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1  Pessimism traps and social cohesion in Australia  

Over the past five years, Australians have become less hopeful about their personal 

futures, with declining belonging, life satisfaction, and belief that hard work is 

rewarded. Drawing on longitudinal data from the Mapping Social Cohesion study, 

this Insights paper shows that pessimism is both  increasing  and self -reinforcing : 

those who expect things to worsen are more likely to remain pessimistic . Financial 

stress is the strongest driver of this dynamic , while discrimination compound s  the 

effect. These findings identify groups at risk of becoming locked into negative 

expectations, while pointing to civic and community resources that may help 

Australia protect its  social cohesion . 

Cohesion in troubled times  

We live in an increasingly divided world , with threats to peace, security , and economic 

progress  emerging from many sources.  C onflict, economic volatility , rising public debt, 

and the impacts of climate change are threatening human advancement. 1 Voters in 

Western liberal democracies are also becoming increasingly anxious about the impacts of  

migration,  new technologies , and ageing populations. 2 While Australia is impacted by  

these dynamics, the community  has , for the most part, resisted a steep slide into  the 

reactionary politics or open conflict  seen in other parts of the world .3  

The Scanlon Index of Social Cohesion , underpinned by a nationally representative  survey 

of Australians , recorded a score of  78 each year from 2023 –25 ( Figure 1). Stable 

aggregate cohesion , it has been  argued,  is  ‘underpinned by strong bonds and active 

participation in our neighbourhoods and communities, renewed trust in government, and 

resilient  happiness and personal wellbeing .’4  The stable headline score , however,  reflects 

counter acting  trends in the Index's subdomains — notably, rising participation offsetting 

declines in belonging, worth, and acceptance . 

Figure 1. Scanlon Index of Social Cohesion  

 

Source: O’Donnell et al. (2025), Mapping Social Cohesion.  
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At the same time,  recent events have led to  concerns that social cohesion in Australia is 

under threat . Domestic terroris m, violence  and  vandalism targeting ethnic and religious 

minorities, anti -migrant  rallies, and attacks on police have led to widespread speculation 

that social cohesion may be ‘fracturing,’ ‘fraying,’ or even ‘shattering.’ 5  Public protests , for 

instance,  are now thought to be ‘more frequent, more diffuse, and more combustible at 

the ed ges’, 6  leading to concerns  that  public spaces have become  sites of struggle over 

what it means to be part of Australia n society .7 

C ontestation over Australian national identity and cohesion  can also be seen in some of 

the data points that contribute  to the Scanlon Index . Sense of b elonging, for example, 

remains at the lowest levels recorded by the Mapping Social Cohesion  surveys  since 

2007 .8  The proportion of Australians who take great pride in our way of life or culture  (or 

who agree that maintaining it is important ) has also declined since the beginning  of the 

study. 9  

This Insights paper  scrutinises  the  decline in  key measures of social cohesion , with a focus 

on Australians’  level of optimism about their personal futures . Subjective o ptimism  (or 

pessimism ) about the future can influence social cohesion through its impact on  individual 

health and well -being, social relationships, economic activity, and trust in public 

institutions .10 Recent research has indicated that Australians are increasingly pessimistic 

about the future. 11 The  present  analysis aims to answer the broad question s : have we 

become a  ‘glass half full ’ or ‘glass half empty’ society?  F or whom is optimism or pessimism 

more pronounced?  And what are the implications for social cohesion?  

‘Red flags’ for national cohesion  and optimism  

Figure 2 below demonstrates that  Australians have exhibited a deterioration  across key 

social indicators  measured  by  the Mapping Social Cohesion study from  2021 –25 : 

• Sense of belonging : the proportion of participants reporting a high sense of 

belonging in Australia decreased  by 11 percentage points  

• Fairness : agreement with the statement  ‘Australia is a land of economic opportunity 

where  hard work brings a better life’ decreased by 13 percentage points  

• Life satisfaction : the proportion of individuals indicating that they felt ‘satisfied’ or 

‘very satisfied’ declined by 11 percentage points  

• Optimism about Australia’s future : the level of optimism about Australia’s future 

decreased by 12 percentage points  overall (with a slight rebound in 2025)  

• Personal life expectations : participants’  belief that their lives would improve over 

the next 3 –4 years decreased by 13 percentage points  
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Figure 2. Social cohesion: select outcomes, 2021 –25  

 

Note: Weighted proportions.  

The se  trajectories indicate a continuing decline in some of the core elements of social 

cohesion . Explanations  offered in scholarly literature  have ranged from marginalisation of 

some ethnic communities to increasing financial pressure  and deepening structural 

inequalities, affecting young people in particular. 12 One scholar has described these 

trends as an ‘apparent unravelling of Australia’s social fabric,’ due to a ‘sudden lack of 

confidence in intergenerational progress.’ 13 This  partially  accords with the 2025 Mapping 

Social Cohesion report, which notes, for instance, that young adults, migrants, and those 

who are struggling financially had the weakest levels of belonging. 14  

A shared sense of fate and the belief in collective future security are critical barometers 

of social cohesion, 15 and here too, Australians appear to be becoming more pessimistic. 

Long considered an Australian  cultur al trait — perhaps  shaped by the trope  of  ‘the  lucky 

country’  of abundant natural resources, and  where in most citizens have share d a high 

standard of living 16— recent studies have suggested that Australia n optimism is  actually  

lower  than in many peer nations .17,18 

While many interdependent factors shape pessimism , research suggests that financial 

insecurity and negative ‘shocks’ can have substantial effects. 19 The fact that only 38% of 

a representative sample of Australians in 2025 thought that their lives would improve in 

the near future may reflect the shared experiences of a ‘cost of living crisis.’ 20  The Mapping 

Social Cohesion data shows that the proportion of respondents experiencing financial 

difficulty (struggling, poor, or ‘just getting along’) grew from 31% in 2021 to 40% in 2025, 

which has been linked to increasing emotional distress. 21 Th e general decline in optimism 

about life in Australia has been confirmed by  other recent Australian surveys, where such 

views have been associated with uncertain ty about the economy  and the belief that 

government polic y responses  are unlikely to have a positive effect .22   
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Glass half - empty or glass half -full?  

Rising pessimism is thought to  be a risk for social cohesion , as it affects individuals’ 

decision -making and how they engage with others . F or instance, pessimism can 

compromise social relationships, reduce participat ion  in democratic processes , and  

curtail volunteerism .23  S ocietal  pessimism has been theorised  as damaging  to institution al 

trust , leading to an increase in social discord and ‘protest participation .’24  

A ggregate national statistics cannot tell us who  is becoming more pessimistic over time, 

or why. For instance, did  people who thought their lives would soon improve in 2021 still 

feel this way in 2025? What might explain any changes?  To answer these questions, 

longitudinal analysis is required.  The primary outcome of interest examined here is 

personal life outlook — respondents ’ expectation of how their life in Australia will be in 

three to four years ’ time. Responses were measured on a five -point scale: much worse, a 

little worse, the same as now, a little improved, or  much improved . 

Changing expectations  

We observed a sub sample of n=2,055  individuals who completed the Mapping Social 

Cohesion survey and relevant items each year from 2021 –25 (see  Appendix 1 ). Among this 

subset of individuals, the decline in optimism is even more pronounced than for the overall 

panel (see  Figure 3 ). By 2025, o nly 31% believed that their lives would improve in the next 

3 –4 years  (down from 49%  in 2021 ), while the proportion who believed their lives would 

be ‘much worse’ doubled between 2021 –25 . 

Figure 3 . E xpectations about your life in 3 –4 years (balanced panel)  

 

Note:  Weighted proportions.  n=2,050 ( 2021 ) and 2,045 (2025) . 
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The model results (see  Table 1  in Appendix 1 ) show that  the most powerful predictor of 

people’s expectations for the  future was their position  in the previous year.  This was  

especially pronounced at the negative extreme:  someone who reported  that their life 

would be  ‘much worse ’ the previous year was 123 times  more likely to subsequently report 

‘much worse’, compared to someone who had been neutral.  Importantly,  modest 

pessimism also compound ed : a prior answer of ‘a little worse’ increase d the likelihood  of 

subsequently answering ‘much worse’ approximately ninefold . It was  also more likely that 

respondents downgraded any optimistic expectations rather than improving from a 

pessimistic baseline . 

The findings suggest that p essimism ‘sticks’ ; a longer duration may be required for 

individuals to recover from low expectations  (if they do at all) . The absence of significant 

year effects suggests that changes are better explained by prior expectations and 

measured financial and social circumstances than by unmeasured calendar -year shocks . 

Financial stress drives  pessimism  

What sustains a pessimistic outlook? Financial stress was  the single strongest 

socioeconomic predictor  of negative expectations, after accounting for  prior expectations 

(see  Figure 4 ). Those struggling financially or in poverty were  more than six times as likely 

to expect things to get ‘much worse’,  and more than twice as likely to expect things to get 

‘a little  worse’ , compared to those who were reasonably comfortable . Conversely, being 

prosperous or very comfortable was  associated with a significantly lower likelihood of 

expecting things to get worse, and higher likelihood of expecting improvement.  

Figure 4 . Predicted life expectations by financial status  
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Discrimination amplifies a negative outlook  

An  experience of discrimination because of skin colour, ethnic origin, or religion  increased 

the likelihood of expecting things to get much worse  by approximately 2.6 times , and  ‘a 

little worse’ by 30 %. However , the absence of discrimination  did not  increas e the 

possibility of more  positive expectations.  

This finding supports  philosophical accounts of pessimism which posit that perceived 

discrimination and oppression can damage people’s ‘capacity to hope’, making it hard for  

them to believe in the possibility of a positive outcome, as well as undermining belief in 

their own agency  to shape a positive future .25  

Younger people , migrants , and aspirational homeowners  are more optimistic  

Recent Australian research has shown that young Australians (particularly those aged 

under 25) are more optimistic than their older counterparts. 26  Analysis of longitudinal 

MSC data here confirms that  younger age groups  (under 25 and 25 –44  years ) were 

significantly more  likely to expect improvement  in their lives  than  those aged over 4 5. 

Older Australians in the model (65+, most of whom are r etire d) had  lower expectations of 

improvement.  

Research from the psychological sciences has suggested that optimism is highest in 

young adulthood, and that young people recover more quickly from stressful events than 

their older counterparts. Older adults may ‘preserve’ their expectations about the fut ure, 

while acknowledging the probability of more negative events in their near -term future, 

such as decreasing health or the death of age -peers. 27   

The higher relative optimism among younger people may sit uncomfortably with the 

earlier observation that they also share a declining sense of belonging. What may appear  

a counterintuitive finding, however, likely reflects two distinct psychological constructs in 

belonging and optimism , which can conceivably move in opposite directions.  

Migrant s  also  appear more convinced than their Australian -born counterparts that their 

lives will soon improve . In the  model  used here , people who had arrived in Australia 10+ 

years ago  had a 30% lower risk of expecting ‘much worse’ compared to Australian -born. 

Recently arrived migrants ( arrived less than ten years ago) were 81% less likely to expect 

a little worse . Speaking a language other than English at home was also associated with 

double the  likelihood of expecting ‘much improvement’ , compared to Engl ish speakers.  

Th ese effects may reflect the  migrant  hope  of  building a new life in  the ‘lucky country’ ; 

previous cross -country comparisons  confirm that immigrants tend to report higher 

optimism in settlement countries like Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 

States, whereas immigrant optimism is lower in emigration contexts  like Brazil, India,  or 

Indonesia .28  

The model results also show that, relative to outright home owners, renters are 50% more 

likely to report an expectation of ‘a little improved ’ and nearly three times more likely to 

report ‘much improved ’ (there is no related  negative effect of renting on pessimistic 
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outcomes ). Similarly, mortgage -holders were between 39 –55 % more likely to be 

optimistic than owners . This  may reflect an  aspirational dynamic , whereby working 

towards  home ownership  motivates some optimism, and  once achieved, no longer  

characterise s  that future outlook.  However, this should be read alongside other  findings:  

housing  tenure effects do not override the strong negative effect of financial hardship . 

How likely is a change in expectations  for different 

groups?  

The results discussed above demonstrate that a ttitudinal change  is likely to vary for 

specific groups in the sample — primarily based on age, financial circumstances, being 

born overseas, or having experienced discrimination.  To demonstrate how multiple factors  

can  compound to make some people more optimistic/pessimistic than others, four distinct 

respondent profiles are considered:  

• Profile 1:  Women aged 45 –64, born in Australia, university -educated, no dependent 

children, employed, financially comfortable, mortgage -holder s , with  no experience 

of discrimination  

• Profile 2:  Men under 25, born in Australia, post -school education, with dependent 

children, employed, financially struggling or poor, renting, with no experience of 

discrimination  

• Profile 3:  Women aged 25 –44, recent migrant s  from non - English -speaking 

background s , high school education, dependent children, not in the labour force 

(home duties), financially ‘just getting along’, renting, experience  of discrimination  

• Profile 4:  Men aged over 65, born overseas  (arrived 10+ years ago),  speak English at 

home, high school education, no dependent children, retired, financially prosperous,  

own home outright in a regional area,  no experience of discrimination  

The probabilities of transitioning from one expectation state  to another in any given year 

of the survey are visualised in Figure 5  below and as percentages in  Tables 2 -5  (Appendix 

1).  
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Figure 5 . Life expectation  transition s  by demographic profile  

 

Notes: Flow widths proportional to transition probabilities (%).  Left nodes = prior -year outlook; right nodes = 

subsequent year.  

Profile 1: Middle -aged professional woman (reasonably comfortable, 

mortgagee, employed)  

The first profile is the most stable and settled, reflected in  the  strong ‘neutral ’ state 

persistence rather than decline from one year to the next . If this respondent currently 

expects things to be ‘the same, ’ there is a 6 1% chance she will again expect the same next 

year . Even from a pessimistic  state, the combination of secure  finances , housing tenure  

(and perhaps the anchor of mid -life stability ) produces meaningful recovery: pessimists  in 

this group had a 2 4 % probability of  mov ing  to neutral and a 15 % probability of becom ing  

subsequently optimistic . 
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Profile 2: Young man (struggling financially, renting, employed)  

The second profile illustrates how financial hardship overshadows the optimism that 

might otherwise be expected of a young, employed person. The 83% persistence in 

pessimistic states is the highest of any profile.  B eing employed or an aspirational renter 

also does not appear to neutralise the pessimism associated with insufficient  income.  The 

neutral (‘same’) state  in this profile  is not stable , with only a 27 % probability of remain ing  

neutral ; over one -third (35% ) were subsequently likely to become  pessimistic.  Even th ose 

wh o were initially optimistic  had  a 15% probability of later downgrad ing  their 

expectations.  

Profile 3: Recently arrived woman (LOTE, discrimination, renting, not 

employed)  

The third profile also experiences financial insecurity, compounded by experiences of 

discrimination (as well as being out of the labour force and with dependent children). Over 

three -quarters (7 6 %) of this group were likely to remain pessimistic,  with a low ‘recovery’ 

rate from pessimism.  In addition, those who were neutral had a 2 5 % probability of 

downgrading their expectations . Much of the optimism associated with home ownership 

aspiration or being a recent migrant is muted by financial hardship and discrimination.  

However, if this respondent is already optimistic, the persistence of optimism is high: once 

in the ‘improved ’ state, there is a 75 % chance of remaining there. The high persistence at 

both extremes  suggests a polarised outlook among respondents with this profile.  

Profile 4: Older retired man (prosperous, owns outright, overseas -born)  

This older, secure group of Australians anticipate less dramatic change in their personal 

lives. The fourth profile has a much stronger ‘neutral  stickiness’ than the other three, with 

financial security and outright home ownership creating low downward risk. Of those who 

believ ed  things would stay the same in one year, there was a low 12% probability of mov ing  

to a pessimistic view in the subsequent year. A stronger positive direction is also evident 

among those who initially start off as pessimistic.  Men i n this profile who initially expect 

things will get worse have a 43% chance of subsequently upgrading their expectations —

better than all other profiles.  

Overall, the differences between the four profiles highlight that the personal outlook of 

Australia ns  is strongly shaped by  economic security and migration experience, in the 

context of  different  stages of the life course . Confirming the overall findings of this 

section, though, it is the groups experiencing the most acute financial stress and/or 

discrimination who appear to be  falling into ‘pessimism traps’ .29  
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Discussion  

Why, in the ‘lucky country’ — with relative economic and physical security and generally 

high standards of living — are Australians increasingly seeing their own proverbial glasses 

as being ‘half empty’? And what might this mean for social cohesion?  

The last five years of data from the Mapping Social Cohesion study shows that our 

attitudes toward Australia and our futures in it have undergone a decline. The share of 

people with a strong sense of belonging has fallen; belief that hard work is rewarded has 

dropped sharply; and life satisfaction has decreased. Australians are increasingly likely to 

expect that their personal circumstances will worsen. These trends represent broad, 

population -level deterioration in social and economic confidence.  

A negative  outlook is shaped by financial stress and negative social experiences.  But  

pessimism is not shared equally across the population. A  financially comfortable,  middle -

aged professional woman has a relatively  stable, broadly optimistic outlook, with the 

chance of more positive reassessment . A financially struggling young man , in contrast,  

has  an 83 % chance of remaining trapped in pessimistic expectations , with low likelihood 

of transitioning to  a more neutral outlook. A recently arrived migrant woman  from a non -

English -speaking background,  experiencing financial hardship  and discrimination is  

almost equally likely to be pessimistic ; though , if she is already optimistic will remain 

there,  possibly reflect ing  the high ambitions many migrants bring to Aus tralia. By contrast, 

a retired, financially secure older man exhibits the most neutral transition probabilities . 

For some,  pessimism can ‘stick’, in that people who have low expectations  about their near -

term futures are subsequently more likely to remain in this negative state  rather than 

move in a more positive direction. Described in the literature as a ‘pessimism trap,’ these 

negative beliefs about one’s likelihood of success can cause people to pursue ‘less risky, 

modest ends, instead of ambitious ones .’30  

Conclusion  

In an address to the National Press Club prior to the 2025  Federal Election, Prime Minister 

Anthony Albanese contrasted his optimistic vision for Australia with the Opposition’s ‘fear 

and negativity,’ reassuring voters that his party had an economic plan for stability ‘in the 

face of global uncertainty.’ 31 This optimistic message  was likely  delivered in recognition of 

broader attitudinal trends moving  in the opposite directio n. 

Our analysis  demonstrates that people who are struggling financially (a growing 

proportion of Australians) will be more likely to have low expectations about their near -

term futures ; and crucially, this effect operates independently of their employment or 

housing status. Discrimination also amplifies pessimism , and its absence has no 

compensating positive effect.  Overall, p eople who expect their lives to worsen are 

strongly likely to remain in that state . 

This suggests that policies and reforms  targeting employment or housing supply alone 

are unlikely to sufficien tly counter ‘fear and negativity .’ More direct interventions may be 
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needed, such as  cost -of -living relief targeted at those who are 'just getting along' as well 

as those in outright poverty. In addition, the findings challenge anti -discrimination efforts : 

removing a source of harm is not the same as restoring a ‘capacity for hope. ’ 

When people experience financial stress or discrimination and come to expect little 

improvement, it is feared that pessimism may become not only a private outlook , but a 

constraint on trust, reciprocity , and collective confidence.  In response , the  philosopher 

Mara van der Lugt makes a case for ‘hopeful pessimism’, challenging us to rethink how 

individuals and institutions might act in response to living in troubled times. She argues  

that pessimism is , 

“simply the assumption of a dark view of the present as well as the 

future… [it] does not imply the loss of courage or insistence to strive for 

better: on the contrary, often these are the very gifts that pessimism can 

bestow.” 32  

This framing  combines an acknowledge ment of  real structural problems  with a 

commitment to act , rather than  to counsel or comfort with ‘crude optimism.’ The Mapping 

Social Cohesion data does point to protective factors that provide a foundation: sustained 

civic participation, neighbourhood cohesion, and community connection remain relatively 

robust , even as  belonging,  personal expectations or overall outlooks have declined.  In 

other words, i f the glass is half empty, there is still something left in the glas s — and we 

have the resources to fill it back up.  
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