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1. Introduction 

1.1. Project background 

This report describes the methodological aspects of the eleventh Australian Social Cohesion Survey 

funded by the Scanlon Foundation and undertaken by a consortium involving the Scanlon Foundation, 

Monash University, the Australian Multicultural Foundation, and the Social Research Centre. 

The Social Cohesion Survey forms part of the Scanlon Foundation Social Cohesion Research 

Program (SCRP) which commenced in 2007 under the direction of the Monash Institute for the Study 

of Global Movements (MISGM) and the Australian Multicultural Foundation (AMF). A key element of 

the SCRP was the conduct of the landmark Australian Social Cohesion Surveys in 2007, 2009, 2010, 

2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, and now 2018. 

The aims of this survey are: 

 to look at the Australian community’s attitudes towards various aspects of social cohesion 

 to assess changes in these attitudes over time. 

1.2. About this report 

This report covers the data collection and methodological aspects of the survey. The purpose of this 

report is to: 

 consolidate and summarise project information and assorted reports generated throughout 

the survey period 

 provide analysis relating to sample characteristics and utilisation 

 consolidate issues for consideration relating to the refinement of the methodology. 
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2. Life in Australia™ methodology 

2.1. Overview 

The methodology adopted for the core survey was a mixed-mode approach, including both online and 

telephone surveys conducted via the Social Research Centre’s Life in AustraliaTM. 

The survey was conducted from 16 July to 29 July 2018. 

The in-scope population for the survey was all active members of the panel. Members of the panel are 

Australian residents aged 18 years or more. A total of 2,828 active panel members were invited to 

take part in the survey and 2,260 (79.9%) completed the survey. 

Table 1 Summary of key statistics 

Field Total 
Online panel 

members 
Offline panel 

members 

Invited to complete survey 2,828 2,480 348 

Total Interviews achieved 2,260 1,997 263 

Average interview duration (mins) 16.4 16.0 18.8 

Completion rate (%)  79.9 80.5 75.6 

Main fieldwork start date 16-July-2018 17-July-2018 16-July-2018 

Main fieldwork finish date 29-July-2018 29-July-2018 29-July-2018 

2.2. Life in AustraliaTM 

Online panels are now routinely used as a method for gathering survey data. The majority of online 

panels in Australia, and worldwide, are established via non-probability sampling methods; namely, 

through individuals self-selecting or volunteering to join the particular panel. The advantages of an 

online survey approach using a non-probability internet panel relative to a telephone survey are well-

known and include: lower costs; quicker turnaround times; ability to target some lower incidence 

population groups; and reduced social desirability biases compared with interviewer administered 

modes (Callegaro et al., 2015; Dillman et al., 2014). 

However, research undertaken through non-probability online opt-in panels is not without significant 

limitations. The primary concern being that opt-in volunteer panels do not give everyone in the 

population of interest a known and non-zero probability of selection. This means that probability-based 

statistical techniques (such as significance testing) should not be applied to the survey estimates 

(although they commonly are) and that it is not possible to make statistically valid inferences about the 

population of interest from such samples. 

Volunteer online panels are also subject to three additional potential sources of error: 

 Coverage error – 15.5% of households do not have internet access (ABS, 2014-15); 

 Selection error – the differences between panel members in the survey population (Internet 

users) and the population about which inferences are to be made (in this case the Australian 

population aged 18 years and over); and 

 Non-response error – opt-in internet panels typically yield low response rates (increasing the 

possibility of differences between those selected for the survey and those who actually 

complete it). 
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As a consequence of these issues, international literature, as well as recent research undertaken by 

the Social Research Centre in Australia (Pennay et al., 2016) has found that non-probability samples 

tend to produce less accurate results than surveys relying on probability samples. 

In response to these methodological issues, the Social Research Centre established Australia’s first 

national probability-based online panel, known as Life in AustraliaTM in 2016. 

Life in AustraliaTM is the most methodologically rigorous online panel in Australia and is one of just 

several probability-based online panels worldwide (e.g. Pew’s American Trends Panel, NORC’s 

AmeriSpeak panel and GESIS Panel in Germany). 

Life in AustraliaTM members were randomly recruited via their landline or mobile phone and provided 

their contact details so that they could take part in surveys on a regular basis. This means that the 

population covered by the panel is all Australian adults contactable via either a landline or mobile 

phone. 

A dual-frame random digit dialling (RDD) sample design was employed to undertake recruitment of 

Life in Australia™ in 2016, with a 30:70 split between the landline RDD sample frame and mobile 

phone RDD sample frame. For the landline sample, an alternating next / last birthday method was 

used to randomly select respondents from households where two or more in-scope persons were 

present. For mobile sample, the phone answerer was the selected respondent. Only one member per 

household was invited to join the panel. 

In May 2018, the panel was refreshed with n=287 panellists being ‘retired’ and n=267 new panellists 

being recruited. The recruitment methodology used only mobile RDD sample and recruited only online 

participants that were under 55 years old to try and balance the demographics back to population 

levels over time. The recruitment rate (RECR) for the replenishment was XX%. After the refresh, there 

were n=2,839 active members of Life in AustraliaTM. 

Unlike other research panels, Life in AustraliaTM includes people both with and without internet access. 

Those without internet access or those who are not comfortable completing surveys over the internet 

are able to complete surveys by telephone. Life in AustraliaTM members receive a small incentive for 

joining the panel and another incentive for each survey they complete. 

2.3. Sample design and size 

Life in AustraliaTM members relatively closely match the Australian population on key demographics 

(see Table 2). There is also very little difference in the demographic profile of those members that 

completed the survey compared to all Life in AustraliaTM members and the Australian national 

benchmarks. One exception to this is the higher proportion of older respondents (aged 65 years and 

over) who completed the survey compared to the Australian population. 

The majority of the invited panel was made up of online members (87.7%), with a smaller portion of 

offline members (12.3%). There were a number of differences in the profile of the completing 

respondents from online and offline sample. Offline members were slightly more likely to be female 

(57.4%), aged 65-74 years (37.6%), or 75 or more years (30.4%). 
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Table 2 Sample profile (unweighted) 

Subgroup 
Life in 

AustraliaTM 
Completed 

survey 

Online 
members 

(completed) 

Offline 
members 

(completed) 

Benchmark1 

 % % % % % 

Base (n) 2,839 2,260 1,997 263  

Gender         

Male 46.6 46.4 47.2 40.7 49.1 

Female 53.0 53.2 52.7 57.4 50.9 

Age      

18-24 years 7.1 5.9 6.7 0.0 12.2 

25-34 years 13.9 12.7 14.2 1.5 19.3 

35-44 years 15.3 14.4 16.0 2.3 17.1 

45-54 years 18.0 17.7 18.9 8.7 16.7 

55-64 years 18.2 18.9 19.0 17.9 14.9 

65-74 years 18.4 20.4 18.1 37.6 11.3 

75+ years 8.9 9.7 7.0 30.4 8.6 

Location      

Sydney 16.7 16.3 16.7 13.3 20.8 

Rest of NSW 12.5 12.7 12.3 15.2 11.3 

Melbourne 18.4 18.2 18.7 14.4 19.7 

Rest of VIC 7.3 7.3 7.0 9.9 6.2 

Brisbane 10.8 11.3 11.5 10.3 9.6 

Rest of QLD 8.2 8.3 8.3 8.4 10.2 

Adelaide 7.3 7.9 7.7 9.5 5.5 

Rest of SA 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.9 1.6 

Perth 9.3 9.3 9.3 9.9 8.2 

Rest of WA 2.1 1.8 1.8 1.9 2.2 

Hobart 1.4 1.2 1.1 1.9 0.9 

Rest of TAS 1.2 1.1 1.3 0.0 1.2 

Darwin 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.6 

Rest of NT 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.4 

ACT 2.4 2.3 2.4 1.9 1.7 

 

  

                                                      

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 3101.0 - Australian Demographic Statistics, December 2017 
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2.4. Contact methodology 

The contact methodology adopted for online Life in AustraliaTM members is an initial survey invitation 

via email and SMS (where available), followed by multiple email reminders and a reminder SMS. 

Telephone non-response of panel members who have not yet competed the survey commences in the 

second week of fieldwork and consists of reminder calls encouraging completion of the online survey. 

The contact methodology for offline Life in AustraliaTM members was an initial SMS (where available), 

followed by an extended call-cycle over a two-week period. A reminder SMS was also sent in the 

second week of field. The exact contact dates are shown below in Table 3. 

Table 3 Summary of contact schedule 

Contact type Date Population 

Phone interviews 16-Jul-18 – 29-Jul-18 Offline only 

Email 17-Jul-18 Online only 

SMS 17-Jul-18 Both 

Email 19-Jul-18 Online only 

Email 21-Jul-18 Online only 

SMS 24-Jul-18 Both 

Reminder calls 24-Jul-18 – 29-Jul-18 Online only 

Email 27-Jul-18 Online only 

 Online reminder activity 

Online members (n=2,480) were invited to participate in the survey via email and SMS. Up to five 

reminders in different modes (including email, SMS, and telephone) were administered within the 

fieldwork period. On average, online members received 2.9 contacts (see Table 4). 

Table 4 Summary of reminder activity to online members 

 n % 

Invited to participate by email 2,480 100.0 

Invited to participate by SMS 2,186 88.1 

Reminder 1 (email) 1,482 59.8 

Reminder 2 (email) 1,152 46.5 

Reminder 3 (SMS) 744 30.0 

Reminder 4 (telephone call) 732 29.5 

Reminder 5 (email) 577 23.3 

Average number of contacts 2.9 - 

 SMS activity 

Offline members with a valid mobile telephone number were also sent a short SMS invitation((n=209) 

that contained a link to the survey as well as the reminder SMS half way through fieldwork (n=66). 

 Telephone 

The following call procedures were implemented: 
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 A four-call regime for mobile sample with an upper limit of six calls and a six-call regime for 

landline sample, with an upper limit of eight call attempts. 

 For mobile phones, capping the maximum number of unanswered call attempts to no more 

than four so as to avoid appearing overzealous in our attempts to achieve interviews. 

 Contact attempts were spread over weekday evenings (6:30 pm to 8:30 pm), weekday late 

afternoon/early evening (4:30 pm to 6:30 pm), Saturdays (11 am to 5 pm) and Sundays (11 

am to 5 pm) (weekdays between 9 am to 4:30 pm are typically reserved for appointment 

management). 

 Appointments were set for any time that the call centre is operational (weekdays between 9 

am to 8:30 pm; weekends 11 am to 5 pm). 

 1800 number operation to address sample member queries and support the response 

maximisation effort and the establishment of a respondent page on our website (with 

responses to frequently asked questions). 

Life in AustraliaTM members were able to request an email to complete the survey online. 

There was no interviewing in languages other than English. Messages were left on answering 

machines and voicemails. 
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2.5. Survey completion 

Table 5 displays the various pathways members took towards survey completion. 

The majority of members accessed the online survey via email (76.9%), either using links in the 

invitation email (42.0%), the reminder emails (32.8%), or in the follow-up email sent after telephone 

reminder calls (2.1%). Just over one in ten (11.4%) accessed the online survey using the link sent via 

SMS. In total, 11.2% completed the survey via a direct telephone call (this accounts for 95.8% of 

surveys completed by the offline members). The remaining offline members (4.2%) opted to complete 

the survey online through the SMS link. 

Table 5 Method of survey access 

Survey access method 

Total Online members Offline members 

% % % 

Base (n) 2,260 1,997 263 

Direct telephone approach (offline only) 11.2 0.0 95.8 

SMS 11.4 12.3 4.2 

Email (online only) 42.0 47.5 0.0 

Follow-up telephone approach (online only) 0.6 0.7 0.0 

Reminder email (online only) 32.8 37.1 0.0 

Resent email 2.1 2.4 0.0 

2.6. Sundry procedures to maximise response 

Additional procedures to maximise response for the survey included: 

 Operation of a 1800 number throughout the survey period by the Social Research Centre, to 

help establish survey bona fides, address sample members’ queries, and encourage 

response. 

 Provision of the Social Research Centre / Life in AustraliaTM website upon request. 

 Focus on interviewer training and respondent liaison techniques during interviewer briefing 

and throughout fieldwork. 

2.7. Incentive structure 

All members were offered an incentive to complete the survey. The incentives offered for the survey 

had a value of $10. The incentive options were: 

 Electronic Coles gift card 

 Coles / Myer gift card 

 Payment into a PayPal account 

 Charitable donation to a designated charity. 

The incentive types offered varied for online and offline panel members to reflect their preferred mode 

of correspondence. Online sample members with available email addresses were offered their 

incentive in the form of an electronic gift voucher or payment to a nominated PayPal account.  
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Offline members had the option of receiving a gift card via mail. All members could choose to donate 

the amount to a nominated charity or could opt out of receiving an incentive. 

Table 6 provides a breakdown of incentive types selected by members who completed the survey. 

Table 6 Incentive breakdown 

Incentive type 
n % 

2,260 100.0 

Electronic Coles gift voucher 818 36.2 

Coles / Myer gift card 204 9.0 

PayPal 539 23.8 

Charitable donation 683 30.2 

Safe Steps 121 5.4 

Indigenous Literacy Foundation 155 6.9 

Alannah & Madeline Foundation 131 5.8 

Fred Hollows 185 8.2 

Guide Dogs Victoria 91 4.0 

Elected not to receive an incentive 16 0.7 
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3. Questionnaire design and testing 

3.1. Design 

The questionnaire was developed by Monash University and the Scanlon Foundation and was refined 

in consultation with the Social Research Centre. 

Prior to fieldwork starting, standard operational testing procedures were applied to ensure that the 

script truly reflected the agreed final electronic version of the questionnaire. These included: 

 programming the skips and sequencing instructions as per the final questionnaire 

 rigorous checking of the questionnaire in ‘practice mode’ by the Social Research Centre 

project coordinator and the project quality supervisor, including checks of the on-screen 

“presentation” of questions and response frames on a range of devices 

 randomly allocating dummy data to each field in the questionnaire and examining the 

resultant frequency counts to check the structural integrity of the script. 

3.2. Length 

The average survey length was 16.4 minutes. The survey was shorter for members completing online 

(at 16.0 minutes) than for offline members who completed (18.8 minutes). 
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4. Interviewer briefing and quality control 

4.1. Interviewer briefing 

All interviewers and supervisors selected to work on the survey attended a two-hour briefing session, 

which focused on all aspects of survey administration, including: 

 survey context and background, including a detailed explanation of Life in AustraliaTM 

 survey procedures and sample management protocols 

 the importance of respondent liaison procedures 

 strategies to maintain co-operation 

 detailed examination of the survey questionnaire, with a focus on the use of pre-coded 

response lists and item-specific data quality issues. 

After the initial briefing session, interviewers engaged in comprehensive practice interviewing. A total 

of 10 interviewers were briefed on the survey. 

4.2. Fieldwork quality control procedures 

The in-field quality monitoring techniques applied to this project included: 

 validation of 5.7% of the telephone surveys conducted via remote monitoring (covering the 

interviewers’ approach and commitment-gaining skills, as well as the conduct of the 

interviews) 

 field team de-briefing after the first shift and, thereafter, whenever there was important 

information to impart to the field team in relation to data quality, consistency of interview 

administration, techniques to avoid refusals, appointment-making conventions, or project 

performance 

 examination of ‘Other (specify)’ responses 

 monitoring of timestamps for segments of the survey and overall time taken to complete the 

survey 

 monitoring of the interview-to-refusal ratio by interviewer. 
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5. Response analysis 

The Social Research Centre uses standard industry definitions for calculating outcome rates 

(American Association for Public Opinion Research 2016; Callegaro and DiSogra 2008). 

5.1. Completion rate 

Table 7 presents the final dispositions (or survey status) of all panel members invited to take part in 

this survey. The completion rate (COMR) represents completed interviews as a proportion of all Life in 

Australia™ members invited to participate in this survey. 

The overall survey completion rate for the survey was 79.9%. The completion rate was higher for the 

online population (80.5%) than the offline population (75.6%). A further 18.8% of members were non-

contactable during the fieldwork period and only 1.3% of invited members refused to take part. 

Table 7 Summary of survey completion rate 

AAPOR  Total Online members Offline members 

code Outcome categories n % n % n % 

 Total invited 2,828 100.0 2,480 100.0 348 100.0 

1.1 Completed interview 2,260 79.9 1,997 80.5 263 75.6 

2.10 
Refusals and mid-
survey terminations 

36 1.3 29 1.2 7 2.0 

2.20 Non-contacts 295 10.4 236 9.5 59 17.0 

2.30 Other 237 8.4 218 8.8 19 5.5 

COMR Completion Rate (%) - 79.9 - 80.5 - 75.6 

5.2. Cumulative response rate 

Completion rates only tell part of the story. The panellists invited to participate in this survey had to 

agree to participate in Life in Australia™ in the first place, then provide essential details in order to join 

the panel by completing the panel profile and finally remain in the panel until they were invited to 

complete this survey. The cumulative response rate (CUMRR2) takes account of non-response at 

each point. It is the product of the recruitment rate (RECR), the profile rate (PROR), the retention rate 

(RETR) and the completion rate: CUMRR2 = RECR × PROR × RETR × COMR. The recruitment rate 

is the rate at which eligible individuals agree to join the panel. The profile rate is the rate at which 

initially consenting individuals complete the panel profile, thus joining Life in Australia™. The retention 

rate is the proportion of active panellists at the time of this survey out of all those who joined the panel. 

Because the panel is made up of panellists recruited at different points in time, the recruitment, profile, 

and retention rates shown are weighted in proportion to the composition of the panellists invited to 

complete this survey. The cumulative response rate for this survey is 9.4%; see Table 8 for details. 

Table 8 Summary of panel outcome rates 

Code Name % 

RECR Recruitment rate 19.4 

PROR Profile rate 77.1 

RETR Retention rate 79.1 

COMR Completion rate 79.9 
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CUMRR2 Cumulative response rate 2 9.4 
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6. Data processing 

6.1. Coding 

All open-ended responses were reviewed, coded, and cleaned by the coding team and back-coding of 

questions with an ‘Other (specify)’ option was undertaken. 

All coding was undertaken by experienced, fully briefed coders. Outputs were validated in accordance 

with ISO 20252 procedures, using an independent validation approach. 

6.2. Weighting 

To ensure that results from the survey are as representative as possible of the population of Australian 

adults, weights were calculated for each respondent and included in the final dataset. The approach to 

deriving weights consisted of the following steps: 

1. Compute a base weight for each respondent as the product of two weights: 

a. Their enrolment weight, accounting for the initial chances of selection and subsequent 

post-stratification to key demographic benchmarks; and 

b. Their response propensity weight, estimated from enrolment information available for 

both respondents and non-respondents to the Australian Personas Survey; 

2. Calibrate the base weights so that they satisfy the latest population benchmarks for several 

demographic characteristics. 

The first step is essential in providing the statistical framework necessary for making population 

inferences from a sample survey. The second step accounts for non-response bias and ensures that 

survey estimates are consistent with other sources. Each step will now be covered in turn. 

 Base weights for Life in Australia™ members 

The process for calculating enrolment weights has been presented elsewhere (Unpublished Social 

Research Centre technical report on recruitment of Life in Australia™ members, 2016-17). 

Propensity weights were calculated as the inverse of the predicted probability of enrolment wave 

persons taking part in the survey. This probability was found through a logistic regression model 

predicting whether or not a person responded to the survey, based on enrolment information available 

for both respondents and non-respondents. Enrolment variables included in the regression model 

were gender, state / part of state, age / education, country of birth, telephone status, internet usage 

and frequency, number of adults in the household, number of landlines in the household, number of 

mobile phones owned by the respondent, and the enrolment weight. 

Predicted probabilities for respondents were formed into five classes (quintiles) of response 

probabilities. The inverse of each class probability was then used as the propensity weight which, 

when multiplied by the enrolment weight, yielded a base weight for each respondent. 

 Calibration to population benchmarks 

Following calculation of the establishment and propensity weights, a base weight was assigned as 

their product. To ensure that estimates made from the dataset are representative of Australians aged 

18 years or older, the base weights were adjusted so that they matched external benchmarks of the 

demographic parameters shown in the following table (Table 9). 
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The method for calibrating the design weights was generalised regression weighting (GREG 

weighting) which uses non-linear optimisation to minimise the distance between the base and 

calibrated weights subject to the weights meeting the benchmarks. 

Refer to Lumley (2004, 2014) for more details on the implementation of GREG weighting in R (R Core, 

2018) and to Valliant et al. (2013) for a more general treatment of weighting and estimation for sample 

surveys. 

Table 9 Variables used for weighting, with population distributions 

Characteristic Category 
Population 

(%) 
Source 

Age group / 
Highest level of 
education 

18-24 Bachelor and above 1.62 

ABS Table Builder Census 2016 and ABS 
Australian Demographic Statistics Dec 2017 

18-24 Below Bachelor 10.61 

25-34 Bachelor and above 7.43 

25-34 Below Bachelor 11.85 

35-44 Bachelor and above 6.15 

35-44 Below Bachelor 10.94 

45-54 Bachelor and above 4.34 

45-54 Below Bachelor 12.33 

55-64 Bachelor and above 3.30 

55-64 Below Bachelor 11.56 

65+ Bachelor and above 2.71 

65+ Below Bachelor 17.14 

Country of birth 

Australia 66.28 
ABS Table Builder Census 2016 and ABS 
Australian Demographic Statistics Dec 2017 

Mainly English-speaking 23.09 

Mainly Non-English-speaking 10.63 

Location 

Greater Sydney 20.76 

ABS Table Builder Census 2016 and ABS 
Australian Demographic Statistics Dec 2017 

Rest of NSW 11.30 

Greater Melbourne 19.66 

Rest of Vic 6.22 

Greater Brisbane 9.58 

Rest of Qld 10.20 

Greater Perth 8.21 

Rest of WA 2.18 

Greater Adelaide 5.51 

Rest of SA 1.60 

ACT 1.68 

Greater Hobart 0.94 

Rest of Tas 1.21 

Greater Darwin 0.60 

Rest of NT 0.37 

Household 
internet access 

Households with internet 
access 

86.11 ABS Household Use of Information 
Technology, Australia, 2016-17 

Other 13.89 

Sex 
Female 50.89 ABS Table Builder Census 2016 and ABS 

Australian Demographic Statistics Dec 2017 Male 49.11 
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Telephone status 

Dual user 57.00 

ACMA Communications report Dec 2016 Landline only 7.00 

Mobile only 36.00 

Volunteer status 
Not volunteered 79.39 ABS Table Builder Census 2016 and ABS 

Australian Demographic Statistics Dec 2017 Volunteered in last 12 months 20.61 

 Weighting constraints and efficiency 

Large differences in weights may lead to large variances in survey estimates, and so limiting these 

variations can improve the precision of estimates. The use of weighting constraints aims to reduce the 

variance at the same time as limiting increases in the bias. The method applied is incorporated directly 

in the calibration process. In general, we prefer a person’s final weight not to vary by more than a 

factor of 3-4 from the design weight (that is, no less than a quarter and no more than four times the 

design weight) (Deville et al., 1993). 

The impact of setting bounds on the weights is assessed by comparing the weighting efficiency (𝑤𝑡𝑒𝑓𝑓) 

of calibrated weights for different constraints, where 

𝑤𝑡𝑒𝑓𝑓 = 100 ×

1
𝑛
(∑ 𝑤𝑘

𝑛
𝑘=1 )2

∑ 𝑤𝑘
2𝑛

𝑘=1

 

for calibrated weight 𝑤 and 𝑛 respondents. Bounded weights are generally preferred when their 

efficiency is close to that of the unbounded weights. 
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6.3. Electronic data provision 

A final version of the data file (with weights) was provided to Monash University and the Scanlon 

Foundation in SPSS format. Supporting documentation, including a data dictionary, was also provided. 
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7. Ethics and quality assurance 

This survey was undertaken in accordance with: 

 the Privacy Act (1988) and the Australian Privacy Principles contained therein 

 the Privacy (Market and Social Research) Code 2014 

 the Australian Market and Social Research Society’s Code of Professional Practice 

 ISO 20252 standards. 
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