greens on the Left or One
Nation/Family First on the Right—or who voted for Others, voted informal or didn’t vote
were more likely than Labor voters to oppose a bigger Australia, but not more likely to do so
than Liberal voters.

Opposition to population growth tends to reflect environmental more than economic
concerns; economic concerns are the main reason cited for supporting population growth.
Distinctively, those who voted for the Greens had a higher probability of citing
environmental reasons for opposing a bigger Australia, and humanitarian/cultural reasons for
supporting a bigger Australia.

We conclude by challenging some of the received wisdom about what the data mean for the
political parties, about the ways in which public opinion has affected immigration policy
since the War, and about the positions held by voters of various kinds on the question of
population growth. In particular, we emphasise how the framing of poll questions can affect
public opinion, leaving dominant readings of public opinion at risk to alternative framings.
We show that the idea of poll-following—which can also be framed as political



Population, immigration and asylum seekers: patterns in Australian public opinion

responsiveness—is not new, certainly in relation to the immigration program. Lastly, we
offer some explanations for recent views about the level of Australia’s population that draw
attention to the importance of nativist beliefs, labour market vulnerabilities, and border
security.

Population, immigration and asylum seekers as issues of concern and
as election issues

The size or composition of Australia’s population has rated relatively highly as an issue of
importance in recent surveys. This is true whether the responses were top-of-mind, given in
response to an open-ended question, or prompted by questions that offered a series of
possible responses. Concerns about population are sometimes expressed directly, as a
concern about over-population; sometimes indirectly, as a concern about immigration.

Issues of concern

Concern about immigration, as reported by the ANUpoll (a phone poll) rose in 2009 and
reached a peak around the middle of 2010 before falling back slightly in December (see Fig.
1).® Between the first ANUpoll in March 2008 and March—April 2009, no more than six per
cent of those asked about ‘the most important issue facing Australia today’ nominated
anything to do with immigration. A year later this figure had doubled to 13 per cent (March—
April 2010); in the most recent poll (December 2010) it stood at 12 per cent. There was no
prompting. If we add those who nominated ‘immigration’ as ‘the second most important issue
facing Australia today’, the jump was from 11 per cent (March—April 2009) to 24 per cent
(March—April and June—July 2010), dropping back to 19 per cent in December. Not only was
there a rise in the proportion expressing concern about the issue, there was also a rise in
where the issue ranked. Whereas it once ranked seventh or eighth—a long way behind
‘economy/jobs’ during the ‘global financial crisis’—from 2009 it ranked in the top three. In
June—July 2010 the only issues to be mentioned by more respondents as the most important
issue facing Australia today were the ‘economy/jobs’ (nominated by 17 per cent) and
‘environment/global warming’ (15 per cent). Although the number of direct references to
‘population’ remained small, it seems reasonable to suppose that immigration, far from being
considered something distinct, was widely if implicitly recognised by these respondents as
the principal driver of population growth—as indeed it is.’

8. The coverage of immigration issues in the Age and Sydney Morning Herald was greater
between January and August 2009 than for the corresponding period in 2007. However, in the
absence of data for the whole year, a longer time-series (including data for 2008), and some
differentiation between coverage of asylum issues and coverage of other immigration issues, it
is not clear what we should make of this; see A Markus and J Arnup, Mapping social cohesion
2009: the Scanlon Foundation surveys, full report, Monash Institute for the Study of Social
Movements, Caulfield East, Vic., 2009, pp. 16-17.

9. I McAllister, personal communication.
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Figure 1: Immigration as the most or second most important issue facing Australia, ANUpoll,
2009-10 (percentages)
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Note: All surveys conducted by phone

Source: J Pietsch and I McAllister, Public opinion on internet use and civil society, ANUpoll, Australian
National Institute for Public Policy and ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences, Australian National
University, April 2011 (for 2-16 December 2010), http://publicpolicy.anu.edu.au/anupoll/documents/2011-04-
28 ANUpoll_internet.pdf; R Lamberts, WJ Grant and A Martin, Public opinion about science, ANUpoll, no. 8,
ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences, Australian National University, December 2010 (for 15 June — 2 July
2010), http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/ANUpoll_on_science.pdf; I McAllister, A Martin and J
Pietsch, Public opinion towards population growth in Australia, ANUpoll, no. 7, ANU College of Arts and
Social Sciences, Australian National University, October 2010 (for 15 March — 1 April 2010),
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/content/publications/report/public_opinion_towards population_growth_in_aust
ralia/; I McAllister, Public opinion towards rural and regional Australia, ANUpoll, no. 6, ANU College of Arts
and Social Sciences, Australian National University, October 2009
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/0907029 Frequencies_2 2009 WEBFA2.pdf; 1 McAllister,
Public opinion towards the economy and the global financial crisis, ANUpoll, no. 5, ANU College of Arts and
Social ~ Sciences, Australian National  University, July 2009 (for 17-30 June 2009)
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/ANUpoll_Frequencies_July 09.pdf; 1 McAllister, Public
opinion towards defence foreign affairs, ANUpoll, no. 4, ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences, Australian
National University, April 2009 (for 17 March — 1 April 2009)
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/0904019 Frequencies_1_2009.pdf; I McAllister, Public opinion
towards the environment, ANUpoll, no. 3, Australian National University, October 2008 (for 5-21 September
2008); http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/ANUpoll_freq october2008.pdf; Public opinion towards
higher education: results from the ANUPoll, ANUpoll, Australian National University, July 2008,
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/images/uploads/080804frequencies.pdf; Public opinion towards governance:
results from the inaugural ANU poll, Australian National University, March 2008, (for 16-30 March 2008);
http://publicpolicy.anu.edu.au/anupoll/documents/2008-04-16_ANUpoll_governance report.pdf
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Poll question: figure 1

‘What do you think is the most important problem facing Australia today? And what do you think is the
second most important problem facing Australia today? (Open-ended)

As well as the size and/or composition of the immigration program, concerns about
immigration encompass concerns about ‘boat people’, ‘unauthorised asylum seekers’ or
‘illegal immigration’. In 2007 and 2008, according to Quantum’s face-to face interviewing
for AustraliaSCAN, ‘illegal immigration’ had faded as one of the top five issues on which the
government needed to act ‘straight away’. Presented with a list of nearly thirty issues, only
seven per cent and eight per cent respectively put it in their top five —down from 17 per cent
in 2003, the year the series started. But in October—December 2009 ‘illegal immigration’ was
nominated by 17 per cent, and by no fewer than 23 per cent in late 2010."

In the Lowy Institute’s phone poll the level of concern with ‘unauthorised asylum seekers’
also rose in 2010. Asked whether they were ‘concerned or not concerned about unauthorised
asylum seekers coming to Australia by boat’, or had ‘no view on this’, three-quarters (78 per
cent in 2010 and 76 per cent in 2009) of those interviewed in 2010 said they were
‘concerned’ — the proportion of respondents who were ‘very concerned’ rising from 43 per
cent in 2009 to 52 per cent in 2010. In terms of ‘what Australian foreign policy should be
trying to achieve’ the proportion that thought ‘controlling illegal immigration’ was ‘very
important’ (rather than ‘fairly important, not very important or not at all important’) increased
from ?15 per cent in 2007 and 59 per cent in 2008, to 60 per cent in 2009 and 62 per cent in
2010.

While the use of the phrase ‘illegal immigration’ or the word ‘illegals’ to describe ‘boat
people’ (as they are known colloquially) or ‘unauthorised arrivals’ (as they are known
officially) may be incorrect, it is a description that has caught on. Asked in September 2003
whether it was ‘all right or not all right’ to use the term ‘illegals’ ‘to describe the people who
have attempted to come to Australia as refugees’, opinion among members of the workforce
interviewed by Saulwick was evenly split: 47 per cent said it was ‘not all right’, 51 per cent
said it was ‘all right’. But asked in November 2010 whether it was ‘legal or illegal for asylum
seekers to arrive by boat’, no fewer than 85 per cent of those interviewed by Galaxy for
Amnesty International said it was “illegal’.'?

What about concern with immigration more generally? In a survey conducted by phone in
June 2010 on behalf of the Scanlon Foundation, issues to do with immigration also rated

10.  David Chalke, personal communication. Interviewing in rural areas was conducted by phone.

11. F Hanson, The Lowy Institute poll 2010: Australia and the World: public opinion and foreign
policy, Lowy Institute for International Policy, Sydney, 2010, pp. 17, 23, viewed 19 April
2011, http://www.lowyinstitute.org/Publication.asp?pid=1305

12.  Amnesty International, ‘Topline data from Galaxy Omnibus (5-—7 November 2010)’, media
release, 2010.
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highly. Asked what they thought were ‘the most important issues facing Australia today’, 13
per cent nominated ‘immigration/population growth’ as either the most or second most
important issue, while 10 per cent mentioned ‘asylum seekers (negative comment)/illegal
immigrants’. In aggregate 23 per cent mentioned something to do with population. Taken
together this put issues of this kind into the top three."

Data gathered by Roy Morgan Research tell a similar, if less dramatic, story. In June and
September 2010, when Morgan asked respondents (via the phone) to nominate ‘the most
important problem facing Australia today’, problems to do with ‘immigration/immigration
policy’ were mentioned, unprompted, by between six per cent (June) and four per cent
(September), and ‘over-population’ by two or three per cent. Again, to put these figures in
context we need to note that in neither of these surveys was any issue nominated by more
than 10 per cent of respondents—a reflection, possibly, of the narrower categories under
which Morgan aggregated the disparate responses.'* Asked in May and June 2010, and again
in July, what the federal government could do ‘that would most benefit you and your family’
only one or two per cent said they could ‘limit immigration’."> There are two ways of
reconciling these divergent findings in the Morgan polls: by assuming that in answering the
question about ‘the most important problem facing Australia’ respondents were thinking not
about what was good for themselves but about what was good for the country; or by
regarding responses to the second question as underreporting the number of respondents
concerned for themselves or their families. Either way, issues to do with population rated
relatively highly.

When Ipsos MORI was constructing its Global Index of Fear via an internet poll in
September 2010, it presented respondents with a list of fourteen ‘challenges’ that face the
world and/or Australia. ‘Over population’ was rated in the top four as a ‘world’ issue and in
the top six as an issue for Australia. It was seen by a third of the respondents (35 per cent) as
one of the ‘two or three greatest challenges that face the world’, and was rated as highly as
‘poverty’ (35 per cent) or ‘global warming’ (37 per cent). The only issue to clearly trump
‘over population’ was ‘war and terrorism’, which was mentioned by 54 per cent of

13. A Markus, Mapping social cohesion 2010: the Scanlon Foundation surveys: summary report,
Monash Institute for the Study of Social Movements, Caulfield East, Vic., 2010, p. 18, viewed
19 April 2011,
http://www.globalmovements.monash.edu.au/socialcohesion/documents/Mapping%20Social%
20Cohesion%20Summary%20Report%202010.pdf

14. Roy Morgan Research, Morgan poll: finding no. 4583, media release, 21 September 2010,
viewed 19 April 2011, http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4583/; The difficulties of
recording, coding and especially aggregating responses to open-ended questions of this kind are
discussed in M Goot, ‘The forests, the trees and the polls’, in C Bean, I McAllister, and J
Warhurst, eds., The greening of Australian politics: the 1990 federal election, Longman
Cheshire, Melbourne, 1990, pp. 115-20.

15. Roy Morgan Research, Morgan poll: finding no. 4541, media release, 27 July 2010, viewed 19
April 2011, http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4541/
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respondents. Of the top ‘two or three greatest challenges’ facing Australia,
‘overpopulation’—as one might expect—figured less prominently, nominated by a quarter
(26 per cent), as was ‘cancer’ (26 per cent). ‘Overpopulation’ was slightly less likely to be
nominated than ‘ageing’ (31 per cent), ‘mental health’ (35 per cent) or ‘global warming’
(37 per cent). Most prominent among the ‘two or three greatest challenges’ facing Australia
was ‘the economy’ (44 per cent).'

Election issues

How important was the population issue during the 2010 election campaign? Certainly, in the
media it loomed large. From the first week of the campaign (17-23 July) to the last (14—
20 August), ‘population/overall immigration levels’ was never out of the ‘top ten’ topics
aggregated by Media Monitors Australia-wide across all media (press, radio, television and
the internet). On radio, including talkback, it was the third most frequently mentioned topic in
week one (climate change was mentioned on 9282 occasions, Kevin Rudd on 6699 occasions,
and ‘population/overall immigration levels’ on 6036 occasions), and it was the fourth most
frequently mentioned topic in week two (after paid parental leave, Rudd and climate change),
before sliding to tenth (1934 mentions) in week three, rising to ninth in week four (1484) and
slipping back to tenth in week five (1292)."” According to Barrie Cassidy, Rudd’s ‘backing
the concept of “a big Australia”’ meant that ‘[sJuddenly immigration and asylum seekers had
converged as an issue’.'® But Media Monitors, which distinguished between the two, had
‘population/overall immigration levels’ running ahead of ‘border protection/boat arrivals’ in
all media in the first four weeks (the only exception was television in week one) and ‘border
protection/boat arrivals’ running ahead of ‘population/overall immigration levels’ across all
media in week five.

Despite its high profile in the media, the population issue does not appear to have loomed
quite as large for electors. At the end of the first week of the election campaign, on 23—
25 July, when Newspoll, which polls by phone, took respondents through a list of issues and
asked which of them was ‘very important, fairly important or not important on [sic] how you
personally will vote in the federal election’, exactly half the respondents (50 per cent) said
‘asylum seekers arriving in Australia’ would be a ‘very important’ issue. This was the first
time ‘asylum seekers’ had appeared on Newspoll’s list during a campaign or at any other
time. ‘Immigration’, as an issue that might impact on how ‘you personally will vote in the
federal election’, had last appeared in February 2004. Even if one accepted a figure of this
kind at face value—and we shouldn’t—it’s important to bear in mind that still larger
proportions rated ‘health and Medicare’ (79 per cent), ‘education’ (72 per cent), ‘the
economy’ (70 per cent), ‘leadership’ (62 per cent) and ‘national security’ (54 per cent) as

16. C Wyld, Global index of fear, Foreign Press Association, London, 3 November 2010,
http://www.fpalondon.org/showarticle.pl?1d=888

17. Media Monitors, personal communication.

18.  Cassidy, op. cit., p. 76.
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‘very important’; and that ‘interest rates’ (45 per cent), ‘inflation’ (43 per cent), ‘climate
change’ (43 per cent) and industrial relations’ (42 per cent)—all the other issues on the list—
weren’t far behind. "’

When Essential Research, in an online poll conducted from 13-18 July 2010, presented
respondents with a list of sixteen issues and asked them to indicate ‘the three most important
issues in deciding how you would vote at a federal election’, the issue of ‘managing
population growth’ (mentioned by 12 per cent) ranked well below ‘management of the
economy’ (63 per cent), ‘ensuring the quality of Australia’s health system’ (55 per cent),
‘Australian jobs and protection of local industries’ (24 per cent) and ‘ensuring a quality
education for all children’ (24 per cent). It also ranked below ‘ensuring a fair taxation system’
(18 per cent) and ‘protecting the environment’ (15 per cent), was on a par with ‘addressing
climate change’ and ‘controlling interest rates’, and was marginally ahead of ‘treatment of
asylum seekers’ (11 percent) and ‘a fair industrial relations system’ (11 per cent). It ranked
slightly higher than ‘security and the war on terrorism’ (eight per cent) or ‘ensuring a quality
water supply’ (six per cent).”’ In May 2010, 14 per cent of respondents had rated ‘managing
population growth’ as one of the top three issues shaping their vote. In October, the
corresponding figure was 10 per cent. The ‘treatment of asylum seekers’, not listed in May,
slipped from 11 per cent in July to five per cent in October.*'

Of those in late May 2010 whose ‘view of Kevin Rudd and the Labor Government’ had
become “‘a little less favourable in recent weeks’ (25 per cent) or ‘much less favourable’ (33
per cent), 15 per cent nominated as their main reason, unprompted, a belief that Rudd and his
government had become ‘too soft on asylum seekers’; only four per cent gave as their reason
the idea they had become ‘too tough on asylum seekers’. Conversely, of those whose view of
Tony Abbott and the Liberal Party’ had become ‘a little more favourable in recent weeks’ (19
per cent) or ‘much more favourable’ (seven per cent), 12 per cent nominated as their main
reason, unprompted, that Abbott and the Liberals would be ‘tough on asylum seekers’; no one
ventured as a reason the idea that they would be soft on asylum seekers. >

After the election more than a third (36 per cent) of the AES respondents, in a mail survey,
said that ‘population policy’ was ‘extremely important’ when deciding how they would vote
and a similar proportion (37 per cent) said that ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ were

19.  Newspoll, ‘Importance and best party to handle major issues’, Australian, 27 July 2010,
available at: http://www.newspoll.com.au/cgi-bin/polling/display_poll_data.pl

20. Essential Research, Essential report, Essential Media Communications, 19 July 2010, viewed
19 April 2011, http://www.essentialmedia.com.au/category/essential-report-19th-july-2010/

21. Essential Research, Essential report, Essential Media Communications, 11 October 2010,
viewed 19 April 2011, http://www.essentialmedia.com.au/category/essential-report-101011-
11th-october-2010/

22.  Essential Research, Essential report, Essential Media Communications, 24 May 2010, viewed
19 April 2011, http://www.essentialmedia.com.au/category/essential-report-100524-24th-may-
2010/
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‘extremely important’ when deciding how they would vote. But asked to rank the issues that
were ‘most important to you and your family during the election campaign’ from a list of
twelve, the issue of ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ was mentioned as the most or second most
important issue by no more than 14 per cent—behind ‘heath and Medicare’ (44 per cent), the
‘management of the economy (31 per cent) and ‘education’ (20 per cent). The issue of
‘population policy’ was mentioned by just five per cent—behind ‘taxation’ (11 per cent),
‘interest rates’ (11 per cent), ‘the environment’ (10 per cent), ‘global warming’ (10 per cent),
‘unemployment’ (seven per cent), ‘the resource tax’ (six per cent) and alongside ‘industrial
relations’ (five per cent).*

The Coalition enjoyed an advantage over Labor as the party closer to the views of
respondents on ‘population policy’ (where it led 29 percent to 21 per cent—the remainder of
respondents saw no difference between the parties, did not know, or did not respond). It was
also regarded as the party closer to the views of respondents on ‘refugees and asylum
seekers’ with a very substantial advantage of 39 per cent to 20 per cent—a margin equalled
only by Labor’s advantage on ‘education’ (23 per cent to 42 per cent).

The AES data suggest that if either ‘population policy’ or ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ had
an impact on the vote, the issue of ‘refugees and asylum seekers’ had a bigger impact than the
issue of ‘population policy’. Refugees and asylum seekers ranked higher than the issue of
population and it served to differentiate the parties more sharply—an important dimension
that the other polling does not address. In the absence of detailed modelling, however, we
cannot tell how much either issue mattered.

Polls and the measurement of public opinion on population growth

The importance of an issue to an election outcome is one thing; the distribution of opinion
that helps spur public jousting or political decision-making—the proportion in favour of a
particular policy compared to the proportion against—is another. A series of polls on whether
Australia needs more people, dating from 1979 (see Table 1), shows three things. First, the
polls indicate a very wide range of responses, with one poll reporting just 20 per cent in
favour of having more people, other polls less lopsided, and the remainder showing opinion
quite evenly divided. Second, since 1979 the majority of respondents encouraged to express a
view one way of the other have opposed the need for a bigger population.”* Third, there is

23. I McAllister et al., Australian election study, 2010, Australian Social Science Data Archive,
Australian National University, 2011.

24.  Betts argues for including in this series a 1977 Saulwick poll in which respondents were asked
to think whether ‘over the next few years’ Australia ‘should not be concerned if growth slows
down’ (endorsed by 50 per cent), ‘encourage couples to have larger families’ (22 per cent),
‘encourage more migrants to come’ (10 per cent) or ‘encourage both migrants and larger
families’ (17 per cent). While the inclusion of this question would not affect any of our
conclusions, we do not accept that it is ‘sufficiently similar’ to the other questions to warrant
inclusion: a lack of ‘concern’ with a ‘slowdown’ in growth is not the equivalent of saying
Australia needs no more people; nor is anyone who would like to see a bigger population

11



Population, immigration and asylum seekers: patterns in Australian public opinion

more widespread opposition to a bigger population in the 21* century than there was in the
twentieth century.

Table 1: Opinion poll responses to whether Australia needs more people, 1979-2010
(percentages)

Poll Mode Date Yes No DK n

Auspoll Online¥ Sept—Oct 2010 23 45 33 (4072)
ANUpoll Phone June 2010 44 52 4 (695)
ANUpoll Phone March—April 2010 34 61 5 (1200)
AuSSA Mail Dec 2009—Feb 2010 30 68 2 (3243)
Essential Online July—Aug 2008 20 72 7 (1013)
Saulwick Phone Sept 2001 36 58 7 (1000)
Reark Face-to-face* Nov 1986 45 50 5 (2512)
McNair Face-to-face# July 1979 45 51 4 (2100)

tCapital cities, including Canberra and Darwin; *Respondents aged 15+; # Respondents aged 13+

Source: Auspoll Campaign Intelligently, My City: the people’s verdict, prepared for the Property Council of
Australia, 22 January 2011, http://www.propertyoz.com.au/mycity/; I McAllister, A Martin and J Pietsch, Public
opinion towards population growth in Australia, ANUpoll, Australian National University, 2010, p.17
http://www.anu.edu.au/anupoll/content/publications/report/public_opinion towards population growth_in_aust
ralia; 1 McAllister, ANU poll 2010: Australia’s future, Australian National University, 2010; A Evans,
Australian survey of social attitudes, 2009, Australian National University, 2010; Essential Research, Essential
report, Essential Research, 4 August 2008, p. 5; ‘The Age manifesto project: a quantitative study of voter
attitudes on social and political issues’, Irving Saulwick & Associates in collaboration with Denis Muller &
Associates, and H Mackay, August 2001, p. 49; ‘Election 2001 snapshot of a nation — population’, The Age, 8
October 2001, supplement, p. 15; Reark Research, Attitudinal survey on population issues in Australia, a
research report prepared for the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Sydney, December 1986;
McNair Anderson, Report on a survey of community attitudes to Indo-Chinese refugees, prepared for the
Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Sydney, August 1979.

committed to endorsing government efforts to ‘encourage’ it. See K Betts, ‘Population growth:
what do Australian voters want?’ People and Place, 18 (1), 2010, p. 61.
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Poll questions: table 1

Auspoll: 29 September — 5 October 2010

‘And do you support the Federal Government taking the following actions? ... The Federal Government
developing a plan to stop population growth in Australia?’ Strongly support [18%], support [27%], neither
support nor oppose [33%], oppose [16%], strongly oppose [7%].

ANUpoll: 8-24 June 2010
‘Do you think Australia needs more people?’

ANUpoll: 15 March -1 April 2010
‘The Government has recently spoken of its aim to increase the population from 21 million today to 35 million
by 2050. Do you think Australia needs more people?’

AUSSA: December 2009 - February 2010
‘The next few questions are about population growth. In 2008—09 immigration was higher than in any other
year. Do you think Australia needs more people?’

Essential: 29 July — 3 August 2008
‘In general, do you think Australia’s population is too small [20%], too large [18%], or about right [54%]?

Saulwick: 9-15 August 2001
‘In your view, should Australia increase, maintain or reduce its population?’

Reark: 8-16 November 1986
‘Overall, do you think Australia has too many people [10%], about the right number [40%)], too few people
[45%)]7

McNair Anderson: 7-15 July 1979

‘The latest estimates indicate that our present population is just over 14 million. Looking ahead to the future,
do you think Australia will need more people [45%], fewer people [6%], or about the same number as we have
now [39%]?’

The range of opinion warrants closer examination. The distribution of opinion in a poll can be
affected by a number of factors, especially by:

- how the question is framed, including any information respondents are given
- the nature of any question that precedes it, and
- the range of possible responses the question allows.

Responses to some of the questions in the polls about the size of Australia’s population are
almost certainly an artefact of how the issue has been presented even if they are not an
artefact of the order in which the questions are asked—about which we are normally told
nothing. The majority of respondents in recent years have said that Australia does not need
more people when asked simply whether Australia ‘needs more people’ or has a population
that is ‘too small’—a question that may be simplistic given the consequences of affirming
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either of these alternatives.” In the ANUpoll, conducted by telephone in June 2010, 52 per
cent said Australia did not need ‘more people’ while 44 per cent said it did.*® In 2008, in an
online poll conducted by Essential Research only 20 per cent of the respondents thought
Australia’s population was ‘too small’ as against ‘too large’ (18 per cent) or ‘about right’ (54
per cent). Majority opposition to having ‘more people’ is certainly not of recent origin. In
September 2001, a Saulwick poll conducted by phone, reported a clear majority (65 per cent)
wanted Australia’s population to be maintained or reduced, not increased.”” And as early as
November 1986, half of those interviewed face-to-face, on behalf of the Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs by Reark Research, said that Australia had ‘about the right
numbg:gr’ of people (40 per cent), even too many (10 per cent) rather than too few (45 per
cent).

In each survey, questions about the size of Australia’s population were preceded immediately
by questions that may have affected the answers. In the case of the ANUpoll, the preceding
question was on ‘the most important’ and the ‘second most important problem facing
Australia’, to which (as we have seen) a relatively large number of respondents mentioned
things to do with immigration.” In the case of the Essential poll, the preceding question was
on the Rudd Government’s decision to increase ‘Australia’s refugee intake to 13 500 per
annum’ (52 per cent were opposed). In the case of the Saulwick poll, the preceding question
was on the refugee intake post-Tampa, another hot-button issue.”” In the case of the Reark
survey, the preceding question was about how many people were living in Australia (a larger
proportion underestimated the figure than overestimated it) and what the ‘ideal (or optimum)
population size’ might be (of those with an opinion—just 43 per cent of the sample—the
median figure was around 20 million).”' To what extent, if at all, any of these questions
affected responses to the questions that followed we cannot tell.

25.  For example, in the absence of falling fertility and a program of zero net migration Australia’s
population cannot stabilise: J Brown and OM Hartwich, Populate and perish? Modelling
Australia’s demographic future, Centre for Independent Studies, Sydney, 2010, p. vii; for a
recent statement against population growth see: M O’Connor and WJ Lines, Overloading
Australia: how governments and media dither and deny on population, Envirobook, NSW,
2008.

26. 1 McAllister, A Martin and J Pietsch, Public opinion towards population growth in Australia,
ANUpoll, no. 7, ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences, October 2010, viewed 19 April
2011, http://publicpolicy.anu.edu.au/anupoll/documents/2010-10-26_ ANUpoll population.pdf

27.  ‘Snapshot of a nation: election 2001: population’, The Age, 8 October 2001.

28. Reark Research, Attitudinal survey on population issues in Australia, a research report prepared
for the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, Sydney, December 1986, pp. 15-22.

29.  McAllister, Martin and Pietsch, Public opinion towards population growth in Australia, op. cit.
30.  ‘Snapshot of a nation: election 2001: population’, op. cit.

31. Reark Research, op. cit.
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However, where respondents were cued directly, by being informed either about the way the
population had risen or about the way it was likely to rise, the proportion opposed to a bigger
population appears to have jumped. In the ANUpoll that went into the field in March—April
2010, respondents were told that ‘the Government has recently spoken of its aim to increase
the population from 21 million today to 35 million by 2050’ before being asked whether they
thought ‘Australia needs more people’. The contrast with the responses three months later
when a sub-set of these respondents were re-interviewed and asked simply whether they
thought ‘Australia needs more people’ is striking. Among the respondents reinterviewed, the
proportion saying ‘Australia needs more people’ rose by ten percentage points from
34 per cent in the original interview to 44 per cent in the subsequent interview.”> Earlier, in
the AuSSA, after being informed that the intake of migrants ‘in 2008—09 was higher than in
any other year’, less than a third (30 per cent) agreed that Australia needed ‘more people’;
two-thirds (68 per cent) said Australia did not.

The discrepancy between the two sets of results is very likely due to the way the full
ANUpoll and the AuSSA allowed the questions to be framed. While perfectly legitimate for
some purposes (building multi-item scales, for example) and widely used for others (to test
different ways of presenting a political message, for example), this technique is problematic
when the number of versions skewed in particular ways is reduced to one.> Our assumption
here, that better informed respondents are less likely to support a ‘big Australia’, fits with
other evidence: in the Scanlon survey respondents claiming to have ‘seen or heard’
something ‘in the media about the size of Australia’s future population’ were more likely to
think ‘an Australian population of 36 million by 2050° was ‘much too large’ than those who
did not make this claim (24 per cent to 16 per cent) although we cannot be sure which came
first—attention to media or opposition to a big Australia.*" It is conceivable that part of the
discrepancy between the results is due to differences in the mode of interview, with
respondents feeling freer to report their views in the AuSSA, via the anonymity of a mail
survey, than to an interviewer on the phone (the ANUpoll).*”> But as we shall see, when we
turn to time series data on attitudes to immigration, it is unlikely that the mode of interview
accounts for much of this discrepancy.

32.  McAllister, Martin and Pietsch, Public opinion towards population growth in Australia, op. cit.

33. Responses to the AuSSA question are discussed by the sponsor of the question in Betts,
‘Population Growth’, op. cit., pp. 56-58; and K Betts, ‘A bigger Australia: opinions for and
against’, People and Place, 18 (2), 2010, pp. 25-33. However, her claim that the wording of the
AuSSA question was based on questions asked by Saulwick in 1977 and 2001 is misleading:
neither of the Saulwick questions was prefaced by any statement about immigration numbers or
trends.

34. Markus, Mapping social cohesion 2010, op. cit., p. 26.

35. For a suggestion along these lines, see K Betts, ‘Attitudes to immigration and population
growth in Australia, 1954 to 2010: an overview’, People and Place, 18 (3), 2010, p. 47.
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Response options can have an even more dramatic effect than the framing of questions. In the
most recent poll, the online Auspoll, respondents were asked whether they supported or
opposed ‘the Federal Government developing a plan to stop population growth in Australia’.
However, rather than being invited to choose only between ‘support” and ‘oppose’ they were
invited to consider the option ‘neither support nor oppose’, and no fewer than a third
(33 per cent) availed themselves of it. The consequence was that less than half the
respondents (45 per cent) said they were in favour of the government having such a plan
(18 per cent ‘strongly’), but less than a quarter (23 per cent) said they were opposed to the
government having such a plan (and only seven per cent were ‘strongly’ opposed).’® The
‘neither support nor oppose’ option not only hugely boosted the proportion normally
categorised as ‘undecided’ or ‘don’t know’ but, if the ANUpoll reinterviews are any guide, it
also substantially deflated the number of respondents opposed to the idea of developing a
plan and slightly inflated the level of support for developing such a plan.

We can get another view of the way opinions come to be expressed—more precisely, of the
way they can be formed by the very questions asked to elicit them—by contrasting responses
to questions that refer to the size of the current population with responses to questions that
mention not only the current population size but also the way the population has grown in the
last twenty years (see Table 2). Where respondents were given no information about
population trends, a greater proportion appears to have supported the idea of the population
growing to 35 million or more than when respondents were informed about population trends.
Thus, in March 2010, when the Lowy Institute asked whether ‘the best target for Australia in
the next forty years’ should be ‘less [sic] than the current size of 22 million people’ (a
proposition supported by four per cent of the sample), ‘around the current size of 22 million’
(22 per cent), ‘30 million’ (43 per cent), ‘40 million’ (23 per cent) or ‘50 million’
(six per cent), 29 per cent opted for 40 million or more.>” However, when Morgan explained
that Australia’s population had ‘increased by five million from 17 million to 22 million over
the last twenty years’, in another phone poll conducted in March, and went on to ask what
population ‘we should aim to have in 30 years time’ only nine per cent chose a figure in
excess of 35 million. A similar question, asked in July, generated a similar pattern of
response with just 13 per cent wanting 35 million or more.*® While it is true that respondents
in the Lowy poll were asked to think 40 years ahead rather than 30 years (and were given no

36. Auspoll Campaign Intelligently, My City: the people’s verdict, prepared for the Property
Council of Australia, 22 January 2011, http://www.propertyoz.com.au/mycity/

37. Hanson, Lowy Institute Poll 2010, op. cit., pp. 17-18, 31; Compare the curious claim that
‘[d]epending on how you grouped the responses, the survey either showed that 72 per cent
wanted the population to rise to fifty million, or that 69 per cent wanted a population of thirty
million or less’; J Schultz, ‘Confusion with numbers: striving for balance in population
growth’, Griffith Review, no. 29, 2010, p. 9.

38. Roy Morgan Research, Morgan poll: finding no. 4482, media release, 8 April 2010,
http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4482/; Roy Morgan Research, Morgan poll:
finding no. 4536, media release, 22 July 2010,
http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4536/
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number in between 30 million and 40 million they might have endorsed) it is difficult to
imagine that this explains as much of the difference as the figures respondents were given by
Morgan about the rate at which the population had grown.*

Table 2: Views about various targets for the size of Australia’s population, 2010 (percentages)

Targets Lowy Roy Morgan Roy Morgan
March 2010 March 2010 July 2010

Less than 22 million [4] [6] [6]

22 million [current] 22

22 - <25 million 20 18

Current level - <25 million [22] [20] [18]

25 - <30 million 35 32

30 million 43

30 - <35 million 21 22

25 - <30 million [43] [56] [54]

35 - <40 million 5

>35 million 13

40 million 23

40 - <50 million 2

>50 million 6 2

35 million or more [29] [9] [13]

None of the above *

DK 1 9 9

n (1001) (<670)# (719)

Note: all surveys conducted by phone; *<0.5%; # n = 670 for sample as a whole (aged 14+); results reported
here are for ‘electors’

Source: F Hanson, The Lowy Institute poll 2010: Australia and the World: public opinion and foreign policy,
Lowy Institute for International Policy, Sydney, 2010, pp- 17-18, 31,
http://www.lowyinstitute.org/Publication.asp?pid=1305; Roy Morgan Research, Morgan poll: finding no. 4482,
media release, 8 April 2010, http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4482/; Roy Morgan Research,
Morgan poll: finding no. 4536, media release, 22 July 2010, http://www.roymorgan.com/news/polls/2010/4536/

39. The fact that relatively few were unwilling to answer weakens Betts’ claim that when it comes
to ‘numerical trends’ or to ‘what constitutes a high or low number’ in relation to the population
there are ‘likely to be [m]any people’ with only a ‘foggy idea’, hence a high proportion
registered as ‘don’t know’; Betts, ‘Population growth’, op. cit., p. 55.
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Poll questions: table 2

Lowy Institute: 6-21 March 2010

‘Now about the size of Australia’s population in the next 40 years or so. Which one of the following do you
personally think would be the best target for Australia in the next 40 years? Less than the current size of 22
million people; around the current size of 22 million people; 30 million people; 40 million people; 50
million people or more; none of these’

Morgan: 16-17 March 2010

‘Australia’s population has increased by 5 million from 17 million to 22 million over the last 20 years.
What population do you think we should aim to have in Australia in 30 years — that is, by 2040: under 22
million; 22 to under 25 million; 25 to under 30 million; 30 to under 35 million; 35 to under 40 million; 40
to 50 million; 50 million or more.’

Morgan: 20-21 July 2010

‘Australia’s population has increased by 5 million from 17 million to 22 million over the last 20 years.
What population do you think we should aim to have in Australia in 30 years — that is, by 2040: under 22
million; 22 to under 25 million; 25 to under 30 million; 30 to under 35 million; 35 million or more’.

A question that projected a population of 36 million by 2050—without mentioning either the
size of the present population or existing trends—generated responses closer to the Lowy
figures than to Morgan’s in Table 2. In February 2010, a poll conducted online by Essential
Research showed that a quarter of the respondents thought 36 million by mid-century would
be ‘good’ (19 per cent) or very good (five per cent) rather than ‘bad’ (30 per cent) or ‘very
bad’ (18 per cent) with close to a quarter (23 per cent) thinking it ‘neither good nor bad’.*°

The way questions are written can influence the results both ways. If questions that educate
respondents about population trends boost the level of opposition to a big Australia, questions
that encourage respondents to admit that they have no opinion reduce the proportion that
would otherwise be reported as in favour. Confronted by population projections that are too
abstract or to which they have given little if any thought, and invited to plead ignorance if
they wanted to, about a quarter of the respondents to a Nielsen poll admitted they had no
clear preference. Asked in November 2009, a couple of months before the Essential poll,
whether they thought an increase ‘from 22 million people now to 35 million in 2049’ would
be ‘too many people, too few people, [or] about right’, 40 per cent of those interviewed by
Nielsen said ‘too many’ and 30 per cent said ‘about right’; but almost as many (27 per cent of
the sample) accepted the pollster’s invitation to say that this was ‘something’ they didn’t
‘have an opinion about’. Asked a similar question in April 2010, 21 per cent again accepted
the invitation to say that this was ‘something’ they didn’t ‘have an opinion about’. The
contrast with the response to a Scanlon question posed a couple of months later is striking.
Without an invitation to opt out, only seven per cent of respondents to the Scanlon survey did
so. And the proportion recorded as saying 36 million by 2050 would be ‘about right’ was

40  Essential Research, Essential report, Essential Media Communications, 15 February 2010,
viewed 19 April 2011, http://www.essentialmedia.com.au/category/essential-report-15th-

february-2010/
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recorded as 37 per cent—not 27 per cent as it had been some weeks earlier in the Nielsen poll
(Table 3).

Table 3: Attitudes to Australia’s projected population by mid-century, 2009-10 (percentages)

Poll Mode Date Too many About right  Too few DK n

Scanlon Phone June 2010 (21/31)* 51 37 (1/4)# 4 7 (2021)
Nielsen Phone April 2010 51 27 2 21 (1400)
Nielsen Phone Nov 2009 40 30 2 27 (1400)

* (much too large/too large); # (much too small/too small)

Source: A Markus, Mapping Social Cohesion 2010: the Scanlon Foundation surveys: summary report, Monash
Institute for the Study of Social Movements, 2010, p. 26
http://www.globalmovements.monash.edu.au/socialcohesion/documents/Mapping%20Social%20Cohesion%20
Summary%20Report%202010.pdf; Nielsen, ‘National report’, 8 November 2009, 18 April 2010.

Poll questions: table 3

Scanlon: 1-28 June 2010
‘In your view, would an Australian population of 36 million by 2050 be too large, about right or too small?’

Nielsen: 15-17 April 2010

‘Recent population projections suggest that the Australian population will grow from 22 million people now to
36 million people in 2050. If Australia does reach a population of 36 million people in 2050 do you think this
will be too many people, too few people, about right or is this something you don’t have an opinion about?’

Nielsen: 5-7 November 2009

‘Recent population projections suggest that the Australian population will grow from 22 million people now to
35 million people in 2049. Do you think 35 million people in 2049 is [sic] too many people, too few people,
about right or is this something you don’t have an opinion about?’

Respondents with no clear opinion to express at the beginning of a debate are open to opinion
leadership as the debate unfolds. Following the prime minister’s intervention on 20 January
2010—in which Rudd ‘not only predicted that the population would grow from 22 million to
36 million by 2050, but conceded such a population explosion would put “enormous pressure
on towns and cities”’—support for a ‘bigger Australia’ declined.*’ In November 2009, in the
Nielsen poll, 40 per cent said ‘35 million in 2049 would be ‘too many people’; by April
2010, 51 per cent of the respondents averred that ‘36 million people in 2050 would be ‘too
many’. About half this shift appears to have come from those who said, initially, they didn’t
‘have an opinion’; about a third appears to have come from those who said, initially, that 35

41. Cassidy, op. cit.,, p. 76; According to Betts, ‘[w]hile the [Treasury] projection was for
35.9 million in 2050 most speakers have rounded it down to 35 million’; Betts, ‘Population
growth’, op. cit., p. 23.
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million would be ‘about right’; the rest being due to rounding errors (see Table 3). Still, the
level of opposition remained below that suggested by the responses to the Lowy question in
March 2010 and by Morgan in both March and July 2010.

How measures of ‘concern’ map on to questions of this kind is unclear. Asked in July 2010
about an Australian population projected to grow to 36 million by 2050, 31 per cent of the
respondents in a Galaxy phone poll said they ‘very concerned’, 33 per cent said they were
‘quite concerned’, while the rest were either ‘not concerned’ or expressed no opinion.* No
doubt the ‘very concerned’ would have been most unlikely to have supported the idea of the
population growing to 36 million in 40 years. But the same cannot be said with any
confidence about those that were ‘quite concerned’” who may well have been split—not
necessarily in equal parts—between those opposed, those in favour and those without a view
either way.

Attitudes to immigration

While we do not have a regular series of polls on the size of Australia’s population on which
to draw, we do have several series on the size of Australia’s migrant intake. On questions to
do with increasing, maintaining or reducing the number of migrants, stopping immigration or
welcoming it, there have been a large number of polls. In addition to the surveys conducted
by AustraliaSCAN every year since 1996, the year Howard came to office, there are half-a-
dozen post-election surveys conducted by the AES and a large number of polls conducted at
various times by others.

On the basic question of whether migrant numbers should be increased, maintained or
reduced—asked in slightly different ways at different times by various researchers (see Table
4)—three things stand out. First, in recent years the proportion of respondents saying too
many migrants are coming to Australia has increased. The increase appears to date from
around early 2005. In the AES (mail-out), the proportion of respondents wanting a reduction
in the ‘number of immigrants allowed into Australia nowadays’ was 53 per cent after the
2010 election, having stood at 39 per cent after the 2007 election and 34 per cent after the
2004 election; after the 2001 election it was 36 per cent and after the 1998 election, 47 per
cent. The same trend is evident in response to an AES question about whether the ‘number of
migrants allowed into Australia at the present time’ has ‘gone much too far, too far, about
right, not gone far enough’ or ‘not gone nearly far enough’, with 53 per cent in 2010 saying
it had ‘gone much too far’ or ‘too far’, 46 per cent saying this after the 2007 election and 30
per cent after the 2004 election; after the 2001 election it was 34 per cent and after the 1998

42.  Galaxy Research, Coping with the impacts of our growing and ageing population: a universal
concern, prepared for The Benevolent Society, July 2010, viewed 19 April 2011,
http://www.bensoc.org.au/director/newsandevents/mediareleases.cfm?item_id=0C3DD19D022
045F43413D1F48EBS5B640
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election it was back up to 41 per cent.* Across the five phone polls taken in 2010 (by
Morgan and Nielsen and for Scanlon) the proportion wanting immigration reduced averaged
46 per cent, compared to an average of 40 per cent in the two phone polls taken in 2009
(Nielsen and Scanlon) and 33 per cent in the two taken in 2007 (Newspoll and Scanlon). The
polls taken in 2002 (Saulwick) and 2001 (ACNielsen)—the only phone polls taken before
2007—report higher figures than the 2007 average.

Second, while opposition to immigration may be currently on the increase, the proportion
wanting immigration reduced in 2010 was still well below the levels of 70 per cent or more
recorded in the first half of the 1990s and below the levels recorded through much of the
1980s when figures in the 60s were not uncommon.** In the AES taken after the 1993
election the proportion thinking the ‘number of migrants allowed into Australia at the present
time’ had gone ‘too far’ or ‘much too far’ reached 76 per cent.*> As Table 4 shows, in 1996
this figure had dropped to 62 per cent and in 1998 to 41 per cent.

43.  McAllister et al., Australian election study, 2010, op. cit.; C Bean, D Gow and I McAllister,
Australian election study, 2001: user’s guide for the machine-readable data file, Social Science
Data Archives, Australian National University, Canberra, 2002.

44.  According to the position advanced as axiomatic by Markus, ‘questions dealing with politicised
issues necessarily elicit divided responses, in the 30-70% range, mirroring the division evident
in support for the major parties’. The trouble with this position is that: (a) political parties can
‘politicise’ issues by their joint actions—the complaint, for example, of those who see the
parties defying public opinion on immigration—not just by acting in an adversarial way; (b) it’s
not difficult to imagine issues, including immigration issues, ‘politicised’ by a party or group
other than the major parties; and (c) if the major parties’ vote share is to be the bench-mark then
either the figure of 30 per cent is way too low (since the combined ALP-LNP vote is around 80
per cent) or the figure of 70 per cent is way too high (since no party on its own gets even 50 per
cent of the vote). In any event, if “politicisation’ entails divided opinion it doesn’t follow, as
Markus assumes, that divided opinion—on migrant numbers, for example—entails
politicisation. See A Markus and A Dharmalingam, Mapping social cohesion: the 2007 Scanlon
Foundation surveys, Monash Institute for the Study of Social Movements, Caulfield East, Vic.,
2007, pp. viii, 69.

45.  See Goot, ‘Migrant Numbers, Asian Immigration and Multiculturalism’, op. cit., p. 38. See also
the graph of changing attitudes to immigration, based on some of the polling, in Betts,
‘Attitudes to Immigration and Population Growth in Australia 1954 to 2010°, op. cit., p. 36. In
compiling the graph Betts deliberately ignores those respondents who said the number of
arrivals was ‘about right’, often the most frequent response, on the grounds that ‘people who
have no clear opinion, or are simply confused by the question, are likely to pick the “about
right” response’. For someone who has long made clear her own preference for lower
immigration—and there are certainly more respondents who think Australia takes too many
migrants rather than to few—this is a little too convenient. Subsequently, Betts poses this
question: ‘How can we ask ... about numbers when many people, who may know what they
think about growth, do not know how to express their opinions in terms of numbers, and may
be too frightened to try?’ (pp. 41-2). This question, a perfectly proper one about population
numbers, sits oddly with her views about what to do with respondents asked to make sense of
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Paul Kelly’s lament at the end of the century that there had ‘been a collapse in support for
immigration’ missed this change. So too did Andrew Markus who insisted that ‘the broad
pattern of findings does not support the case for a recent shift in public opinion’.*® Given the
connection between levels of unemployment and attitudes to immigration, and the fact that
unemployment was generally higher in the 1990s than in the 1980s and higher in the 1980s
than it has been in recent years, lower levels of opposition in the first part of this century
compared to the final two decades of the last are not altogether surprising.*’

46.

47.
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immigration numbers. The implications for any theory of democracy of effectively silencing
the voices of those who, for whatever reason, seem happy with the status quo should be clear.
The implications for our understanding for how democracies actually work should also be clear.
McAllister, too, claims that ‘in most cases it was impossible to discriminate between these
respondents [who described the current level as “about right”] and those who said they did not
know’. But he offers no evidence for this; given the nature of the data collected by the polls, it’s
not clear what evidence he could offer. In addition, it’s difficult to square with his observation
that respondents take such a ‘decisive view of immigration policy’ that it ‘produces the lowest
proportion of non-committal answers of any contemporary political issue’. See: I McAllister,
‘Immigration, bipartisanship and public opinion’, in J Jupp and M Kabala, eds., The politics of
Australian immigration, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1993, pp. 161,
170.

P Kelly, Paradise divided: the changes, the challenges, the choices for Australia, Allen &
Unwin, NSW, 2000, p. 257, A Markus, Race: John Howard and the remaking of Australia,
Allen & Unwin, NSW, 2001, p. 207. Compare D Horne, Looking for leadership: Australia in
the Howard years, Viking, Ringwood, Vic., 2001, p. 234, who somehow manages to interpret a
poll at around this time as showing ‘that a [sic] majority of those interviewed believed that
Australia’s level of immigration had dropped too far’.

For unemployment rates mapped against the view that too many migrants are coming from
1974-2007 see: A Markus, ‘Public opinion and social cohesion’, in A Markus, J Jupp and P
McDonald, Australia’s immigration revolution, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest, NSW, 2009, p.
127; updated to 2010 in Markus, Mapping social cohesion 2010, op cit., p. 21. For a modelling
of the relationship, see McAllister, ‘Immigration, bipartisanship and public opinion’, op.