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An issue which from time to time engages public debate 
in Australia centres on the question ‘are we a racist 
nation?’ Discussion at the generality of the ‘Australian 
people’ and ‘the Australian nation’ is largely 
meaningless. All populations are made up of diverse 
personality types ranging, for example, from the 
tolerant to the intolerant – from those who rejoice in 
cultural diversity to those who are comfortable only with 
what they perceive to be Australian culture.  

The intolerant are characterised by their unease when in 
the presence of members of minority groups, their belief 
that multiculturalism does not enrich Australia, their 
demand that immigrants should assimilate to what they 
see as the Australian way of life (or go back to their 
countries of origin), and their opposition to policies 
designed to promote harmony, including understanding 
of other cultures. 

The results of a number of surveys over the last 30 
years indicate that the core level of intolerance in 
Australia is close to 10% of the adult population. Using 
a broader definition (incorporating both the strongest 
negative and next negative response), levels of 
intolerance and rejection of cultural diversity can reach 
30%-40%.  
 
The broad range of questions in the Scanlon Foundation 
surveys provides a number of perspectives for 
determining the balance of opinion in Australian society. 
Responses have shown a consistently high level of 
endorsement of multiculturalism. 
 
Since 2013, the Scanlon Foundation surveys have asked 
for reaction to the proposition that ‘multiculturalism 
has been good for Australia.’ Agreement has been 
consistent, in the range of 75%-86%, using a Random 
Digital Dialling (RDD) telephone survey or a Life in 
AustraliaTM (LinA) online panel survey. In 2019, 80% 
‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’, 19% ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly 
disagree’ (LinA). 
  
The  Scanlon Foundation surveys indicate that, for the 
majority, multiculturism involves a two-way change, 
requiring adaptation by Australians as well as by 
immigrants.  
 
The 2015-18 surveys found that most respondents 
supported the proposition that ‘we should do more to 
learn about customs and heritage of different ethnic and 
cultural groups,’ as well as the proposition that ‘people 
who come to Australia should change their behaviour to 
be more like Australians’ (RDD). In 2019, 32% ‘strongly 
agree’ and 5% ‘strongly disagree’ that ‘too many 
immigrants are not adopting Australian values’ (LinA). 

 
There are, however, relatively high levels of negative 
opinion indicated in response to questions on asylum 
seekers and Muslims. When asked in 2016 ‘do you 
approve of asylum seekers who try to reach Australia by 
boat?’, 42% indicated ‘strong disapproval,’ a much lower 
14% indicated ‘strong approval’ (RDD). 

In 2019 a question on attitude to Muslims finds that 17% 
indicate that they are ‘very negative’ and 24% 
‘somewhat negative,’ a total of 41%, compared with 2% 
who are ‘very negative’ and 3% ‘somewhat negative’ to 
Buddhists, a total of 5% (LinA). 
 
Within some segments of the population, and in some 
geographic regions, there are higher levels of 
intolerance.  

For example, the Scanlon Foundation surveys conducted 
in regions of high immigrant concentration found 
heightened negative views among third-generation 
Australians (respondents born in Australia with both 
parents born in Australia). Across the twelve Scanlon 
Foundation national surveys there are heightened 
negative views outside of capital cities, in Western 
Australia and Queensland, among those aged 55 and 
above, and those in self-described difficult financial 
circumstances. There is a significantly higher proportion 
indicating negative views towards Muslims in Sydney 
than in Melbourne.  

Questions on attitude to multiculturalism are among 
those that find the lowest level of ‘strong negative’ 
opinion. 

‘Multiculturalism has been good for Australia’* 

Response 2017 2018 2019 

Strongly agree 27% 26% 25% 

Agree 48% 52% 55% 

Neither agree/disagree 8% 1% 1% 

Disagree 9% 14% 12% 

Strongly disagree 6% 8% 7% 

Refused/Don’t know – – – 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

*Life in AustraliaTM (LinA) online panel survey   
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