Inequality and the ‘fair go’ in Australia
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The 2022 Mapping Social Cohesion report
states that Australians’ sense of pride,
national belonging, and social justice is on
the decline —and, unequivocally, that ‘social
and economic inequalities are weighing
down overall social cohesion.’ Is the
purported ‘Aussie fair go’ under threat? This
edition of Social Cohesion Insights explores
how inequality and perceptions of fairness
are related, and how Australians are
reacting to these society-wide changes.

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.

Identifying with the nation

Scholars have long argued that identifying with
Australia as a nation depends on the perception
of a just and fair society, with equal opportunity
for all.' Ideals of fairness and egalitarianism go
hand in hand, and have often been positioned
within cultural narratives about what it means to
be Australian — there is an expectation that all
citizens have their basic needs met? (though this
sits uncomfortably alongside inequality and
histories of Indigenous dispossession).

While not everyone believes in the ‘Aussie fair
go’ (or knows what it means),® taking pride in the
Australian way of life appears closely linked
with the expectation of equal opportunities for
social and economic mobility. For example, in

Opposition, former Labor leader Kevin Rudd
often used the trope of the ‘fair go’ when
criticising the Howard Government’s
WorkChoices industrial relations reforms.* The
industrial relations system in Australia was
created to promote ‘fair work’ through wage
setting, awards, labour representation and
adjudication; through these mechanisms,
Australians expect that the state will moderate
income distribution and address inequality.®

The results of the Scanlon Foundation surveys
show that key indicators of national pride and
belonging in Australia are declining. In the first
telephone survey administered in 2007, over
three-quarters (78%) of Australians felt that
they had a strong sense of belonging in
Australia; by the time of the 2022 online survey,
this proportion had fallen to 53%.8 Similarly,
around 59% of Australians reported that they
took pride in the Australian way of life ‘to a
great extent’ in 2007, with only 6% reporting
‘not at all’. By 2022, only 38% reported a strong
sense of pride, while 17% reported ‘not at all’.
What could be driving this change?

As noted in the MSC report, people who were
struggling financially in 2022 had a lower sense
of belonging than those who were prospering.
This was also true of people who were
unemployed (compared to people who were
employed or retired), and people who were
renting or paying off a mortgage (compared to
people who owned a house outright) (see Figure
1). People who had gone without meals at any
point in the last 12 months were also more likely
to have a low sense of belonging in Australia.


https://scanloninstitute.org.au/

Figure 1. Sense of belonging: to a great extent, by economic
circumstances, 2022
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Inequality has also weighed down respondents’
sense of pride in the Australian way of life.
Since online surveys commenced,’” people who
were struggling financially have had
significantly lower levels of national pride than
those who were prospering (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Takes pride in the Australian way of life: to a great
extent, by financial circumstances, 2018-22
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These findings resonate with international
research that shows how inequality can drive
down social cohesion — with the risk of adverse

relations between groups, including immigrants
and ethnic minorities.? Indeed, previous editions
of Social Cohesion Insights have shown that
people who are financially struggling have
lower levels of trust in others, and are more
likely to have negative views about the number
of immigrants accepted into Australia.®

While individual financial or household
circumstances can impact on the sense of pride
or belonging in Australia, it can also affect
broader perceptions of the ‘fair go’.

For example, since 2007, the Scanlon surveys
have asked respondents to indicate the extent
to which they agree that ‘Australia is a land of
economic opportunity where in the long run,
hard work brings a better life.” The question
references the long-standing egalitarian ethos
which suggests that all Australians’ skills can
be utilised for collective well-being.!

Like belonging and pride, answers to this
question have been trending downwards. While
the first wave of telephone surveys in 2007
indicated that 84% of respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that hard work brings a better
life in Australia, by 2022, online surveys showed
this proportion had fallen to 69% (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Australia is a land of opportunity: agree/strongly
agree, by survey mode, 2022
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A new question introduced to the 2021 survey
asked respondents whether they agreed that
‘everyone in Australia has a fair chance of



getting the jobs they seek.’ This question is
reflective of the ‘fair go’ in the job market. Just
over half (in the range 51-55%) of Australians
agree or strongly agree with this proposition.

However, there is a strong and statistically
significant relationship between responses to
these questions and individual economic
circumstances. People who are struggling
financially, are unemployed or students, or are
in rental accommodation have the lowest levels
of agreement with Australia being a land of
economic opportunity and with everyone getting
a fair chance at a job (see Figure 4).

While there are other factors that influence
these attitudinal differences — particularly
respondents’ age bracket —economic
inequalities clearly impact on the perception
and reality of the Aussie ‘fair go’.

Discussion

While belief in the ‘fair go’ and the Australian
way of life may be declining, voting decisions —
driven by a sense that things can or should be
better —is an important way that Australians
can seek to create a more just and fair society.

Recent research analysing survey data from 40
countries (including Australia) has shown that
individual perceptions of income or wealth
inequality have strong effects on voting
decisions."

Timed just after the 2022 Federal Election, the
most recent Scanlon survey asked respondents
how they had voted, with results showing that
the first preference votes of 2022 respondents

were strongly associated with views on
fairness, egalitarianism, pride and a sense of
belonging (see Figure 5).

A majority of Labor voters, for instance,
disagreed that ‘everyone in Australia has a fair
chance’ in the job market; their vote for the ALP
endorsed the party’s promised ‘landmark’
industrial relations reforms. Similarly, while
Greens voters had more negative perceptions of
fairness and equity (and a lower sense of pride
and belonging), their first preferences were also
a significant factor in bringing about a change
of government.

The trends discussed in this edition of Social
Cohesion Insights demonstrate a disconnect
between the rhetoric and reality of the
Australian ‘fair go.” Those who have precarious
economic circumstances are much less likely to
believe that opportunities are fair and equal in
Australia, with possible downstream impacts on
the way that they relate to others. Indeed, the
author of the 2022 MSC report, Dr James
O’Donnell, argues that perceptions of ‘social and
economic inequalities in Australia weigh down
overall social cohesion.””? Moreover, key
indicators of national pride and belonging in
Australia are declining over time.

While voting in elections may reflect an arena
where people can bring about change, these
findings serve as a reminder that employment,
housing, and financial security are deeply linked
to an overall sense of belonging and how people
identify with the Australian way of life.



Figure 4. Responses to fairness and equal opportunity questions, by economic circumstances, 2022
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Figure 5. Pride, belonging, fairness and equal opportunity by first preference vote, 2022
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