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Chapter 1. Introduction continued

Executive Summary
Introduction
The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index monitors the subjective wellbeing of the Australian population.
Our first survey was conducted in April 2001 and this report concerns the 32nd survey, undertaken in
August 2015. Our previous survey had been conducted about 11 months earlier in September 2014.
The intervening period for this survey corresponds to the 2nd year of the Liberal/National Coalition
Government, elected in September 2013, and the last month of Abbott’s Prime Ministership.
Surveys 1-30 involved a telephone interview with a new sample of 2,000 Australians, selected to
represent the geographic distribution of the national population. For the 31st and 32nd surveys the same
recruitment methods were followed, though the sample comprised 1,000 Australians. This sample still
provides a large representative group and is sufficient for analytical purposes. The surveys comprise
the Personal Wellbeing Index, which measures people’s satisfaction with their own lives, and the
National Wellbeing Index, which measures how satisfied people are with life in Australia. Other items
include a standard set of demographic questions and other survey-specific questions. The specific
topic for the Survey 32 is housing affordability.

The Theory
The theoretical framework for the interpretation of data is the theory of Subjective Wellbeing
Homeostasis. This proposes that each person has a ‘set-point’ for personal wellbeing that is internally
maintained and defended. This set-point is genetically determined and, on average, causes personal
wellbeing to be held at 75 points on a 0-100 scale. The normal level of individual set-point variation
is between about 70-90 percentage points. The provision of personal resources, such as money or
relationships, cannot normally increase the set-point on a long term basis due to the genetic ceiling.
However, they can strengthen defences against negative experience. Moreover, for someone who is
suffering homeostatic defeat, the provision of additional resources may allow them to regain control of
their wellbeing. In this case the provision of resources will cause personal wellbeing to rise until the
set-point is achieved.
We propose that low levels of personal resources, such as occasioned by low income or absence of a
partner, weaken homeostasis. If personal challenges such as stress or pain exceed resources,
homeostasis is defeated, and subjective wellbeing decreases below its normal range.

The Analyses
All data have been standardized to a 0-100 range. Thus, the level of wellbeing is referred to in terms
of percentage points. Reference is also made to normative ranges. These have been calculated for the
Personal Wellbeing Index in terms of the whole data-set that combines data across all surveys (see
Appendix 2). Norms have also been calculated separately for each of the Personal Wellbeing Index
domains. They have also been calculated for gender, age groups, income, marital status, household
composition, and work-status groups. The results for each chapter are summarised below.
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Summary of the Results
Personal Wellbeing Index:



The Personal Wellbeing Index has not significantly changed over the past 9 years, since October
2006. During this period, a total of 17 surveys have been conducted, from October 2006 (Survey
16.0) to August 2015 (Survey 32.0) and the total variation in the population mean has been 1.9
points (Survey 16 – 74.5 points to Survey 24 - 76.4 points). Its current value of 76.1 points
remains within this very narrow range of values.



Over all the surveys, it is notable that the Personal Wellbeing Index is so stable. The survey mean
scores have varied by just 3.2 points. Moreover, the change from one survey to the next has been 1
point or less except for 4 of the 24 adjacent surveys. These occasions have been S1-S2 (September
11), S11-S12/S12-S13 (Sydney Olympics), S14–S15 (Second Bali bombing), and S20-S20.1
(Victorian Bush Fires). The Personal Wellbeing Index is currently 2.9 points above its level at
Survey 1, which is significant.



The values for PWI and most domains sit close to the top of the normal range, except for Health
and Achieving in life, which lie closer to the bottom of the range. The three domains that have
shown least amount of change since the previous survey are Standard of Living, Achieving in Life
and Relationships.



Satisfaction with standard of living has not significantly changed since Survey 22, however it is
currently highest it has ever been (80.6 points) which lies just above its normal range.



While the satisfaction with health has not statistically changed since Survey 6, it currently sits at
the bottom of the normal range and it is the lowest it has ever been.



The average satisfaction with personal safety is highest it has ever been (81.7 points), even though
the national terror alert remained ‘high’ since it was enacted last year.



Statistical tests of significance show that VIC, SA, TAS > NSW, WA on the overall wellbeing.
However, it is important to note that these differences, thought significant due to the large number
of cases, are very small, with the maximum difference between States of only 1.3 points. So an
important perspective onto these results is that the means for all states and territories fall well
within the normal range (73.9 – 76.8 points).

National Wellbeing Index:



The National Wellbeing Index is more volatile than the Personal Wellbeing Index due to the
relatively low level of homeostatic control. Its range is 7.9 points from April 2001 (S1:55.8) to
September 2009 (S22: 64.1 points). Currently at 60.9 points, it has decreased by 2.3 points since
S31 (63.2 points) and it is now the 21st reading on record compared to the 5th highest reading in the
previous survey. However, this decrease is not significant.



The two domains that have the strongest effect on NWI are satisfaction with economic situation
and government. The satisfaction with the economic situation (60.5 points) has dropped by a
significant 4.4 points since Survey 31. This drop may be due to the volatile economic conditions
echoing around the world and in Australia. Also, the confidence in the governing of the Liberal
Party which was evident in the last survey, has dropped significantly by 4.8 points over the period
of 11 months.
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Satisfaction with national security (69.0 points) has remained the same as in the previous survey.
It is at its highest level in the last 5 years (since S22, April 2009). It appears that despite the high
terror alert, faith in Australia’s national security is strong.

Terrorist Threat:



The terror alert in Australia remained high since it was raised in September 2014. Since then, a
siege at the Lindt Chocolate Cafe in Sydney occurred in December 2014, in which two hostages
died and another three were wounded. Following this event, the Australian Government has
reviewed the Counter Terrorism arrangements in order to combat the latest terrorist trends in
Australia and around the globe. However, despite the increased terrorist alert and awareness in
Australia, the wellbeing of those who felt that a terrorist attack was more likely remained within
the normal range.



Proportionately more people (62.0%) believe that a terrorist attack is likely in Australia in the near
future, which is similar to the last survey (63.3%). Among the people who consider a terrorist
attack likely ‘in the near future’, the average strength of their belief (M=65.5) dropped by 4.8
points since the last survey.

Special Survey Topic - Housing Affordability:

Research question 1
Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s living arrangements?
We compared the following groups:
-

People who are renting (N=105)
People who live in their home and paying off mortgage (N=286)
People who live in their home mortgage-free (N=537)
People who live at parents’ home (N=35)

Key findings:
After controlling for age and income…


People who are living in their paid-off home are more satisfied with their SWB and the
domains of standard of living, achieving in life, relationships and future security than renters
and people who are paying-off their mortgage. They are also more satisfied with their health
than those paying off their mortgage.



People who live at their parents’ home are more satisfied with their standard of living than the
renters and those paying-off their mortgage, however they are less satisfied with their
relationships than any other group.

Research question 2
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Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on the ratio of income and rent/mortgage
payment?
We compared the following groups:
- Less than 25% of household income (N=180)
- Between 25% and 50% of household income (N=76)
- Between 51% and 75% of household income (N=37)
- More than 76% of household income (N=4)
Note: The group that is paying between 76% and 100% of household income was not included in the
analysis due to a small sample size.

Key findings:
After controlling for age:


People who pay less than 25% of their household income on their rent or mortgage, report
significantly higher levels of SWB and satisfaction with personal safety than people who pay
between 51% and 75%.



People in the lowest ratio group score slightly above the population mean on PWI and
personal safety.

Research Question 2.1
After controlling for income, is the ratio of income/payment associated with PWI and domain
satisfaction differently for renters and mortgage payers?

Key findings:


Prior to controlling for income, ratio significantly predicted PWI and most domains for both
renters and mortgage payers.



After controlling for income, ratio only remained a significant predictor of PWI and standard
of living for renters. However, these effects are small to medium, with ratio explaining 4.5%
and 5% of variance in PWI and standard of living for renters, respectively.

Research Question 2.2
Does the relationship between ratio of income/payment and PWI and domains change across income
levels differently for renters and mortgage payers?

Key findings:


The effect of ratio on PWI and domains was the same at all income levels for both renters and
mortgage payers.



However, both ratio and income predicted PWI and some domains differently for renters
compared to mortgage payers:
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o

A significant predictor of PWI, satisfaction with standard of living and personal
relationships for renters was ratio; as was income for mortgage payers.

o

For achieving in life, ratio and income have different effects for renters and mortgage
payers. While renters are more satisfied with their achieving the more income they
have, mortgage payers find spending less of their income on mortgage more
important.

o

Income significantly predicted future security in mortgage payers and health in
renters.

o

Ratio of income/payment significantly predicted satisfaction with personal safety in
mortgage payers.

Research Questions 2.3 and 2.4
Do PWI and domain satisfaction differ for people in low income households depending on the
income/payment ratio?
Is the impact of income/payment ratio stronger for people in low income households compared to
those in higher income households?

Key findings:


People in low income households who are paying a high ratio are 3 times more likely than
those in low income households and paying low ratio, to score below the population mean on
PWI.



The negative association of ratio with PWI is twice as strong for people in low, compared to
higher income households. That is, people with higher incomes are more able to absorb the
impact of higher ratio on PWI than those in the lower income bracket.



The results are similar when PWI was compared against the population mean and the lower
limit of the normative range.

Research question 3
Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s desire to own a home?
We compared the following groups:
-

Yes, I am planning to (N=27)
Yes, but I cannot afford it (N=34)
No, I prefer to rent (N=40)

Key findings:
After controlling for age and income:


People generally do not differ in their levels on PWI and domain satisfaction depending on
their desire to own a home.
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However, two notable differences were found:
o

People who plan to own a home are more satisfied with their community
connectedness than those who would like to own a home but cannot afford it.

o

People who prefer to rent are more satisfied with their future security than those who
would like to own a home but cannot afford it.

Research question 4
Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s geographical remoteness area?
We compared the following groups:
-

Major cities in Australia (N=554)
Regional Australia (N=373)
Remote Australia (N=42)

Key findings:
After controling for age and income:


People who live in Regional Australia report higher PWI than those living in Major Cities.



People who live in Major Cities and Regional Australia are more satisfied with their health
than those who live in Remote regions of Australia.



People who live in Regional Australia are more satisifed with their achieving in life than
people living in Major Cities.

Research question 5
Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s socio-economic status (SES)?
We compared the following groups:
-

1st-5th decile (N=37): Lowest SES
6th decile (N=153)
7th decile (N=277)
8th decile (N=271)
9th decile (N=189)
10th decile (N=42): Highest SES

Key findings:
After controlling for age and income:


PWI did not differ depending on people’s socio-economic status.



However, two notable differences were found:
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o

The most disadvantaged group is more satisfied with achieving in life than groups
within the 7th and 8th deciles.

o

The most advantaged group is more satisfied with community connectedness than
groups within the 1st-5th, 7th and 9th deciles.

Demographic Factors:

Household Income:


The pattern of wellbeing scores generally rises with income.



While PWI for people with a household income below $31,000 lies below the generic normal
range, for those with the income above $31,000 it exceeds the normal range.



It is interesting that for those with the income of less than $15,000, satisfaction with standard of
living exceeds its group-specific normal range, while satisfaction with achieving and
relationship lie close to the bottom of the normal range.



Satisfaction with health is generally low for most groups, falling below its normal range for
those with the household income between $101,000 and $150,000.

 The wellbeing of those earning over $100,000 is on average about 4 points higher than for those
earning below $100,000.

Gender:


In the current survey, females reported significantly higher scores than males on PWI, which
follows the general trend over the series of surveys. In particular, they reported significantly
higher satisfaction with living standards, relationships, community connectedness, future
security economy and government than males.



The female Personal Wellbeing Index and all domains lie closer to the top of their normal
ranges, except for their satisfaction with health and achieving, which lie towards the bottom of
the domain specific normal ranges. The only personal domain which is consistently lower for
females is personal safety.



The Personal Wellbeing Index scores for males remain within its normal range, as does the
satisfaction with all the domains.

Age:


People over 66 years of age have higher than normal PWI scores, while 56-65 year olds have the
lowest wellbeing.



The 66-75 year olds are significantly more satisfied with their relationships than 18-25 year olds
and more satisfied with community connectedness than 56-65 year olds.



Those who are above 66 are more satisfied with future security than people who are 46-65 years of
age.



The 26-35 year olds have higher National Wellbeing than 56-65 year olds and are more satisfied
with business in Australian than 46-65 year olds.
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While generally, people of all ages score within their age-specific normative ranges on most
domains, there are some deviations worth noting:
o 18-25 year olds score higher than normal on standard of living and lower than normal on
relationships domain
o 26-35 year olds score higher than normal on health and safety domains
o 46-55 year olds score higher than normal on relationships domain
o 56-65 year olds score lower than normal on health and community connectedness domain



In the earlier days of the Index the 76+ group consistently scored higher than the 18-25 year olds.
However, these significant differences have disappeared since Survey 17, with the younger group
recording higher scores than the 76+ group in some surveys.

Household Composition – who people live with:


People who had a partner, with or without children, were generally the two highest scoring groups,
frequently scoring above their domain-specific normal range. They also:
o have a significantly higher wellbeing than those living alone or with children only,
o are more satisfied with their achieving in life than those living alone,
o are more satisfied with relationships than those living alone, with children or parents only
o are more satisfied with community connectedness than people living with children only



People who have a partner only are also more satisfied with their community connectedness than
those living alone and more satisfied with their future security than those living with children
only.



People living with children have the worst standard of living than all other groups except for those
living with other people.



Those who live alone are satisfied with their personal safety more than the average population.



Those who live with their children score towards the lower end of the normative range on PWI
and most domains, with satisfaction with health falling below its normal range. This group could
perhaps be the elderly who are being cared for by their children.



Those living with partner and children score towards the top of the normative range on all
domains except for health.



Those living with parents score towards the lower end of the normative range on all domains
except for standard of living. This group could perhaps be caring for their elderly of frail parents.



People who live alone or with children only have consistently lower than normal wellbeing, with
those who live with others frequently falling below the normal range over the period of 24
surveys.

Marital Status:
1. People who are separated but not divorced from their partner have the lowest wellbeing of all
groups, which sits 7.6 points below the population normal range. People who are married, in a
defacto relationship or widowed score significantly higher on PWI than those who are separated,
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while those who are married also report higher scores on PWI than those who were never married
or are divorced.
2. Unsurprisingly, the largest differences between marital status groups are apparent for the domain
of satisfaction with relationships. Those who are in a relationship (either Defacto or Married)
report higher relationship satisfaction than those who are Never Married, Separated, or Divorced.
3. On all domains widows score higher than those who have never married, except for the domain of
health. This may reflect a difference in age between the groups, with widows being older than
those who never married.
4. Scores for most marital status groups lie within their group-specific ranges on all domains, except
for the lower than normal satisfaction with health for people who are married.
5. The wellbeing of people who are in a defacto relationship or widowed has been consistently
within the normal range for PWI over the course of the 24 surveys. While people who are married
consistently report higher than normal wellbeing, people who were never married, are separated or
divorced from their partner score consistently below the PWI normal range.
Work Status:
 There are no statistical differences between work groups on PWI. However, except for volunteers
and unemployed people who scored below the normal range for PWI, all other groups lie close to
the top or above the normal range.
 The wellbeing of the volunteers has dropped to its lowest point in 24 surveys, however this could
be the result of the large variations in scores within the small sample size. The scores for this group
also lie at the bottom of their respective normative ranges on all domains, with scores for standard
of living and health lying below their normative ranges.
 While women report higher wellbeing than men in most occupations, they report significantly
higher wellbeing if they are full-time students and significantly lower wellbeing if they are fulltime housewives.
 People who are retired have higher satisfaction with standard of living and future security than
those who are full-time employed, and higher satisfaction with achieving in life and community
connectedness than people who are unemployed.
 People who are full-time employed report higher satisfaction with health than retirees and
unemployed and together with full-time students, they report higher satisfaction with achieving in
life than unemployed.
 While the wellbeing of most groups lies generally within their respective normative ranges, the
wellbeing of volunteers lies towards the bottom of the normal range on all domains. However, this
is likely due to small sample size for this group.
 Full-time students and those in full-time home duties generally report towards the top of the
normative ranges on most domains.
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Life Events:


On average, about half of the people sampled state they have experienced such an event, similar to
the proportions obtained over the series of surveys.



When nothing has happened to shift wellbeing from its usual point, the average wellbeing score
sits just above 78.0. A recent negative life event is associated with a significant departure of about
7.4 points from ‘normal’ wellbeing, and even an event that is considered to be both happy and sad
seems to deter wellbeing.



People who have not experienced a positive or negative event and those who have experienced a
positive one, show similar wellbeing which lies above the normal range for PWI and is
significantly higher than for those who have experienced a negative event.
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1.

Introduction

The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index is a barometer of Australians’ satisfaction with their lives and
life in Australia. Unlike most official indicators of quality of life and wellbeing, it is subjective – it
measures how Australians feel about life, and incorporates both personal and national perspectives.
The Index shows how various aspects of life – both personal and national – affects our sense of
wellbeing.
The Index is an alternative measure of population wellbeing to such economic indicators as Gross
Domestic Product and other objective indicators such as population health, literacy and crime
statistics. The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index measures quality of life as experienced by the
average Australian.
The Index yields two major numbers. The Personal Wellbeing Index is the average level of
satisfaction across seven aspects of personal life – health, personal relationships, safety, standard of
living, achieving, community connectedness, and future security. The National Wellbeing Index is the
average satisfaction score across six aspects of national life – the economy, the environment, social
conditions, governance, business, and national security.
A considerable body of research has demonstrated that most people are satisfied with their own life.
In Western nations, the average value for population samples is about 75 percentage points of
satisfaction. That is, on a standardised scale from 0 (completely dissatisfied) to 100 (completely
satisfied) the average person rates their level of life satisfaction as 75. The normal range is from 70
points to 80 points. We find the Personal Wellbeing Index to always fall within this range. However,
levels of satisfaction with aspects of national life are normally lower, falling in the range 55 to 65
points in Australia.
The first index survey, of 2,000 adults from all parts of Australia, was conducted in April 2001. At the
present time a total of 32 surveys have been conducted. The data for this most recent Survey 32 were
collected in August 2015. Copies of earlier reports can be obtained either from the Australian Unity
website (www.australianunity.com.au) or from the Australian Centre on Quality of Life website at
Deakin University (http://www.acqol.com.au/reports/auwbi.php). This report concerns the most recent
survey.
The same core index questions, forming the Personal and the National Wellbeing Index, are asked
within each survey. In addition we ask two highly general questions. One concerns ‘Satisfaction with
Life as a Whole’. This abstract, personal measure of wellbeing has a very long history within the
survey literature and its measurement allows a direct comparison with such data. The second is
intended as an analogous ‘national’ item. It concerns ‘Satisfaction with Life in Australia’.
Each survey also includes demographic questions and a small number of additional items that change
from one survey to the next. These explore specific issues of interest, either personal or national.
Such data have several purposes. They allow validation of the Index, the creation of new population
sub-groups, and permit further exploration of the wellbeing construct.
Understanding Personal Wellbeing
The major measurement instrument used in our surveys is the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI). This is
designed as the first level deconstruction of ‘Satisfaction with Life as a Whole’ and the manual can be
found at http://www.acqol.com.au/instruments/index.php. It comprises seven questions relating to
satisfaction with life domains, such as ‘health’ and ‘standard of living’. Each question is answered on
a 0-10 scale of satisfaction. The scores are then combined across the seven domains to yield an overall
Index score, which is adjusted to have a range of 0-100.
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On a population basis the scores that we derive from this PWI are quite remarkably stable. Appendix
A2 presents these values, each derived from a geographically representative sample of 2,000 randomly
selected adults across Australia, except for the Surveys 31 and 32 which comprised 1,000 randomly
selected Australian adults. As can be seen, these values range from 73.9 to 76.7, a fluctuation of less
than 3.0 points. How can such stability be achieved?
We hypothesize that personal wellbeing is not simply free to vary over the theoretical 0-100 range.
Rather, it is held fairly constant for each individual in a manner analogous to blood pressure or body
temperature. This implies an active management system for personal wellbeing that has the task of
maintaining wellbeing, on average, at about 75 points. We call this process Subjective Wellbeing
Homeostasis.
The proper functioning of this homeostatic system is essential to life. At normal levels of wellbeing,
which for group average scores lies in the range 73.9 to 76.7 points, people feel good about
themselves, are well motivated to conduct their lives, and have a strong sense of optimism. When this
homeostatic system fails, however, these essential qualities are severely compromised, and people are
at risk of depression. This can come about through such circumstances as exposure to chronic stress,
chronic pain, failed personal relationships, etc.
Fortunately for us, the homeostatic system is remarkably robust. Many people live in difficult personal
circumstances which may involve low income or medical problems, and yet manage to maintain
normal levels of wellbeing. This is why the Index is so stable when averaged across the population.
But as with any human attribute, some homeostatic systems are more robust than others. Or, put
around the other way, some people have fragile systems which are prone to failure.
Homeostatic fragility, in these terms, can be caused by two different influences. The first of these is
genetic. Some people have a constitutional weakness in their ability to maintain wellbeing within the
normal range. The second influence is the experience of life. Here, as has been mentioned, some
experiences such as chronic stress can challenge homeostasis. Other influences, such as intimate
personal relationships, can strengthen homeostasis.
In summary, personal wellbeing is under active management and most people are able to maintain
normal levels of wellbeing even when challenged by negative life experiences. A minority of people,
however, have weaker homeostatic systems as a result of either constitutional or experiential
influences. These people are vulnerable to their environment and may evidence homeostatic failure.
An important feature of our survey analyses is the identification of sub-groups which contain a larger
than normal proportion of people in homeostatic failure. These groups need additional resources in
order to regain homeostatic control and normal levels of wellbeing.
The influence of homeostasis
The purpose of SWB homeostasis is to maintain the wellbeing of each individual person close to their
genetically-determined set-point, which averages 75 points. However, of course, wellbeing fluctuates
around its set-point. These fluctuations can be very large if homeostasis is defeated in the presence of
an unusually good or bad experience. While such experiences are unusual, when they do occur,
people will normally return quite quickly to a level of wellbeing that approximates their set-point once
again.
For these reasons, the wellbeing of individuals is normally highly predictable. It is lying within a
restricted range around the set-point, called the set-point-range. The homeostatic processes attempt to
hold each individual’s wellbeing within this range. Therefore, since there is a normal distribution of
set-points around 75, probably between about 70 and 90 points, there is an associated distribution of
overlapping set-point-ranges. This explains why the population mean is so predictable. The
distribution of scores conforms to the distribution of set-point ranges, and these are genetically
determined.
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Why, then, does the mean of the survey samples vary from one time to the next? The answer, we
propose, is that events which are experienced by the whole population will exert a systematic
influence on the wellbeing of the individuals making up the whole sample. These influences will act
to cause the wellbeing of each affected individual to be more likely to lie either above or below its setpoint. Thus, a national event, such as Olympic success, will exert a systematic influence, such that
each person’s wellbeing will be more likely to be found above their set-point than below. In other
words, a meaningful national event will systematically change the probability of measured wellbeing
being dominated by scores that lie within the upper or lower halves of the set-point-ranges. Moreover,
the stronger and more universal the experience, the more likely is each individual level of wellbeing to
be found above or below its set-point, and the more the sample average will deviate from 75 points.
So, how much variation in survey mean scores is possible? There are two answers to this. The first
involves a catastrophic experience, such as might occur in a sudden financial depression, such as
might have happened if the 2007-2009 economic down turn had continued in Australia. In this event,
the average wellbeing of the sample would possibly sink below any approximation of the normal
range as a high proportion of the population suffer homeostatic defeat. This, however, will be a most
unusual situation and one not yet experienced in the history of these surveys.
The second form of variation in survey mean scores will reflect systematic shifts in the probability of
wellbeing being found above or below each set-point, but within each set-point range, and under
homeostatic control. The extent of such variation depends on a number of factors as:
(a)

The strength and ubiquity of the experience.

(b)

The width of the set-point-range. While this remains somewhat speculative, a ball-park figure
seems to be about 19 points.

(c)

The strength of homeostasis. The influence of homeostasis is to control small fluctuations
around the set-point. However, as wellbeing strays further and further from the set-point,
homeostatic forces are increasingly unleashed to rein it back. We propose that these controlling
forces increase in intensity with distance from the set-point until they lose control and SWB
goes into free-rise or free-fall under the control of the experience.
So, given all these suppositions, how much movement is possible while most people’s
wellbeing remains under homeostatic control? The answer is uncertain but certainly much less
than the full nine points on either side of the set-point defining the set-point range. The
boundaries of this range demarcate homeostatic failure and so wellbeing would normally be
maintained much closer to the set-point.
The total variation of population mean scores to date is 3.2 percentage points, or about 1.6
points on either side of the average set-point. This represents less than 10% of the set-pointrange. What this indicates is that the mood of the nation normally fluctuates within only a very
tight band of values. What is not known is the extent that these small movements indicate
anything important about the frequency of psychopathology or changed behaviour at a national
level.
The Survey Methodology

A geographically representative national sample of people aged 18 years or over and fluent in English,
was surveyed by telephone over the period 22nd July to 2nd August. Interviewers asked to speak to the
youngest person in the house who is 18 years or over. An even geographic and gender split was
maintained at all times through the survey. Out of the total 15,472 dials, 10,585 calls connected with
an eligible respondent, of which 2,033 people refused to participate and 1,000 agreed to complete the
survey. This gives an effective response rate of 33%.
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The average period of contact with each respondent was 9.3 minutes. All responses are made on a 0 to
10 scale, unless otherwise specified. The satisfaction responses are anchored by 0 (not at all satisfied)
and 10 (completely satisfied). Initial data screening was completed before data analysis.
Presentation of results and type of analysis
In the presentation of results to follow, the trends that are described in the text are all statistically
significant at p<.05. More detailed analyses are presented in the Appendices within the Part B Report.
These are arranged in sections that correspond numerically with sections in the main report. All
Appendix Tables have the designation ‘A’ in addition to their numerical identifier (e.g. Table A 9.2).
All satisfaction values are expressed as the strength of satisfaction on a scale that ranges from 0 to 100
percentage points.
In situations where homogeneity of variance assumptions has been violated, Dunnett’s T3 Post-Hoc
Test has been used. In the case of t-tests we have used the SPSS option for significance when equality
of variance cannot be assumed.
For the Chapter 10: Housing Affordability where analysis of covariance was tested, pairwise
comparisons were made using the Least Significant Differences adjustment for multiple comparisons.
The raw data for this and all previous
http://www.acqol.com.au/reports/auwbi.php

reports

are

available

from

our

website:

Internal Report Organisation
(a)

The new results from this survey are summarised in Table 2.1 (see Chapter 2).

(b)

Most Tables are presented as appendices in a separate volume.

(c)

Chapter 2 presents a comparative analysis of Personal and National Wellbeing with previous
surveys.

(d)

Chapters 3-8 present the major groupings of independent (demographic) variables.

(e)

Chapter 9 concerns Life Events.

(f)

Chapter 10 concerns the special topic for this survey which is: Housing Affordability.

(g)

Each Chapter contains a summary presented on pages 5 – 13 of this report.
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Glossary of Terms
Normal Ranges:

These set the boundaries within which ‘normal’ values will fall. Each range is
generated by computing the distance of two standard-deviations on either side
of the mean. There are various types of range as:
(a)

Generic normal range for group means: These are calculated using
survey mean scores as data. For example, the generic Personal
Wellbeing Index normal range for groups has been calculated using
each overall survey Personal Wellbeing Index mean as data, so N for
this calculation is the number of surveys.
This is the most commonly employed source of reference in the report.
The range reflects the extent of variability between surveys and the 95%
probability that any future survey mean will fall within this range. Any
group mean score can be compared against this range to indicate the
extent of its ‘normality’.

(b)

Specific normal ranges for groups: These are calculated using the mean
scores of specific groups within surveys as data (e.g. people who are
retired).

(c)

Generic normal ranges for individuals: These are calculated using the
scores from individuals as data. For example, the generic Personal
Wellbeing Index normal range for individuals has been calculated using
the Personal Wellbeing Index scores from all of the people involved in
the surveys. So N for this calculation is the number of people within all
of the combined surveys.
This range reflects the variability between people and the 95%
probability that the score from any single person will fall within this
range.

(d)

Specific normal ranges for individuals: These are calculated using the
scores from individuals within specific groups as data. Thus, there is a
specific normal range for the individuals who are full-time retired, and
there is a 95% probability that the score from a retired person will fall
within this range.

These normal ranges are found in the appendices at the start of their respective
chapters.
Homeostatically
Protected Mood
(HPMood):

A genetically-derived individual difference in mood comprising the three
affects of Content, Happy and Alert. It accounts for the majority of variance in
Subjective Wellbeing.

Personal Wellbeing
Index (PWI):

The Personal Wellbeing Index comprises eight domains rated on satisfaction.
All results from the Index are standardised into a scale from 0 to 100.

Subjective
Wellbeing (SWB):

The output from the Personal Wellbeing Index. It measures how satisfied
people are with their lives.

Wellbeing:

An abbreviated form of subjective wellbeing as measured by the Personal
Wellbeing Index.
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2.

Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time

Caveat: We have been unable to find the raw data files for the first survey, and this problem may
extend to the second and third survey. We thus regard the low values for these surveys with caution.
A Comparison Between Survey 31 and Survey 32

Table 2.1 Means and standard deviations of the 31st and 32nd survey

Question

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Point change
from Sept
2014

PERSONAL WELLBEING INDEX

75.97

12.25

76.11

12.29

0.14

.801

1. Standard of living

79.77

15.53

80.57

15.26

0.80

.245

2. Health

74.63

19.08

73.04

19.79

-1.59

.068

3. Achieving

73.67

18.55

72.92

19.17

-0.75

.375

4. Personal relationships

80.59

20.03

80.89

19.75

0.30

.739

5. How safe you feel

79.99

17.12

81.66

16.04

1.67

.025

6. Community connect

73.55

18.83

72.49

19.39

-1.07

.215

7. Future security

71.94

19.60

72.79

19.28

0.84

.336

Life as a whole

78.25

15.60

77.58

16.73

-0.67

.353

NATIONAL WELLBEING INDEX

63.14

14.55

60.87

14.61

-2.27

.001

1. Economic situation

64.92

18.23

60.54

18.94

-4.38

.000

2. Environment

65.42

17.62

63.89

18.25

-1.54

.057

3. Social conditions

65.90

17.32

63.18

17.10

-2.72

.000

4. Government

53.21

26.04

48.47

25.11

-4.75

.000

5. Business

61.88

17.50

60.43

17.95

-1.45

.072

6.National security

69.05

19.18

69.03

19.04

-0.02

.982

Life in Australia

83.39

17.15

82.11

18.32

-1.28

.109

Terror Attack likely (%)

63.3%

Likelihood of attack

70.35

24.05

-4.86

.000

S31

S32

Significance
of change

Personal domains

National domains

62.0%
18.24

65.49

The Major Indices
The comparative results between surveys 31 and 32 are found in Table 2.1 and discussed in the
sections below. All of the PWI indices have remained stable in relation to the previous survey, except
for the domain of personal safety which rose slightly. The NWI, satisfaction with economic situation,
social conditions and government have increased to higher levels. Comparative results between past
surveys are found in Tables A 2.3 through A 2.19.
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a = September 11
b = Bali Bombing
c = Pre-Iraq War
d = Hussein Deposed
e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

Figure 2.1 Personal Wellbeing Index

Special Surveys:
18.1: Three months after the change in Government and following several consecutive interest-rate rises.
20.1: Following the Victoria Bush Fires in which 173 people died.
Note: In this and subsequent figures, the shaded (blue) area shows the generic normal range of survey means scores for the measure in
question (Table A2.22). These blue areas represent two standard deviations around the mean using survey mean scores as data.

Key:

Personal Wellbeing Index

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Note: The shaded blue area in the subsequent figures shows the generic normal range for survey
mean scores.

2.2 Personal Wellbeing Index
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Historical: Over all the surveys, it is notable that the Personal Wellbeing Index is so stable. The
survey mean scores have varied by just 3.2 points. Moreover, the change from one survey to the next
has been 1 point or less except for 6 of the 32 adjacent surveys. These occasions have been S1-S2
(September 11), S11-S12/S12-S13 (Sydney Olympics), S14–S15 (Second Bali bombing), S16-S17
(New IR laws) and S18-S19. The most obvious trend for the Personal Wellbeing Index is that it rose
following September 11 and remained generally higher. Of the 32 surveys conducted since Survey 1,
all survey means have been significantly higher than this initial value.
It seems that both positive and negative events are associated with increases in the wellbeing of the
Australian population. In terms of the negative events, it appears that the presence of external threat
coincides with rises in population wellbeing. This has occurred first following September 11 and
reached its maximum about 6 months after the event. The second occurred immediately following the
Bali Bombing and ran into the build-up in tension surrounding the Iraq war. It is possible that the
Second Bali Bombing, which was associated with a substantial increase in the perceived probability
of a terrorist attack in Australia (see section 2.6) prevented the Personal Wellbeing Index continuing
its fall back to the baseline value recorded at that time.
The first occasion the PWI reached the high value of 76.3 points coincided with the Athens Olympics
in August 2004 (Survey 12.0). This was an unusual survey since data were collected over the
Olympic period, and the high scores possibly reflect the national elation at the amazing success of our
athletes at these games. The high levels at Survey 22 may have reflected the sense of relief that
Australia escaped the recession and that people’s savings and superannuation funds remained secure,
continued low unemployment, low levels of inflation, and the breaking of the drought. There may
also be an element of positive downward comparison against countries that have not been so lucky.
In terms of other national influences, Australia was remarkably politically stable over the first six
years of these surveys, but quite unstable since then. These changes are described under ‘Satisfaction
with Government’.
Current status: The Personal Wellbeing Index score recorded for Survey 32 is the fourth highest. It
is currently 2.9 points above its level at Survey 1, which is significant.
The Personal Wellbeing Index has not significantly changed over the past 9 years, since May 2006.
Since then, a total of 17 surveys have been conducted, from May 2006 (Survey 15.0) to August 2015
(Survey 32.0). During that time the total variation in the population mean has been 1.9 points (Survey
16 – 74.5 points to Survey 24 – 76.4 points). Its current value of 76.1 points remains within this very
narrow range of values.
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a = September 11
b = Bali Bombing
c = Pre-Iraq War
d = Hussein Deposed
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i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

Figure 2.2 National Wellbeing Index

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

National Wellbeing Index

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods
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National Wellbeing Index
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Historical: The National Index, like the Personal Wellbeing Index started from a very low initial
value in April 2001. The reason for this low value is not known. What is apparent is that the National
Wellbeing Index is more volatile than the Personal Wellbeing Index due to the relatively low level of
homeostatic control. Its range is 7.9 points from April 2001 (S1:55.8) to September 2009 (S22: 64.1
points).
Note: No test of significance can be run against Survey 1 due to a different composition of the NWI
at that time.
Current status: The National Wellbeing Index at 60.9 points has decreased by 2.3 points since S31
(63.2 points) and it is now the 21st reading on record compared to the 5th highest reading of the
previous survey. However, this decrease is not significant.
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Personal Wellbeing Domains
Current status: Table 2.1 shows that, except for the domain of personal safety, no other PWI
domains have changed significantly over the last twelve months since Survey 31 in September 2014.
The increase in satisfaction with personal safety since the last survey was only 1.7 points, and
although it reached statistical significance in comparison to Survey 31, the average score remained
within the normal range.
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Figure 2.3 Satisfaction with Standard of living

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with your Standard of Living?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Standard of Living
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: The values for this domain have generally remained significantly higher than they were at
Survey 1, with only four (Survey 4 in 2002, Survey 11 in 2004, Survey 15 in 2006 and Survey 19 in
2008) being statistically at the same level as this first survey. Thus, 27/32 (84.4%) of the subsequent
survey mean scores are higher than Survey 1.
It is interesting to note that the rise in satisfaction with Standard of Living between May 2006 (S15)
and October 2007 (S18) occurred despite a succession of 0.25 point rises in interest rates. It is also
interesting to note that the rise in wellbeing from April 2008 (Survey 19) commenced in the face of
the continuing economic down-turn.
There were probably two reasons for this. One was that the various economic stimulus packages
released by the Government provided households with additional discretionary income. The second
was that the poor national economic situation had had a serious negative effect on only a minority of
the population. The people adversely affected were those who had lost their job, or who were reliant
on interest from shares or other investments for their income. But these people were in a great
minority. While a majority of people had lost wealth with the downturn, for the most part their
investments were intact and so they felt they could just wait for the economy to recover. And, in the
meantime, if they still had a job and a mortgage, and if their wage has not diminished, then they were
better off financially than maybe they had ever been due to the decrease in interest rates and, so, their
mortgage payment.
Current status: Satisfaction with standard of living has not significantly changed since Survey 22,
however it is currently as high as it has ever been (80.6 points) which lies just above its normal range.
The range of scores across all surveys is 6.0 points, between April 2001 (S1:74.5) and August 2015
(S32:80.6).
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Figure 2.4 Satisfaction with Health

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with your Health?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Health
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: While the satisfaction with health has been following the downward trend since Survey 6
in 2003, it has only reached significance in Survey 26 in 2011. The overall ANOVA between surveys
is significant (p = .000; Table A2.6), however, this is the most stable domain, with a total range
between surveys of just 3.0 points, in March 2003 (S6: 76.1) and August 2015 (S32: 73.0). It is
evident that satisfaction with personal health is little influenced by either world or national events and
this stability is confirmation that the changes recorded in the other domains since Survey 1 are valid.
Current status: While the satisfaction with health has not statistically changed since Survey 6, it
currently sits at the bottom of the normal range and it is the lowest it has ever been.

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

29

Key:

a = September 11
b = Bali Bombing
c = Pre-Iraq War
d = Hussein Deposed

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015
i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

Figure 2.5 Satisfaction with Achieving in life

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with what you are Achieving in Life?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Achieving in Life
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: From Survey 1 to Survey 10, satisfaction with ‘what you achieve’ barely changed over
the surveys. It was marginally higher at Survey 6 (Pre-Iraq war), and over this period the range of
scores was 1.8% between April 2001 (S1:73.2) and March 2003 (S6:Pre-Iraq war:75.0).
In Survey 11 the wording of this item changed from ‘How satisfied are you with what you achieve in
life?’ to ‘How satisfied are you with what you are currently achieving in life?’. The reason for this
change was to make it more explicit that the question referred to current life rather than to some past
aggregation of achievement.
The effect of this word change has significantly reduced the score for this domain. The average value
over Survey 1 to Survey 10 is 74.47 (SD=0.45). The average value over Survey 11-Survey 20 is
72.96 (SD = 0.53). So it appears to still be a highly reliable measure that has stabilised about 1.5
points below the original and no different from Survey 1.
Current status: Achieving in life has not significantly changed since Survey 26 and its current level
(72.9 points) remains no different than it was at Survey 1 (73.2 points).
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Figure 2.6 Satisfaction with Relationship

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with your Relationships?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Relationships
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: The most sustained trend of increasing satisfaction for this domain began with the lowest
level (77.2 points) in February 2008 and peaked at 81.5 points in April 2010, an overall rise of 4.3
points.
Prior to Survey 23 (April 2010), it had been at its highest level on two previous occasions. These were
as Survey 7 (Hussein deposed) and Survey 12 (Athens Olympics). Notably, except for the special
survey 18.1, its values since then have remained within the normal range and so it may simply reflect
random fluctuation.
The range of scores across all surveys is 4.3 points, between February 2008 (S18.1:77.2) and April
2010 (S23:81.5).
Current status: Satisfaction with Relationships has risen since Survey 31 by a non-significant 0.3
points to 80.9. It is at a level that is no different than it was in Survey 1 (78.2 points). However, the
current value is significantly different than the lowest value in Survey 13 (77.6 points), which sits at
the bottom of the normative range.
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Figure 2.7 Satisfaction with How Safe you Feel

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with how Safe you Feel?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Safety
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: The overall trend of these results, over the whole sequence of these surveys, is that
satisfaction with safety is gradually rising. The first major rise in Safety satisfaction followed the
defeat of Saddam Hussein in Iraq at Survey 7. This may have been linked to the positive feelings of
relief following the defeat of Hussein without unleashing weapons of mass destruction, and
subsequently our increasingly strong American alliance. The rise during the Olympics (S12) may
have been more due to the overall sense of elevated wellbeing than to specific feelings of greater
safety. While it is associated with a decreasing proportion of the sample feeling that a terrorist attack
is likely, it is also true that terrorist attacks were unthinkable prior to Survey 2.
It is interesting to relate these data on safety to the sense of terrorist threat that is felt by the
population. Since Survey 9 (November 2003) we have asked people ‘whether they think a terrorist
attack is likely in Australia in the near future’ and, if they say ‘Yes’, we ask about the strength of their
belief that such an attack will occur.
These data are combined with the population levels of ‘Satisfaction with Safety’ in Table A2.22. It
can be seen that the average level of safety satisfaction correlates negatively with the percentage of
people who think an attack is likely (r = -.51, which is highly significant) but much less strongly with
the strength of belief among those respondents who think an attack is likely (r = -.25, non-significant).
The correlation of -.51 explains about 26% of the variance between these two measures, which is a
significant degree of co-variation. Other factors that will be contributing variance to safety are
homeostasis, personal circumstances and, quite possibly, the sense of security offered by an effective
wellbeing military force and alliance with the USA. The latter influence, exemplified by the rise in
safety at Survey 7 (defeat of Hussein) may represent a constant background factor onto which the
fluctuations in terrorist attack probabilities are imposed.
One implication of these results in the past is that raising terrorist attack fears through issuing terrorist
alerts, harms safety satisfaction, and thereby compromises the overall wellbeing of vulnerable
members of the population. However, the present survey data collection occurred 11 months after the
national terror alert was raised to high in Australia for the first time since 2002, and there are no
apparent implications for safety satisfaction. This suggests that although most Australians believe that
a terrorist attack is likely in Australia in the near future, they still view this as a more distal possibility,
and it does not affect their own personal sense of safety.
Current status: Satisfaction with personal safety is highest it has ever been (81.7 points), even
though the national terror alert remained high this year. The satisfaction with safety is significantly
higher than the value in Survey 1 (+6.5 points) as well as in thirteen other surveys since then.
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a = September 11
b = Bali Bombing
c = Pre-Iraq War
d = Hussein Deposed

i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic flood

Figure 2.8 Satisfaction with Feeling Part of Your Community

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

How satisfied are you with Feeling Part of your Community?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Community
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: Apart from the Olympic period elevation (S12), rises are coherently related to times of
major conflict or national distress. In the six months following September 11, satisfaction with
community connectedness went up from its lowest level in April 2001, and was maintained at this
higher level for a further six months. It then fell, but returned to an even higher level in the lead-up to
the Iraq war (S6). This higher level was maintained for six months following the defeat of Hussein
(S9), then dissipated only to be recharged once again following the second Bali bombing (S14). It
then rose to record levels immediately following the Victorian bushfires in February 2009. This
pattern is consistent with social psychological theory. A perceived source of threat will cause a group
(or population) to become more socially cohesive. However, it must also be noted that the level of
safety satisfaction also rose at the time of the Athens 2004 Olympics (Survey 12), and around the
period of the election of the new Labor Government (Surveys 18 and 18.1).
At the time of Victorian bushfires, the Satisfaction with Community was 0.3 points higher than it was
at the time of the Athens Olympics, and 4.4 points higher than it was in Survey 1. It seems selfevident that this rise was due to the increased sense of community generated by the tragedy of the
floods and fires. These events generated an enormous out-pouring of sympathy and tangible
assistance, which caused the population to experience a heightened sense of belonging to the
‘Australian family’.
It is interesting that this elevated level of satisfaction with community connection has been maintained
over the past 5 years. The range of scores over the whole survey series is 5.1 points, between April
2001 (S1:68.7) and September 2014 (S31.0: 73.6).
Current status: People’s satisfaction in feeling part of their community (72.5 points) has fallen nonsignificantly by 1.1 points since the last survey, however, it remained within the higher end of the
normative range.
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Figure 2.9 Satisfaction with Future Security

Satisfaction with Future Security

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with your Future Security?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Future Security

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Historical: Satisfaction with future security dropped to its lowest level immediately following
September 11, and then recovered to move in much the same range up to Survey 15 (May 2006).
Since that time it has shown a rising trend. This pattern is very similar to that shown by safety and the
explanations are probably similar to those that have been stated for the safety domain. The range of
scores over the whole series is 4.4 points between September 2001 (S2: 68.6) and August 2004
(S12.1: 73.0).
Current status: Satisfaction with future security (72.8 points) has not changed significantly since the
previous survey (+0.9 points) and remains in the upper portion of its normal range.
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Figure 2.10 Satisfaction with Life as a Whole

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected

How satisfied are you with your Life as a Whole?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Life as a Whole
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

“How satisfied are you with your Life as a Whole?”
Historical: After the initial rise one year following September 2001 (S3), this global item dropped
back 6 months later, only to rise again after the Bali bombing (S5) and during the period of the Iraq
war (S6-S7). Then it gradually decreased until, one year after Hussein had been defeated it was no
different from Survey 1 again. Since Survey 12 it seems to have stabilized at about 77-78 points
which is marginally significantly higher than at Survey 1. The range of scores is 3.9 points between
April 2001 (S1:75.2) and August 2004 (S12:Olympics:79.1).
Current status: Satisfaction with life as a whole (77.6 points) has shown a non-significant drop (-0.7
points) since the previous survey.
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Summary of the Changes in Personal Wellbeing
The level of personal wellbeing in Australia has not changed over the past five years and remains at a
very high level. The high recent levels probably reflect the sense of relief that Australia escaped the
recession and that people’s savings and superannuation funds remain secure, continued low
unemployment, low levels of inflation, and the breaking of the drought. There may also be an
element of positive downward comparison against countries that have not been so lucky.
Looking back over the entire record of the Index, it appears that it has mainly varied within a band of
just 2.9 percentage points, from 73.9 to 76.8. There have been three slight variations outside the
normative ranges for PWI and some domains. It is interesting to reflect on the domains that have
fuelled these deviant values for the PWI.
Table 2.2: Surveys above and below the normative ranges (PWI and domains)
Domains

PWI

Standard

Health

Surveys ABOVE
the normal range

X

S32

X

Surveys BELOW
the normal range

S1

S1

X

Achieving

Relationships

Safety

Community

Future

X

X

X

S31

X

X

X

S1/S2

S1

S2

In summary of these results:
(a)

Only 4 domains (Standard of living, Personal Safety, Community Connectedness and Future
Security) have registered a value below their normal range. The average scores in Survey 1
were quite low on all domains.

(b)

Only two domains (Standard of living and Community Connectedness) have registered a
subsequent value above its normal range, in Survey 32 (Standard of living) and Survey 31
(Community Connectedness).

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

42

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

Summary of domain changes

Standard of living: Along with several other domains, Standard of Living peaked first at the time of
the Athens Olympics (S12, August 2004). Over the next 4.5 years it remained within a 2 percentage
point band, but it peaked again at Survey 22 (September 2009) perhaps fuelled by the recovering
economy. It has subsequently stabilized at around 78-79 points, before reaching its highest peak in
Survey 32 (80.6), 0.2 points above the normal range.
Health: While this domain has shown a non-significant downward trend since Survey 6, first
significant difference occurred in Survey 26. Currently, the satisfaction with health is at its lowest it
has ever been.
Achieving in life: While the wording on this domain has changed in Survey 11, the measure
remained reliable stabilising 1.5 points below the average values for the previous surveys. This
domain has not significantly changed since Survey 26 and its current level (72.9 points) remains no
different than it was at Survey 1 (73.2 points).
Relationships: This domain has moved from the top of the normal range between Surveys 6 and 12,
fallen below the mid-point between Surveys 13 and 21, peaked in Survey 23, and continued on the
upward trajectory within the top half of the normal range since Survey 31.
Safety: This domain has been rising, on average, throughout this series of surveys, at the fastest rate
between Surveys 1 and 12. Since then, the satisfaction with safety varied by around 2.6 points, except
on two occasions where it dropped by further 1.6 points (S16 and S23). The reason for this is
uncertain. While the correlation of -.51 with the % of the sample expecting a terrorist attack is
interesting (Table A2.22), this cannot explain the full pattern of results. The lowest level of safety
was immediately prior to September 11; a time at which the possibility of terrorist attacks in Australia
were not even being considered by the general population.
Community Connectedness: The elevated level of satisfaction with community connectedness has
been maintained over the past 5 years. It remains at the top half of the normative range, after falling
below the last year’s highest recorded value. The current high level may reflect a social psychological
response to the threat of an increased national terror alert, which bonds the community and makes
people feel more connected to one another.
Future Security: This domain has changed markedly since its nadir in Survey 15, (May, 2006) it
rose to unprecedented heights in Survey 18.1 (February 2008) and then plummeted for reasons
probably linked to the falling stock market at this time. It has now returned to be above the mid-range
and has remained steady and relatively high over the past 2 years since September 2012.
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a = September 11
b = Bali Bombing
c = Pre-Iraq War
d = Hussein Deposed

i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

Figure 2.11: Satisfaction with Economic Situation in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

How satisfied are you with the Economic Situation in Australia?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

National Wellbeing Domains
Economic situation
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Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

“How satisfied are you with the Economic Situation in Australia?”
Historical: This domain rose significantly from its baseline (S1) immediately following September
11 (S2) and again six months later (S3). This was followed by a sustained and gradual rise up to
Survey 18. It then showed a precipitous 12.4 point fall over the 12 month period including Survey 19
(April 2008) and Survey 21 (May, 2009). The reason is almost certainly tied to the major fall in the
stock market over this period. It then staged a dramatic recovery back to its normal level.
The domains of Economic Situation and Business in Australia showed an almost continuous rise over
the six-year period of these surveys from 2001 to 2007. This run ended in October 2007 with both
domains posting significant falls (Economic situation -8.5 points and Business -2.2 points). These
may have been influenced by rising interest rates or by popular perceptions of Labor governments in
general as poor economic managers. The stock-market collapse in 2008 further enhanced this loss of
satisfaction. The turn-around between October 2008 (S20) and May 2009 (S21) may have been
initiated by the Government’s various measures to stimulate the economy, most particularly the $900
one-off cash payments to tax-payers and school-age children in March/April 2009. Until survey 26
(April 2011), it seemed to have been sustained by the evident economic recovery.
Current status: Current satisfaction with the economic situation (60.5 points) has dropped by a
significant 4.4 points since Survey 31. The significant drop in the economic satisfaction since the
most recent survey may reflect the volatile economic conditions echoing around the world and in
Australia. Also, the confidence in the governing of the Liberal Party which was evident in the last
survey, has dropped significantly by 4.8 points over the period of 11 months. Current economic
satisfaction remains higher only than Survey 1. The range of values between surveys is 14.8 points,
between April 2001 (S1:53.7) and October 2007 (S18: 70.9 points).
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Figure 2.12: Satisfaction with State of the Natural Environment in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

How satisfied are you with the state of the Natural Environment in Australia?

Section 2: Personal and National Wellbeing Over Time continued

State of the Natural Environment in Australia
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“How satisfied are you with your state of the Natural Environment in Australia?”
The environmental reality
From Survey 1 in April 2001 to Survey 23 in April 2010, Australia experienced the worst drought in
recorded history. This changed in the latter part of 2010. According to a statement issued by the
National Climate Centre on 6th October 2010 http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/drought/drought.shtml
the following statements represented the reality of the current environmental situation at that time:
1.

Australia recorded its wettest September on record in 2010. However, above-average rainfall
was largely in the north and the east of the country, missing the southwest corner of WA, which
is experiencing its driest start to the year on record and its driest 12-month period on record.

2.

The Northern Territory and Queensland had their wettest September on record. New South
Wales declared its drought over.

3.

The rains in 2010 only made limited inroads into the serious deficiencies which remained on
multi-year time-scales, especially in south-eastern and south-western Australia and south-east
Queensland. These continue to affect water supplies; to alleviate these would require above
average rainfall for a sustained period

4.

Rainfall has been below average across much of southwest and southeast Australia since 1997,
whilst central and southern parts of the Murray-Darling Basin have experienced below average
rainfall since 2002. These long-term deficiencies have taken place against a background of well
above average temperatures, including Australia's warmest decade on record.

The NCC statement on 6th April 2011 records:
All states and territories recorded above median rainfall in March 2011. Australia as a whole recorded
its wettest March on record, as did Queensland and the NT, with many areas receiving highest on
record rainfall for the month. Eastern parts of WA also recorded above average rainfall with a large
area in the inland east Kimberley receiving highest on record totals for the month. However, the
southwest of the state was again below average in March, the tenth driest March on record for the
region.
In summary, except for a small portion of Western Australia, the drought was over.
Historical record of satisfaction with the natural environment: The record of satisfaction with the
environment in Figure 2.15 shows little correspondence with the objective record. Prior to Survey 16
this domain was very stable, fluctuating by only 3.0 points over the time-series, even though the
drought was steadily deepening over this period. While the level of satisfaction did occasionally
move to be significantly higher than Survey 1, the reasons were not clear. Most likely these single
changes mirrored fluctuations in the National Wellbeing Index overall, rather than anything directly
attributable to the environment.
This pattern changed dramatically between May 2006 (Survey 15) and October 2006 (Survey 16)
when satisfaction fell by 3.1 points, to a level below the normal range, as it was at that time.
Satisfaction then remained significantly below its value at Survey 1 for at least the next six months,
up to Survey 17. Then in October 2007 (Survey 18) it returned to be no different from Survey 1 once
again. This is the only domain to have fallen significantly below the level of Survey 1 values in any
survey.
The cause of this fall in satisfaction is both remarkable and attributable. In the period prior to Survey
16, Al Gore’s film ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ had been released and widely discussed in Australia.
Moreover, in the few months prior to Survey 16 the media had repeatedly featured ‘global warming’
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and the various doomsday scenarios. This negative publicity, backgrounded by the continuing
drought, caused people to feel less satisfied with the natural environment.
This decreased level of satisfaction is interesting for two reasons. First, it is one of the few times we
have been able to link a change in a particular domain to a national phenomenon (negative publicity).
Second, it reinforces the separate performance of objective and subjective variables. The actual state
of the natural environment had not changed discernibly between Survey 15 and Survey 16.
It is also interesting that this lower satisfaction lasted somewhere between 6-12 months. However,
sometime within this period, people generally adapted to the negative information and it lost its power
to influence satisfaction with the environment.
During 2008 the levels of satisfaction returned to their previous level, but during the following year,
in 2009, the ‘Environment change sceptics’ gained media ascendancy. Their claims, that the evidence
for human-induced climate change was false, was a message many people wanted to hear. The
following Survey 22, in September 2009, reflected their renewed hope as sudden increase in
satisfaction with the natural environment.
The summer of 2009/2010 was mild over much of Australia; very different from the searing heat and
bushfires experienced a year earlier. This seemed to reinforce the sceptics’ message. Then, as stated
earlier, by Survey 24 in September 2010, the rains had come and most of Australia was mainly
drought-free for the first time in a decade. Thus, satisfaction with the environment has remained at
very high levels ever since.
In summary, these changes in satisfaction reflect two major influences. First is personal experience of
the natural environment, making people more likely to believe global warming when they experience
hot and dry conditions. Second, their attitudes also reflect the dominant media message, but the
strength of this influence seems highly dependent on both the prevailing conditions and the passage of
time.
People are readily influenced by media reports carrying information supporting their personal views
or experience. Thus, when the environment is hot and dry, a dooms-day message of global warming is
taken to heart. However, because pessimistic thoughts are potentially damaging to personal wellbeing,
people adapt to such information, and the message loses its capacity to change attitudes. Helping to
counter pessimistic thoughts are the views of climate-change sceptics. They offer optimism, and so
their views are embraced because positive views support personal wellbeing. It is unfortunate that the
duration of the sceptics’ influence cannot be determined from the current data because of the breaking
drought. What is clear, however, is that people have a high capacity to adapt to both changes in their
experienced environment and to media messages about the environment. So all such influences on
environment satisfaction are short-term.
The weakest effect on satisfaction with the natural environment is the actual trend data showing
global warming and the long-term consequences of such change. Thus, public opinion concerning the
state of the natural environment should not be used by policy-makers for the planning of any longterm goals.
Current status: While the satisfaction with the state of the natural environment (63.9 points) has
dropped by a non-significant 1.5 points since the last survey, it has been stable since May 2009
(Survey 21). The range over all surveys is 9.6 points between October 2006 (S16:55.8) and September
2014 (S31:65.4).
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Figure 2.13: Satisfaction with Social Conditions in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

How satisfied are you with Social Conditions in Australia?
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“How satisfied are you with Social Conditions in Australia?”
Historical: Looking over the whole record, the rise in satisfaction with social conditions, evident
following September 11 (S2), was sustained up to May 2006 (Survey 15), after which it fell back to
be no different from Survey 1 for a period of at least 6 months. It is possible that this lower
satisfaction with social conditions reflected the new Industrial Relations laws that came into effect
shortly before Survey 15. This effect dissipated in less than 12 months, with satisfaction returning to
its previous levels.
Since Survey 16 (October 2006), the rise in satisfaction with social conditions has been sustained. The
cause of this rise is uncertain.
Current status: Satisfaction with social conditions (65.9 points) has fallen by a non-significant 2.7
points since its highest recorded level in Survey 31. The range of values is 6.6 points between April
2001 (S1:59.3) and September 2013 (S31:65.9).
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i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods
o = Kevin Rudd replaced Julia Gillard
p = Labor loses the election

Figure 2.14: Satisfaction with Government in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

How satisfied are you with the Government in Australia
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“How satisfied are you with Government in Australia?”
Historical: Over Surveys 1-18, Prime Minister Howard led the Liberal Party to successful re-election
in both November 2001 and October 2004. During this period, satisfaction with government recorded
its highest level of 58.8 points immediately following September 11 (Survey 2, September 2001) and
its lowest level at Survey 16 (52.6 points). The 2.7 point fall over the 18 month period prior to
electoral defeat, from Survey 13 to Survey 16, is significant.
At the time of Survey 18 (October 2007) it was looking as though a change of Government was likely
at the November 2007 election, and indeed this transpired. Kevin Rudd became the new Labor Prime
Minister. Satisfaction with Government rose in anticipation of his election by a significant 2.1 points
between Surveys 17 to 18, and a further 5.4 points between Surveys 18 and 19. This took the total 12month rise, from April 2007 to April 2008, to 7.5 points.
The high level of satisfaction with government was sustained over two years, from the anticipation of
change (Survey 18, October 2007) to two years into the period of office (Survey 22, September 2009).
Following this, the levels of satisfaction crashed to record-lows.
Shortly after Survey 29 (April, 2013), on 27 June 2013 Kevin Rudd replaced Julia Gillard as Prime
Minister. The next election was held on 7th September, about two weeks following the period of data
collection for Survey 30 (9th to 25th October). As can be seen from Figure 2.14, this change in leader
failed to raise satisfaction with government, and the Labor party suffered a resounding loss in the
election.
Shortly after Survey 30, on September 7th 2013, Kevin Rudd and the Labor Party were defeated in the
federal election and the Liberal party regained power under the leadership of Tony Abbott. The
increase of 9.2 points since the previous survey is encouraging for the Liberal Party.
Current status: This is the most volatile domain. The range of values is 17.4 points, between the
lowest value (S30: 44.0) and the highest (S19: 61.45). Following the initial confidence in the elected
Liberal Party in 2014, the disappointment with the government was evident 11 months later when the
satisfaction levels dropped significantly by 4.8 points since the previous survey.
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a = September 11
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c = Pre-Iraq War
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i = Labor Government Elected
j = Stock market collapse
k = Fires and floods
l = Stock market recovery

Figure 2.15: Satisfaction with Business in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with Business in Australia?
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“How satisfied are you with Business in Australia?”
Historical: Satisfaction with both Business and the economy may have increased following
September 11 because the doomsayers were proved wrong. The attacks did not, as had been widely
predicted, drive the global economy into recession. Moreover, the Australian economy has performed
better than expected over the entire period of these surveys, with very little impact of the global
recession that so severely affected business in many other countries.
Current status: Satisfaction with Business (60.4 points) has fallen by a non-significant 1.5 points
since the previous survey. It is now below the mid-point of the normal range. The total range of
values is 10.0 points between September 2001 (S2:55.5) and April 2010 (S23:65.4 points).
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Figure 2.16: Satisfaction with National Security

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with National Security in Australia
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“How satisfied are you with National Security in Australia?
Historical: The dramatic rise of 4.6 points from Survey 2 to Survey 7 probably reflects recovery
from a low-point induced by the September 11 attacks, the strengthened American alliance, and the
lack of terrorist events in Australia. However, this was eclipsed by the 6.4 point rise over the 18
month period between October 2006 (Survey 16) and April 2008 (Survey 19). It is notable that this
rise parallels the rise in Satisfaction with Government. However, over all of the surveys, the mean
scores of these two national domains are not significantly correlated with one another (r = .07, Table
A2.14).
This leaves open the question of why there was such a surge in satisfaction with this domain over the
period 2006-2009. There are two obvious contenders as:
(a)

The diminishing threat from terrorism. Over the period 2006-2008 the proportion of our
sample expecting a terrorist attack ‘in the near future’ dropped from around 60% to 40% and
this level may represent a stable baseline (Figure 2.20). However, this does not explain the rise
in satisfaction with national security following the First Bali Bombing (Figure 2.16).

(b)

The arrival of illegal immigrants by boat. This started to become a significant problem for
Australia around the turn of the millennium. Whereas in 1997/8 only 157 people arrived by
boat, two years later (1999/2000) the numbers had swelled to 4,175. The Howard Government
responded to this threat by instigating increasingly harsh penalties for arrivals, which were
internationally publicised and were associated with a reduced number of new arrivals. The
Labor Government, elected in November 2007, was known to have a more humane attitude.
Moreover, conditions in Sri Lanka and Afghanistan continued to deteriorate, and new arrivals
increased once again. The rise in the number of boat people has continued during the past year
or so. While this could, perhaps, be partially responsible for the fall in National Security from
October 2008 to May 2009, it obviously cannot explain the continuing high levels of
satisfaction with National Security.

Current status: Satisfaction with national security (69.0 points) has remained the same as in the
previous survey. It is at its highest level in the last 5 years (since S22, April 2009). It is interesting to
consider the increase in this domain since the previous survey, in the context of the raised national
terror alert. It appears that despite this alert, faith in Australia’s national security is strong. The range
of recorded values for this domain is 13.6 points between September 2001 (S2:57.3) and April 2008
(S19: 70.9).
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Figure 2.17: Satisfaction with Life in Australia

e = Athens Olympics
f = Asian Tsunami
g = Second Bali Bombing
h = New IR Laws

m = Labor government re-elected
n = Qld/Vic floods

How satisfied are you with Life in Australia
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“How satisfied are you with Life in Australia?”
Historical: This domain rose consistently from April 2001 (Survey 1) to March 2002 (Survey 3) and
has since remained fairly stable and high. The major change occurred between S2 and S3, when the
level of satisfaction rose by 10.9 points. Since then it has remained substantially higher than it was at
Survey 1.
Of all the personal and national measures, ‘Life in Australia’ has shown the strangest behaviour.
Over the first three surveys it increased by around 15 points and has since remained quite stable. The
reason for this early rise between April 2001 and March 2002 is not known. However, it is notable
that it involves both Survey 1 and Survey 2, thereby giving credibility to the initial survey.
Current status: Satisfaction with life in Australia (82.1 points) has dropped non-significantly (-1.3
points) since the last survey. It remains at a high level and well within its normal range. This may
well be due to the fact that Australia has weathered the economic storm so well and people are
contrasting Australia with other countries that have not been so lucky. The range of scores is 15.6
points between April 2001 (S1:69.7) and May 2009 (S21:85.3).

Summary of changes in Wellbeing since September 2014

The Personal Wellbeing Index has not changed, reflecting Australians’ continuing overall satisfaction
with their lives, while the National Wellbeing Index has decreased, led by a decrease in satisfaction
on most domains since the last survey, in particular with the economic situation and the government.
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Australian Wellbeing Summary
A summary of the changes in population wellbeing is shown in Figure 2.18 below. In this figure, the
vertical lines show the generic normal range for the Personal Wellbeing Index and for each domain
(Table A2.2). The circle and cross indicate the strength of satisfaction in Surveys 31 and 32
respectively.

Figure 2.18: Survey 31 & 32 PWI and Domains vs. Domain Normal Ranges Based on Survey Mean Scores
(N=32)

It can be seen that the Personal Wellbeing Index lies close to the top of its normal range, as do also
the domains of Standard of living, Relationships, Safety, Community and Future Security. The value
on the domain of Health currently sits at the bottom of its normal range, and towards the bottom of the
range for the domain of achieving in life.
This differential domain responses are important in indicating that the changes are not occurring at
random. This is evidenced by those domains that do not change much, such as the Standard of living,
Achieving and Relationships domains in the Personal Wellbeing Index.

Figure 2.19 Survey 31 & 32 NWI and Domains vs. Domain Normal Ranges Based on Survey Mean Scores
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Contrary to the upward trend on all domains from Survey 30 to Survey 31 (see Report 31.0), the
opposite trend is evident on all domains between Survey 31 and Survey 32. While all domains lie
within their normal ranges, satisfaction with Economy and Government lie very close to the bottom of
their range. It appears that these two domains have the strongest effect on the National Wellbeing
score, pulling it towards the lower end of the normal range.
Likelihood of a Terrorist Attack

One year
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Figure 2.20: Percentage who think a terrorist attack is likely

Figure 2.20 shows the percentage of respondents in each survey (since Survey 9) who think that a
terrorist attack in Australia is likely in the near future. As markers of such attacks, the first Bali
Bombing occurred prior to Survey 5 (November 2002), which was one year prior to the start of this
record. The Second Bali Bombing occurred in October 2005, just before Survey 14.
The data for Survey 22 were collected over the period of the September 11 anniversary. At that time
it was assumed that the 12.9% increase in the number of people who considered an attack likely over
the previous survey was a ‘September 11’ effect, indicating how perceptions can be changed by
exposure to relevant information. However, the subsequent Surveys 24, 26 and 28, where data were
also collected over the anniversary period, failed to show similar results, so this explanation now
seems untenable. The proportion of those who think a terrorist attack is likely remained similar to the
previous year. This is perhaps influenced by the continuing high terror alert since September 2014 and
the terrorist events which occurred soon after the previous survey.
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Figure 2.21: Strength of Belief in a Terrorist Attack
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Figure 2.201 shows data drawn only from the people who consider a terrorist attack likely (e.g. the
percentage who said ‘Yes’ in each survey). These people are asked to rate the strength of their belief
that such an attack will occur (Table A2.20). The mean scores representing the strength of their belief
for each survey are shown.
As can be seen, the strength of this belief had seemingly stabilized at around 60 to 65 points, prior to
the highest level ever recorded in Survey 31 (70.4). However, the following observations can be
made:
1.

Proportion of people expecting an attack (Figure 2.20).
One year following the first Bombing (Survey 9) 64.1 of the sample thought an attack to be
likely. One year following the second bombing (Survey 16) the percentage of such people
(61.9) was 2.2% lower. Moreover, 2 years after each event the figures are 59.7% (Survey 12)
and 49.4% (Survey 18) a difference of 10.3%. It is evident that more people are adapting faster
to the second bombing in terms of its perceived threat to Australian security. This is as
expected. However, in the years since Survey 18, the proportion seemed to have stabilized at
approximately 40-50%, until the increase in 2014 (Survey 31).

2.

The strength of belief shows the reverse pattern (Figure 2.21) One year following the first
bombing (Survey 9) the mean strength of belief was 64.6 points. This is 3.3 points less than
the equivalent period (Survey 16) following the second bombing. The same pattern is shown
two years after each event (Survey 12: 62.6 points vs. Survey 18: 66.5 points) with a 3.9 point
higher estimation after the second bombing. Thus, at each of these time intervals, the second
bombing produced fewer people who regarded a future attack likely but with stronger
convictions.
The explanation for these changes may lie with the threshold belief strength people require to
answer ‘Yes’. That is, there is likely to be some minimal level of belief strength (say 6/10) that
causes people to say ‘Yes’ an attack is likely.
Then, assuming that the average strength of belief will decrease over time, fewer people will
meet the threshold for a ‘Yes response, and so the proportion of the sample responding in this
way will progressively decrease. However, since the ‘Yes’ responders have a supra-threshold
strength of belief, the belief strength within this group will decrease only marginally over time.
While this explanation is consistent with the data pattern following each attack, it does not
explain why the threshold for the ‘Yes’ response is higher after the Second Bali Bombing.
This change, however, could be explained through adaptation. That is, repeated exposure
makes people less responsive.

Of those who think terrorist attack is likely, the strength of their belief has dropped since the last
survey to an average level of 65.5 points.
2.9.1

Satisfaction with Safety and Terrorist Attack Probability

As a point of validation, it would be expected that there would be some degree of correlation between
changes between surveys in satisfaction with safety and the perceived probability of a terrorist attack.
These data are presented in Table A2.22. Of the actual correlations with safety (percentage who think
an attack likely = -.51; strength of belief = -.25), only the former is statistically significant. There are
several reasons for this as:
1.

The fear of a terrorist attack is not the only factor influencing the population’s sense of safety.
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2.

Only a minority of people with strong convictions that an attack is highly likely and with a low
set-point will be driving this relationship.

State/Territory Comparisons using Cumulative Data
Table A2.23 shows the mean Personal Wellbeing Index score for each State and Territory using the
combined data (N = 58,633). The results are shown below.

Figure 2.22: State/Territory Comparisons using Combined Data using Combined Data (Personal Wellbeing
Index)

Statistical tests of significance show that VIC, SA, TAS > NSW, WA. However, it is important to
note that these differences, thought significant due to the large number of cases, are very small, with
the maximum difference between States of only 1.3 points. So an important perspective onto these
results is that the means for all states and territories fall well within the normal range (73.9 – 76.8
points).
State/Territory Comparisons Over Time

Figure 2.23: State x Grouped Surveys (Personal Wellbeing Index)
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The comparisons in Figure 2.23 are derived from Table A2.25. All consecutive surveys have been
combined. This is necessary in order to have sufficient numbers of respondents in each analytic cell to
stabilize the patterns of change. Unfortunately the numbers of respondents from Tasmania, ACT and
NT are too small to be reliable, and so have not been included. These small numbers come about
because our sampling for each survey is based on a proportional basis relative to the geographic
distribution of population across Australia.
What is evident from this pattern of change is that the five States were not much different from one
another. Following this, while the average for each survey tended to rise, the rate of rise was slowest
in WA and NSW. In Surveys 15/16 and Surveys 19/20, PWI for WA and QLD have dropped close to
its levels at Survey 1. However, by Surveys 21/22 (May/Sept 2009) all of the states had a level of
SWB that was higher than the first survey and no different from one another. In the most recent
grouping (S31 + S32), all the states, except for WA, have again come together with a maximum
difference between them of 0.8 points. WA sits 1.2 points below VIC, which has the second lowest
scores of the 5 states (76 points).
Conclusions
Our preferred explanation for the general rise in wellbeing following September 11 is that the sense of
an external threat caused people to become more socially cohesive. This elevated their satisfaction
with the domains of Relationships, Community connectedness and Safety. Satisfaction with Standard
of Living also rose. This sense of threat was then maintained by the First Bali Bombing and the start
of the war with Iraq. It is not clear why wellbeing in WA failed to also consistently rise at the time of
these events.
It is also evident that WA is the most volatile state in terms of wellbeing over time. This is not simply
due to the small numbers of respondents since this number is higher than SA. One possible reason
may be that WA has a more heterogeneous population than the other states, due to the massive influx
of new workers to service the mining industry. However, this influx has continued through the period
of these 32 surveys and the relatively low wellbeing in WA has been inconsistent and not evident over
the past 10 surveys. Overall, the states seem to have shown a similar stable trajectory over the past 14
years.
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Personal and National Wellbeing over the years
Table A2.26 shows the mean Personal Wellbeing and National Wellbeing scores for each year of the
Index using the combined data (N = 59,077). The results are shown below.

Figure 2.24 Personal Wellbeing Index and National Wellbeing Index by year

Figure 2.24 reveals the stability of both the PWI and the NWI over time. The NWI is slightly more
volatile, and consistently about 12-15 points lower than the PWI.
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3.

Household Income

Since Survey 17, income categories have been defined as: less than $15,000, $15,000 - $30,000,
$31,000 - $60,000, $61,000 - $100,000, $101,000 - $150,000, $151,000 - $250,000, $251,000 $500,000, and more than $500,000. Table 3.1 presents the distribution of household income according
to these categories for Survey 32, and for the cumulative data.
Table 3.1: Income Frequency (Survey 32)
Survey 32

N
%

<$15,000

$15,000$30,000

$31,000$60,000

$61,000$100,000

$101,000$150,000

$151,000$250,000

$251,000$500,000

$500,000+

39

183

191

160

145

82

21

9

4.7%

22.0%

23.0%

19.3%

17.5%

9.9%

2.5%

1.1%

Cumulative (Surveys 1-31)
N
%

5308

9157

12617

9942

7594

2130

506

130

11.2%

19.3%

26.6%

21.0%

16.0%

4.5%

1.1%

.3%

Total
830 (83.0%
respondents)
100.0%
Total
47384 (78.8%
respondents)
100%

In general, the distribution of income in Survey 32 is comparable to the distribution of income of the
cumulative sample since Survey 1. However, it is notable that in survey 32, the proportion of people
in category with household income of less than $15,000 is less than half of that in the previous
surveys.
Figure 3.1 compares the wellbeing of the different income groups against the generic normal range
based on cumulative data. These data come from Table A3.3.

Figure 3.1 Household Income (S32) compared to PWI generic normal range

Figure 3.1 reveals that the PWI enters the generic normal range with a household income of just
$31,000. Those with the household income of $150,000-$500,000 have significantly higher wellbeing
than those below $31,000 and those with income between $31,000-60,000 and $101,000-150,000
have significantly higher wellbeing than those with the income between $15,000 and $30,000.
Figure 3.2 displays the income groups and their scores on the PWI and domains.
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Figure 3.2 PWI and domains for different income groups (S32)

The pattern of wellbeing scores across all domains is fairly similar between all income groups. The
wellbeing scores for participants earning below $30,000 are generally lower on most domains than
those of participants earning above $61,000. Those earning less than $15,000 report significantly
lower scores on the domains of achieving, which is typically associated with employment and income.
Figure 3.3 shows the PWI scores for each income group, compared to the income-specific normal
ranges. These results come from Tables A3.1-A3.2 and A3.4-A3.11.

Figure 3.3 PWI scores for each income group compared to income-specific normal ranges

Figure 3.3 reveals that for all but the $31,000-$60,000 income group, the average PWI score remains
within the normal range.
Comparisons between Survey 31 and Survey 32
The series of figures that follow compare the results on wellbeing scores at Survey 31 and Survey 32
for each income group separately, across the normal ranges for each domain.
Figure 3.4 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning less than $15,000.
These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.4.
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Figure 3.4 PWI and domain scores for less than $15,000 (S31 vs S32)

It is interesting that for those with the income of less than $15,000, satisfaction with standard of living
exceeds its group-specific normal range, while satisfaction with achieving and relationship lie close to
the bottom of the normal range. For this income group, there were no significant differences on any
domains from Survey 31.
Figure 3.5 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $15,000 $30,000. These findings come from Tables A3.1-A3.2 and A3.5.

Figure 3.5 PWI and domain scores for $15,000 - $30,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for every
domain, except for satisfaction with health and achieving in life where the scores are below the
normal range. While for this income group, PWI and all the domain scores are lower than in previous
survey, the only significant difference between the surveys was for satisfaction with achieving in life
and community connectedness.
Figure 3.6 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $31,000$60,000. These findings come from Tables A3.1-A3.2 and A3.6.
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Figure 3.6 PWI and domain scores for $31,000 - $60,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample exceed their normal ranges for every domain,
except for satisfaction with health and community connectedness. Scores for health lie closer to the
bottom of the normal range and for community satisfaction scores lie closer to the top of the normal
range. While all but satisfaction with health scores have increased since Survey 31, there were no
significant differences in scores between the two surveys for this income group.
Figure 3.7 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $61,000 $100,000. These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.7.

Figure 3.7 PWI and domain scores for $61,000 - $100,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for every
domain, except for satisfaction with health which lies slightly below. While all but satisfaction with
health scores have increased since Survey 31, the only significant increase was in satisfaction with
personal safety.
Figure 3.8 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $101,000 $150,000. These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.8.
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Figure 3.8 PWI and domain scores for $101,000 - $150,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for every
domain, except satisfaction with health where it falls below the normal range. For this income group,
there were no significant differences between Survey 31 and 32.
Figure 3.9 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $151,000 $250,000. These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.9.

Figure 3.9 PWI and domain scores for $151,000 - $250,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for all domains.
For this income group, there were no significant differences between surveys.
Figure 3.10 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning between $251,000 $500,000. These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.10.
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Figure 3.10 PWI and domain scores for $251,000 - $500,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for every
domain, and there were no significant differences between surveys.
Figure 3.11 compares the findings for Survey 31 and Survey 32 for those earning over $500,000.
These findings come from A3.1-A3.2 and A3.11.

Figure 3.11 PWI and domain scores for > $500,000 (S31 vs S32)

The PWI and domain scores for the Survey 32 sample are within their normal ranges for every
domain, and there were no significant differences between surveys.

Changes over time
In previous reports (See Report 31), an annual household income of $100,000 has been identified as
the threshold beyond which income no longer has the capacity to reliably raise wellbeing. In the
following figure, income groups have been collapsed into two categories: $100,000 or less and more
than $100,000. Figure 3.12 shows the changes in wellbeing for these two categories over time. These
results come from Table A3.20.
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Figure 3.12 Changes in wellbeing over time for =<$100,000 and >$100,000

The wellbeing of those earning over $100,000 is consistently about 4 points higher than for those
earning below $100,000. The key exception is at Survey 12, when the wellbeing for those earning less
than $100,000 was significantly higher than some other surveys.
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4.

Gender

The sample for Survey 32 comprised 491 males (49.0%) and 509 females (51.0%).
The first section of this chapter compares the results for males and females in the current sample. The
second section compares Survey 32 against Survey 31 and the normative ranges generated from
gender data. That is, gender specific normative ranges are generated by using the mean scores of each
gender group over past surveys as data. This section therefore allows the Survey 32 data to be
compared with the average of similar past data. The final section compares scores on the PWI, NWI
and domains over time.
Gender differences Survey 32
These results come from Table A4.1 and show the scores for males and females on the PWI and
domains.

Figure 4.1 PWI and domains for males and females (Survey 32)

In the current survey, females reported significantly higher levels than males on PWI and all domains
except for satisfaction with health, achieving in life and personal safety.
These results come from Table A4.2.
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Figure 4.2 NWI and domains for males and females (Survey 32)

For the national wellbeing domains, scores were near identical for males and females on most
domains, except for females being significantly more satisfied with economy and government than
males.
Comparison of males and females to gender-specific normal ranges
These results come from Tables A4.1 and A4.3.

Figure 4.3 Survey 32 and Survey 31 against normal ranges (Males)

The values for males in Survey 32 remain within the normal ranges for the PWI and all domains.
There are no significant differences in scores compared to Survey 31.
These results come from Tables A4.1 and A4.4.
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Figure 4.4 Survey 32 and Survey 31 against normal ranges (Females)

The values for females in Survey 32 remain close to the top of the normal ranges for the PWI and all
domains, except for the domain of health and achieving, which lie closer to the lower end of the
range. There was a significant difference in scores for satisfaction with personal safety compared to
Survey 31.
This section compares males and females on the PWI and domains over time.
These results come from Table A4.5.

Figure 4.5 PWI scores for males and females over time (S1-S32)

Over the first 13 surveys, females tended to have higher wellbeing than males, though the difference
in Surveys 5, and 11 did not achieve statistical significance. Over the next 5 surveys (14-18) there
were no significant gender difference. In Survey 19, males recorded significantly higher scores than
females. Since then the higher wellbeing for females has re-emerged, although it is non-significant for
Surveys 21, 22, 24, 29 and 31.
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These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with standard of living for both genders
over time.

Figure 4.6 Satisfaction with standard of living scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

On 10 occasions there has been a significant gender difference (Surveys 1, 3, 4, 7, 12, 13, 19, 23, 26,
and 28), most commonly with females > males, and on one occasion males > females (Survey 19).
The ANOVA shows a significant effect overall for gender (females > males) and an interaction with
survey.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with health for both genders over time.

Figure 4.7 Satisfaction with health scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

This is the most stable domain, with a significant downward trend over surveys (p = .000) and no
interaction. However, overall females > males and there have been 5 occasions when individual
surveys have shown this difference (Surveys 3, 8, 19, 23, and 26). In Survey 19, males > females, and
on all other occasions females>males.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with achieving for both genders over time.
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Figure 4.8 Satisfaction with achieving scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

Satisfaction for both genders fell between 10 and 11, reflecting a change in the wording of this item
(see Chapter 2). However, despite this, none of the male values differ significantly from Survey 1.
Female values fell to a low at Surveys 19 and many surveys are statistically higher than this value.
There is a significant interaction between survey and gender. The Surveys from S1 to S15 showed
higher values for females. Then there was a period of no systematic gender difference, but over the
last seven surveys the female advantage has returned.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with relationships for both genders over
time.

Figure 4.9 Satisfaction with relationships scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

This domain also shows a significant interaction between gender and surveys.
Over the first 12 surveys, females had higher relationship satisfaction than males. However,
following Survey 12 (Olympics) the pattern dramatically changed, with subsequent surveys showing
no systematic gender difference for a period of three years. Then, at S20, the gender difference
started to emerge in 6 out of 13 surveys (20, 23, 25, 26, 28 and 32). In Survey 32, females reported
highest satisfaction with relationships than in any prior survey.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with safety for both genders over time.
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Figure 4.10 Satisfaction with relationships scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

Safety is the only domain to show generally higher satisfaction levels for males across the surveys,
and satisfaction with safety for both males and females has been gradually rising over the course of
these surveys. The ANOVA reveals a significant survey x gender interaction, though females have
never scored significantly higher on this domain than males.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with community for both genders over
time.

Figure 4.11 Satisfaction with community scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

This domain shows the most consistent record of gender difference, with females showing
significantly higher satisfaction in all but three of the surveys (17, 19 & 21). The interaction between
gender and survey is also significant.
These results come from Table A4.5 and show satisfaction with future security for both genders over
time.
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Figure 4.12 Satisfaction with future security scores for males and females over time (S1-32)

This domain also shows a gender x survey interaction. The two genders have tended not to differ from
one another over this series of measures, with females recording significantly higher scores than
males in only 5 surveys (Surveys 1, 10, 12, 26 and 32).

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

78

Section 12: References

5.

Age

This chapter considers the breakdown of results by age groups. The Australian Unity Wellbeing Index
includes 7 different age groups within the adult population as: 18-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, 6675, and 76+. The sample for Survey 32 is slightly underrepresented in the 18-25 (N=34) and 26-35
(N=56) categories (Table A5.2). The minimum number of respondents is in the 18-25 group (N=34)
and the maximum in the 66-75 group (N=232).
The first section compares the different age groups on their wellbeing in selected domains for Survey
32. The second section compares the results between Survey 32 and 31 for each age group separately
on each domain. The final section shows changes in wellbeing for the different age groups over time.

Age differences Survey 32
These data come from Table A5.2 and show the scores for each age group for Survey 32 compared to
the generic normal range for all Australians.

Figure 5.1 Personal Wellbeing Index and Age (S32)

In this sample, people between 66 and 75 years of age scored significantly higher on the overall
wellbeing than those who were 56-65 years of age. The former score way above the normal range
compared to later which scored at the bottom of the normative range. All other groups scored within
the normal range, except for the 76+ which scored slightly above the range.
Inspection of the domain differences in Table 5.2 reveals that the age groups do differ on some key
indicators. The following data also come from Table A5.2 and show age differences for domains that
revealed significant differences.

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

79

Section 12: References

Figure 5.2 Standard of living and Age groups (S32)

The 66-75 year old age group recorded significantly higher satisfaction with standard of living than
the 46-55 and 56-65 year old age groups. While 18-25 year olds have the highest satisfaction with
standard of living, the group has very small numbers thus significant differences with other groups are
more difficult to detect.

Figure 5.3 Health and Age groups (S32)

People younger than 36 of age were significantly more satisfied with their health than those above 56
years of age, with the 26-35 year old age group being also more satisfied with the 46-55 year old age
group.
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Figure 5.4 Relationships and Age groups (S32)

The 66-75 year old age group was significantly more satisfied with their relationships than the
youngest age group (18-25).

Figure 5.5 Community and Age groups (S32)

On the community domain, the 66-75 recorded significantly higher satisfaction than the 56-65 age
group.
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Figure 5.6 Future Security and Age groups (S32)

People above 65 years of age reported significantly higher satisfaction with future security than those
between 46 and 65 years of age.
Significant differences were also found between age groups for the overall national wellbeing and the
business domain. These results are shown in Figures 5.7 and 5.8.

Figure 5.7 National Wellbeing Index and Age groups (S32)

For the national wellbeing in Australia, the 26-35 year old age group scored significantly higher than
the 56-65 year old age group.
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Figure 5.8 Satisfaction with Business and Age groups (S32)

On this domain, the 26-35 age group again reported significantly higher scores than the middle age
groups, 46-55, and 56-65.

Survey 32 vs. Age-group Specific Normal Ranges
The purpose of this section is to show the results for Survey 32 compared with the Survey 31 and the
average of similar data for each age group.
This figure refers to the 18-25 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.3.

Figure 5.9 PWI and domains for 18-25 (S31 vs S32)

Figure 5.9 reveals that for Survey 32, scores on most domains for 18-25 year olds are within their agespecific normal ranges, except for the higher than normal standard of living and lower than normal
relationships. While scores on all but the relationships domain have increased since Survey 31, they
were not significantly different between the two surveys.
This figure refers to the 26-35 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.4.
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Figure 5.10 PWI and domains for 26-35 (S31 vs S32)

For the 26-35 age group, scores for all domains are within their age-specific normal ranges, except for
the higher than normal satisfaction with health and safety. While scores on all domains except for the
community domain have increased since Survey 31, they were not significant differences between the
two surveys.
This figure refers to the 36-45 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.5.

Figure 5.11 PWI and domains for 36-45 (S31 vs S32)

There were again no differences in scores since Survey 31, and all scores lie within the age-specific
normal range.
The next figure refers to the 46-55 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.6.
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Figure 5.12 PWI and domains for 46-55 (S31 vs S32)

In Survey 32, people aged 46-55 scored within the normal range on each domain, except for the
domain of relationships, where they reported above the normal range satisfaction. Again, there were
no significant differences between Survey 31 and 32 on any domain.
The next figure refers to the 56-65 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.7.

Figure 5.13 PWI and domains for 56-65 (S31 vs S32)

The scores for the 56-65 age group are not significantly different to scores for the same age group in
Survey 31. Except for the scores on domains of health, achieving and community, which lie below the
normal range, all other scores lie within their age-specific normal ranges.

This figure refers to the 66-75 age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.8.
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Figure 5.14 PWI and domains for 66-75 (S31 vs S32)

For this age group, scores for Survey 32 remain within the age-specific normal ranges across all
domains. There were no significant differences between Survey 31 and 32 on any of the domains.
The next figure refers to the 76+ age group. These data come from Tables A5.1 and A5.9.

Figure 5.15 PWI and domains for 76+ (S31 vs S32)

Scores for the 76+ age group remain within their age-specific normal ranges and are no different to
their comparative age-group scores from Survey 31.
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Age differences over time
These data come from Table A5.10.

Figure 5.16 PWI over time (18-25 and 76+)

From Surveys 3 through 16 there was a significant difference in the wellbeing of the oldest and
youngest age groups, with the 76+ group consistently scoring higher than the 18-25 year olds.
However, these significant differences have disappeared since Survey 17, with the younger group
recording higher scores than the 76+ group in some surveys.
These data come from Table A5.10 and show the change in national wellbeing over time.

Figure 5.17 NWI over time (18-25 and 76+)

These two age groups vary more on the NWI and show an inconsistent pattern of results. In earlier
surveys (up to about Survey 15) it seemed that the oldest age group generally reported higher NWI,
but since Survey 22 scores were generally higher for the younger age group. The exception to this is
for the Survey 31 where the oldest group record significantly higher NWI than the youngest group.
While this pattern remained in Survey 32, the difference was not significant.
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6.

Household composition

Data Distribution
The data for this chapter were derived from the following question:
“I am going to ask who lives in your household. Please indicate from the list I will read who lives
with you.
Table 6.6.1: Distribution of Household composition (Survey 32 and combined)

No one, you live by yourself
You live with your partner (only)
Live with children (only)
With partner and children
With one or both of your parents (only)
With adults who are neither your partner nor parent (only)
Total

Survey 32
N
214
367
55
257
20
27
940

%
22.8%
39.0%
5.9%
27.3%
2.1%
2.9%
100.0%

Combined Surveys
%
18.3%
34.2%
6.8%
31.1%
5.8%
3.7%
100%

The proportions for Survey 32 are similar to the combined survey data (Table 6.1). The largest
differences are +4.8% for Living with partner only.
In terms of the combined data, it is notable that the highest proportion of respondents live with their
partner either as a couple alone (34.2%) or with one or more children (31.1%). The third most
common form of household composition is people living alone (18.3%).
Introduction to Sections 6.3 and 6.4
The first section of this chapter compares the different household composition categories on their
wellbeing in selected domains. The second section shows the results for each household composition
group separately on the PWI and domains, compared to their household category-specific normal
range. The final section shows changes in wellbeing for the different household composition groups
over time.

Household composition differences Survey 32
These data come from Tables A2.2 and A6.2.
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Figure 6.1 Household composition and wellbeing (S32)

These results reveal that overall wellbeing is significantly higher for those who live with a partner
(with or without children) than those who live alone or with their children only. It is notable that
people who live with their partners with or without children score above the normal range, while all
other groups score below this range. Overall, Figure 6.1 highlights the importance of having a close
relationship to wellbeing.
The figures below show the current survey scores for each household composition group against the
domain-specific normal ranges. The figure for health domain is not included as there were no
significant differences between the groups. These findings come from Table A6.3. The generic
normal ranges come from Table A2.2.

Figure 6.2 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (standard of living)

For the domain of standard of living, all groups apart from those living with others, are significantly
more satisfied with their standard of living than the single parents. Those who live with their partner
only also reported significantly higher scores than those who live alone. These findings probably
reflect the advantage of having accessibility to a double income for wellbeing. Also, it is notable that
all groups scored either within or above the normal range, except for the single parents who scored 5.6
points below the normative range.
This figure refers to the domain of achieving.
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Figure 6.3 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (achieving in life)

For this domain, satisfaction is significantly higher for those who live with their partner with or
without children compared to those who live alone. These findings may suggest two things. First,
people may consider having a stable relationship as a source of achievement in life. Second, these
findings may be tied to the domain of satisfaction with living, and may be linked to the likely double
income of those who live with their partner compared to other groups.
It is also interesting to note that except for the partners with or without children, which scored close to
the top of the normal range, all other groups scored below the range.
This figure refers to the domain of relationships.

Figure 6.4 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (relationships)

Unsurprisingly, those living with partner with or without children are significantly more satisfied with
their relationships than single parents, those living alone and those living with their own parents.
Again, partnered individuals scored well above the normal range, while all other groups scored below
the range, with single parents and those living with their own parents scoring around 10 points below
the normal range.
This figure refers to the domain of personal safety.
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Figure 6.5 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (Personal Safety)

For the domain of safety, while all groups scored within or above the normal range, people who lived
with their partner and children were significantly more satisfied than single parents with their personal
safety.
This figure refers to the domain of community connectedness.

Figure 6.6 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (Community Connectedness)

For this domain, people who were in a relationship with or without children were significantly more
satisfied with their community connectedness than single parents. Those who live with their partner
only also scored higher than those living alone on the same domain. Again, those in a relationship,
scored above the normal range compared to all other groups which scored either at the lower end or
below the normal range.
This figure refers to the domain of future security.
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Figure 6.7 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (future security)

For this domain, those who live with their partner only are significantly more satisfied with their
future security than the single parents.

Survey 32 vs. Specific Normal Ranges for Household composition
The results in this section come from Table A6.3 and show the comparison of each household
composition group in Survey 32 against group-specific normal ranges. The group-specific normal
ranges are drawn from Table A6.1.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live alone.

Figure 6.8 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live alone n=198)

The wellbeing of those who live alone is within their group-specific normal range for all domains,
except for the safety domain which slightly exceeds the normal range.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live with their partner only.
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Figure 6.9 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live with partner only n=345)

Figure 6.7 reveals that those who live with their partner only report scores towards the top of their
group-specific normal ranges for most domains except for standard of living and community
connectedness, which lies slightly above the normal range. This is perhaps a suggestion that life
seems to be getting better for those who have a close partner and the benefit of a double income.
These are indeed the most resource-rich group in general.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live with their children only.

Figure 6.10 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live with children only n=53)

For those who live with their children only, satisfaction is within the lower end of the normal range on
most domains, except for the domains of relationships, personal safety and future security. Knowing
that the younger group in this survey did not score high on relationships, this may be an indication
that this particular group of people are elderly or frail which are being cared for by their children.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live with their partner and their children.
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Figure 6.11 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live with partner and children n=255)

The pattern of results for those who live with their partner and children is similar to those living just
with their partner, in comparison to their group-specific normal ranges. Scores for the respondents
from the current survey lie within (and towards the top of) their normal ranges on all domains except
for the domain of health.

This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live with their parents.

Figure 6.12 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live with parents n=20)

For this group, satisfaction scores lie within the normal range for all domains except for the domain of
future security. Scores are towards the bottom of the normal range for many domains, indicating a
vulnerability towards lower wellbeing for those who live with their parents. If it is accepted that those
who live with their children may be in that position to receive care, then this group becomes their
carers. These findings would then be consistent with results attesting to the lowered wellbeing of
informal carers (see Report 17.1).
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who live with other adults.
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Figure 6.13 Household composition S32 x domain-specific normal range (live with other adults n=27)

This group scores within the normal range on all domains except for the domain of relationships
which is higher than normal for this group. It is interesting to compare this group to those who live
alone. Both groups lack the primary resource of living with a partner, but the satisfaction with this
domain for those who live alone is much higher than for those living with other adults.

Differences over time for Household composition groups
These findings come from Table A6.4.

Figure 6.14 PWI changes over time (Household composition)

Figure 6.14 reveals that the overall wellbeing for those who live with their partner (with or without
children) generally lies at the top or above the normal PWI range, and more stable over time. This
attests to the power of having a close partner for subjective wellbeing. The wellbeing of other groups
is more volatile, and frequently lie below the normal range. This suggests that they are more at the
mercy of changing life circumstances and external life events without the most valuable resource. In
particular, the wellbeing of those who live with their children only fluctuates the most, with low
scores recorded at Survey 16 (October 2006) and the highest scores recorded at Survey 21 (May
2009).
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7.

Marital status

Data Distribution
‘I am going to ask you about your marital status. Please indicate any of the following categories that
apply to you at the present time.
Table 7.7.1: Frequency of marital status

Married
Defacto or living together
Never Married
Separated but not divorced
Divorced
Widowed
Total

Survey 32
N

%

Combined Surveys 9-32
N
%

591
72
104
36
87
110
1000

59.1%
7.2%
10.4%
3.6%
8.7%
11.0%
100.0%

27550
3400
7113
1421
3712
3694
46890

58.8%
7.3%
15.2%
3.0%
7.9%
7.9%
100.0%

The proportion of respondents in each category for Survey 32 (Table 7.1) generally reflects the
proportions from the combined surveys. The largest anomalies are Never Married (-4.8%) and
Widowed (2.4%).
The first section of this chapter compares the different marital status categories on their wellbeing in
selected domains. The second section shows the results for each marital group separately on key
domains, compared to their relationship category-specific normal range. The final section shows
changes in wellbeing for the different marital status groups over time.

Marital status differences Survey 32
These data come from Table A7.2.

Figure 7.1 Marital status and wellbeing (S32)

In this sample, there were significant differences in the overall wellbeing scores by marital status.
Participants who were married, defacto, or widowed reported significantly higher wellbeing than
those who were separated. Those who were married also reported significantly higher wellbeing than
those never married and divorced. Figure 7.1 reveals that wellbeing is similar for those who are in a
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relationship and those who have lost a partner through death. However, a failed marriage is associated
with the same wellbeing level as those who have never married. These findings suggest that it is
certainly better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, though this only rings true for
those whose spouses have passed away.
The figures below show the current survey scores for each marital status group against the domainspecific normal ranges. These data come from Table A7.3. Only domains showing significant
differences between groups were reported.

Figure 7.2 Marital status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Standard of living)

Similar pattern is evident for the domain of standard of living as for PWI, with participants who are
Married, Defacto or Widowed reporting significantly higher satisfaction with standard of living than
those who are Separated.
This figure refers to the domain of Achieving in life.

Figure 7.3 Marital status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Achieving)

Participants who are married reported higher satisfaction with achieving than those who were never
married.

This figure refers to the domain of Personal Relationships.

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

97

Section 12: References

Figure 7.4 Marital status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Relationships)

As is to be expected, the different marital status groups show the most variation on this domain. Those
who are in a relationship (either Defacto or Married) report higher relationship satisfaction than those
who are Never Married, Separated, or Divorced. Those who are Married also report significantly
higher scores on this domain than those who are Widowed, though Widows also reported significantly
higher scores than those who have Never Married or were Separated.
This figure refers to the domain of Community.

Figure 7.5 Marital status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Community)

On this domain, those who are Married report significantly higher community satisfaction than those
who were Never Married or are Separated.
This figure refers to the domain of Future Security.
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Figure 7.6 Marital status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Future security)

Those who are Married or Widowed, report significantly higher satisfaction with future security than
those who were Never Married or are Separated.

The following data come from Table A7.3 and compare widows to those who have never married on
each domain.

Figure 7.7 Never married vs Widowed on PWI and domains (S32)

On all domains widows score higher than those who have never married, except for the domain of
health. This may reflect a difference in age between the groups, with widows being older than those
who never married.
Survey 32 vs. Specific Normal Ranges for Marital Status
The results in this section come from Tables A7.3 and show the comparison of each marital status
group in Survey 32 against group-specific generic normal ranges. The generic normal ranges are
drawn from Table A7.1.
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This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for Never
Married people.

Figure 7.8 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Never Married)

For those who are never married, scores lie within the normal range for all domains. In this survey,
this group scored towards the bottom of the range on the domains of achieving in life, community
connectedness and future security. Tendency to score lower on these three domains has lowered the
overall PWI for the group, despite the higher scores on living standards and safety domains.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
in a De-facto relationship or living together.

Figure 7.9 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Defacto/Living together)

For the defacto group, the scores lie within the group-specific normal ranges for each domain.
However, people generally scored close to the top of the normal ranges.
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This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for
Married people.

Figure 7.10 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Married)

This figure shows that most married people in the current survey have high level of overall wellbeing
and high satisfaction on most domains except for the domain of health, where they scored close to the
bottom of the normal range.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for people
who are Separated. The relatively small numbers in this group (N=36) mean that the normal ranges
are larger than for more populous categories.

Figure 7.11 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Separated)
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For people who are separated, the overall wellbeing and the satisfaction with most domains sits
towards the bottom of their normal range, except for the domain of relationships and personal safety,
where they scored around the mid-point of the normal ranges.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for people
who are Divorced.

Figure 7.12 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Divorced)

The overall wellbeing of divorcees and their satisfaction with most domains lies towards the top of
their group-specific normal ranges. This finding may be associated with the reduced social stigma of
divorce compared to the earlier days of the Index.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for
Widows.

Figure 7.13 PWI and domains S32 vs. group-specific normal ranges (Widowed)
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Widows score high on the domains of personal safety and future security but low on community
connectedness, health and achieving. This domain compensation maintains their overall wellbeing
close to the midpoint of the normal range.
Differences over time for Marital Status groups
These findings come from Table A7.4 and show the change over time in PWI scores for each marital
status group.

Figure 7.14 PWI changes over time (Marital status)

The figure above reveals that wellbeing scores for those who have a partner (married or defacto) and
those who are widowed are consistently higher than for those who are without a partner (never
married, separated, or divorced). The figure also shows that those who are in a defecto relationship or
widowed score consistently within the normal range, while those who are married score consistently
above the normal range. People who are Separated form the most volatile group in terms of their
wellbeing, because they score consistently below the normal range. However, it is to be remembered
that this is also the smallest group.
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8.

Work status

Data Distribution
‘I am going to ask you about your work status. Please tell me which of the following categories best
applies to you at the present time. Are you in…?
Table 8.8.1: Frequency of work status

FT paid work
FT retired
FT volunteer
FT home duties
FT study
Unemployed
Total

Survey 32
N

%

Combined Surveys 9-32
N
%

297
377
6
41
17
53
791

37.5%
47.7%
.8%
5.2%
2.1%
6.7%
100.0%

17738
11452
232
3077
1793
1989
36281

48.9%
31.6%
.6%
8.5%
4.9%
5.5%
100.0%

The proportions of respondents for Survey 32 (Table 8.1) are comparable to those in combined
surveys 9-32. The current survey included fewer people in paid work (-11.4%) and proportionately
more retirees (+16.1%) than the combined surveys. These two groups comprise the majority of the
sample in Survey 32 (85.2%).
The first section of this chapter compares the different work status categories on their wellbeing
overall and in selected domains. The second section shows the results for each work status group
separately, compared to their work category-specific normal range. The final section shows changes
in wellbeing for the different work status groups over time.

Work status differences Survey 32
These data come from Table A8.2.

Figure 8.1 Work status and wellbeing (S32)

Contrary to previous surveys, the wellbeing of volunteers is lower than usual while for those who are
unemployed is within the normal range for Australians. While these differences are not significant,
this may be due to the small sample size and greater variability in scores for volunteers (N=7).
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This figure shows the wellbeing for the different work status groups broken down by gender.

Figure 8.2 Work status and wellbeing x gender (S32)

While women report higher wellbeing than men in most occupations, they report significantly higher
wellbeing if they are full-time students and significantly lower wellbeing if they are full-time
housewives. However, these results need to be considered with caution because of the small sample
size for men who are in full-time house duties group (N=5). The differences in wellbeing of
volunteers were not reported because of the small sample sizes for both men (N=1) and women
(N=5). It is also interesting that women who are engaged in full-time studying score higher than other
women.
The following figures come from Table A8.4 and show the differences in key life domains for the
different work status groups. The normal ranges come from Table A2.2. Only domains showing
significant differences between groups were reported. Note, while the full-time volunteer group
reports the lowest satisfaction on most domains, differences between this and other groups are not
significant due to large variations within this group produced by the small sample size.
This figure compares the work status groups on the domain of standard of living.

Figure 8.3 Work status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Standard of living)
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For this domain, full-time retirees are significantly more satisfied with their standard of living than
people who are full-time employed.

This figure compares the work status groups on the domain of health.

Figure 8.4 Work status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Health)

In this survey, people who are full-time employed also report significantly higher satisfaction with
health than those who are retired. It is reasonable to assume that there are differences in age between
these groups, with retirees being older, and therefore in poorer health than those working or studying
full-time. It is more interesting that people who are full-time employed or full-time students report
significantly higher satisfaction with health than people who are unemployed. It may be that people
who are unemployed are either unemployed due to some physical or mental disability or they may be
have poorer mental health than others because they are unemployed.

This figure compares the work status groups on the domain of achieving in life.

Figure 8.5 Work status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Achieving in life)

Unsurprisingly, people who are full-time employed, retired or studying are significantly more
satisfied with their achieving in life than people who are unemployed.
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This figure compares the work status groups on the domain of community connectedness.

Figure 8.6 Work status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Community Connectedness)

Figure 8.6 shows that retirees are significantly more satisfied with their community connectedness
than people who are unemployed.

This figure compares the work status groups on the domain of future security.

Figure 8.7 Work status S32 x domain-specific normal range (Future Security)

Interestingly, figure 8.7 shows that full-time retirees are more satisfied with their future security than
those who are full-time employed. These results suggest that people in Australia are more relaxed
about their financial future when they retire than while they are working. While no significant
difference is shown for full-time students due to small sample sizes, their overall mean is the higher
than any other group. This may suggest that their education is giving them hope for a good
employment and financially secure future.
Survey 32 vs. Specific Normal Ranges for Work Status
The results in this section come from Table A8.4 and show the comparison of each work status group
in Survey 32 against group-specific generic normal ranges. The generic normal ranges are drawn
from Table A8.1.
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This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who are in full-time paid work.

Figure 8.8 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (FT paid)

For those engaged in full-time paid work, their overall wellbeing and individual domain scores lie
within and generally towards the top of their respective normal ranges.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who are in full-time retirement.

Figure 8.9 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (FT retired)

In the current sample, the wellbeing of full-time retirees is within their group-specific normal ranges
for all domains except for the domain of safety, which is slightly above normal range. Retirees
reported satisfaction with achieving in life at the lower end of the normal range.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who are full-time volunteers. This is the smallest work-category group.
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Figure 8.10 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (FT volunteer)

On most domains, scores lie towards the bottom of their normal ranges, and satisfaction falls below
the normal range for their standard of living and health. However, these results are clearly influenced
by the sample size of this group.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for those
who are engaged in full-time home duties.

Figure 8.11 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (FT home duties)

For this group, overall wellbeing and individual domain scores lie within their normal ranges on all
domains, except for the satisfaction with standard of living, which lies above its respective normal
range. Satisfaction with achieving in life lies towards the bottom of the normal range for this group,
suggesting that people do not get a great deal of satisfaction with achieving from household duties.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for fulltime students.
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Figure 8.12 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (FT study)

In the current sample, full-time students score within their group-specific normative range on all
domains, except for satisfaction with standard of living and future security. Full-time students also
reported low satisfaction with relationships, which may suggest that studying full-time does not leave
much time for maintaining personal relationships.
This figure shows the results of the current survey against the group-specific normal ranges for people
who are unemployed.

Figure 8.13 Wellbeing S32 x group-specific normal range (Unemployed)

The wellbeing of unemployed respondents in the current sample lies within their group-specific
normal ranges for the PWI and all the individual domains, except for the satisfaction with personal
safety, which lies above its respective normal range.
Differences over time for Work status groups
These findings come from Table A8.5.
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Figure 8.14 Work status and wellbeing over time

Figure 8.14 reveals that the wellbeing of those who are full-time employed, full-time retired, engaged
in full-time home duties, or are studying full-time, lie consistently within the normal range over the
series of surveys. The wellbeing of volunteers and the unemployed is more volatile, with the
unemployed consistently reporting lower than normal scores on overall wellbeing and volunteers
frequently moving in and out of the normal range.
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9.

Life events

Occurrence of Personal Life Events
Frequency of Life Events
We asked: “Has anything happened to you recently causing you to feel happier or sadder than
normal?”
If they answer ‘Yes’, they are then asked whether this was a happy or a sad event, and to ‘rate its
influence on a 0 to 10 scale, from very weak to very strong’.
If people were to be severely interrogated along these line virtually everybody would recall an event
of some kind that made them happier or sadder than normal. The time frame is loose (‘recently’) and
the point of reference (‘normal’) is open to interpretation. But respondents are not interrogated, and if
they answer that they have experienced no such event, the interviewer proceeds to the next item.
Because of this, the item is either measuring people’s sensitivity to the positive and negative events in
their lives, or the extent to which people are willing to identify such events. In either case it is
measuring the direction of people’s attention to the positive or negative side of their life.
Table 9.1 shows the frequencies of responses for the current survey and cumulatively.
Table 9.9.1: Frequency of life events

No event
Yes, happy event
Yes, sad event
Yes, both happy and sad events
Total

Survey 32
N

%

502
182
235
81
1000

50.2%
18.2%
23.5%
8.1%
100.0%

Combined Surveys 1-32
N
%
30329
49.6%
13488
22.1%
16552
27.1%
797
1.3%
61166
100.0%

On average, about half of the people sampled state they have experienced such an event, similar to the
proportions obtained over the series of surveys. More people tend to report a negative recent life event
than a positive one, consistent with our recall bias in favour of emotionally intense (negative)
experiences.
The figure below shows the overall wellbeing for people according to whether or not they have
experienced a recent life event.

Figure 9.1 Life events and wellbeing
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Figure 9.1 reveals that when nothing has happened to shift wellbeing from its usual point, the average
wellbeing score sits just above 78.0. A recent negative life event is associated with a significant
departure of about 7.4 points from ‘normal’ wellbeing, and even an event that is considered to be both
happy and sad seems to deter wellbeing by about 3 points. Figure 9.1 also suggests that whilst our
wellbeing is vulnerable to the influence of sad events, we adapt quickly to positive life events, and
they are only associated with small (and likely, temporary) increases in general wellbeing (0.2 points).
Table A9.2 shows that the correlation between the strength of an event and overall wellbeing is only
significant (albeit weak) for positive life events. The more happy a recent life event is, the higher the
person’s wellbeing. This is likely due to their current mood state driving their responses to the
questionnaire, rather than their responses representing their set-point for happiness (refer to Chapter
1). Interestingly, the strength of a negative life event has no correlation with wellbeing. This is likely
due to the use of individual coping strategies and the availability of resources to respond to the
negative life event. Without knowing more about the type of event, or the duration of time since the
event, it is difficult to speculate further.
Personal Life Events and Wellbeing over time
These findings come from Table A9.3 and show the wellbeing for the different life event categories
over time.

Figure 9.2 Life events and wellbeing over time

This figure reveals that, over time, the wellbeing of those who report a negative recent life events is
lower than those who experience a positive event, no event or both positive and negative. The figure
also shows that the wellbeing of those who report negative event is consistently below the normal
range. For those who did not experienced a positive or negative event, their wellbeing lies generally at
the top of the normative range. For those who did experience the positive event, their wellbeing
generally lies above the normal range.
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10.

Housing affordability

The purpose of these questions was to investigate the relationship between subjective wellbeing
(SWB) and housing affordability. The housing affordability questions asked people about their living
arrangements, the cost of their rent or mortgage, their desire to own their home, and their geographic
location. For each housing affordability question, people were asked to select a response from a range
of responses available that best describe their circumstance. The response choices for each housing
affordability question is listed in the frequency tables for each survey question. SWB was then
compared between groups for each housing affordability question. Significant differences were then
reported for both the PWI and for separate domains. The results are also considered after controlling
for the effects of age and income (see Tables A10.2 through A10.53).
The following Research Questions were examined:
1. After controlling for age and income, do PWI and domain satisfaction differ depending on:






living arrangements,
ratio of income and rent/mortgage payment,
desire to own a home,
geographical remoteness area,
socio-economic status;

2. After controlling for income, is the ratio of income/payment associated with PWI and domain
satisfaction differently for renters and mortgage payers?
3. Does the relationship between ratio of income/payment and PWI and domains change across
income levels differently for renters and mortgage payers?
4. Do PWI and domain satisfaction differ for people in low income households depending on the
income/payment ratio?
5. Is the impact of income/payment ratio stronger for people in low income households compared to
those in higher income households?
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Detailed Findings
The bar charts presented in this report show differences between groups of people at different living
arrangements. The interpretation of the bar charts is as follows:


The PWI or domain satisfaction means for each response group are included above each bar.
Each mean is adjusted for the effects of age and income.



The living arrangement groups are ordered alphabetically from left to right beginning with the
first column (column a) through to the last column (column x). For example, in Table 10.1
Renting=a; Living in your own home and paying off mortgage=b; Living in own home and
mortgage-free=c; and Living at parents’ home=d.



The red star above each mean indicates that the mean for that group is significantly greater
than the mean for groups defined by the subsequent letters.



The lines at the top of each bar represent confidence intervals for the mean within each group.
The smaller the line the less variability there is between the scores within that group.



The yellow line running across all four groups depicts the normative range for either PWI or
relevant domains. The limits for the normative range reflect two standard deviations below
and above the mean derived from surveys 1 to survey 32. The normative range for each
variable helps to visualise how much the mean of each group differs from the mean of people
over the years. The normative ranges calculated from survey means scores can be found in the
Table A 2.1 in the Part B Report.
Research Question 1:

Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s living arrangements?
We asked the following question:
Which of the following scenarios best describes your current living arrangements: Renting, renting
and own a mortgage-free home, renting and pay a mortgage, living in your own home and paying
off mortgage, living in your own home and mortgage-free, living at parents’ home, other.

Table 10.1 Frequencies of living arrangements

Living arrangements
Renting
Renting and own a mortgage-free home
Renting and pay a mortgage
Living in your own home and paying off
mortgage
Living in your own home and mortgagefree
Living at parents’ home
Other
Total
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N
105
3
7

%
10.6
0.3
0.7

286

28.8

537

54.0

35
21
994

3.5
2.1
100.0
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A significant majority of the sample lives in their own home and are mortgage-free (54%) (Table
10.1). Almost a third of the people interviewed are living in their home and paying off mortgage
(28.8%), 10.6% are renting and 3.5% are living at their parents’ home. The PWI was compared only
for these four most popular response groups. The results in Figure 10.1 to 10.6 are derived from the
Tables A 10.2 to A 10.9.

PWI

100
95
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50

*a,b
78.2
73.7

Renting

74.1

73.3

Living in your own
Living in your own
home and paying off home and mortgagemortgage
free

76.8
Normative
Range
73.9

Living at parents’
home

Living Arrangements
Figure 10.1 PWI x Living arrangements

The figure 10.1 shows that people who live in their own home and are mortgage-free have
significantly higher PWI scores compared to those who are renting or living in their home and paying
off mortgage. When compared to normative range, people who are mortgage-free report higher than
normal level of PWI. Furthermore, confidence intervals show the levels of PWI within this group are
more consistent than for any other group. People living at their parents’ home show greatest
variability in their PWI scores.

100
95
90
85
Standard 80
of living 75
70
65
60
55
50

*a, b
83.3
75.2

Renting

*a, b
83.9

77.2

Living in your own
Living in your own
home and paying off home and mortgagemortgage
free

80.4
Normative
Range
75.6

Living at parents’
home

Living Arrangements
Figure 10.2 Standard of Living x Living arrangements

People who live in a paid-off home or at their parent’s home are more satisfied with their standard of
living than renters and people who are still paying-off their mortgage. Their average standard of living
satisfaction level is also higher than the normal. While most people who live in a paid-off house
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report higher than normal standard of living satisfaction, people who live at their parent’s home show
greater variability.

100
95
90
85
80
75
Health 70
65
60
55
50

*b
74.7

71.7

75.7

68.2

Renting

Living in your own
Living in your own
home and paying off home and mortgagemortgage
free

76.1
Normative
Range
73.0

Living at parents’
home

Living Arrangements
Figure 10.3 Health x Living arrangements

People living in their paid-off home report higher satisfaction with health compared to those still
paying off their mortgage. While the satisfaction with health for the former group is within the normal
range, for the later it lies 4.8 points below the normal range.

100
95
90
85
80
75
Achieving 70
in life
65
60
55
50

*a, b
75.0
71.1

70.5

Renting

Living in your own
Living in your own
home and paying off home and mortgagemortgage
free

68.4

75.2
Normative
Range
71.9

Living at parents’
home

Living Arrangements
Figure 10.4 Achieving in life x Living arrangements

People who live in their paid-off home report higher satisfaction with achieving in life compared to
renters and people who are paying-off mortgage. The average satisfaction level for the former group
lies within the normative range and show less variability compared to the later groups whose
satisfaction levels lie slightly below the normative range and show greater variability within the
scores in each group.
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100
95
90
85
Relationships 80
75
70
65
60
55
50

*d
79.2

*d
77.9

81.5
Normative
Range
77.6

*a,b, d
83.5

68.6

Renting

Living in your own
Living in your own Living at parents’ home
home and paying off home and mortgageLiving
Arrangements free
mortgage

Figure 10.5 Relationships x Living arrangements

Each group, with the exception of those living at parent’s home, report normal satisfaction with
relationships levels. These three groups also report greater satisfaction with their relationships than
those living in parent’s home. Moreover, people who have a paid-off mortgage report significantly
greater satisfaction with relationships compared to renters and people paying-off their mortgage.
100
95
90
85
80
75
Future
70
Security 65
60
55
50

*a, b
75.9
68.9

69.6

Renting

Living in your own
Living in your own
home and paying off home and mortgagemortgage
free

73.0

73.7
Normative
Range
68.6

Living at parents’
home

Living Arrangements
Figure 10.6 Future Security x Living arrangements

People who live in a paid-off home are more satisfied with their future security compared to renters
and those paying-off their home. In addition, compared to other groups whose average satisfaction
lies within the normative range, people who live in a paid-off home report higher than normal levels
of satisfaction with their future security.
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Summary:
After controlling for age and income…


People who are living in their paid-off home are more satisfied with their SWB and the
domains of standard of living, achieving in life, relationships and future security than renters
and people who are paying-off their mortgage. They are also more satisfied with their health
than those paying off their mortgage.



People who live at their parents’ home are more satisfied with their standard of living than the
renters and those paying-off their mortgage, however they are less satisfied with their
relationships than any other group.
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Research Question 2:
Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on the ratio of income and rent/mortgage
payment?
We asked the following questions:
1. If you are renting, how much rent do you pay each week?
2. If you have a mortgage, how much mortgage do you pay each week?
3. I will now give you a number of categories for household income. Can you please give me an
idea of your household’s total annual income before tax?
Table 10.2 Frequencies for Weekly Rent and Mortgage payments separately

Payment Amount
Less than $150
Between $150 to $300
Between $301 to $500
Between $501 to $1,000
More than $1,000
Total

Weekly
Rent Payment
N
15
53
29
13
5
115

%
13.0
46.1
25.2
11.3
4.3
100.0

Weekly
Mortgage Payment
N
%
31
10.8
83
29.0
82
28.7
54
18.9
36
12.6
286
100.0

Almost half of renters (46.1%) are paying between $150 and $300 a week for rent and just over half
of mortgage payers (57.7%) are paying between $150 and $500 a week. Greater proportion of renters
than mortgage payers are paying less than $300 a week for their accommodation (59.1% vs 39.8%),
whereas greater proportion of mortgage payers than renters are paying above $300 a week (60.2%
40.8%).
The data for weekly rent and mortgage payment are combined to create a single measure of weekly
payment for accommodation. The ratio is derived from weekly income and weekly accommodation
payment. It represents the proportion of household income used to pay for rent or mortgage.

Table 10.3 Ratio of income to rent/mortgage payment for renters and mortgage payers combined

Ratio of income to rent/mortgage payment
Up to 25% of Household Income
26- 50% of Household Income
51- 75% of Household Income
More than 76% of household income
Total

N
180
76
37
4
969

%
60.6
25.6
12.5
1.3
100.0

The group with the Income and Rent/Mortgage ratio of more than 76% was not used in the analyses
of covariance between the groups due to the small sample size. This analysis only tests for the effects
of age on the relationship between the Income and Rent/Mortgage Payment ratio because income is
already used to form the ratio variable. The results in Figures 10.7 and 10.9 are derived from the
Tables A 10.11 through A 10.19.
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100
90
80
70
60
PWI 50
40
30
20
10
0
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

Ratio of W eekly Income and Rent/Mortgage paym ent

Figure 10.7 PWI x Ratio of Income and Rent/Mortgage Payment

The above Figure 2.1 depicts the distribution of PWI scores for each level of Income and
Rent/Mortgage payment ratio. It is clear that the majority of people pay less than 30% of their income
on rent or mortgage. Most of these people score above the scale midpoint. People who pay around
half of their household income are more likely to report levels of PWI falling below the midpoint.

PWI

100
95
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50

*c
77.0

74.4

74.1
69.9

Up to 25% of
Household Income

26- 50% of Household 51- 75% of Household
Income
Income

76.8
Normative
Range
73.9

More than 76% of
household income

Ratio of Income and Rent/Mortgage Payment
Figure 10.8 PWI x Ratio of Income and Rent/Mortgage payment quartiles

Figure 10.8 shows that people who spend less than 25% of their income on rent or mortgage score
higher on PWI compared to those who pay between 51% and 75%. Moreover, the former group
reports slightly higher than normal levels of PWI (0.2 points) compared to the later group which
reports lower levels than normal (4 points). People in the former group also show greater consistency
in their scores compared to the later group. This is also evident from Figure 10.7.
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100
95
90
85
80
75
Personal 70
Safety 65
60
55
50

*c
83.6

84.7

82.1
77.1

Up to 25% of
Household Income

26- 50% of Household 51- 75% of Household
Income
Income

82.6
Normative
Range
75.8

More than 76% of
household income

Ratio of Income and Rent/Mortgage Payment
Figure 10.9 Personal Safety x Ratio of Income and Rent/Mortgage quartiles

People who spend up to 25% of their income on rent or mortgage are significantly more satisfied with
their personal safety compared to those who pay between 51% and 75%. The mean scores in both
groups are close to normal, with former group lying one point above the normative range. People in
the former group also show slightly greater consistency in their scores compared to the later group.

Summary:
After controlling for age:


People who pay less than 25% of their household income on their rent or mortgage, report
significantly higher levels of SWB and satisfaction with personal safety than people who pay
between 51% and 75%.



People in the lowest ratio group score slightly above the population mean on PWI and
personal safety.
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Research Question 2.1:

After controlling for income, is the ratio of income/payment associated with PWI and domain
satisfaction differently for renters and mortgage payers?

The Table A 10.20 presents the effects of income and income/payment ratio on PWI and domains
separately for renters and mortgage payers. For renters, prior to controlling for income, ratio had a
significant negative effect on PWI, and all domains except for health and community connectedness.
For mortgage payers, ratio had a significant negative effect on PWI and all domains except for
personal relationships and community connectedness. Overall, the effects are stronger for renters than
for mortgage payers. However, most effects range from small to medium with the exception of a
medium to large effect of ratio on renters’ PWI, standard of living and personal relationships.
The distribution of renters and mortgage payers across different income categories is shown in the
Table A 10.21. The analysis of frequencies reveals that the proportion of renters is highest in the
income category below $30,000, and is 1.9 times greater than the proportion of mortgage payers in the
same category. In the remaining income categories: $30,000 - $60,000, $61,000-$100,000, $100,000$150,000 and above $150,000, the proportions of mortgage payers are 1.1, 3.4, 8.4 and 3.9 times
greater than renters, respectively.
To account for the disproportional income between renters and mortgage payers, the effects of
income/payment ratio on PWI and domains were tested after controlling for income. The results in the
Table A 10.20 show that after controlling for income, ratio no longer had a significant effect on most
domains for either renters or mortgage payers. Ratio only remained to be a significant predictor of
PWI and standard of living for renters. However, these effects are small to medium with ratio
explaining only 4.5% and 5% of variance in PWI and standard of living for renters, respectively.

Summary:


Prior to controlling for income, ratio significantly predicted PWI and most domains for both
renters and mortgage payers.



After controlling for income, ratio only remained a significant predictor of PWI and standard
of living for renters. However, these effects are small to medium, with ratio explaining 4.5%
and 5% of variance in PWI and standard of living for renters, respectively.

Research Question 2.2:

Does the relationship between ratio of income/payment and PWI and domains change across
income levels differently for renters and mortgage payers?

The effects of Ratio, Income and their interaction on PWI and domains was further examined in a
Linear Regression model separately for renters and mortgage payers. The results presented in the
Table A 10.22 show no significant interaction between Ratio and Income for either renters or
mortgage payers. While Ratio and Income had different effects on renters and mortgage payers on
PWI and some domains, most of the effects were small to medium.
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A significant predictor of PWI, satisfaction with standard of living and personal relationships for
renters was ratio; as was income for mortgage payers. These differences may be due to
disproportionate income between renters and mortgage payers as shown in the Table A 10.21. Ratio
may be a stronger predictor for renters because for most renters, income is very low compared to
mortgage payers. Thus, as their ratio of income/payment increases, their overall wellbeing, standard
of living and relationships suffer more than for mortgage payers. On the other hand, for mortgage
payers ratio was less important because many mortgage payers may have sufficient income to pay
their mortgage. However, their wellbeing and the same domains suffer when their income is lower.
Ratio and income have reverse effects on achieving in life for renters and mortgage payers. While
renters are more satisfied with their achieving the more income they have, for mortgage payers,
paying lower ratio of income/payment is more important. For renters, it appears income is important
to their sense of achieving in life. Mortgage payers may get a greater sense of achieving in life from
repaying their mortgage.
Unlike renters, mortgage payers find ratio of income/payment to be important for their satisfaction
with personal safety and income for their future security. The effect of ratio on personal safety for
mortgage payers is less clear. It may be that people are interpreting personal safety in terms of
economic safety, thus having more disposable income at any one time allows people to insulate
themselves better from any economic turbulence, particularly if they are paying off mortgage and are
affected by the fluctuating interest rates.
While, it is not surprising that income is an important predictor of satisfaction with future security for
mortgage payers, it is surprising that it has no effect on renters’ satisfaction with future security.
These results may partly be due to the age differences between renters and mortgage payers. There are
24.3% of renters compared to 6.1% of mortgage payers who are above 65 years of age (see Table A
10.23). For mortgage payers who are predominantly younger, income appears to play a significant
role in future security while for renters, who are predominantly older, income contributes more to
their satisfaction with health.

Summary:


The effect of ratio on PWI and domains was the same at all income levels for both renters and
mortgage payers.



However, ratio and income predicted PWI and some domains differently for renters compared
to mortgage payers:
o

A significant predictor of PWI, satisfaction with standard of living and personal
relationships for renters was ratio; as was income for mortgage payers.

o

For achieving in life, ratio and income have different effects for renters and mortgage
payers. While renters are more satisfied with their achieving the more income they
have, mortgage payers find spending less of their income on mortgage more
important.

o

Income significantly predicted future security in mortgage payers and health in
renters.

o

Ratio of income/payment significantly predicted satisfaction with personal safety in
mortgage payers.
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Research Questions 2.3 and 2.4:




Do PWI and domain satisfaction differ for people in low income households
depending on the income/payment ratio?
Is the impact of income/payment ratio stronger for people in low income households
compared to those in higher income households?

For PWI two sets of analyses were conducted. First analysis compares the frequencies of ratio by
income against the average PWI scores. Second compares the frequencies of ratio by income against
the lower limit of the PWI normative ranges. Results from the first and second analyses are presented
one after another for PWI.
The PWI domain satisfaction scores comprise 11 scores from 0 to 100 (eg. 0, 10, 20…100). Because
means and the lower limit of the normative ranges for most domains lie between the two scores (eg.
70 and 80), the comparison against the two statistics yields identical results. These comparisons are
not considered meaningful, thus the results for PWI domains were not reported.

PWI compared against the population mean
Table 10.4 Frequencies of PWI below and above the population mean by Income and Ratio
Low income households

Higher income households

Low Ratio

High Ratio

Low Ratio

High Ratio

PWI below the mean

6

28

80

27

PWI mean and above

7

11

137

33

Total

13

39

217

60

Note: Lower income households = Household Income of $30,000 or less; Higher income households = Household Income above $30,000;
Low Ratio = paying 30% or less of household income on rent or mortgage; High Ratio = paying more than 30% of household income on
rent or mortgage;

While 6 out of 13 (46%) low income households that pay 30% or less of their income on mortgage or
rent score below the PWI mean, 28 out of 39 (72%) low income households pay more than 30% of
their income for rent or mortgage. Thus, people living in low income households who are paying high
ratio are 3 times more likely than those in low income households and paying low ratio, to score below
the population mean on PWI.
For the higher income group, 80 out of 217 (37%) of households that pay low ratio of income on rent
or mortgage score below the PWI mean, compared to 27 out of 60 (45%) of people that pay high ratio
of income on rent or mortgage. For the higher income group, people who pay higher ratio of income
on rent or mortgage are 1.4 times more likely than those that pay low ratio to score below the PWI
mean.
Overall, results show that people with higher income are more able to absorb the impact of higher
ratio on PWI than those in the lower income bracket.

PWI compared against the lower limit of the normative range
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Table 10.5 Frequencies of PWI below and above the lower limit of the normative range by Income and Ratio
Low income households

Higher income households

Low Ratio

High Ratio

Low Ratio

High Ratio

Below the lower limit of the PWI normative range

6

27

33

71

Above the lower limit of the PWI normative range

7

12

19

146

Total

13

39

52

217

While 6 out of 13 (46%) low income households that pay 30% or less of their income on mortgage or
rent score below the PWI mean, 27 out of 39 (69%) low income households pay more than 30% of
their income for rent or mortgage. Thus, people living in low income households who are paying high
ratio of their household income on rent or mortgage are 2.6 times more likely than those in low
income households and paying 30% or less of their income, to score below the population mean on
PWI.
For the higher income group, 33 out of 52 (64%) of households that pay low ratio of income on rent
or mortgage score below the PWI mean, compared to 71 out of 217 (33%) of people that pay high
ratio of income on rent or mortgage. For the higher income group, people who pay higher ratio of
income on rent or mortgage are 1.3 times more likely than those that pay low ratio to score below the
PWI mean.
Overall, the ratio has a stronger negative association with people’s PWI in low, compared to high
income households. The results based on PWI mean and the lower limit of the normative range are
comparable.

Summary:


People in low income households who are paying a high ratio are 3 times more likely than
those in low income households and paying low ratio, to score below the population mean on
PWI.



The negative association of ratio with PWI is twice as strong for people in low, compared to
higher income households. That is, people with higher incomes are more able to absorb the
impact of higher ratio on PWI than those in the lower income bracket.



The results are similar when PWI was compared against the population mean and the lower
limit of the normative range.
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Research Question 3:

Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s desire to own a home?

We asked the following question:
If you are currently renting, are you planning to own your own home?

Table 10.6 Frequencies for Desire to own a home

Desire to own a home
Yes, I am planning to
Yes, but I cannot afford it
No, I prefer to rent
Total

PWI

100
95
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50

N
27
34
40
101

75.0

73.7

68.9

Yes, I am planning to

Yes, but I cannot afford it

%
26.7
33.7
39.6
100.0

82.6
Normative
Range
75.8

No, I prefer to rent

Desire to own a home
Figure 10.10 PWI x Desire to own a home

Figure 10.10 shows that PWI does not differ depending on people’s desire to own a home.
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100
95
90
85
80
Community 75
Connectedness70
65
60
55
50

*b
78.0
69.2
64.9

Yes, I am planning to

Yes, but I cannot afford it

73.5
Normative
Range
68.9

No, I prefer to rent

Desire to own a home
Figure 10.11 Community Connectedness x Desire to own a home

Figure 10.11 shows that renters who plan to own their own home are more satisfied with their
community connectedness compared to those who would like to buy a home but cannot afford it. The
mean for the former group lies 6.5 points above the normative range compared to the later group
whose mean score lies 4 points below the normative range. However, it is important to note that the
variability between individual scores within groups are fairly large (7-10 points). This variability is
consistent across all domains and PWI. As a result, differences between the groups were not
significant for PWI and other domains.

100
95
90
85
80
Future
75
Security 70
65
60
55
50

*b
73.1

71.5
59.7

Yes, I am planning to

Yes, but I cannot afford it

73.7
Normative
Range
68.6

No, I prefer to rent

Desire to own a home
Figure 10.12 Future Security x Desire to own a home

Figure 10.12 shows that renters who prefer to rent are more satisfied with their future security
compared to those who would like to buy a home but cannot afford it. The mean for the former group
lies within the normative range compared to the later group whose mean score lies 8.9 points below
the normative range. Similarly to all other domains, the variability between individual scores within
groups are large.
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Summary:
After controlling for age and income:


People generally do not differ in their levels on PWI and domain satisfaction depending on
their desire to own a home.



However, two notable differences were found:
o

People who plan to own a home are more satisfied with their community
connectedness than those who would like to own a home but cannot afford it.

o

People who prefer to rent are more satisfied with their future security than those who
would like to own a home but cannot afford it.
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Research Question 4:

Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s geographical remoteness
area?

Table 10.7 Frequencies for geographic remoteness area

Geographic remoteness area
Major Cities of Australia
Regional Australia
Remote Australia
Total

PWI

100
95
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50

N
554
373
42
969

75.5

*a
77.4

75.4

Major Cities of Australia

Regional Australia

Remote Australia

%
57.2
38.5
4.3
100.0

82.6
Normative
Range
75.8

Remoteness
Figure 10.13 PWI x Remoteness

Figure 10.13 shows that people who live in Regional Australia report higher PWI than those living in
Major Cities. The PWI of people living in major cities is slightly below the average population PWI.

100
95
90
85
80
75
Health
70
65
60
55
50

*c
73.6

*c
72.1

65.5

Major Cities of Australia

Regional Australia

76.1
Normative
Range
73.0

Remote Australia

Remoteness
Figure 10.14 Health x Remoteness

Figure 10.14 shows that people who live in Major Cities in Australia and Regional Australia are more
satisfied with their health than people who live in Remote regions. The former two groups do not
differ in their satisfaction with health and both lie close to the lower limit of the normative range.
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100
95
90
85
80
Achieving 75
in life 70
65
60
55
50

*a
74.8

72.0

Major Cities of Australia

Regional Australia

71.9

75.2
Normative
Range
71.9

Remote Australia

Remoteness
Figure 10.15 Achieving in life x Remoteness

People who live in Regional Australia report higher satisfaction with achieving in life than those
living in Major Cities.

Summary:
After controling for age and income:


People who live in Regional Australia report higher PWI than those living in Major Cities.



People who live in Major Cities and Regional Australia are more satisfied with their health
than those who live in Remote regions of Australia.



People who live in Regional Australia are more satisifed with their achieving in life than
people living in Major Cities.
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Research Question 5:

Do PWI and satisfaction with domains differ depending on people’s socio-economic status?
The Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD) summarises
information about the economic and social advantage and disadvantage of people and households
within an area. A low score indicates relatively greater disadvantage and a lack of advantage in
general. High score indicates the reverse. In the remainder of the report IRSAD will be referred to as
socio-economic status (SES).
For the purpose of analysing the differences between groups, SES was divided into deciles. First and
last deciles are determined based on the lowest (588) and highest (1191) SES scores within the
Australian population according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011) report. The 1st to 5th
deciles are compressed together to give a workable number of responses in each group.

Table 10.8 Frequencies for SES deciles

SES deciles
1st-5th deciles
6th decile
7th decile
8th decile
9th decile
10th decile
Total

N
37
153
277
271
189
42
969

%
3.8
15.8
28.6
28.0
19.5
4.3
100.0

The proportion of people is normally distributed within the top half of the Socio-economic Advantage
and Disadvantage range, with most people lying between 7th and 8th decile.

PWI

100
95
90
85
80
75
70
65
60
55
50

75.6

76.8

76.6

75.8

75.4

1st-5th deciles

6th decile

7th decile

8th decile

9th decile

78.9

75.8
Normative
Range
82.6

10th decile

Socio-economic status
Figure 10.16 PWI x SES deciles

Figure 10.16 shows that people do not differ on PWI depending on their socio-economic status. All
PWI means apart from the 10th decile lie close to the lower limit of the normative range.
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100
95
90
85
80
75
Achieving
70
in life
65
60
55
50

*c, d
79.5

1st-5th deciles

74.3

72.9

71.9

72.8

72.3

6th decile

7th decile

8th decile

9th decile

10th decile

75.2
Normative
Range
71.9

Socio-economic status
Figure 10.17 Achieving in life x SES deciles

Figure 10.17 shows that the average satisfaction with achieving in life is greater for people with
highest levels of relative socio-economic disadvantage (1st-5th decile) compared to those with greater
advantage (7th and 8th decile). The former group also reports 4.3 points higher satisfaction with
achieving than normal and a greater variability between scores within the group.
100
95
90
85
80
75
Community 70
Connectedness 65
60
55
50

73.9
68.5

1st-5th
deciles

6th decile

71.5

72.5

71.2

7th decile

8th decile

9th decile

*a, c, e
78.8 73.5
Normative
Range
68.9

10th decile

Socio-economic status
Figure 10.18 Community Connectedness x SES deciles

Figure 10.18 shows that the average satisfaction with community connectedness is greater for people
with highest levels of socio-economic advantage (10th decile) compared to some other groups (1st-5th,
7th and 9th decile). Moreover, the former group is 4.3 points more satisfied than with achieving in life
than normal.

Summary:
After controlling for age and income:


PWI did not differ depending on people’s socio-economic status.



However, two notable differences were found:
o

The most disadvantaged group is more satisfied with achieving in life than groups
within the 7th and 8th deciles.

Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, Survey 32, Report 32, August 2015

133

Section 12: References

o

The most advantaged group is more satisfied with community connectedness than
groups within the 1st-5th, 7th and 9th deciles.
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