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Mapping Social Cohesion: The Scanlon Foundation surveys 2014 

 
Report on the ‘snap survey’ conducted in October 2014 

Professor Andrew Markus, 25 October 2014 

 

The objective of the Scanlon Foundation surveys is to further understanding of social 
cohesion in Australia. A broad range of questions is posed (sixty-five in the 2014 national 
survey) and analysis focuses on patterns of response, not simply the response to 
individual questions. Indicative of this approach, the Scanlon-Monash Index is based on a 
weighted and aggregated response to eighteen questions. 
 
The October survey was undertaken to measure extent of attitudinal change in the 
context of heightened concern in Australian over conflicts in Syria and Iraq and their 
domestic repercussions. Attention has been particularly focused on the growing 
influence of the group known by the acronym IS or ISIL; accounts of Australian Muslims 
going overseas to join fundamentalist Islamist groups; beheadings of captives; police 
raids in Australia; and a violent incident in Melbourne involving an attack on two police 
officers and the shooting dead of the assailant. The context also involves publicity 
accorded to overseas incidents, including incidents in Canada at the time of the October 
survey.  
 
The October survey was administered by telephone on 21-22 October. The survey was 
limited to 500 respondents selected at random and comprised twelve substantive 
questions chosen from the first sections of the June-July Scanlon Foundation national 
survey, asked in the same order, together with demographic questions to enable 
weighting of results. Because the survey was administered over only two days the 
sample was restricted to telephone landlines. To ensure matching of the two surveys, 
mobile phone respondents were excluded in the analysis of the June-July survey. As a 
consequence, there is minor difference in frequencies reported below and in the 2014 
national report, which utilised the full sample (landline and mobile phone).  
 
Given the small sample size of the snap survey (which yields a maximum margin of error 
at a 95% level of confidence close to ±5%), this analysis is focused on broad patterns, not 
minor shifts in opinion. A significant finding is that change was not recorded for all 
questions; thus, for five of the ten questions here discussed, the results were close to 
those obtained in June-July. This provides confidence that the sample is reliable, 
especially as there is a clear logic to the pattern of change.  
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Summary 
 
 
The October snap survey has found no change to the highly positive June-July findings 
on attitudes to immigration and multiculturalism. Attitudes to faith groups are in large 
measure consistent with findings obtained since 2011. Attitude towards those of the 
Muslim faith finds that the level of negative sentiment is relatively high across the 
Scanlon Foundation surveys: it was high before October 2014 and remains relatively 
high. There is increase in the proportion indicating ‘strong disagreement’ with the 
proposition that a diverse immigration intake is good for Australia, but this is the view of 
a small minority. 

 

Significant change is indicated in the ranking of the main problems facing Australia, in 
identification with Australia, and in the level of trust in the federal government.  

 

In the ranking of issues, concern over the quality of government has dropped markedly; 
the issue of ‘defence/national security/and terrorism’ – and what may be seen as a 
juxtaposed issue, concern over racism – both emerge as prominent in October.  

 

With regard to identification with Australia, the major change is the proportion in ‘strong 
agreement’ with the view that it is important to maintain the Australian way of life, at 
71% the highest level across the Scanlon Foundation surveys. Trust in the federal 
government registered a significant increase, from 26% to 36%. 
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[1]  Faith groups 
 There has been no shift in attitudes towards faith groups. While there is a markedly 
 higher level of negative attitude to those of the Muslim faith, the finding is 
 consistent with the June-July national survey. Those ‘very negative’ towards 
 Muslims has increased, but not at a level of statistical significance (p<.05). 

 

Table 1: ‘Is your personal attitude positive, negative or neutral towards Christians?’ 
 

 

 

Table 2: ‘Is your personal attitude positive, negative or neutral towards Buddhists? 
 

 

 

 Table 3: ‘Is your personal attitude positive, negative or neutral towards Muslims?’ 
 

 

 

[2]  Immigration and multiculturalism 
 The positive attitudes towards immigration and multiculturalism have not changed; 
 the minor changes registered are below the level of statistical significance.  

 

Table 4: ‘What do you think of the number of immigrants accepted into Australia?’ 
 

 

 

  2011 2012 June-July 2014 October 2014 

Very negative 1% 1% 2% 3% 

Somewhat negative 3% 2% 3% - 

  2011 2012 June-July 2014 October 2014 

Very negative 1% 2% 3% 5% 

Somewhat negative 2% 3% 2% 1% 

  2011 2012 June-July 2014 October 2014 

Very negative 13% 13% 12% 15% 

Somewhat negative 12% 11% 15% 8% 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 June-July 
2014 

October 
2014 

Too high 47% 39% 38% 42% 33% 36% 

About right/ too low 46% 54% 56% 51% 60% 55% 
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Table 5: ‘Multiculturalism has been good for Australia.’ 
 

 

 

[3]  A diverse immigration intake 
 When respondents were asked to respond to the proposition that ‘a diverse 
 immigration intake has been good for Australia’, the proportion indicating ‘strong 
 disagreement’ increased from 8% to 16%. From one perspective, this change is 
 significant in that the proportion indicating ‘strong disagreement’ increased from 
 close to one in twelve of the population to close to one in six. Further, this is the 
 highest proportion recorded across the Scanlon Foundation surveys. But only only a 
 small minority of the population indicates negative sentiment. 

 

In summary, of the six questions relating to immigration, cultural diversity and faith 
groups, there was a significant change in just one. 

 

Table 6: ‘Accepting immigrants from many different countries makes Australia stronger.’ 
 

 
* Change between June-July and October 2014 statistically significant at p<0.5 

 

[4]  The most important problem facing Australia 
 In response to the open ended question which asked respondents for their view of 
 ‘the most important problem facing Australia today’, there is marked change. When 
 an open-ended question is asked, respondents give a broad range of responses. In 
 such a context, the ranking of issues is of major interest, not simply the proportion 
 nominating a specific problem.  

  2013 June-July 2014 October 2014 

Strongly agree 32% 39% 36% 

Agree 52% 46% 45% 

Disagree 8% 5% 7% 

Strongly disagree 3% 4% 6% 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 June-July 
2014 

October 
2014 

Strongly agree 19% 24% 25% 22% 24% 18% 

Agree 43% 40% 39% 40% 44% 42% 

Disagree 19% 16% 15% 18% 16% 15% 

Strongly disagree 11% 11% 11% 11% 8% 16%* 
  



 6 

 Concern over the country’s economic problems remains the most often mentioned, 
 although down from 34% to 23%. But the proportion identifying issues related to 
 ‘terrorism, national security, defence’ increased from less than 1% in June-July to 
 17% in October, and was the second ranked issue. Conversely, possibly in reaction 
 to the current political climate, the proportion nominating ‘racism’ increased from 
 less than 1% to 11%, to be the third ranked issue. Concern over quality of   
 government dropped from 17% to 5% and was no longer a top-five ranked issue. 
 The results were: 

 

Table 7:  ‘What do you think is the most important problem facing Australia today?’, 
  open-ended question.  

 

 
* Change between June-July and October 2014 statistically significant at p<0.5 

 

[5]  National identity 
 Two questions concerned with Australian identity were included in the snap survey: 
 sense of belonging in Australia and view on the maintenance of the Australian way 
 of life. In response to both questions statistically significant shifts were recorded, 
 indicating a heightened sense of nationalism in a context of perceived threats to 
 national security.  

 

 Sense of belonging ‘to a great extent’ increased from the levels recorded in the 
 previous two surveys, to reach the level obtained between 2010-2013. ‘Strong 
 agreement’ with the importance of maintaining the Australian way of life was at the 
 highest level recorded since the Scanlon Foundation surveys began in 2007; ‘strong 
 agreement’ was at 49% in June-July, 71% in October 2014. 

 

 

 

 

June-July 2014 October 2014 

Economic problems 34% Economic problems 23%* 

Government/ politicians 17% Defence/national security/ 
terrorism 

17%* 

Social issues 8% Racism 11%* 

Environment/ climate change 7% Environment/climate change 7% 

Health/ medical 4% Social issues 7% 
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Table 8:  ‘To what extent do you have a sense of belonging in Australia?’ 
 

 
* Change between June-July and October 2014 statistically significant at p<0.5 
 

 
Table 9:  ‘In the modern world, maintaining the Australian way of life and culture is  
  important.’ 
 

 
* Change between June-July and October 2014 statistically significant at p<0.5 

  

[6]  Trust in the federal government 

 Level of trust in the federal government increased from 26% in June-July to 36% in 
 October, the highest level recorded by the Scanlon Foundation surveys since 
 2009. As noted, a related issue, concern over the quality of government and 
 politicians, dropped markedly from 17% in June-July to 5%. 

 

Table 10:  ‘How often do you think the government in Canberra can be trusted to do the 
  right thing for the Australian people?’ 

 

 
* Change between June-July and October 2014 statistically significant at p<0.5 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 June-July 
2014 

October 
2014 

To a great extent 72% 73% 74% 65% 61% 73%* 

To a moderate extent 23% 21% 21% 26% 32% 19%* 

Only slightly 3% 6% 4% 6% 5% 6% 

Not at all 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 June-July 
2014 

October 
2014 

Strongly agree 56% 60% 55% 55% 49% 71%* 

Agree 34% 32% 36% 36% 39% 24%* 

Disagree 5% 5% 4% 5% 6% 3% 

Strongly disagree 1% 1% 1% 2% 3% 0% 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 June-July 
2014 

October 
2014 

Almost always 5% 3% 4% 4% 6% 6% 

Most of the time 26% 27% 22% 23% 20% 30%* 

Only some of the 
time 

52% 48% 48% 50% 51% 44% 

Almost never 15% 20% 24% 19% 21% 18% 
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