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Australians are perceived as apathetic or even hostile to people 
experiencing poverty, but where does this perception come from? Little 
evidence supports the notion that the welfare state is unpopular, or that 
the succession of welfare-crackdowns is a response to Australian public 
opinion. Yet this perception has shaped public debate and influenced 
policy.

Attitudes about poverty and income can’t be changed if they are 
not understood. This chapter aims to create an evidence base for 
organisations and advocates seeking to reinvigorate debate on these 
issues. Anglicare Australia commissioned a national survey to explore 
public perceptions and attitudes towards poverty and income. The 
survey tested the level of sympathy of Australians towards people 
experiencing poverty, their attitudes towards welfare and income 
support, and their perceptions about the attitudes of others.

This chapter explores the findings of that survey, its consistency with 
the broader literature, and its implications for the language analysis 
(available in the full report).

Methodology

To conduct this research, Ipsos was commissioned by Anglicare 
Australia to develop a quantitative survey with a representative national 
sample. The data collection for the Anglicare Australia-Ipsos survey 
was conducted from 20 to 24 June 2018, with a total sample of 1,236 
respondents. The sample has been weighted to be representative of 
the Australian population by age, gender and location. The breakdown 
of the number of participants in each State and Territory, as well as age, 
gender and regional demographics are outlined below in Table 1.
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Table 1. Breakdown of participants by region, state, gender and age

Number of 
participants

Region Metro 813

Rural 423

State NSW 439

VIC 215

SA 104

ACT 23

WA 140

TAS 32

NT 13

QLD 271

Gender Male 595

Female 641

Age 18 to 29 262

30 to 49 449

50 + 525

Total 1236

The key aim of the survey was to gauge attitudes towards poverty 
and income, given the scarcity of existing research in this area. Survey 
respondents were asked to rate their agreement with particular 
statements on a five-point scale from strongly agree to strongly 
disagree. Except where there are significant trends, results are reported 
according a net ‘agree’ (combined ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ 
responses) and net ‘disagree’ (combined ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly 
disagree’ responses). 
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The statements tested by the survey were as follows:
» People experiencing poverty are fundamentally the same as I am
» Any Australian could work their way out of poverty if they really 
tried
» Most Australians are sympathetic to those experiencing poverty
» People can find themselves experiencing poverty through no fault 
of their own
» Nobody who works full-time should live in poverty
» Nobody deserves to live in poverty
» Australia should be a country that looks after those in need
» Those who rely on government support deserve to live in poverty.

These statements appeared in a randomised order for each respondent 
to ensure there was no priming effect, and respondents were also given 
the option to answer ‘I don’t know.’

In addition to these statements, survey participants were also asked 
about their own experiences of poverty and hardship (see Part 1). This 
was to test whether individuals’ own experiences would influence their 
views about others.

Results for all the statements are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Perceptions about poverty

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

People 
experiencing 
poverty are 
fundamentally the 
same as I am

19% 39% 21% 14% 3% 5%

Any Australian 
could work their 
way out of poverty 
if they really tried

8% 30% 23% 25% 9% 4%

Most Australians 
are sympathetic 
to those 
experiencing 
poverty

8% 44% 21% 20% 3% 4%

People can find 
themselves 
experiencing 
poverty through 
no fault of their 
own

34% 45% 12% 6% 2% 2%

Nobody who 
works full-time 
should live in 
poverty

48% 37% 9% 4% 1% 2%

Nobody deserves 
to live in poverty 49% 37% 9% 4% 1% 1%

Australia should 
be a country that 
looks after those 
in need

40% 45% 12% 2% 1% 1%

Those who rely 
on government 
support deserve 
to live in poverty

3% 8% 17% 33% 37% 2%

Base n = 1236
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For simplicity, throughout this chapter, the term ‘significant’ will be 
used only when describing a statistically significant finding. The term 
‘significant difference’ means that there is a 95 per cent certainty that the 
difference observed between two groups of respondents reflects a true 
difference in the wider population, and is not a result of chance.

1. Experiences of poverty across Australia

The first question in the survey presented to participants was ‘In the 
last 12 months, have you personally experienced a situation where you 
could not afford to buy basic necessities such as food or shelter?’ This 
question helps to gauge recent experiences of hardship among the 
respondents, and so explore whether these experiences influenced their 
responses in the rest of the survey.

The survey showed that in the last twelve months, 16 per cent of 
Australians have experienced a situation where they could not afford 
to buy basic necessities such as food or shelter. When looking at age 
differences, those aged 18 to 29 (20 per cent) and 30 to 49 (20 per cent) 
were significantly more likely to have experienced poverty in the last 
12 months than those who were aged 50 years or older (10 per cent). 
Similar proportions of male (15 per cent) and female respondents (17 
per cent) were unable to satisfy a basic need in the last year.

Responses to this question support the findings of the literature review 
regarding locational disadvantage, and confirm that hardship is not 
evenly felt across Australia (Table 3). Nearly one in five respondents from 
South Australia (21 per cent) reported to have experienced poverty in 
the last twelve months, followed by Western Australia (17 per cent) and 
Queensland (17 per cent), then Victoria (16 per cent) and Tasmania (16 
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per cent). Five per cent reported having experienced poverty in the last 
twelve months in the Australian Capital Territory. Reported experiences 
of hardship were consistent between rural and metropolitan locations.

Interestingly, those who reported having a recent experience of 
poverty were more likely to give unsympathetic answers to other 
questions in the survey. Throughout the survey, those who answered 
‘yes’ to experiencing recent hardship tended to show higher levels of 
indifference to people experiencing poverty than those who answered 
‘no’. This phenomenon will be explored in greater detail in Part 5 of this 
chapter.

Table 3. Experiences of hardship by state

NSW VIC SA ACT WA TAS NT QLD

Yes 14% 16% 21% 5% 17% 16% 12% 17%

No 86% 84% 79% 95% 83% 84% 88% 83%

Question: In the last 12 months, have you personally experienced a 
situation where you could not afford to buy basic necessities such as 
food or shelter? 

2. Perceptions about people experiencing poverty 

When asked whether they believed that people experiencing poverty 
were fundamentally the same as them, the majority of respondents 
agreed with this statement. In total, 58 per cent of respondents agreed 
with the statement while 17 per cent disagreed. Equal proportions of 
participants aged 18 to 29 and 30 to 49 (56 per cent), and over half of 
participants aged 50 years and above (60 per cent) agreed that people 
experiencing poverty were the same as them. There were no significant 
differences between age groups. 
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Agreement with this statement did not differ significantly across states 
and territories, with the exception of Tasmania. When compared to 
other respondents, people in Tasmania were significantly more likely to 
believe that people experiencing poverty were the same as them (73 
per cent total agreement in Tasmania, compared with 58 per cent across 
Australia).

Compared to those in metropolitan locations, a significantly higher 
proportion of people in rural areas (64 per cent) said that there are no 
differences between them and those experiencing poverty. Metropolitan 
respondents were more likely to disagree (15 per cent) or to be neutral 
(23 per cent) than those in rural areas (Table 4). This is a recurring 
trend in the survey, with respondents from rural and regional areas 
consistently giving more sympathetic responses than their metropolitan 
counterparts.

Table 4. Agreement that: ‘People experiencing poverty are fundamen-
tally the same as I am’ by region

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

Metro 18% 37% 23% 15% 3% 4%

Rural 21% 43% 17% 10% 3% 5%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: People experiencing poverty are fundamentally 
the same as I am.

Participants were also asked whether they believed any Australian could 
work their way out of poverty if they really tried. Similar proportions 
agreed and disagreed with this statement (38 per cent agreement and 
35 per cent disagreement overall).
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Again, regional and rural respondents were significantly more likely 
to oppose this statement (39 per cent disagreement) than those in 
metropolitan areas. Women were more likely than men to disagree with 
the idea that any Australian could work their way out of poverty (38 per 
cent disagreement among women compared to 30 per cent among 
men).

As shown below in Table 5, younger participants, aged between 18 
to 29 and 30 to 49, were significantly more inclined to agree with the 
statement than those aged 50 or older (43 per cent and 41 per cent 
agreement respectively, compared to 33 per cent agreement for older 
participants). Respondents under the age of 50 were also significantly 
more likely to strongly agree (11 per cent) than those aged 50 and 
above. Similarly, those over the age of 50 were significantly more likely 
to disagree with the statement than respondents aged 18 to 29 and 30 
to 49 (41 per cent disagreement compared with 29 per cent and 30 per 
cent disagreement, respectively). This reflects a trend where the groups 
(in this case younger people) most likely to report experiencing poverty 
themselves tended to hold the least sympathetic attitudes towards 
others experiencing hardship.

Table 5. Agreement that: “Any Australian could work their way out of 
poverty if they really tried” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 10% 32% 21% 23% 7% 7%

30 - 49 11% 30% 26% 22% 8% 3%

50 + 6% 28% 22% 29% 12% 4%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Any Australian could work their way out of poverty 
if they really tried.
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3. Perceptions about ‘deserving’ poverty

To explore perceptions of deservingness in relation to poverty and 
income, participants were asked whether they agreed with the 
statement that ‘nobody who works full-time should live in poverty.’ 
Almost nine in ten of all surveyed respondents (84 per cent) agreed that 
nobody who works full-time should live in poverty.

Compared to younger participants, those aged 50 and above were 
significantly more likely to say that people working full-time should 
not be living in poverty (89 per cent agreement). Equal portions of 
respondents aged 18 to 29 and 30 to 49 were significantly more likely 
to report a neutral response (11 per cent neither agree nor disagree) 
compared to those aged 50 and above.

Survey respondents were also asked whether they agreed with a less 
equivocal statement, that nobody deserves to live in poverty. Again, an 
overwhelming majority (86 per cent) of those surveyed agreed with this 
statement. This statement drew as much agreement, or slightly more, 
than the statement referencing people in full-time work. 

Those aged 18 to 29 (88 per cent agreement) and 50 and above (89 
per cent agreement) were significantly more likely to agree that nobody 
deserves to live in poverty than those aged 30 to 49. Accordingly, those 
aged 30 to 49 were significantly more likely to disagree (6 per cent 
disagreement) when compared with those aged 50 and above (Table 6).
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Table 6. Agreement that: “Nobody deserves to live in poverty” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 55% 35% 5% 4% 1% 2%

30 - 49 44% 37% 12% 5% 1% 1%

50 + 50% 40% 8% 2% 1% 1%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Nobody deserves to live in poverty.

As shown in Table 7 below, a significantly higher proportion of women 
agreed that nobody deserves to live in poverty (88 per cent agreement) 
than men, whereas men were significantly more likely to neither agree 
nor disagree (11 per cent) than women. 

Table 7. Agreement that: “Nobody deserves to live in poverty” by 
gender

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

Male 44% 39% 11% 4% 1% 1%

Female 52% 36% 7% 3% 1% 2%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Nobody deserves to live in poverty.

Those in rural areas were again significantly more inclined to agree 
with this statement than those in metropolitan locations (89 per cent 
agreement) compared with 84 per cent agreement (see Table 8).
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Table 8. Agreement that: “Nobody deserves to live in poverty” by 
region

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

Rural 46% 38% 10% 4% 1% 2%

Metro 54% 36% 6% 3% 1% 1%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Nobody deserves to live in poverty.

Survey participants were asked whether they believed people can find 
themselves experiencing poverty through no fault of their own. This 
question tested attitudes towards deservingness, given the role that 
sheer luck and circumstance can play in poverty. An overwhelming 
majority of respondents, 78 per cent, agreed with this statement. Only 8 
per cent disagreed.

Table 9 shows that those aged 50 and above were significantly more 
likely to believe that people can find themselves experiencing poverty 
through no fault of their own than younger participants, aged between 
18 to 29 and 30 to 49 (88 per cent agreement compared with 72 per 
cent and 73 per cent agreement respectively). Similarly, those under 
the age of 50 were significantly more likely to disagree with this 
statement than those aged 50 and above (10 per cent and 12 per cent 
disagreement respectively, compared with 4 per cent disagreement). 

Those in metropolitan areas were again more likely to provide a neutral 
response (neither agree nor disagree 14 per cent), while a significantly 
higher proportion of rural respondents (85 per cent) agreed that people 
can find themselves in poverty through no fault of their own.
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Notably, those aged between 18 to 29 and 30 to 49 were significantly 
more likely to disagree (9 per cent and 8 per cent respectively) or report 
a neutral response (neither agree nor disagree 16 per cent and 14 per 
cent respectively) than those aged 50 years or older.

Table 9. Agreement that: “People can find themselves experiencing 
poverty through no fault of their own” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 37% 35% 16% 9% 1% 2%

30 - 49 30% 43% 14% 8% 4% 1%

50 + 37% 51% 7% 3% 1% 2%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: People can find themselves experiencing poverty 
through no fault of their own.

To gauge perceptions of the deservingness of people who rely on 
income support, respondents were also asked whether they agreed with 
the statement that those who rely on government support deserve to 
live in poverty. An overwhelming number of respondents (71 per cent) 
rejected this statement. Just ten per cent of all surveyed respondents 
agreed that those who rely on government support deserve to live in 
poverty.

When compared with men, a significantly higher proportion of women 
disagreed (73 per cent) with this statement. Table 10 shows that those 
aged 18 to 29 (13 per cent agreement) and 30 to 49 (16 per cent 
agreement) were significantly more likely to believe that those who 
depend on government support deserve to live in poverty than those 
aged 50 and above. 
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In the same vein, respondents aged 50 and above were significantly 
more likely to disagree with this statement (79 per cent disagreement) 
than younger participants, aged between 18 to 20 and 30 to 49 (69 per 
cent and 62 per cent disagreement, respectively).

Rural respondents were significantly more likely to disagree with the 
idea that people who rely on government support deserve to live in 
poverty (77 per cent disagreement) than those in metropolitan areas.

Table 10. Agreement that: “Those who rely on government support 
deserve to live in poverty” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 3% 9% 14% 34% 35% 5%

30 - 49 5% 11% 20% 29% 33% 2%

50 + 1% 3% 15% 36% 43% 2%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Those who rely on government support deserve 
to live in poverty.

The high level of agreement with this statement is interesting when 
compared with the less conclusive response to the statement that 
‘anyone could work their way out of poverty if they really tried.’ This 
result seems to corroborate the findings of the literature review 
regarding the contradictory attitudes that people can hold towards 
poverty and welfare (Schofield and Butterworth, 2015; Roosma et al, 
2013).



T H E  R E A L  S T O R Y    18

4. Perceptions about other Australians

The literature review found that people tend to hold compassionate 
values and attitudes themselves, but that they underestimate the 
compassion of others. This is borne out by the survey results, with 
over half of all participants (52 per cent) reporting a belief that most 
Australians are sympathetic to those experiencing poverty, and almost 
one in five disagreeing with this statement (23 per cent).

When comparing age groups, those aged 50 or older were significantly 
more likely to believe that Australians are sympathetic to those 
experiencing poverty than younger participants, aged between 18 to 
20 and 30 to 49 (57 per cent agreement compared with 44 per cent 
and 50 per cent disagreement, respectively). Female respondents were 
significantly more inclined to disagree with this statement (almost one 
in five or 23 per cent) than male respondents (17 per cent). As shown in 
Table 11, respondents 18 to 29 were also more likely to disagree with 
this than those aged 50 and older (29 per cent disagreement compared 
with 21 per cent disagreement). 

Table 11. Agreement that: “Most Australians are sympathetic to those 
experiencing poverty” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 8% 35% 22% 27% 3% 6%

30 - 49 7% 43% 24% 19% 4% 3%

50 + 8% 49% 19% 18% 3% 3%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with 
the following statement: Most Australians are sympathetic to those 
experiencing poverty.



S T A T E  O F  T H E  F A M I L Y     19

When asked whether they believed that Australia should be a country 
that looks after those in need, almost nine in ten participants (84 
per cent) agreed. Although agreement was similar between men 
and women (83 per cent and 86 per cent agree, respectively), male 
participants were significantly more likely to neither agree nor disagree 
(14 per cent) with this statement than women. 

Again, those aged 50 and above were significantly more likely to 
support this statement than those aged 30 to 49 (89 per cent agreement 
compared with 79 per cent agreement). Table 12 shows that those aged 
30 to 49 were significantly more likely to think that Australia should not 
provide support to those in need than participants aged 50 and above 
(5 per cent disagreement compared with 1 per cent disagreement).

Table 12. Agreement that: “Australia should be a country that looks 
after those in need” by age

Strongly 
agree

Agree Neither Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Don’t 
know

18 - 29 41% 43% 11% 2% 1% 2%

30 - 49 34% 45% 15% 3% 1% 1%

50 + 44% 45% 10% 1% 1% 1%

Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statement: Australia should be a country that looks after 
those in need.

Overall, the very high level of agreement (84 per cent) with this 
statement accords with the sympathetic attitudes shown by respondents 
throughout the survey. However, the statement that ‘most Australians are 
sympathetic to those experiencing poverty’ attracted only 52 per cent 
agreement, suggesting that people underestimate the compassion of 
others.
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5. Overarching trends in the survey 

The survey results are consistent with the findings of the literature 
review, while also offering some valuable new insights about social 
attitudes towards poverty and income.

Australians are much more sympathetic to people 
experiencing poverty than they think they are
All demographic groups showed high levels of compassion towards 
people experiencing poverty, and a belief that people should not 
experience poverty in Australia. Respondents across all demographic 
groups overwhelmingly agreed that working people should not 
experience poverty (84 per cent), that nobody deserves to live in 
poverty (86 per cent), and that Australia should be a country that looks 
after those in need (84 per cent). Only a small minority of respondents 
(17 per cent) disagreed with the statement that people experiencing 
poverty are fundamentally the same as them.

These findings suggest that Australians are deeply sympathetic to those 
in need. Yet only 52 per cent of respondents agreed that Australians are 
sympathetic to those experiencing poverty, which clearly underestimates 
the level of sympathy and support found in the same survey. This result 
echoes the findings of research presented in the literature review which 
showed that most people hold compassionate values, but incorrectly 
perceive that their peers hold selfish values (Crompton et al, 2016, p17). 
This gulf between perceptions and reality can have major implications 
– the same study concluded that people who hold this inaccurate belief 
are much less likely to vote, express their values, or engage in prosocial 
activities (Crompton et al, 2016, pp21-22). 
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Attitudes towards people receiving welfare are sympathetic
The survey results suggest that attitudes towards people receiving 
welfare are sympathetic. Only a small minority of respondents (10 per 
cent) agreed with the notion that those who rely on government support 
deserve to live in poverty. A strong majority (78 per cent) actively 
rejected the statement. This is unsurprising when compared with other 
responses in the survey. A similar proportion of respondents agreed that 
anybody could find themselves experiencing poverty through no fault 
of their own, with 79 per cent agreeing with the statement and only 8 
per cent disagreeing. This suggests a high level of understanding of the 
impact of circumstance, and an inferred acceptance that people in need 
of government assistance still deserve to live a dignified life.

These findings challenge the perception that Australians are apathetic 
or even hostile to people in need of income support. The language 
analysis (available in the full report) shows how harmful it is to internalise 
this false perception, particularly when it comes to debates on welfare.

These findings challenge the 
perception that Australians are 
apathetic or even hostile to people 
in need of income support
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People with recent experiences of poverty hold less 
sympathetic attitudes
An unexpected finding of the survey related to respondents who 
reported their own recent experiences of hardship (16 per cent in total). 
This cohort was more likely to give unsympathetic answers to other 
questions in the survey. Given that young people are more likely to have 
a recent experience of hardship, this trend may be at the root of some of 
the age-related discrepancies in reported attitudes as part of the survey.

There is no clear explanation for this result. One possible explanation is 
methodological. This question appeared first in each survey to establish 
a benchmark, while all of the subsequent questions were randomised. 
It is possible that respondents who answered ‘yes’ to the first question 
were primed by a recent experience of hardship.

Other explanations are more complex. A recent study by the Oxford 
University and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that there 
is sometimes a ‘negative self-stereotyping’ effect among people 
experiencing poverty, which can lead them to absorb the prevalent 
media stereotypes of being ‘low in warmth and low in competence’.  It 
may also stem from a desire among people to distinguish themselves 
from a stigmatised group. This is an area in need of further research and 
investigation.

The exceptions to this trend were people from rural and regional areas. 
These respondents, even those who answered that they had recently 
experienced hardship, gave more sympathetic responses than their 
metropolitan counterparts across the board. Again, it is worth noting 
this strong trend, although the explanation is beyond the scope of this 
research.
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Nobody deserves to live in poverty
Of all the statements in the survey, the one that elicited the most 
empathetic response was the statement that nobody deserves to 
live in poverty (86 per cent agreement, compared with 4 per cent 
disagreement). This might seem like a surprising result – conventional 
wisdom suggests that the statement that nobody who works full-time 
should live in poverty would elicit greater support. Instead the least 
equivocal statement in the survey – that nobody deserves to live in 
poverty – drew the highest level of support. This finding has major 
implications for the language analysis at Chapter 3 (available in the full 
report).
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6. Findings from the survey

The following findings have emerged from the survey results:

Australians are sympathetic to people experiencing poverty. All 
demographic groups showed high levels of compassion towards 
people experiencing poverty, and thought people should not 
experience poverty in Australia. When presented with statements 
about the deservingness of people living in poverty and whether 
they were fundamentally the same as them, only a small minority 
of respondents showed unsympathetic attitudes.

Perceptions do not match reality when it comes to attitudes 
towards poverty. Just 52 per cent of respondents agreed that 
Australians are sympathetic to those experiencing poverty, which 
underestimates the strong level of sympathy and support found 
in the same survey. This gulf between perceptions and reality may 
have led to foregone political truths in the public debate about 
poverty and welfare.

The findings of the survey challenge the perception that 
Australians are apathetic or even hostile to people in need of 
income support. Survey respondents did not distinguish between 
the deservingness of different groups experiencing poverty, and 
accepted that people receiving income support deserve to live a 
dignified life.

1

3
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The least equivocal statement in the survey drew the most 
empathetic response from participants. This suggests that there 
isn’t a need to qualify statements about poverty, and has major 
implications for the language analysis at Chapter 3.

People who reported recent lived experiences of poverty showed 
less sympathetic attitudes than those who hadn’t. This is an area 
in need of further research and investigation, but it seems that 
people are sensitive to stereotypes and may internalise them.

These findings are considered further in the full report.
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