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2017	CPD/ANU/Essential	research	on	democracy

• Attitudes	research	emulated	1994	study	by	Economic	
Planning	Advisory	Commission	for	PM	Keating,	and	2015	
study	for	Australian	Council	of	Learned	Academies

• The	three	surveys	with	Professor	Glenn	Withers	AO	
examined	attitudes	to	services,	tax,	and	policy	priorities.

• 2017	survey	examined	attitudes	to	politics	and	
democracy,	and	included	November	2017	roundtable.



Australians	distrust	politics	and	institutions

We should have fewer career politicians in our parliaments

Unelected advisers to politicians have too much influence

Lobbyists have too much influence over our politicians 14%65%

13%

16%

63%

71%

16%67%

Our politicians tend to be good at making difficult
decisions when representing their communities

66%

Our parliaments are generally effective at
tackling major challenges for the community

17%

46%39%

Our elected parliaments should better reflect the diversity of
community on ethnicity, culture, age, profession, education

52%34%

Ordinary citizens should have a greater say 
in setting the policy priorities of government 13%

Our politics is fixated on short-term gains, not on addressing
long-term challenges affecting us, eg in ten years’ time 73% 11%

Our politicians tend to be high-quality individuals
who effectively represent their communities

Our elected representatives do
not seem to be serving my interests

33% 46%

66%

Agree
DisagreeDo	you	agree	or	disagree	with	the	following	statements	about	politics?



Other	findings	show	falling	trust	and	confidence	in	institutions

• Edelman	Survey:	NGOs	trusted	more	than	government,	
business	and	the	media.	

• CEDA	Community	Survey:	only	5%	of	people	believed	they	
have	gained	a	lot	after	26	years	of	economic	growth,	79%	
believe	gap	between	richest	and	poorest	unacceptable.

• NAB’s	Wellbeing	Index:	is	at	its	lowest	level	since	it	started	
five	years	ago	(has	fallen	for	three	successive	quarters).



But	Australians	have	a	huge	appetite	for	positive	reform	options



What	do	Australians	want	(1994-2017)?

• Health	and	education	the	most	important	and	under-
resourced	services

• Consistent	willingness	to	pay	more	tax	for	essential	
services	seen	as	having	great	community	benefit

• Strong	skepticism	about	outsourcing	social	services

• Negative	impression	of	Australian	politics	and	
performance	of	government

• Strong	appetite	for	democratic	reforms



Importance	of	services	and	active	government	role

• Australians	consistently	prepared	to	pay	more	for	essential	
services	like	health,	schools	and	economic	infrastructure	because	
they	are	seen	to	benefit	the	community

• Skeptical	about	the	outsourcing	of	social	services



Australians	want	policies	that	deliver	broad	benefits	
and	build	national	capability



Australians	want	a	particular	type	of	democracy

For	Australians	on	average	full-time	incomes,	nearly	one	in	two	(48%)	believe	the	main	purpose	
of	democracy	is	“ensuring	people	are	treated	fairly	and	equally,	including	the	most	vulnerable.”



Australia	at	a	turning	point?

• Australian	confidence	in	democratic	bargain	is	wavering.	

• Huge	appetite	for	democratic	renewal,	especially	reforms	to	
systems	and	processes.	

• Strong	indicators	present	reform	cycle	is	at	an	end,	and	that	
substantive	policies	aren’t	responding	to	community	attitudes	or	to	
structural	changes	in	society,	the	economy	and	the	region.

• Rebuilding	trust	and	confidence	isn’t	just about	reforms	to	systems	
and	processes.	It	requires	an	agreed	framework	for	the	future	so	
the	best	ideas	can	rise	to	the	top.	

• What	is	the	next	reform	phase	for	government	and	democracy?
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