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Australia has a long series of polls on attitudes to the number of migrants coming to the country but, because
of general ignorance about demography, these cannot be used as reliable indicators of attitudes to population
growth. However recent, very rapid, growth has sparked a new and wide-ranging debate about population growth,
and the role that immigration plays in forcing the pace. In future voters should be able to draw more accurate
conclusions about this role. There is now a groundswell of community concern; for example, in April 2010, 87
per cent wanted Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane to either stay the same size or have a smaller population.
While some commentators see the pro-stability position as racist, or as the product of political manipulation, the
evidence shows that it is based on concern about local training and the stress that growth imposes on both the
man-made and natural environment.

POPULATION GROWTH
Since 2006 Australia’s population has
grown rapidly. Growth in Australia is nothing new—numbers have been increasing
constantly since WWII. But these numbers
were not as large as in recent years and, for
most of the post-war period, the wisdom
of growth was not questioned.1 From time
to time aspects of the immigration intake
were criticised and heated debates ensued,2
and asylum seekers have, in later years,
been a point of bitter controversy,3 but
population growth itself has not inspired
the same degree of public interest. Today
WKHVLWXDWLRQLVGLIIHUHQW)RUWKH¿UVWWLPH
population growth has been a theme in a
national election and widely debated in the
mainstream media.
Growing numbers of asylum seekers
arriving by boat have drawn many voters’
attention to immigration and border control,
but a key reason for the increased focus
on growth is the magnitude of the recent
increase in legal immigration.4 For most of
the preceding decades people were aware of
growth, as suburbs expanded on the urban
IULQJH DQG IDFHV DQG DFFHQWV GLYHUVL¿HG
in the inner cities, but these changes were
relatively gradual. One could be for them
or against them but, for most people, they
had little immediate impact on their daily
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lives. After 2006, as Figure 1 shows, the
rate of growth increased sharply and, by
2008 and 2009, it was directly evident to
most city dwellers. House prices (and rents)
were rocketing out of reach,5 roads in the
major cities were much more congested,6
and public transport became a peak-hour
nightmare.7 Commuters no longer hoped
WRJHWDVHDWWKH\VWUXJJOHGWR¿QGDVHFXUH
handhold.
Some commentators are keen to interpret the public’s growing concern about
growth as yet another manifestation of prejudice, claiming that the population debate
‘perpetuate[s] racism’ and concerns about
infrastructure are being ‘purposely blurred
to fan xenophobia towards migrants’.8 They
tell us that ‘population debates cannot be
allowed to be proxies for racist prejudices
and social marginalisation’,9 and worry
that ‘Green Australia’ might be the new
‘White Australia’.10 Others, such as Andrew
Markus, acknowledge that growth itself
might affect attitudes but attribute much
of the new concern to ‘the politicisation
of immigration issues’.11 The implication
is that if Australians were not prejudiced,
and if politicians would only refrain from
talking about immigration-fuelled growth,
public opinion would remain undisturbed.
From this perspective growth imposes no

real pressures on people; public concern
is simply a product of racism and political
opportunism.
In 1999 the then minister for Immigration, Philip Ruddock, said that there was
no need for a population policy as the nation was on course to reach 23 million ‘by
the middle of next century. At this point
it would stabilise in both its size and age
SUR¿OH¶12 In 2007 Treasury’s Second InterJHQHUDWLRQDO5HSRUWLQFUHDVHGWKLV¿JXUHWR
28.5 million by 2047.13 But in September
2009 Treasury announced a new projection
for 2050: 36 million.14 And in October 2009
the then Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, told
an astonished electorate that this growth had
his blessing; he believed in a big Australia.
From then on population growth became
political; opinion leaders discussed it,
polls were taken, television programs were

devoted to it, Rudd was deposed and, in
the August 2010 election, leaders of both
major parties came out against the idea of
a big Australia.
Rapid growth and the clumsy politics
that framed it sparked the population debate, but the national conversation which
followed was not always well informed.
The baby bonus (introduced in 2004),
which may have had a minor effect on
fertility, and asylum seekers, who have had
almost no effect on the numbers, have jostled for air space, while the unchecked entry
of New Zealanders, which added 36,000
to the population in 2007–08, went almost
unmentioned.15 And advocacy based on
demographic nonsense was commonplace.
For example, calls to increase the migrant
intake in order to offset the ageing of the
population have been frequent. Despite

Figure 1: Natural increase and net migration, 1947 to 2009
500,000

net migration
natural increase

400,000

300,000

200,000

100,000

0
1947

1952

1957

1962

1967

1972

1977

1982

1987

1992

1997

2002 2006 2009

Sources: Demography 1954, Bulletin No. 72, Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics; J. Shu et al.,
Australia’s Population Trends and Prospects 1993, BIR, AGPS, 1994; Australian Demographic Statistics,
ABS, Catalogue no. 30101.0 (various issues)
Note: From 1947 to 1981 net migration is net total migration; from 1982 to 2009 it is net overseas migration
(NOM). The two concepts roughly measure the same phenomenon but NOM was only introduced in 1982.
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numerous studies showing that immigration has a minimal effect on the average
age,16 growth advocates still cling to this
false argument.17 But given the long silence
on demographic fundamentals, punctuated
by alarmist misinformation, it would have
been surprising if the new debate had been
well informed.
This silence does not happen by accident; some well-placed people and groups,
including parliamentarians, prefer us not to
talk about population growth. For example,
in August 2010, Dick Smith asked Senator
Bob Brown, Leader of the Greens, why he
had not raised the question, saying: ‘Why
don’t you kick up a fuss as the Greens, we
hardly hear you about it?’ Brown replied:
Well, I’ll take responsibility for that
because I can tell you that the single most
common question I get in public forums
out of the blue is about population. I bring
it into this place [federal parliament] and
you run straight into a wall of putty. ...
Why is the media so frightened to take up
the issue of population? We’ve really got
to get out of that mindset.18

How can the general public know what
the real situation is if it is not discussed
in a disinterested fashion, and how can
they know whom to believe if there is no
steady and accessible source of reliable
information?
DEMOGRAPHIC IGNORANCE
A handful of surveys over the last 40 years
point to widespread ignorance about the
size of the population, as well as of the
size of the migrant intake, and thus of
the difference that numbers in the present
might mean for numbers in the future.19
In 1971 demographers at the Australian
National University (ANU) surveyed married women in Melbourne about their use of
birth control. But they added what seemed
to them to be some simple demographic
questions, including one on the population
of Australia. Only half could make even a
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rough guess, and 20 per cent did not even
try. This ignorance was not a neutral matter.
Respondents were ‘visibly upset’ by their
inability to answer; the population question caused more distress than any of the
intimate questions about family planning
and the researchers were obliged to move
it to the end of the schedule.20
One cause of this ignorance is that
demography is not widely taught; another
LVWKHGLI¿FXOW\WKDWFLWL]HQVKDYHLQGLVFRYering reliable information for themselves.21
The American scholar, Gary Freeman, has
developed a powerful theory explaining
why immigration in liberal democracies
often runs at higher levels than the electorate prefers. His main theme is client politics;
LPPLJUDWLRQSURGXFHVFRQFHQWUDWHGEHQH¿WV
(such as new customers for housing developers, more customers for retailers, and
cheaper labour for employers) together with
diffused costs (increased housing costs and
congestion for existing citizens, together
with lower wages and less environmental
DPHQLW\ 7KHFRQFHQWUDWHGEHQH¿WVPHDQ
WKDWLWLVLQWKHLQWHUHVWVRIWKRVHZKRSUR¿W
from growth to lobby governments hard to
keep the migrants coming, while the diffused costs mean that it is not necessarily in
the interests of any one citizen to put time
and effort into lobbying to slow the intake.
He also says that citizens are ‘rationally
ignorant’ about immigration, both because
the personal costs of obtaining information
are high and because debate on the topic is
constrained.22
Most people active in policy debates
about economics have knowledge and
understanding as far as economics is concerned; they know how unemployment
UDWHVDQGWKH*'3¿JXUHVDUHFDOFXODWHGDQG
how to interpret changes in these indicators.
%XWWKH\FDQÀRXQGHULIWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQ
turns to demography. While he was still
Prime Minister, Rudd, for example got
tangled during a recent radio interview because he was not clear about the distinction

between net overseas migration (NOM) and
the formal immigration program.23
6XFKGLI¿FXOWLHVKDYHWKHLURULJLQLQWKH
paucity of debate, the absence of a serious
public dialogue about population policy.24
And silence has other consequences. Major
newspapers, for example, employ economics editors; they do not employ serious
journalists who specialise in demography.25
Another consequence is this: until recently,
surveys on attitudes to population growth
have been extremely rare. In contrast,
though polls and surveys on attitudes to
immigration have not been frequent, they
are much less rare. Ignorance and silence
go hand-in-hand.
But the situation is changing. The new
debate means that people are getting more
information, and city dwellers can put their
own experience of diminishing quality of
life into a broader perspective.26 While few
people will have even approximate numbers
to the forefront of their minds, the wall of
putty is shifting. More voters are aware not
just of their immediate constraints but that
growth is occurring at a national level and
that the recent acceleration in the migrant
intake is the most important cause.
SURVEYS OF ATTITUDES TO
IMMIGRATION
Even before the post-war mass migration
program was launched pollsters and social
VFLHQWLVWVZHUHLQWKH¿HOGFKHFNLQJXSRQ
how voters felt about it.27 Consequently we
have a good record of changing attitudes
over more than 50 years. Questions varied.
Many, for example, probed attitudes to
the ethnic composition of the intake. But
Figure 2 shows data from a range of polls
taken from 1954 to July 2010 which asked
a similar question, and one that focussed
on the size of the intake, not its make up.
This usually read something as follows:
‘Last year [X number] of migrants came
to Australia. In your opinion is [X number]
too many, about right, or too few?’

The data in Figure 2 point to a sharp
increase in opposition to immigration in
2009 and 2010. This increase was picked
up in the Australian Election Study (AES)
but in late 2007 rather than 2009. The AES
(a large mailout survey of voters) was held
after the federal election in November
2007. It found that 46 per cent of voters
thought the number of immigrants allowed
into Australia should be reduced a little or
reduced a lot (as opposed to increased a
lot, increased a little, or remain about the
same). This question has been asked by
the AES since the 1996 election and has
also appeared on two Australian Surveys
of Social Attitudes (2003 and 2005). The
data from these studies are not included
in Figure 2 as the question is different, but
they show a similar pattern, with opposition
high in the mid 1990s, but falling during the
Howard years.28 The main difference is in
the data for 2007. Here Figure 2 draws on
WKH¿UVW6FDQORQVXUYH\WDNHQLQ-XQHWR
August 2007. This was based on telephone
interviews and found a smaller proportion
saying the intake was too many: 36 per
cent, The second Scanlon survey also shows
D UHODWLYHO\ ORZ ¿JXUH IRU µWRR PDQ\¶ LQ
2009 (37 per cent).29 Because of this the
increase in dissatisfaction picked up by the
AES in 2007 does not appear in Figure 2
until late 2009.
While most of the polls shown30 mention an actual number in the prompt; this is
less common after the mid-1990s. Readers
ZLOO¿QGVRPHGLIIHUHQFHVLQWKHWR
2010 data in Figure 2 above and Figure
12 in the recently published third Scanlon
report. This also presents the ‘too many’
response, from 1974 to 2010. The difference occurs because the Scanlon report
does not show two recent Age/Nielsen
polls (November 2009 and April 2010), and
misses the July Iyengar and Jackman study
(published in August 2010).31
Figure 2 shows only the ‘too many’ and
‘too few’ responses. This is for clarity and
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because there is evidence that people who
have no clear opinion, or are simply confused by the question, are likely to pick the
‘about right’ response. This is demonstrated
by the data in Table 1; two polls on attitudes
to immigration were conducted in mid 1971

E\GLIIHUHQW¿UPVZLWKGLIIHUHQWTXHVWLRQV
but within a few weeks of each other.
The MGP poll asked respondents to
express their attitudes to immigration in
terms of their preferred number of migrants.
While two numbers were mentioned in the

Figure 2: Attitudes to immigration, July 1954 to July 2010
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Sources: Morgan Gallup Poll (MGP), 1022–1035 (No. 105) July 1954; MGP, 1103–1115 (No. 112) July 1955; MGP,
1171–1182 (No. 118) May 1956; MGP, 1698–1710 (No. 164) August 1963 (polls for 1954 to 1963 are from
Goot, 1999, cited in endnote 27); MGP, 1776–1788 (No. 171) August 1964; MGP, 2921–2039 (No. 195),
December 1967; MGP (No. 200) 19 October 1968; MGP (No. 212) August 1970; Age Poll, 12 July 1971;
McNair Anderson, March 1977; ANOP, National Times, 13–19 September 1981; MGP (No. 589) May,
and then June, 1984; Saulwick/Age Poll, 9 February 1988; Saulwick/Age Poll, 14 May 1990; Saulwick/
Age Poll, 4 November 1991; AGB McNair poll, 14–16 June 1996; Newspoll, The Australian, 3 May
1997, 2001; AC Nielsen poll, The Age, 4 September 2001; 2002 is an Irving Saulwick poll commissioned
E\-RE)XWXUHVWKHVDPSOHLVUHVWULFWHGWRSHRSOHLQWKHZRUNIRUFHLVWKH¿UVW6FDQORQVXUYH\ GDWD
as published in A. Markus, Mapping Social Cohesion 2010: The Scanlon Foundation Surveys, Summary
Report0RQDVK,QVWLWXWHIRUWKH6WXG\RI*OREDO0RYHPHQWV0HOERXUQHS WKH¿UVWSROO
is June/July from the second Scanlon survey (Markus 2010, op. cit.); the second 2009 poll is an AC Nielsen
SROO±1RYHPEHUWKH¿UVWSROOLVDQ$&1LHOVHQSROO±$SULOWKHVHFRQGWDNHQ
in June is the third Scanlon survey (Markus 2010 op. cit.), and the third taken in July is an internet-based
poll by S. Iyengar and S. Jackman, ‘Australian and American attitudes to illegal immigration’, The United
States Studies Centre at the University of Sydney, Sydney, 2010, 14–22 July, published online August 2010
at <http://ussc.edu.au/s/media/docs/publications/1008IllegalImmigrantsSurvey.pdf>.
Notes: From 1984 to June 1996 the data refer to voters only; the other polls are based on all adults (except for
Iyengar and Jackman in 2010, which is voters only). Up to 1973 ‘adult’ normally meant aged 21 plus; from
1974 on it means aged 18 plus. Where respondents had the option of choosing ‘far too many’ or ‘somewhat
too many’ or ‘somewhat too few’ or ‘far too few’ these responses have been collapsed into ‘too many’ and
‘too few’. The ‘about right’ response category is not shown; neither is ‘don’t know’.
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prompt, the question was open ended, and
more than one third were unable to answer.
This is common with questions asking
people to express their opinions in terms
of numbers;32 many people do not know
enough and some may be panicked by the
appearance of examination question rather
than an offer to provide an opinion. The Age
poll followed the conventional wording of
the polls shown in Figure 1 and found that
only two per cent did not answer. However
the proportion who said ‘about right’ is
almost exactly the same as the proportion
recorded as ‘can’t say’ in the MGP poll.
Apart from this, the two polls provide
VLPLODU¿QGLQJVLQWKH0*3SHUFHQW
nominated a number smaller than the current intake while 53 per cent in The Age
poll said the current intake was too many;
conversely in the MGP 11.3 per cent wanted
either the current number or a higher one,
while 11 per cent in The Age poll said the
current number was too few. This suggests
that the ‘about right’ response harbours
many respondents with no clear opinion;
consequently we are more likely to get a

valid picture of real trends in opinion if we
IRFXVRQWKRVHZLWKGH¿QLWHYLHZV33
Figure 2 shows high levels of discontent
with immigration in the late 1980s and early
1990s; there is logic to this as the numbers
then were high relative to 1983, 1984 and
1985, but opposition continued at a high
level during the recession of the early
1990s even though the migrant intake fell.
But the interesting change comes with the
drop in opposition to immigration in the
late 1990s after the election of the Howard
Government in 1996.34 There are a number
of explanations for this. The new government made several well-publicised reforms.
These included: an initial, relatively minor,
cut to the intake which was nonetheless
vigorously opposed by the growth lobby,
meaning that many voters were likely
to hear about it; restrictions on new migrants’ capacity to access social welfare;
and restrictions on family reunion with an
increased emphasis on skilled migration.
The government also stopped talking about
multiculturalism. In addition there was a
gradual fall in unemployment and, after

Table 1: Two polls in mid 1971—The ‘can’t say’ and ‘about right’ responses (per cent)
Questions: Morgan Gallup Poll (MGP) ‘Next, about immigration—last year 170,000 people came to
Australia to live here permanently, and next year the planned intake is 140,000. How many migrants
a year do you favour in future?’
Age poll: (Exact wording not published) Respondents were told that over the past four years
Australia’s intake of migrants had averaged about 160,000 per year and that the target for the next
¿QDQFLDO\HDUZDV7KH\ZHUHDVNHGLIWKLVZDVIDUWRRPDQ\VRPHZKDWWRRPDQ\DERXW
right; somewhat too few; far too few.
MGP, 10 July1971

per cent

Age poll, 12 July 1971

per cent

Subtotal giving a number less than 170,000 54.3

Subtotal saying too many

53.0

Subtotal saying170,000 or a higher number 11.3

Subtotal saying too few

11.0

Can’t say

About right

34.0

Not stated

2.0

—

34.5
—

Total

100.0

Total

100.0

Total N (aged 18+)

2251

Total N (aged 21+)

1000

Notes: MGP (no. 221), asked 10 July 1971; Age poll published 12 July 1971. The Age poll was restricted to people
living in Melbourne and Sydney; it is not clear if this was true of the MGP.
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2001, an increasingly tough border-control
regime. By 2001 only 41 per cent thought
the numbers were ‘too many’ and, from
2001 on, the immigration program began to
rise again. But public opinion did not turn
against it.35 Respondents grew even more
comfortable with the situation. Why? It is
highly probable that most Australians did
not know that any change was underway.
No powerful lobby decried it, the governPHQW NHSW D ORZ SUR¿OH DQG MRXUQDOLVWV
ignored it.36 In 2002 Paul Kelly wrote:
Howard operates a program below the
speed limit because he fears a backlash
against more migrants. Howard and
Ruddock are relieved that the recent announcement of an expanded program won
little negative publicity. They describe
their approach as managed gradualism.
... As a result of the higher program,
Ruddock revised upwards Australia’s
likely population projection by 2050 to 27
PLOOLRQ7KLV¿JXUHKDVFUHSWXSLQUHFHQW
years as the intake has lifted.37

If many people did not know what was
happening, if they believed that the John
Howard who had reformed the program
and stopped the boats was also continuing
to keep the intake low, it is understandable
that they did not register discomfort with the
new status quo. Ignorance of demography
includes ignorance of growth, and keeping
TXLHWDERXWJURZWKVXLWVWKRVHZKRSUR¿W
from it.
The immigration polls are valuable
because there is such a long series asking
similar questions. They can help us gain a
picture of changing attitudes to immigration
EXWLWLVGLI¿FXOWWRXVHWKHPDVSUR[LHVIRU
polls on attitudes to population growth.
If people do not know that the intake is
rising we cannot take approval of current
levels as endorsements of growth. Indeed
over 30 years ago research found that those
who underestimated the size of the intake
were more likely to be positive about
immigration.38 3XEOLF ¿JXUHV DUH DOVR RQ
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record as saying that low fertility means that
Australia’s population would be ‘actually
shrinking’ without immigration.39 Respondents who believed this furphy would be
more likely to support immigration than
those who knew the population was still
growing.
Many people do not know enough to
express their attitudes to growth through
the medium of questions about immigration. Besides, such questions tap a range
of other values: fear of job competition;
opposition to, or support for, cultural diversity; attitudes to asylum seekers; as well
as attachment to national identity versus
enthusiasm for internationalism. Immigration is the key driver of growth but polls
about immigration are a poor indicator of
attitudes to that growth. For example in
September 2001 a Saulwick Age poll found
that 58 per cent of voters wanted Australia
to ‘maintain’ its population and seven per
cent wanted it to ‘reduce’ its population,
giving a total of 65 per cent who did not
want growth.40 In the same month an AC
Nielsen poll of adults aged 18 plus found
that 44 per cent thought the migrant intake
was ‘about right’ and 10 per cent that it was
‘too few’; only 41 per cent said the intake
was ‘too many’.41
If we want to know what Australians
have thought about population growth we
need to look at questions that asked them
directly. The new openness in debate should
mean that future polls on immigration will
SURYLGH D IDLUHU UHÀHFWLRQ RI DWWLWXGHV WR
population growth, but this cannot be said
of polls conducted in the past.
ATTITUDES TO POPULATION
GROWTH
There is very little survey research on attitudes to population growth itself, prior to
the new debate. But in 1977 Irving Saulwick
and associates conducted a national poll of
2000 voters asking: ‘Do you think that over
the next few years we should: not be con-

cerned if growth slows down: encourage
that ‘many people are unsure’ of this:
couples to have larger families; encourage
they found that 48 per cent could give an
more migrants to come; encourage both
answer judged correct (between 15 and 16
migrants and larger families?’ Fifty per cent
million), a similar result to that found by
said we should not be concerned, 22 per
ANU in 1971. Reark then asked if there
cent wanted to encourage larger families,
was such a thing as an ideal population size
ten per cent wanted to encourage more mifor Australia: 43 per cent said there was, 41
grants, and 17 per cent wanted both larger
per cent that there wasn’t and 16 per cent
families and migrants.42
didn’t know or didn’t answer.
In 1979 the Victorian Department of
5HDUNDVNHGWKH¿UVWJURXSZKDWWKDW
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs commisideal size was and, though 13 per cent didn’t
sioned research on attitudes to immigration,
know, of those who provided an answer the
though unfortunately the sample was
median was 19.6 million. Reark also asked
limited to Australia-born people of Ausrespondents if they understood what was
tralia-born parents who were living in
meant by the term ‘ageing of the populaMelbourne. Among the many questions on
tion’; 76 per cent said that they did. If they
attitudes to migrants and immigration were
did not they were told this: ‘Because people
two on attitudes to population growth. One
are living longer and at the same time are
invited agreement or disagreement with
having less children, the average age of the
the statement ‘Australia needs to boost is
Australian population has been increasing
population’; the other asked about preferred
over many years. This ageing process is takmeans of increasing the population. These
ing place in much of the developed world’.
found that pro- and anti-growth positions
Table 3 sets out answers to further questions
had almost equal support but that, if the
on the current size and age structure of the
population were to grow, rather more than
population from this survey.
half preferred natural increase to immigra7KHVH¿QGLQJVVKRZWKDWLQ
tion (see Table 2).
per cent of people aged 15 plus thought the
The Saulwick poll
found that 50 per cent
Table 2: Attitudes to population growth, Melbourne, thirdwould not be concerned
generation plus Australians, 1979 (per cent)
if growth slowed down;
the Melbourne poll
Response
‘Australia
‘We should increase our
found that 45 per cent
needs to boost
population by encouraging
thought that further
its population’
Australians to have more
children, rather than taking
growth was unnecesin more migrants’
sary. In 1986 Reark
Agree
42
54
Research produced a
significant report for
Neutral
14
19
the Immigration DeDisagree
45
27
partment on attitudes
Total
100
100
to population growth,
based on a large naTotal N
1000
1000
tional sample.43 They
Source: T. Birrell, ‘The study of attitudes of Victorians to migrants: another
began by asking relook’, unpublished paper presented to the Victorian Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, May 1980
spondents to estimate
Notes: The sample was 1000 Australia-born people of Australia-born parents,
the size of the populaaged 16 plus, living in Melbourne, interviewed in 1979. Non-responses
tion, reassuring them
have been excluded from the analysis.
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current size of the population was either
about right or too many, and that 43 per cent
thought that double the population (then 16
million, so doubling to 32 million) would
mean a lower standard of living. Taken
together with the Saulwick and Melbourne
VWXGLHVWKHVH¿QGLQJVSUHVHQWDIDLUO\VROLG
picture of about half of the population not
wanting further growth back in the late
1970s and mid 1980s. Overall if there is to
be growth, most respondents prefer natural
increase to immigration.
It is interesting that, despite a decade
of below replacement fertility and considerable agitation about the ageing of the

population, only 39 per cent of the respondents to the Reark survey thought an older
age structure would be a disadvantage.
Creating a sense of alarm takes time but,
by 2005, the Australian Survey of Social
Attitudes found that 22.5 per cent of voters
believed that the ageing of the population
was one of the two most important problems facing Australia (and those who said
it was the most important issue were much
less likely to want a reduction in immigration than were voters as whole).44 This
suggests that concern about demographic
ageing, and support for immigration as a
cure, grew over the intervening decades.

Table 3: Attitudes to population size, growth and age structure, Australia 1986 (per cent)
Too many About right
Overall, do you think Australia
has too many people, about the
right number or too few people?


[Is having an ageing population] a
disadvantage overall, something of
OLWWOHFRQFHUQRUJHQHUDOO\EHQH¿FLDO
(a good thing)?

NS/DK

Total

10

40

45

5

100

Immigration

Family
growth

Both

NS/DK

Total

16

58

23

3

100

Higher

Similar

Lower

NS/DK

Total

19

31

43

7

100

'LVDGYDQWDJH

/LWWOH
concern

%HQH¿FLDO

16'.

7RWDO

39

27

24

9

100

If Australia wanted faster population
growth for their country which would
you prefer to see: the Government
increasing immigration or the
Government encouraging family growth?
If Australia grows to twice its present
population, what do you think it will
mean for the standard of living of the
average Australian? Do you think there
will be a higher standard of living, a
similar standard of living or a lower
standard of living?

Too few

Source: REARK Research Pty Ltd, Attitudinal Survey on Population Issues in Australia (A research report prepared
for the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs), Sydney, 1986, random sample of 2512 people living
in Australia and aged 15 plus, interviewed face-to-face.
Note: The questions were not necessarily asked in the order presented here.
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After the Reark survey there is little inFebruary 2010 the online polling company,
formation on attitudes to population except
Essential Media, asked a similar question,
for three AES surveys in 1990, 1993 and
as did the third Scanlon survey in June 2010
1996. The AES asked voters if overpopula(see Table 5).
tion was an urgent environmental concern
All four polls suggest that by late 2009
LQWKLVFRXQWU\WKLVZDVPRUHVSHFL¿FWKDQ
and mid 2010 there was a solid core of
the general questions about growth set out
Australians (40 to 51 per cent) who did not
above but, by 1996, 53 per cent said overjust prefer stability; they were opposed to
population was an urgent concern (from
growth—or at least to growth on the scale
fairly urgent to very urgent). See Table 4.
of 36 million by 2050.
In 1986 the Reark survey had asked
The proportions saying ‘about right’ and
whether respondents thought that population
‘no opinion’ are high in both of the Nielsen
growth meant ‘more severe environmental
polls, and in the Scanlon poll. While it can
problems’ or whether ‘with proper manageEHGLI¿FXOWWRDVNTXHVWLRQVDERXWSRSXODment, a bigger population need not harm
tion size without mentioning numbers, it
the environment’. Most of the respondents
may be that the use of numbers in the ques(67 per cent) endorsed the second statetion confused some respondents, or it may
ment: it need not harm the environment.45
be that they did indeed think the projected
Table 4 suggests that by 1996 people were
growth ‘about right’. The Essential Media
less sanguine; in 1996 only 45 per cent
poll did not provide a ‘no opinion’ option,
said that overpopulation was not an urgent
but has a higher proportion prepared to enenvironmental problem. While the data are
dorse growth, as well as 23 per cent taking
patchy the picture that they suggest is that
a neutral position.
by the mid 1990s rather more than half the
How can we ask a question about numelectorate preferred stability to growth.
bers when many people, who may know
In September
2001 Irving Saulwick
and Associates asked
Table 4: Overpopulation as an urgent environmental concern in
1000 voters if ‘AusAustralia, on a scale of 1 to 5 (per cent)
tralia should increase,
1990
1993
1996
maintain or reduce its
Not urgent (1 and 2)
51
43
45
population’: 58 per cent
said ‘maintain’, seven
Fairly urgent to very urgent (3 to 5) 43
53
53
per cent ‘reduce’ and 36
per cent ‘increase’, givMissing
6
4
2
ing 65 per cent who did
not want growth.46 The
Total
100
100
100
preference for stability
Total N
2037
3023
1797
had grown.
Late in 2009 the
Sources: Australian Election Studies, 1990 to 1996: I. McAllister et al.,1990; R.
¿UVW SROO DERXW SRSX-RQHVHWDO5-RQHVHWDO>FRPSXWHU¿OHV@6RFLDO6FLHQFH
'DWD$UFKLYHV$18 &DQEHUUD7KH DXWKRUV RI WKHVH ¿OHV DUH QRW
lation growth that
responsible for the use made of them here.
post-dated the new
Notes: The question was: ‘In your opinion how urgent are each of the following
debate was published
environmental concerns in this country?’ This was followed by a list
of concerns, which include ‘overpopulation’. Respondents were asked
(by AC Nielsen) with
to grade each concern on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 marked ‘not urgent’,
a follow-up question
3 marked ‘fairly urgent’ and 5 marked ‘very urgent’. The samples are
in April 2010, and in
voters only and the data come from mailout questionnaires.
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what they think about growth, do not know
how to express their opinions in terms of
numbers, and may be too frightened to try?
(Is 36 million an absurdly big number, or a
trivially small number, and how stupid will
I look if I say ‘don’t know’?) The questions
LQ7DEOHDUHDIDLUDWWHPSWDWDGLI¿FXOW
task. But there is a further group of three
polls asking people to express their opinion
in terms of their preferred number of future
Australians which are problematic. ResponGHQWVZHUHJLYHQDUDQJHRI¿YHGLIIHUHQW
numbers to choose from as possible target
populations for the next 30 or 40 years. As
Figure 3 shows, answers clustered around

the central response category, while tailing
off towards the extremes. This echoes the
shape of a normal curve, which would be
DPRVWXQOLNHO\VHWRI¿QGLQJVLIWKHTXHVtions really were tapping people’s attitudes
rather than confused answers to a question
that had little meaning them. One would
QRWH[SHFWWR¿QGWKLVSDWWHUQLQDQVZHUVWR
questions that actually measured attitudes
rather than attitudes plus demographic
ignorance and anxiety.47
The Lowy poll in particular received a
ORWRIPHGLDFRYHUDJHEXWLWV¿QGLQJVFDQnot be relied on; as is clear from the pattern
of results in Figure 3, many people do not

Table 5: Attitudes to growing to 35/36 million in 2049/2050, per cent
35/36m is: November
2009
Too many
Too few

April
2010

40

51

2

2

About right

30

27

No opinion

26

19

Don’t know

1

2

100

100

1400

1400

Total
Total N

36m good or bad
for Australia?

February
2010

Would a
June
population of
2010
36m by 2050 be:

Bad or very bad

48

Too large or
much too large

Good or very good

24

Too small or
much too small

Neither good
nor bad
Don’t know
Total
Total N

23

5
100
1830

About right

51

4
37

(Refused)

*

Don’t know

7

Total
Total N

100
2021

Sources: November 2009 and April 2010: Nielsen, National Report, 8 November 2009, telephone interviews 5-7
November, and National Report, 18 April 2010, telephone interviews 15-17 April, both samples are of adults
aged 18 plus, interviewed by telephone. February 2010: Essential Media Report No. 100215, 15 February
2010, internet panel interviews, adults aged 18 plus (see discussion below). June 2010: A. Markus, Mapping
Social Cohesion 2010: The Scanlon Foundation Surveys, Summary Report, Monash Institute for the Study
of Global Movements, Melbourne, 2010, p. 26 (sampling details are unclear but appear to be 2,021 people
aged 18 plus: see pp. 32, 42)
Notes: The Nielsen question in November 2009 was ‘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 too many people, too few people, about right or is this something you don’t have an opinion
about?’ In April 2010 this wording was repeated except that the wording about the projection was changed
to ‘36 million in 2050’. The Essential Media question for February 2010 was: ‘It has been estimated that
Australia will have a population of 36 million by 2050. Do you think this will be good or bad for Australia?’
(5% very good, 19% good, 23% neither good nor bad, 30% bad, 18% very bad). The Scanlon question for
June 2010 was: In your view, would an Australian population of 36 million by 2050 be too large, about right
or too small?’ (20.6% much too large, 30.8% too large, 37.1% about right, 3.7% too small, 0.7% much too
small, refused 0.2%)
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know enough about demography to express
their opinions about population growth in
terms of numbers.
The last two issues of this journal published data from questions about population
growth which the Centre for Population
and Urban Research put on the most recent Australian Survey of Social Attitudes
(AuSSA), a large mail-out survey of a random sample of 3,243 voters which was in
WKH¿HOGIURP'HFHPEHUWR)HEUXDU\
2010.48 The questionnaire covered many
topics. The population questions were introduced as follows: ‘The next few questions
are about population growth. In 2008–09

immigration to Australia was higher than
in any other year’. The key question came
next: ‘Do you think Australia needs more
people?’ The response categories were ‘yes’
and ‘no’. The results were 28 per cent ‘yes’
and 72 per cent ‘no’ (51 respondents—1.6
per cent of the sample—skipped the quesWLRQDQGDUHQRWLQFOXGHGLQWKHVH¿JXUHV 
The questions then asked those who
thought more people were needed about
their preferred means of achieving growth
and found that 26 per cent of this sub-set
wanted to encourage people to have more
children, 18 per cent wanted to encourage
more migrants to come, and 54 per cent

Figure 3:Polls on attitudes to population growth that required numerical responses
per cent
50

40

MGP March
Low y March
MGP July

30

20

10

0
<22 million

22 to <25 million/
around 22 million

25 to <30 million/
30 million

30 to <35 million/
40 million

35 million or more/
50 million

Sources:

MGP (No 4482) Field work 16-17 March 2010, 670 people aged 14 plus (data illustrated are restricted to
YRWHUVEXWWKHVL]HRIWKLVVXEVHWLVQRWSURYLGHG /RZ\,QVWLWXWHPHGLDUHOHDVH$SULO¿HOGZRUN
20-21 March, sample 1001 adults; MGP (No. 4536) Field work 20-21 July, sample 719 voters
Questions: Lowy: ‘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 population 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; None of these’ [None of these, < 0.5%; don’t know, 1%]
MGP (both polls): ‘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—under 25 million; 25—under 30 million; 30—under 35 million; 35
million or more?’ [Can’t say, 9% in both MGP polls]
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wanted both strategies. People were then
asked for their reasons for thinking more
people were, or were not, needed; these data
have already been reported in this journal.
They show that the minority who wanted
growth largely did so for economic reasons;
the majority who did not want growth emphasised a need to train our own people, and
to avoid environmental pressures. Contrary
to claims about prejudice in the debate, very
few of this sub-set (10 per cent) mentioned
concerns about cultural diversity.
The question ‘Do you think Australia
needs more people?’ allows respondents
to express their opinions without having
to think in numbers. It was chosen both
because it avoids numbers and because
its mild wording is congruent with the
Saulwick questions asked in 1977 and
2001, thus providing a sketchy timeline.
Just as the Saulwick questions did, it allows respondents to express their attitudes
towards growth, without having to draw on,
or assume, knowledge of demography.
Apart from Iyengar and Jackman49 in
Figure 2, and Essential Media in Table
5, the surveys and polls described above
rely on the well established methods of
either face-to-face interviewing (used in
the earlier polls), or telephone interviews,
used in the later polls, or mailout questionnaires, as in the 2007 AES study discussed
with reference to Figure 2, Table 4 and the
2009–2010 AuSSA question. But a new
method of gauging public attitudes is now
increasingly used: the online panel survey.
This method has also produced some useful results which could help us interpret
the data gathered by more conventional
methods. But how reliable is it?
INTERNET POLLS BASED ON
VOLUNTEER PANELS
Internet-panel polls have become prevalent
since around 2000; in Britain the YouGov
series is well established and widely published. The method is based on the polling
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company gaining access to a large panel
of internet-using volunteers and drawing a
random sample from this panel. (Essential
Media draws on a panel of over 100,000
people aged 18 plus recruited by Your
Source.) Data are weighted in an attempt
to ensure that the samples represent the
population.
Critics argue that this method is unVFLHQWL¿FLQWKDWWKHSRSXODWLRQZKLFKWKH
VDPSOH LV KHOG WR UHSUHVHQW LV LOOGH¿QHG
and of course biased towards internet users.50 Defenders argue that telephone polls
are now increasingly unreliable; many
households no longer have landlines, and
those that do often use screening devices to
ignore calls from strangers or, if reached,
refuse to respond to pollsters. Response
rates to telephone polls can now be as low
as 17 per cent.51 There is also the problem
of social desirability; when respondents
answer questions put to them by a human
interviewer they may be reluctant to reveal
behaviours or attitudes that they sense the
interviewer might disapprove of and this
may colour their responses.
For example, the Scanlon surveys are
based on telephone interviews and find
surprisingly high proportions agreeing that
ethnic minorities should be given government assistance to maintain their customs
and traditions (over 30 per cent).52 The two
comparative surveys presented from 1995
and 2003 show much lower proportions
(around 16 per cent). Unfortunately these
comparative surveys are not referenced
but, if they were based on mailout surveys
rather than telephone interviews, the difference might be explained by the social
desirability factor. This may also explain the
GLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKH¿QGLQJVRQDWWLWXGHV
to immigration between the 2007 AES and
the 2007 Scanlon survey.
In contrast, like respondents to mailout
questionnaires, people drawn from internet
panels may feel more comfortable providing
socially undesirable answers to questions

posed to them by an anonymous computer
screen. They can also answer in their own
time and at their own pace, and thus may
give more accurate and thoughtful answers.
With phone interviews both interviewer and
respondent are under pressure to complete
WKHVFKHGXOHTXLFNO\WLPHIRUUHÀHFWLRQLV
limited.
Critics say that samples drawn from
online panels lack theoretical credibility;
proponents say that some, in any event, have
proved themselves in practice.53 YouGov
has a good track record in predicting British
elections,54 and Essential Media in Australia
predicted the primary vote in the 2010 election more accurately than any other poll.55
Online panel surveys are also cheaper
than telephone polls and thus can be conducted more often, with people questioned
on a range of issues relevant to public policy,
apart from the repetitive questions about
voting intentions which are the basic fare
of established polls such as Newspoll. There
DUH WKHQ JURXQGV IRU WDNLQJ WKH ¿QGLQJV
of established online polling companies
seriously, especially those that have put
themselves to the test of predicting election
results.

Two online surveys have already been
mentioned; the careful work of Iyengar
and Jackman in Figure 2, and some of Essential Media’s work presented in Table
5. Further work from this company is set
out below.
Table 6 shows active opposition to
population growth in the large capitals; 87
per cent wanted either a smaller population
or no growth at all in these cities. This is
a stronger result than that provided by the
2009–2010 AuSSA survey. Respondents to
the Essential Media survey were happier to
imagine growth for other regions but they
were not necessarily the people who lived
in those regions; people who actually lived
in South Australia, Western Australia, or
Tasmania were less sanguine about growth
in their capitals. (In this sub-group only 22
per cent want a larger population for their
capitals while 61 per cent wanted the same
population or smaller.) In fact 49 per cent
of the growth Australia has experienced
between 2001 and 2009 occurred in Sydney, Melbourne, and Brisbane (excluding
the Gold Coast and the Sunshine Coast),
or 59 per cent if Perth is included.56 A
high proportion of immigrants settle in

Table 6: Are there regions which need a larger or smaller population? (per cent)
Question: ‘Do you think Australia needs a larger population, a smaller population or about
the same population in the following areas?’
Larger
Smaller
population population
Large capital cities—
Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane

Same Total smaller
population or same

Don’t
know

Total

7

36

51

87

6

100

Other capital cities like
Adelaide, Perth and Hobart

36

12

44

56

7

100

Major regional centres

56

8

28

36

8

100

Smaller regional towns

64

6

22

28

7

100

Source: Essential Report No. 100416, 19 April 2010, sample 1,988 adults aged 18 plus
Note: People were being asked about regions in general, not the regions where they themselves lived. The researchers
say: ‘Opinions about the populations of the major capitals were similar across states, but respondents from SA/WA/
Tasmania were less likely to want larger populations in their capital cities’.
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100
7
58
27
Source:

Essential Media report, No. 100301, 1 March 2010, sample 1,816 adults aged 18 plus

31
35
8
Australia has the space and resources to
cope with a much larger population

27

100
10
52
18
34
38
7
Having a larger population will help our economy

31

100
8
30
6
24
61
24
Australia has a fragile environment that
cannot cope with a much larger population

37

100
7
29
9
20
64
32
Immigration should be slowed as it causes
too much change to our society

32

100
6
19
5
14
75
39
36
We just don’t have the infrastructure and
services to manage more population growth

Total
Total disagree Don’t know
Strongly
disagree
Disagree
Total agree
Agree
Strongly agree

Table 7: Reasons for and against population growth, Australia, March 2010 (per cent)
Question: ‘Do you agree or disagree with the following statements about Australia’s population growth?’
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Melbourne and Sydney so continuing
immigration-fuelled population growth
ZLOOIXUWKHULQÀDWHWKHVHFLWLHVSODQVWR
persuade new immigrants to settle in
more sparsely populated regional areas
seem unlikely to have much impact.57
Table 7 shows that three quarters of
respondents thought Australia lacked the
infrastructure and services to manage
more growth. Furthermore, around three
¿IWKVWKRXJKWWKDWWKHHQYLURQPHQWFRXOG
not support more growth and that we did
not have the space and resources to cope
with a bigger Australia. Other research
has shown that respondents who do want
growth point to economic advantages as
a reason for this support58 but, as Table
7 shows, among people as a whole, this
argument carries less weight; 52 per cent
disagreed with the proposition that a larger population would help the economy
while only 38 per cent agreed.
The overall picture presented by this
analysis is of growing disquiet about population growth in Australia, irrespective
of feelings about immigration. In 1977
50 per cent would not be concerned if
growth slowed down, in 1996 53 per cent
thought that overpopulation was a serious
environmental problem, and by 2001 65
per cent wanted the size of the population
to either remain the same or be reduced.
In 2009–2010 72 per cent thought Australia did not need more people and in
April 2010 87 per cent thought that the
three main capital cities should either stay
the same size or shrink. None of these
TXHVWLRQV PHQWLRQHG VSHFL¿F QXPEHUV
consequently answers to them are not
distorted by any confusion or anxiety
induced by demographic ignorance. The
last two results are also unlikely to be
contaminated by the social desirability effect. Questions that do mention numbers
show a core of 50 per cent by mid 2010
ZKRGH¿QLWHO\GRQRWZDQWDSRSXODWLRQ
growing to 36 million.

THE END OF IGNORANCE AND
THE BEGINNING OF THE END OF
GROWTH?
The population debate has led to a new
openness, many new voices have been
heard, and the possibility for more people
to gain a deeper understanding of the role
of growth in their lives has deepened. City
dwellers have not been able to avoid exposure to its effects but the wider conversation
about growth has made it likely that many
of them can now put this experience into a
wider context. They may now see, not just
clogged highways, but a broader pattern
with worrying implications for their way of
life. They may also be able to make sensible
connections between the migrant intake
and population growth; for example Figure
2 shows rising opposition to the current
intake, despite stable or falling unemployment. The old story that reservations about
immigration are just manifestations of fear
of job competition and lingering racism is
losing its explanatory power.
In the past many respondents to social
surveys were not in a position to make connections between immigration policy and
population growth; they had little information, were confused about the meaning of
the phrase ‘below replacement fertility’,
and scared of demographic ageing. In the
wake of a more open debate these confusions may be dissipating. Some may also

be becoming aware of lobbyists, especially
property developers, who would rather
work behind the scenes and keep them in
the dark. The use of the racist smear to keep
FULWLFV TXLHW FRXOG LQÀXHQFH UHVSRQGHQWV
to telephone polls, who fear the prejudices
of their interviewer, should they express
their real attitudes to immigration-fuelled
growth.59 But as a damper on public debate,
it is losing its effectiveness. The effects of
growth on Australians’ quality of life are
too real to be smothered by the old shibboleths.
After WWII there was widespread
support for population growth; today the
situation is different. As well as the stressed
commuters, and parents despairing of their
children’s chances in the housing market,
local environmental groups are campaigning about the adverse effects of growth
in their own neighbourhoods. A growing
understanding of the fundamental causes
of the pressure on the way of life they
love are becoming clearer to more and
more voters. The new population debate is
not about race, and it is not an artefact of
political manipulation. As countless letters
to editors, comments on internet sites, and
the growth of the new Stable Population
Party of Australia attest, it is a grassroots
SKHQRPHQRQ DQG WKLV LV UHÀHFWHG LQ WKH
survey data.
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