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In lifting permanent migration numbers and 
working through a backlog of millions of visa 
applications, the Australian Government has 
highlighted the need to address ‘economy-
wide skills shortages.’ The justification of 
attracting the ‘best and brightest minds’ to 
Australia fits within a longer-term policy 
narrative about immigration as a ‘driver of 
productivity.’ Many years of bipartisan 
support for skills-focused immigration have 
cemented this policy direction—but how do 
voters feel about the current levels of 
immigration to Australia? 

Mapping Social Cohesion  
Starting in 2007 and administered each year 
since 2009, the Scanlon Foundation surveys are 
a unique source of data about how Australians 
view social cohesion issues. The surveys use a 
systematic methodology with large samples 
that provide a strong basis for analysis of sub-
groups. The Social Cohesion Insights series digs 
deeper into the findings, and provides added 
context, explanation, and commentary. 

The economic benefits of 
immigration 
As an island nation with no contiguous borders, 
Australia is in a rare position globally to be able 
to tightly manage immigration. The size and 
composition of the intake are directly 
determined by the Federal Government each 
year through the budget process. As the number 
of people wanting to come to Australia exceeds 
available places, program targets are usually 
fulfilled precisely. 

With a focus on skilled migrants—who normally 
make up between one-half to two-thirds of all 
permanent places1—governments of both major 
political parties have used immigration as a tool 

to ‘promote economic prosperity and fiscal 
sustainability’.2 Immigration is thought to 
increase the labour force participation rate and 
real GDP per person, as well as improving the 
government’s budget bottom line.3 

In 2021, Treasury projected that the lifetime 
fiscal impact of a skilled migrant on the 
Government budget was $319,000, compared to 
a negative fiscal impact of –$104,000 for the 
‘general population’.4 This is because skilled 
migrants are, on average, younger than the rest 
of the population, and contribute more through 
taxes than they draw down in government 
services over their lifetime.5 

Modelling by the Migration Council of Australia 
has shown that a skills-focused migration 
program, by increasing competition mainly at 
the higher end of the labour market, creates 
additional demand and subsequent wage 
increases amongst medium and lower-skilled 
workers—the largest share of the Australian 
workforce.6 According to the MCA, these wage 
adjustments mitigate any impacts of migration 
on unemployment.7 This finding aligns with 
evidence from other countries, where 
researchers have found negligible (if any) 
effects of immigration on welfare, wages, and 
employment for local workers.8 

Nevertheless, immigration remains one of the 
most politically charged areas of public policy in 
Australia. Particularly in uncertain economic 
times—when people feel that their jobs or 
status may be under threat—immigrants are 
seen by some as a source of competition for 
scarce resources.9 This edition of Social 
Cohesion Insights examines Australians’ views 
about immigration as the country enters a 
period of economic uncertainty and ‘probable’ 
recession.10 

https://scanloninstitute.org.au/
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Public opinion 
Despite the evidence demonstrating the 
economic benefits of migration, public opinion 
does not always support it. In Australia, 
migrants of almost all entry pathways, skills 
profiles, and cultural backgrounds have been 
blamed—particularly by right-wing political 
parties—when economic conditions get tough.11 
The public perception of immigration has also 
been affected by exposure to negative 
messages in political discourse and the media, 
including the use of sensationalist terms like 
‘floods’ or ‘invasions.’12 

Economic and political conditions 

Since 2007, the Scanlon Foundation surveys 
have asked participants: ‘What do you think 
about the number of immigrants accepted into 
Australia in recent years? Would you say it has 
been… (1) too high, (2) about right, (3) too low?’ 

In an analysis of earlier findings using this 
question, Professor Andrew Markus argued: 

In a period of increasing or relatively high 
unemployment, there is majority support for 
the view that the intake is too high; in times 
of economic growth and relatively low 
unemployment, the majority supports the 
current intake or its increase. Four of the five 
Scanlon Foundation surveys conducted 
between 2007 and 2012, a time of relatively 
low unemployment, found that 53–56% of 
respondents considered that the intake was 
‘about right’ or ‘too low’. In 2010 there was a 
statistically significant fall, to 46%, in the 
context of economic concerns and politically 
divisive debate over population growth.13 

Indeed, 2010 was one of the few waves of the 
Scanlon surveys when a slim majority of 
respondents believed the immigration intake 
was too high (see Figure 1). The Australian 
economy had at the time experienced a ‘sharp 
but very brief downturn’ following a global 
recession.14 While business and consumer 
confidence fell, as did external demand and 
domestic spending, the negative effects were 
short lived—in part driven by continued strong 
population growth.15 

Figure 1. Perceptions of the number of immigrants in recent 
years, Scanlon Foundation surveys (RDD, 2007–2019) 

 

In 2009, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd said that he 
supported Treasury’s demographic projections 
for a ‘big Australia’, including consistently high 
rates of immigration through to 2050. Actual 
immigration numbers had reached then-
historically high levels of nearly 170,000 new 
permanent residents annually. Use of the term 
‘big Australia’ triggered what Professor Markus 
referred to as ‘politically divisive debates’ about 
immigration, drawing in concerns about 
sustainability, infrastructure, suburban sprawl, 
and government health and welfare spending.16 
The impacts on the public’s views about 
immigration to Australia are reflected in the 
Scanlon survey findings. 

Belief that Australia’s immigration levels were 
too high began to climb again after 2016, 
reaching 45% of all survey respondents in 2018. 
However, under Prime Minister Scott Morrison, 
permanent migration had by then fallen to 
160,000 places—the lowest level in ten years. 

Unlike in the post-GFC period, there was no 
economic downturn in Australia in 2018 that 
could explain rising negative sentiment towards 
immigration levels (though assessments of the 
Australian economy highlighted vulnerabilities 
relating to high household debt and low housing 
affordability).17 

Uneasiness about immigration numbers was 
also reflected in other surveys from the same 
period. The Australian Election Study, which 
collects data from a nationally representative 
sample of voters after each election, asks 
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participants whether they think the number of 
immigrants allowed into Australia ‘should be 
reduced or increased.’18 Though the wording of 
questions differs, results show a similar pattern 
to the Scanlon surveys, with high levels of 
opposition in 2010 and after 2016 (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Opposition to levels of immigration, Scanlon 
surveys and Australian Election Study (2007–2019) 

 

These trends suggest the need to develop a 
better understanding of what influences public 
opinion on immigration, beyond basic 
macroeconomic or political trends. 

Immigration and ‘social desirability’ 

From 2017 onwards, the Scanlon surveys began 
collecting responses from Australia’s only 
probability-based panel, via a self-completed 
survey method. This differs from the 
interviewer-administered, ‘Random Digital 
Dialling’ (RDD) approach used in earlier waves of 
the survey. According to the theory of social 
desirability bias, the self-completion method 
generates more ‘truthful’ responses to survey 
questions than when a participant is required to 
provide a verbal answer to an interviewer.19 

In the last few waves of RDD-administered 
surveys (2017–19),the proportion of people who 
thought immigration levels were ‘too high’ was 
in the range 40–45%. However, results from the 
2017–21 waves administered on the Life in 
AustraliaTM panel (using the self-completion 
mode) show a decline in the proportion of 
respondents who thought immigration was ‘too 
high’ (see Figure 3). There was also a concurrent 

increase in those who though immigration levels 
were ‘about right’—reaching 52% in 2021.  

Figure 3. Perceptions of the number of immigrants in recent 
years, Scanlon Foundation surveys (LinA, 2017–2021) 

 

The theoretically more ‘truthful’ responses of 
the panel approach show increasing support and 
decreasing opposition to the levels of 
immigration between 2017–21. Actual increases 
in new permanent residents did not exceed the 
‘ceiling’ of 160,000 places annually set by the 
Morrison Government during this time, including 
a significant drop in 2020–21 due to COVID–19. 

Who supports current levels of 
immigration? 
In 2018, the European Observatory of Public 
Attitudes to Migration (OPAM) published a 
multi-country analysis of European opinion polls 
that aimed to explain why attitudes to migration 
‘are what they are’.20 

The authors argued that the strongest and most 
stable predictors of attitudes to immigration 
were deeply held values and ‘moral 
foundations,’ as well as education, lifestyle, and 
political attitudes. A range of other ‘weak and 
unstable’ effects included contact with other 
ethnic groups, neighbourhood crime, media 
influence and perceived economic competition. 
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Findings at the individual level of the OPAM 
study were that:  

…younger respondents, women, those with a 
university degree, those who live in an urban 
area, who have trust in their country’s 
institutions, who are generally trusting of 
others, who feel safe at dark and those who 
use the internet daily have significantly 
more positive attitudes towards 
immigration.21 

When examining responses to the Scanlon 
surveys, there are significant sub-group 
differences that correspond to the findings of 
the OPAM study. 

For instance, people under the age of 45 were 
more likely than their older counterparts to 
support current levels of immigration (see 
Figure 4). The vast majority (86%) of young 
people (under 25) believed immigration numbers 
were either too low or about right. 

People with a university-level education also 
had more positive views about the number of 
immigrants than those who had high school, 
trade, apprentice, diploma, or certificate-level 
education (see Figure 5). 

Figure 4. Perceptions of the number of immigrants accepted 
into Australia by age group (2021) 

 

 

Figure 5. Perceptions of the number of immigrants accepted 
into Australia by education level (2021) 

 

Economic security played a role in influencing 
support for immigration. Figure 6 shows the 
economic circumstances of people who believed 
the number of immigrants accepted into 
Australia was ‘about right’ or ‘too low’ (positive 
views). Employed persons were likely to have 
the highest levels of support, as were those who 
believed they were financially ‘comfortable’ or 
‘prosperous.’ 

Figure 6. Perceptions of the number of immigrants accepted 
into Australia (positive), by economic circumstances (2021) 

 
NILF = Not in the Labour Force. 

There is a similar association between support 
for immigration and its perceived threat to 
economic security. As noted, immigrants may be 
held responsible for job losses—even if those 
losses are the effect of structural disruptions 
such as trade policies or technological change.22 
In this way, immigrants can sometimes become 
a ‘convenient scapegoat’ for the social and 
economic anxiety felt by some members of the 
host community.23 
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Scanlon survey results from 2021 show that 
people who believed that ‘immigrants take jobs 
away’ (about 24% of the entire sample) were 
more likely to think that immigration levels were 
currently too high (see Figure 7). The results 
confirm the association between seeing 
immigration as an economic threat and a desire 
for lower levels of immigration to Australia. 

Figure 7. Perceptions of number of immigrants accepted 
into Australia by belief that they ‘take jobs away’ (2021) 

 

Finally, and in line with the OPAM study 
findings, social trust is positively correlated 
with support for immigration. In other words, 
respondents who believed that people could 
generally be trusted (about 52% of the entire 
sample) were more likely to have a positive view 
of the number of immigrants coming into 
Australia (see Figure 8). It is worth noting, as in a 
previous edition of Social Cohesion Insights, 
that high levels of generalised social trust are 
also associated with greater financial security.24 

Figure 8. Perceptions of the number of immigrants accepted 
into Australia by levels of social trust (2021) 

 

Discussion 
The 2021 Scanlon surveys showed that almost 
two-thirds (65%) of Australians thought the 
number of immigrants in recent years was either 
‘about right’ or ‘too low.’ As the current 
Government prepares to restore the immigration 
intake to record pre-COVID levels, it remains to 
be seen whether this relatively high public 
support will continue. 

Individuals who are more concerned about 
levels of immigration are likely to be older, in 
situations of financial insecurity, or have lower 
levels of trust in other people generally. This 
aligns with findings from studies of attitudes 
towards immigration in other parts of the world.  

Historical data shows that concerns about 
immigration levels can ‘spike’ during periods of 
economic instability—and the Treasurer has 
warned that there are tough times ahead for 
Australia.25 But will this minority opinion matter 
in the contemporary Australian context? 

Recent research suggests that we should pay 
attention to how negative attitudes towards 
immigration drive political engagement through 
voting and activity on social media.26 Hence, 
someone who is concerned about high levels of 
immigration is likely to be more incentivised to 
support politicians who oppose a ‘big Australia.’ 

Indeed, the Scanlon Foundation surveys show 
that in 2021, 67% of One Nation voters thought 
that immigration was too high, compared to 
39% of LNP voters, 22% for Labor, and 13% for 
the Greens. In the last pre-COVID survey (2019), 
immigration ranked as ‘the most important 
problem facing Australia today’ amongst One 
Nation voters; for LNP supporters it was second, 
with Labor and Greens voters ranking 
immigration as a much less important issue. 

While governments often argue that skills-
based immigration brings ‘prosperity and 
sustainability,’ there are engaged voters who 
strongly disbelieve this claim. As immigration 
increases again during a time of economic 
uncertainty, there is a need to maintain a focus 
on fostering social inclusion, trust, and the 
cohesiveness of Australian society.  
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