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Educating Australians about the United States 
is the core mission of the United States Stud-
ies Centre. This is encapsulated in the Centre’s 
motto, Analysis of America, Insight for Australia. 

Seldom has this task been as challenging; never 
has it been as important. 

The challenge of our mission is evidenced by 
the number and magnitude of the surprises that 
the United States has provided in recent years. 
Beyond the 2016 election results, few predicted 
that support for a more confrontational US 
approach to China would remain deeply bipar-
tisan, that President Trump would impose such 

broad tariffs on allies, or that 
the economic consequences 
of tariffs and a trade war with 
China would be as mild as they 
seem to be at this time. 

Attention is now increasingly 
turning to what comes next and 
the implications for Australia. 
A common thread running 
through so many questions 

about the United States turn on the permanence 
or transience of the politics and policies of Trump 
era. Is this temporary or the new normal? 

For instance, what elements of the “America 
First” foreign policy will survive should Trump not 
be re-elected, or be accelerated should Trump 
win a second term? Is protectionism and the turn 
away from multilateralism specific to the Trump 
administration or indicative of a deeper shift 
in American public opinion? Are the American 
people as sceptical about allies as the president 
appears to be? What is America’s appetite for a 
Cold War-like contest with China? 

Then there’s US domestic affairs and politics. 
Will the partisan division and acrimony we see 
in American politics ever recede? Can the United 
States reconcile its constitutional and cultural 
commitments to personal liberty with ever-grow-
ing economic inequality? Are the foundations of 
American political economy — the links between 
partisanship, race, wealth and geography — being 
remade or reinforced by President Trump? 

These questions motivated our multi-faceted 
comparison of public opinion of both the United 
States and Australia; a rigorous examination of 
where the United States and Australia are some 
three years into the Trump presidency. 

We asked Americans and Australians for their 
views on a wide array of political and social 
issues, spanning perennials such as state power, 
inequality and personal freedoms, to gun control, 
climate change and racial prejudice, to assess-
ments about international security challenges 
— including foreign interference, alliances and 
the rise of China — and the implications of rapid 
technological change. 

Many Australians think they know the United 
States. But events of recent years reveal the 
limits of our collective understanding. Within 
the 50 US states and its territories resides the 
world’s third-largest nation by population, the 
world’s largest number of immigrants, and more 
cultural and racial diversity than almost any other 
developed nation. This immense geographic and 
demographic diversity is simultaneously a well-
spring of the United States’ resilience and a chal-
lenge for analysts and observers.

WHAT BETTER 
REFERENCE POINT 
FOR AUSTRALIANS 
SEEKING TO BETTER 
UNDERSTAND THE 
UNITED STATES THAN 
AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC 
OPINION ON THE SAME 
CRITICAL ISSUES?

PREFACE
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The research documented in this report is based 
on surveys fielded to US and Australian online 
panels of global research company, YouGov. 
The surveys were fielded between 23-29 July 
2019 to representative samples drawn from the 
YouGov panels of respondents who had previ-
ously agreed to participate in online surveys. The 
US sample size is 1,800 and the Australian sample 
size is 1,820.  

The maximum margin of error for each data set 
is approximately ±2.3 (Australia) and ±2.8 (United 
States) percentage points. For differences in 
results between the two countries, the maximum 
margin of error is ± 3.7 percentage points.

The appendix contains further methodological 
information.

ABOUT THE SURVEYS

Hence our decision to also survey Australians, 
fielding exactly the same questions, in the same 
order, at the same time, using the same meth-
odology as we deployed in the United States. 
Comparisons of the American and Australian 
responses let Australians understand points of 
similarity and difference with our most important 
ally. What better reference point for Australians 
seeking to better understand the United States 
than Australian public opinion on the same crit-
ical issues?

Australia’s relationship with the United States is 
entering a new chapter, set against a resurgence 
of great power rivalry — much of it taking place 
in the Indo-Pacific — and a renewed appreciation 
of the multiple channels through which nations 
compete and cooperate, through which nations 
build and project power. Accordingly, Australia’s 
strategic significance has risen rapidly in recent 
years; so too has the importance of the US-Aus-
tralia alliance in American eyes.

The United States Studies Centre is committed 
to helping Australia understand how America 
is responding to these strategic challenges, at a 
time when so much seems unpredictable and 
unsettled in American politics and society. Much 
depends on understanding our most important 
ally at this moment of history. This survey — and 
our analysis in this report — is a major contribu-
tion to this nationally significant goal, at the heart 
of the Centre’s mission.

Simon Jackman
Chief Executive Officer and 
Professor of Political Science
United States Studies Centre
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Australia has a great deal in common with the 
United States. Both are settler societies, originally 
founded as British colonies, with a similar cultural 
heritage, with political systems valuing personal 
freedoms and democratic institutions. Shared 
values and a similar outlook on the world support 
the broad and deep relationship between the 
United States and Australia.

These commonalities are clear to see in the 
results of our survey. For instance: 

 › Americans and Australians believe their 
societies are meritocracies. A total of 58 
per cent of Americans and 56 per cent of 
Australians believe that hard work drives 
success, but smaller proportions are 
optimistic that one can rise from poverty to 
wealth in either country (page 9).

 › Sizeable majorities in both countries 
support an expansive definition of the right 
to free speech (page 16). 

 › Nearly all Americans (97 per cent) identify 
Australia as a friend or ally of the United 
States. Most Australians regard the United 
States similarly (94 per cent), consistent 
with both major Australian political parties 
placing the US alliance at the heart of 
Australian defence policy and strategic 
thinking (pages 18-20).

 › Only one in five Americans and Australians 
would prefer more Chinese investment in 
their own respective countries (page 24). 

 › Three-quarters of Australians and 
two-thirds of Americans agree climate 
change is occurring (pages 50-51).

 › We also find that overt expressions of racial 
prejudice are common in both countries, 
and that prejudice has a strong association 
with partisanship in both countries (pages 
56-61).

 › Three-quarters of women in both countries 
— but only slim majorities of men — say that 
men getting away with sexual harassment 
and assault is a major problem (pages 
43-45). 

 › Americans and Australians are wary to 
unsure about the consequences of artificial 
intelligence for work and labour markets 
(pages 62-67). 

However, for all these similarities, there are 
important differences in the views of Americans 
and Australians. For instance:

 › Australians are more supportive than 
Americans of the state intervening in the 
economy to prevent and remedy inequality 
on matters spanning taxes and wages to 
health care and higher education (pages 
11-13). 

 › While support for Australia is a rare instance 
of bipartisanship in the United States, there 
is partisan disagreement among Australians 
in their overall sentiment towards the United 
States. Sixty-seven per cent of Coalition 
supporters describe the United States as 
an ally of Australia, but only 53 per cent 
of Labor supporters do the same. This 14 
point difference is by far the largest partisan 
difference observed in assessments of 
Australia’s relationships with 14 countries 
(pages 20-21).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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 › Australians are more aware of and 
concerned by China and Beijing’s strategic 
aspirations (pages 22-30) than Americans. 
Australians are more likely to say the United 
States and China are in a new Cold War (39 
per cent versus 28 per cent). Furthermore, 
63 per cent of Australians and 51 per cent 
of Americans agree that their respective 
country is too economically dependent 
on China. Australians are more likely to 
report concern about Chinese political 
interference (65 versus 56 per cent). 

 › Deep partisan disagreement is the defining 
characteristic of American public opinion 
in the age of Trump. On issue after issue, 
the view of those who voted for Donald 
Trump in 2016 and those who voted for 
Hillary Clinton differ by substantially greater 
margins than the differences between 
Coalition and Labor voters in Australia. 
Americans’ attitudes towards Australia and 
China are rare exceptions to this political 
polarisation (pages 14-15).

 › More Australians than Americans support 
additional restrictions on gun ownership 
in their country, despite the fact that it is 
already much more difficult to obtain a gun 
in Australia than the United States (pages 
40-42). 

 › Unlike Americans, most Australians support 
women having access to abortion as a 
personal choice (58 per cent of Australians 
to 42 per cent of Americans; pages 46-49). 

 › President Trump is remarkably unpopular in 
Australia, with just 20 per cent of Australians 
saying they would prefer that Trump 
wins a second term (page 70). Question-
wording experiments in this survey show 
that support for “US government” policies 
fall when they are described as “Trump” 
or “Trump administration” policies (pages 
30-32). 

Two broad conclusions become apparent after 
considering the many similarities as well as strik-
ing differences between the United States and 
Australia. 

Australians can clearly differentiate between a 
president and a country. As much as Australi-
ans may dislike the current US president, most 
Australians hold positive evalu-
ations of the United States and 
of Australia’s relationship with 
the United States.

Second, while the United States 
seems so familiar to many 
Australians, there is clearly 
much about the United States 
that Australians don’t appreci-
ate. In particular, conservative 
viewpoints in Australia gener-
ally land much closer to progressive or moderate 
stances than they do in the United States. In turn, 
on almost every issue we find greater partisan 
and ideological differentiation in the United States 
than in Australia. This needs to be remembered 
by Australians as we look ahead to the 2020 elec-
tion, to the policy direction of the United States 
after the election, and to appreciate the signifi-
cance of rare moments of bipartisanship in the 
American system, particularly in foreign policy 
and strategic outlook.

The data provided by this survey — and our anal-
ysis — helps Australians better understand these 
facets of American public opinion, politics and 
policy and their implications for Australia.

AS MUCH AS 
AUSTRALIANS MAY 
DISLIKE THE CURRENT 
US PRESIDENT, MOST 
AUSTRALIANS HOLD 
POSITIVE EVALUATIONS 
OF THE UNITED STATES 
AND OF AUSTRALIA’S 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 
THE UNITED STATES.
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Liberty sits not just at the centre of the US Consti-
tution, but also in global public opinion about 
American society.1 For both Americans and 
Australians, only American technological prow-
ess and cultural predominance rival liberty as 
favourable aspects of the United States.

Respondents to our surveys in both countries 
were presented with six aspects of American 
society, randomly selected from a list of 13. They 
were asked whether they had a favourable or 
unfavourable impression of each aspect they 
were presented.

Americans were generally — and understand-
ably — more positive about their country than 
Australians: in every case Americans reported 
higher favourability ratings of the United States 
than Australians, typically by about 20 percent-
age points. Yet as much as Americans viewed 

their country more favourably than Australians, 
both Americans and Australians had a remarka-
bly similar rank ordering of aspects of American 
society that they liked and disliked. Figure 1 shows 
the percentages of respondents in either country 
that gave either a very or somewhat favourable 
assessment of each of 13 aspects of American 
society. In 11 of 13 cases, more than 50 per cent 
of Americans reported a favourable view of the 
particular aspect of American society; only in six 
of 13 cases did a majority of Australians report a 
favourable assessment.

In both countries, American science and tech-
nology, as well as art and literature, received the 
highest favourability ratings — in excess of 87 
per cent in the United States and 79 per cent in 
Australia. Various freedoms were highly valued 
by American survey respondents, who gave 
“personal freedom” the second-highest favour-

FREEDOM VERSUS FAIRNESS: 
THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRALIA COMPARED

Figure 1. Australians see the United States less favourably than Americans
Question: Do you have a favourable or unfavourable opinion of the following aspects of American society?

% of Australian and American respondents reporting favourable evaluations of thirteen aspects 
of American society, ranked by combined average of favourability. Numbers in the column 
on the right of the graph indicate differences in US and Australian favourability ratings.
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ability score (87 per cent) and “political freedom” 
fourth-highest (78 per cent favourability), ahead 
of “economic opportunity” (74 per cent). Austral-
ians held generally favourable views of these 
aspects of American society, albeit with slightly 
less enthusiasm than Americans. Personal free-
dom in the United States was viewed favourably 
by two-thirds of Australians, ranking third of the 
13 aspects of American society, with economic 
opportunity in fourth place (63 per cent) and 
political freedom fifth (59 per cent). Consistent 
with the historical, legal and cultural traditions of 
the United States, various forms of “freedom” in 
the United States were assessed more favourably 
than various forms of “equality”, a pattern which 
is broadly mirrored in Australian assessments of 
these dimensions of American society.

Larger than typical differences in favourability 
across the two countries were with respect to the 
US “standard of living” (72 per cent favourability 
among Americans versus 50 per cent among 
Australians), “religion in American society” (71 per 
cent versus 49 per cent), “system of government” 
(64 per cent versus 38 per cent), “social equality” 
(59 per cent versus 34 per cent) and “gun control” 
(43 per cent versus 18 per cent). In addition to gun 
control, Australians have especially unfavourable 
assessments of race relations in the United States 
(29 per cent favourable), social equality (34 per 
cent) and economic equality (36 per cent).

Partisan differences

In both the United States and Australia, there was 
a near-universal pattern of partisans from the 
right being more approving of any given aspect 
of American society than partisans of the left. 
This pattern was especially pronounced in the 
United States itself.

Figure 2 displays these partisan differences in 
each country. In 12 out of 13 aspects of Ameri-
can society, Trump voters gave more favourable 

assessments than Clinton voters, with the excep-
tion being art and literature. Across the 13 aspects, 
the median partisan difference in assessments 
was 27 percentage points. Especially large differ-
ences are apparent with respect to assessments 
of US social equality (Trump voters at 80 per cent 
versus Clinton voters at 41 per cent, a 34 point 
difference), economic equality (71 per cent to 35 
per cent, a 36 point difference), the US justice 
system (70 per cent to 39 per cent, a 31 point 
difference), and gun control (58 per cent to 29 per 
cent, a 29 point difference).

Even on perceptions of the positive and negative 
aspects of American society, we find evidence 
of partisan polarisation in the United States. 
While a majority of Clinton voters had favour-
able assessments in eight instances, a majority 
of Trump voters had favourable assessments 
in all 13 aspects of American society. Trump 
voters provided especially favourable ratings 
of personal freedom (93 per cent), science and 
technology (92 per cent), economic opportunity 
in America (91 per cent) and religion in American 
society (87 per cent). Clinton voters were espe-
cially dour with respect to gun control in Amer-
ican (29 per cent favourable), race relations (33 
per cent favourable) and economic equality (35 
per cent).

Australian respondents were not only less 
favourable overall towards the United States, 
but exhibited much less partisan disagree-
ment, with a median difference between Coali-
tion and Labor voters of 17 percentage points. 
A majority of Coalition voters provided favour-
able assessments of the United States in eight 
out of 13 instances. For Labor voters, a major-
ity provided favourable assessments in four out 
of 13 instances. For Green identifiers, favoura-
ble assessments prevailed in just three out of 13 
instances (American science and technology, art 
and literature and personal freedom).
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Figure 2. Americans more polarised than Australians about US society
Question: Do you have a favourable or unfavourable opinion of the following aspects of American society?

% of Australian and American respondents reporting favourable evaluations of 13 aspects of American society, by 
vote and country. Numbers in the column on the right of the graph indicate differences in favourability ratings by 
recent major vote.
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Lands of opportunity?

To a first approximation, Americans value liberty 
over equality. Deeply embedded in this value 
system is the belief that an individual’s hard work 
is the key pathway to prosperity and economic 
mobility. As Max Weber observed over a century 
ago,2 the normative value of individual hard work 
and thrift has deep historical and cultural roots in 
the United States. For instance, the Puritan form 
of Protestantism powerfully shaped the Found-
ers’ proscriptions about the roles of the individual 
and the state.3 

But how prevalent are these beliefs in contem-
porary American society? Relative to Americans, 
are Australians more or less likely to accept what 
might be loosely called a Protestant work ethic? 
To assess this, respondents were asked if they 
agreed with two propositions: that (1) “Hard work 
and ability determine how well off a person 
becomes” and (2) “Luck is more important for 
financial success than hard work”.

Figure 3. Americans more polarised than Australians about determinants of success
Question: Do you agree or disagree that hard work and ability determine how well off a person becomes in your country?
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Figure 3 shows that overall levels of agreement 
with the two statements were strikingly similar 
in both countries. Slim majorities in each coun-
try agreed that hard work and ability determine 
financial success (58 per cent in the United States, 
56 per cent in Australia). Only 20 per cent in each 

country agreed that financial 
success turns more on luck 
than hard work. But under the 
surface, there was considera-
ble disagreement, especially in 
the United States.

There was a sharp partisan 
gradient in the rates of agree-
ment with these propositions in 
the United States, much more 
so than in Australia. Eighty 
per cent of Trump voters but 
less than a majority of Clinton 
voters (43 per cent), agreed 

that hard work and ability determine financial 
success. In Australia, the difference in Coalition 
and Labor voters on this score was far smaller 
(66 per cent versus 50 per cent, with Greens 
voters 45 per cent). One should note that Clinton 
voters, with just 43 per cent in agreement, lag 
Labor voters in Australia (50 per cent) and match 
Greens voters (43 per cent).

Similarly, just ten per cent of Trump voters agreed 
that “luck is more important for financial success 
than hard work”, compared with 27 per cent of 
Clinton voters. In Australia, just five percentage 
points separated Coalition and Labor voters (19 
per cent versus 24 per cent with 33 per cent of 
Greens voters agreeing). Coalition voters were 
twice as likely as Trump voters to agree that luck 
is more important than hard work (19 per cent 
versus ten per cent).

Economic mobility

Deeply ingrained in both the United States and 
Australia is the notion that each country is a land 
of opportunity, that economic mobility — moving 
up the income, status and class hierarchy over 
one’s working life — is a vital companion to the 
value system. This value system prizes hard 
work and thrift, prosperity and economic secu-
rity — the reward awaiting those who live their 
lives accordingly to those values. But over the 
post-war period, economic mobility has slowed 
considerably in the United States, and to a lesser 
extent in Australia.4 Growing economic inequal-
ity — largely driven by outsized growth in the 
wealth and income shares of the already-rich — 
is likely the chief culprit, challenging the promise 
of economic mobility both as a matter of fact and 
public opinion.5 

Respondents were asked “how common is it for 
someone to start poor, work hard and become 
rich?” Figure 4 shows that majorities in both the 
United States and Australia believed economic 
mobility is more uncommon than common. 
Less than half of both Americans and Australi-
ans said economic mobility is very or somewhat 
likely, with 43 per cent of Americans and 40 per 
cent of Australians giving the very or somewhat 
responses.

Again, a sharp partisan difference was clear in the 
United States, with almost 40 percentage points 
separating Trump voters (65 per cent) and Clin-
ton voters (27 per cent). Conversely in Australia, 
only 16 points separated the two main political 
parties, with Coalition at 49 per cent to Labor’s 
33 per cent. Trump voters were the only voting 
bloc in either country in which a majority agreed 
with economic mobility being more common 
than not.

DEEPLY INGRAINED 
IN BOTH THE UNITED 
STATES AND AUSTRALIA 
IS THE NOTION THAT 
EACH COUNTRY IS A 
LAND OF OPPORTUNITY, 
THAT ECONOMIC 
MOBILITY — MOVING UP 
THE INCOME, STATUS 
AND CLASS HIERARCHY 
OVER ONE’S WORKING 
LIFE — IS A VITAL 
COMPANION TO THE 
VALUE SYSTEM.
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Figure 4. US and Australian conservatives have more faith in economic mobility in their countries 
than progressives
Question: How common is it for someone to start poor, work hard and become rich?

% of respondents saying it is very or somewhat common for someone to “start poor, work hard and become rich”

The role of the state

Limited government — and limits on state inter-
vention in the economy — are key elements of the 
American embrace of liberty. Born of revolution 
against the British state and its monarchy, the 
formal powers of the US government are sharply 
delimited in the US Constitution and its first ten 
amendments, the Bill of Rights.

The founding of the Australian state followed an 
altogether different path. European settlement of 
Australia began as a project of the British state, 
triggered in part by the loss of the American colo-
nies. The Australian nation-state was created 
not out of revolution, but through a long yet civil 
campaign involving public debates, constitu-
tional conventions and ultimately mass plebi-
scites. Nonetheless, the legal validity of Austral-

ia’s Federation and the Australian Constitution 
ultimately rests on enabling legislation passed by 
the “mother parliament” in Westminster.6 Among 
the first significant acts of the new Australian state 
was not enshrining limits on state power a la 
the US Bill of Rights, but to establish a system 
of courts to regulate industrial relations and to 
administer a system of centralised wage setting.7 

Little surprise, therefore, that Americans and 
Australians displayed different views about state 
intervention aimed at redistributing wealth and 
income. Figure 5 summarises responses to five 
proposed exercises of state power, including 
keeping wages above the poverty line, assistance 
for the unemployed, free university education, 
reducing the cost of non-elective medical proce-
dures and increasing taxes on the rich. 
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In all five instances, Australians were more likely 
than Americans to support the use of state power 
to reduce inequality. The largest difference was 
with respect to the proposition that “the govern-
ment should provide funding for hospital visits 
for emergencies and operations to lower the cost 
for patients”. Eighty-two per cent of Australians 
agreed with this proposition — which is largely a 
settled and established matter of public policy 
in Australia — compared with just 52 per cent in 
the United States, a difference of 30 percentage 
points.

Just 57 per cent of Americans believed that “the 
minimum wage should be high enough so that no 
family with a full-time worker falls below the offi-
cial poverty line”, compared with 84 per cent of 
Australians, a difference of 27 percentage points. 
On providing a “decent standard of living for the 
unemployed”, there was a 21 point difference 
between Americans and Australians, 40 per cent 
to 61 per cent. Of the five propositions, rates of 
agreement were most similar between the two 
countries with respect to “increasing taxes on the 
income and wealth of the rich”, with only a four-
point gap (48 per cent in the United States versus 
52 per cent in Australia).

Another key distinction between the two coun-
tries was the extent of partisan polarisation on 
these matters in the United States relative to 
Australia. Trump and Clinton voters disagreed 
profoundly on these matters, with differences in 
their rates of agreement ranging from 42 percent-
age points (“The government should provide a 
free university education for anyone who wants 
to attend”) to 55 points (“Increasing taxes on the 
income and wealth of the rich”). Majorities of 
Clinton voters agreed with each of the five prop-
ositions; agreement levels among Trump voters 
never rose above 28 per cent.

In Australia, Labor and Coalition differences 
ranged from eight percentage points (89 per cent 
versus 81 per cent on keeping the minimum wage 
above poverty levels) to 30 percentage points (77 
per cent versus 47 per cent on “the government 
should provide a decent standard of living for 
the unemployed”). Thus, not only were Austral-
ians more supportive of the state intervening to 
reduce inequality, there is far less partisan divi-
sion on these propositions than in the United 
States.

Getty
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Figure 5. Americans more polarised on social safety net and taxes than Australians
Question: Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?
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38

43

56

14

57

60

82

28

40

42

61

17

52

56

74

26

48

32

82

27

50

45

67

61

39

84

80

88

89

81

61

54

77

77

47

82

80

87

87

78

52

24

72

74

45

0 25 50 75 0 25 50 75

All

Greens
Labor

Coalition

All

Greens
Labor

Coalition

All

Greens
Labor

Coalition

All

Greens
Labor

Coalition

All

Greens
Labor

Coalition

All
Other/Non-voters

 
Clinton
Trump

All

 
Clinton
Trump

All

 
Clinton
Trump

All

 
Clinton
Trump

All

 
Clinton
Trump

Percentage of respondents that agree

 
 Americans, by 2016 vote Australians, by 2019 vote

The government should provide a free university education for anyone who wants to attend

The minimum wage should be high enough so that no family with a full-time worker falls below
the o�cial poverty line

The government should provide a decent standard of living for the unemployed

The government should provide funding for hospital visits for emergencies and operations
to lower the cost for patients

The government should increase taxes on the income and wealth of the rich

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters

Other/Non-voters



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE   
PUBLIC OPINION IN THE AGE OF TRUMP: THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRALIA COMPARED14

Trump voters are different

Much of the difference between Australian and 
American preferences for redistribution can be 
attributed to the distinctly conservative posi-
tions of Trump voters. To examine this further, a 
scale was constructed to measure “left” to “right” 
or liberal to conservative preferences for each 
respondent. In this method, their responses to 
seven survey items — on government intervention 
in the economy and the value of hard work in 
contributing to an individual’s economic circum-
stances — were averaged and then mapped.8

Figure 6 summarises the distribution of ideolog-
ical views in both Australia and the United States, 
showing the mean position of the supporters 
of each party (in Australia) or 2016 presidential 
candidate (for the United States). There is no 
overlap between the ideological locations of the 
middle 50 per cent of Trump voters and Clinton 

voters on this scale,9 a measure of the polarisa-
tion of the American electorate.

Not only did Australian preferences tend to be 
to the left of American preferences, but Figure 
6 also highlights that the Australian electorate 
was less polarised than the American electorate. 
The range of median scores for Australian voting 
blocs — -0.1 for Coalition voters, -0.6 for Labor 
voters and -0.8 for Greens voters. This range of 
0.7 scale units was far smaller than the 1.8 unit 
Trump-Clinton difference in the United States.

There was also much more overlap in the ideo-
logical positions of Australian voting blocs than 
in the United States. For instance, a quarter of 
Coalition voters were more left-leaning than 
about a half of Labor voters. Symmetrically, the 
most conservative quarter of Labor voters had 
preferences to the right of almost half of Coali-
tion voters.

Figure 6. US and Australian voters on the political spectrum:  
Coalition voters ideologically closer to Clinton voters than Trump voters
Ideological positions of voting blocs, United States and Australia, based on factor analysis of seven items on 
inequality and state intervention. Points indicate medians of the resulting scale measure; thick lines indicate 25th 
to 75th percentiles; thin lines extend to 10th and 90th percentiles.
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Cross-country comparisons also highlight the 
unusually conservative preferences of Trump 
voters. Clinton voters were generally to the left 
of Coalition voters but had an almost identical 
distribution of scale scores to Labor voters in 
Australia. That is, voters for parties of the left in 
Australia and the United States had similar prefer-
ences, but Trump voters were far more conserv-
ative than Coalition voters. But three-quarters of 
Trump voters were more conservative than the 
most conservative 25 per cent of Coalition voters. 
Indeed, Trump voters were so conservative that 
the vast bulk of Coalition voters have preferences 
closer to Clinton voters than Trump voters.

Freedom of speech

Freedom of speech enjoys an exalted place 
in the American political tradition, with broad 
prohibitions against the regulation of political 
expression enshrined in the First Amendment 
to the US Constitution. Few democracies revere 
free speech to this extent. Australian constitu-
tionalism, law and courts have long recognised 
limits to what can be said in the public square. 
Australian jurisdictions are some of the most 
plaintiff-friendly domains in the English-speak-
ing world for defamation actions. Bans on public 
demonstrations, criminalising “hate speech” and 
the widespread use of orders prohibiting media 
comment on court proceedings are just some of 
the ways speech is more regulated in Australia.

Differences in attitudes towards free speech 
rights between Australia and the United States are 
an important and vivid indicator of differences in 
the political cultures of the two countries. But so 
too is the conditional nature of free speech rights. 
Even in the United States, free speech is not a 
free for all. To whom or under what conditions 
will free speech rights be granted or assented to, 
and by whom? Testing this conditionality of free 
speech commitments helps us better under-
stand how embedded and foundational this free-
dom is in the United States and Australia.

Survey respondents in both countries were asked 
whether they agreed or disagreed that “People 

should be able to make public comments” in 
six hypothetical situations. The six hypothetical 
circumstances ranged from the less controver-
sial, “comments that are critical of government 
policy”, with large majorities in favour, through 
cases such as “comments that are offensive to 
religion or beliefs”, to “ethnic minorities” or “call 
for violent protests”.

While the views of the two countries on free-
dom of speech issues were slightly different, the 
ranking of speech cases was identical. Public 
comments critical of government policy was 
supported by 75 per cent of Australians and 71 
per cent of Americans. Just 12 per cent in both 
countries agreed that people should be able 
to make public comments that “call for violent 
protest”, with little to no partisan variation within 
either country.

Averaged over the six measures, Americans were 
generally more supportive of free speech than 
Australians. But Americans were more tolerant 
than Australians of public comments that are 
“sexually explicit” (24 per cent to 19 per cent), 
“offensive to minority groups” (30 per cent to 24 
per cent) and “offensive to religion or beliefs” (36 
per cent to 27 per cent).

In late 2019, senior members of the Australian 
government were said to be considering legis-
lation to curtail coordinated boycotts of busi-
nesses.10 Public speech that advocates for 
boycotting businesses is supported by only half 
of Australians, with just 36 per cent of Coalition 
voters having agreed that speech of this sort 
should be permitted, compared to 55 per cent 
of Labor voters (Figure 8). Americans were gener-
ally much more supportive of the right to this 
form of public speech, with 61 per cent overall 
having agreed, for a 12 point difference between 
the two countries. Even 56 per cent of Trump 
voters supported this form of public speech, 20 
percentage points higher than the agreement rate 
among Coalition voters in Australia. Seventy-one 
per cent of Clinton voters agreed that people 
should be able to call for boycotts of businesses, 
16 points higher than for Labor voters and six 
points higher than for Greens.
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Figure 7. Americans have more expansive view of free speech than Australians
Question: Do you agree or disagree that people should be able to make public comments that are ........?

% of respondents agreeing

In both countries, conservatives were more 
supportive of free speech rights that are offensive 
to minorities than are progressives. In the United 
States, 39 per cent of Trump voters agreed that 
these comments should be allowed, compared 
with 24 per cent of Clinton voters. In Australia, 26 
per cent of Coalition voters and 20 per cent of 
Labor voters agreed. Similarly, the right to make 
public comments offensive to religion or beliefs 
was supported by 41 per cent of Trump voters, 
but just 34 per cent of Clinton voters. A mere 
three-point difference was found between Coali-
tion and Labor supporters on the measure (27 per 
cent versus 24 per cent). This preference ordering 

is reversed for business boycotts, with progres-
sives more supportive — with Clinton voters 15 
points more in favour than Trump voters and 
Labor voters 19 points more in favour versus 
Coalition voters.

While free speech is generally more universally 
supported in the United States than Australia, 
patterns in its conditionality — the conditions 
under which people will yield those rights — were 
broadly similar, mapping onto familiar fault lines 
with each country, corresponding to self-interest, 
ideology and prejudice.
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Figure 8. Legality of calling for boycotts a more politically divisive topic in Australia 
than in the United States
Question: Do you agree or disagree that people should be able to make public comments that are ........?
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Australia is a highly regarded ally within the 
United States’ political and foreign policy estab-
lishment. Australia is the only country to have 
fought alongside the United States in every major 
conflict since the Second World War. The United 
States also runs a trade surplus with Australia, 
and Australia is one of the rare US allies that has 
lifted its defence spending to two per cent of 
GDP — both key metrics of being a good friend 
from the perspective of the Trump administra-
tion. The two countries have shared a formal 
security alliance since 1951 and as Australia’s 
pre-eminent security and investment partner, 
the United States is far and away Australia’s most 
important international partner.11 

But how do ordinary Americans and Australians 
view the relationship between Australia and the 
United States? 

Respondents in both countries were asked to 
assess 14 other countries as either (1) an “ally” of 
their country, as (2) “friendly” or (3) “unfriendly” 
towards their country, or (4) as an “enemy” of 
their country.12 

Six in ten Americans reported that Australia is an 
ally of the United States, a rate exceeded only 
by two other countries: the United Kingdom (65 
per cent) and Canada (64 per cent) (Figure 9). 
Australia far outperformed other Indo-Pacific 
allies and partners on this measure: for example, 
New Zealand (53 per cent), Japan (50 per cent) 
and South Korea (47 per cent).

Political leanings had little impact on shaping 
American views of Australia’s relationship with 
the United States. Two-thirds of 2016 Trump 
voters described Australia an ally, compared to 

AUSTRALIA AND THE UNITED STATES AS ALLIES

Figure 9. American views of countries: 
Australia seen more favourably than any other country
Question: Do you view ........ as an ally, friendly, unfriendly, or an enemy?
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61 per cent of Clinton voters (Table 1). This five 
percentage point gap between Trump and Clin-
ton voters was dwarfed by the 18 point partisan 
difference in views about Canada, the 21 point 
difference with respect to Germany, the 27 point 
difference with respect to France and a 41 point 
difference with respect to Americans’ views of 
Israel as a partner.

Trump’s criticisms of Canada, France and 
Germany, as well as the increasing politicised 
US-Israel relationship, are likely sources of these 
partisan differences.13 In a turbulent time for the 
American alliance network, Australia is one of the 
few countries more likely to be identified as an 
American ally by those who voted for Trump in 
2016 than by those who voted for Clinton.

Australians also view the relationship with the 
United States positively. Six in ten Australians 
reported that the United States is an ally, only 
behind Australian assessments of New Zealand 
(73 per cent) and the United Kingdom (69 per cent) 
(Figure 10). A small proportion, seven per cent, 
described the United States as “unfriendly” (six 
per cent) or as an “enemy” of Australia (one per 
cent). Only two per cent of Australians provided 
negative ratings of New Zealand or the United 
Kingdom. 

Table 1. Little partisan difference in positive US view of Australia
American views of who is an ally, by 2016 US presidential vote

% of American respondents rating countries as an ally

All Clinton Other/ 
Non-voters

Trump Trump minus 
Clinton

United Kingdom  65  68  60  64  -4
Canada  64  73  60  55  -18
Australia  61  61  53  66  5
Israel  54  36  42  77  41
New Zealand  53  52  46  56  4
Japan  50  50  50  49  -1
South Korea  47  47  41  50  3
France  43  59  33  32  -27
Germany  42  53  39  32  -21
Italy  40  41  36  41  0
Turkey  10  6  19  11  5
Russia  5  5  9  4  -1
China  4  4  9  2  -2
Iran  3  3  3  3  0
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Unlike the broad consensus on Australia in the 
United States, Australian perceptions of the 
US-Australia relationship can vary according to 
personal politics. Two-thirds of Coalition voters 
labelled the United States an ally of Australia, 
compared to just 53 per cent of Labor voters 
(Table 2). This 14 percentage point partisan differ-
ence with respect to the United States is far and 
away the largest partisan split across the 14 coun-
tries put to Australian respondents, and unusual 
given the high overall rate of describing the 
United States as an ally. For other allies and part-
ners such as New Zealand, the United Kingdom 
and Canada, there is virtually no gap between the 
rates at which Coalition and Labor voters identi-
fied those countries as allies of Australia.

The partisan nature of Australian perceptions 
of the US-Australia relationship may be height-
ened by the Trump administration.14 Divergent 
views in Australia on the issue of the US-Aus-
tralia relationship have centred on US actions as 
a superpower, the unpopularity of the Vietnam 
and Iraq wars and the subsequent perception 
— voiced by former prime ministers Malcolm 
Fraser and Paul Keating — that Australian foreign 
policy can, at times, slavishly follow the United 
States to Australia’s detriment. 

Figure 10. United States seen as one of Australia’s closest allies and friends
Question: Do you view ____ as an ally, friendly, unfriendly, or an enemy?

% of Australian respondents
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Table 2. Australians more politically polarised on the US relationship than any other 
Australian views of who is an ally, by 2019 House of Representatives vote

% of Australian respondents rating countries as an ally

All Coalition Labor Greens Coalition 
minus Labor

New Zealand  73  74  72  80  2
United Kingdom  68  71  67  75  4
United States  59  67  53  50  14
Canada  55  57  54  64  3
France  33  32  34  42  -2
Japan  31  25  33  41  -8
Germany  22  24  20  29  4
Italy  21  21  25  15  -4
South Korea  18  19  16  13  3
Israel  18  22  17  6  5
China  8  7  9  9  -2
Turkey  8  7  7  10  0
Russia  5  6  3  4  3
Iran  3  4  3  2  1
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Perhaps the most important international issue 
confronting the United States and Australia 
concerns China’s strategic ambitions and asser-
tiveness under Xi Jinping. How to balance the 
Chinese regime’s efforts to accrue power and 

extend influence is one of the 
most pressing challenges for 
Western democracies, and 
perhaps especially so for the 
US-Australia bilateral relation-
ship.15 

The Trump administration’s 
National Security Strategy 
and National Defense Strat-
egy outlines a return to great 
power rivalry as the defining 
feature of contemporary inter-
national relations. These docu-

ments posit that China and Russia are seeking to 
assert their influence, “fielding military capabil-
ities designed to deny America access in times 
of crisis … contesting our geopolitical advantages 
and trying to change the international order in 
their favor.”16 Across the US political spectrum, 
opinion writers and political leaders readily iden-
tify China as a strategic competitor or adversary, 
a rare moment of bipartisanship in US politics.17 

Australia, too, has been engaged in its own stra-
tegic reassessments. Australian politicians and 
diplomats tend to use less robust language than 
their US counterparts when referring to Austral-
ia’s relationship with China.18 

Nonetheless, there has been a shift in Austral-
ian sentiment towards China in both govern-
ment circles and public opinion over the last few 
years.19 For instance, the Australian government’s 
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper stressed that 
Australian foreign policy will give expression to 
freedom, liberal democracy and a rules-based 
international order. This is set against the end of 
the post-Cold War lull in major power rivalry, 
competition between China and the United 
States and challenges to the United States’ long 
dominance of world affairs.20 Since the publica-
tion of the White Paper, the Australian govern-
ment: (a) enacted legislation to outlaw foreign 
interference and to heighten transparency 
around foreign influence in Australian politics 
and policy;21 (b) banned the Chinese firms Huawei 
and ZTE from Australia’s 5G network in August 
2018;22 (c) as part of a partnership with the United 
States and Japan, funded a number of foreign aid 
projects designed — at least tacitly — to balance 
China’s growing presence in the Pacific islands 
and Southeast Asia.23 

At the same time, the Australian public has 
learned of the extent of Chinese influence oper-
ations in Australia and around the region.24 So 
while many Australians understand the depth 
of Australia’s economic relationship with China 
— that China is Australia’s largest trading partner, 
that Australia runs a trade surplus with China, 
that Chinese demand for Australian commodity 
exports helped Australia weather the 2008 global 
financial crisis — there is a growing wariness of 
the assertiveness and authoritarian character of 
the Chinese state.

TWO RELATIONSHIPS WITH CHINA

WHILE MANY 
AUSTRALIANS 
UNDERSTAND THE 
DEPTH OF AUSTRALIA’S 
ECONOMIC 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 
CHINA, THERE IS A 
GROWING WARINESS 
OF THE ASSERTIVENESS 
AND AUTHORITARIAN 
CHARACTER OF THE 
CHINESE STATE
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Figure 11. Little to no partisanship in US and Australian views of economic dependence on China
Majorities of Americans and Australians think their countries are too economically dependent on China.

Question: Do you think your country is too economically dependent on China?
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Economic dependence on China

The economic relationships between China, 
the United States and Australia are of immense 
strategic significance, a source of both opportu-
nity and vulnerability for the United States and 
Australia, but also a major source of differenti-
ation in the way the United States and Australia 
approach China. Figure 11 shows that large 
percentages of respondents in both countries 
said their respective level of economic depend-
ence on China is too high, with 51 per cent of 
US respondents and 63 per cent of Australian 
respondents having said that their country is too 
economically dependent on China.

On this question, there was none of the usual 
partisan differentiation typically seen among 
American respondents, with 54 per cent of both 
Trump and Clinton voters in agreement that the 
United States is too economically dependent 
on China. In Australia, on the other hand, Coali-
tion voters were more likely than Labor voters to 
agree, 66 per cent to 59 per cent, with Greens at 
57 per cent.
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Figure 12. Americans and Australians preferred less investment from China
Question: Would you prefer more, the same, or less investment into your country from ........

% of respondents

Chinese investment

Both Americans and Australians preferred less 
investment from China in their respective coun-
tries to more investment (Figure 12). Forty-six per 
cent of Americans and 51 per cent of Australians 
wanted less investment from China in each coun-
try, while 19 per cent and 18 per cent preferred 
more. 

This was not the case for investment originating 
from other countries. More Japanese investment 
was preferred to less Japanese investment, with 
34 per cent of Americans preferring more and 
17 per cent less, and 32 per cent and 23 per cent 
of Australian preferring more and less respec-
tively; and almost half the samples in both coun-
tries preferring the status quo. Similarly, more 
investment from Germany was preferred to less 
in the United States, 33 per cent to 18 per cent. 

Thirty-four per cent of Australians wanted more 
US investment in Australia, compared to 23 per 
cent who wanted less. These comparisons high-
light that neither Americans nor Australians were 
hostile towards foreign investment per se but 
did have distinctly negative views about Chinese 
investment.

For each Australian respondent, their response 
on wanting more or less investment from China 
was compared with their response with respect 
to the United States (Figure 13). Most Australians 
(52 per cent) were indifferent between the United 
States and China as a source of foreign invest-
ment for Australia. But 43 per cent of Australi-
ans preferred more US investment than Chinese 
investment, while six per cent of Australians 
preferred more Chinese investment than US 
investment.
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Figure 13. Australians are significantly more welcoming of investment 
from the United States than from China, but most are indifferent
Comparison of views about investment from the United States and investment from China
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US-China technological 
competition

Respondents in both the United States and 
Australia were asked if they agreed that “China 
has overtaken the United States as the world’s 
technological leader”; rates of agreement are 
presented in Figure 14.

Americans were significantly less likely than 
Australians to agree that China surpassed the 
United States technologically, with 38 per cent 
agreeing versus 51 per cent of Australians who 
agreed. Only 28 per cent of Trump voters agreed 
with the proposition, dragging the overall level for 
the United States down, while Clinton voters held 
the same rate of agreement on the proposition 
among Australians, with 51 per cent agreeing that 
China leads the United States technologically. On 
the question explicitly querying US global lead-

ership, the large partisanship in the American 
responses was not especially surprising: Amer-
ican respondents were, one could conject, at 
least in part projecting evaluations of the incum-
bent president into their responses. Australian 
respondents, on the other hand, had less at stake 
politically and emotionally in an explicit compar-
ison of US and Chinese technological prowess, 
producing just a 6-point difference in rates of 
agreement between Labor voters (54 per cent) 
and Coalition voters (48 per cent).

The fact that the Australian responses clustered 
so neatly around the 50-50 point indicates that 
the proposition — that China has overtaken the 
United States as the world’s technological leader 
— was difficult to adjudicate, testing the limits of 
what Australians know about the matter, but also 
reflecting genuine uncertainty.

Figure 14. Americans more optimistic about US technological prowess than Australians
Question: Has China overtaken the United States as the world’s technological leader?
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A new Cold War?

Australians were more likely to see the United 
States and China in a “new Cold War” than Amer-
icans, 39 per cent to 28 per cent (Figure 15). In 
the United States, Trump voters were the most 
likely to see the US-China relationship as a new 
Cold War (33 per cent), closely followed by Clin-
ton voters (30 per cent). Major party voters in 
Australia were in lockstep on this matter, with 
43 per cent of Coalition voters and 42 per cent 
of Labor voters in agreement that the US-China 
relationship is a new Cold War. Large proportions 
of respondents in both countries — between 40 

per cent and 50 per cent — neither agreed nor 
disagreed, perhaps indicative of a lack of engage-
ment with the issue.

Net levels of agreement in the United States were 
just two percentage points overall (28 per cent 
agree, 26 per cent disagree), and ranged from 
nine percentage points among Trump voters to 
four percentage points among Clinton voters; 
56 per cent others and non-voters in the United 
States neither agreed nor disagreed that the 
United States and China are in a new Cold War, 
with disagreement leading agreement by ten 
percentage points.

Figure 15. Australians more likely to believe the United States and China are in a Cold War
Question: Are China and the United States in a Cold War?
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Should Australia join the 
Belt and Road Initiative?

American and Australian respondents were 
also asked for their views about China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI), an ambitious international 
infrastructure project being carried out by the 
Chinese government. It was deemed unlikely that 
most respondents would know what BRI was, so 
some context was supplied before policy prefer-
ences about BRI were asked. 

In both Australia and the United States, respond-
ents were given a prompt:

The Belt and Road Initiative is a plan of the 
Chinese government to develop infrastruc-
ture and investments internationally. Some 
say the Belt and Road Initiative will create 
economic growth and raise living standards. 
Others say that the initiative is being used to 
extend China’s influence in other countries.

American respondents were then asked “Should 
America actively discourage its allies from 
participating in the initiative with diplomatic 
and economic pressure, or not interfere and let 
Chinese governments and companies build and 
own infrastructure in other countries?” Shown in 
Figure 16, just over half of American respondents 
were not sure if the United States should discour-
age US allies from participating in BRI. This rate 
fell to 45 per cent among Trump voters and 50 
per cent among Clinton voters. Thirty-eight per 
cent of Trump voters said that the United States 
should discourage allies from participating in BRI 
while 20 per cent of Clinton voters thought simi-
larly.

Overall, just one in four Americans believed that 
the United States should discourage its allies from 
participating in the BRI, and 23 per cent said that 
the United States should not discourage its allies 
from BRI participation. A preference for discour-
aging allies led not discouraging among Trump 
voters by 20 percentage points (38 per cent to 18 
per cent), while not discouraging led discouraging 
allies by ten percentage points among Clinton 
supporters, 20 per cent versus 30 per cent.

Australian respondents were asked if Australia 
should join BRI and “allow Chinese governments 
and companies to build and own infrastructure in 
Australia”. Only 15 per cent of Australians said that 
Australia should join BRI, with a slightly higher 
proportion of Labor supporters in favour (19 per 
cent) than other segments of the population. 
Roughly a third of Australians were unsure about 
whether Australia should participate in BRI, with 
little partisan variation (28 per cent Coalition, 32 
per cent Labor, 37 per cent Greens). A majority (52 
per cent) said that Australia should not join BRI, 
rising to 57 per cent among Coalition supporters 
and falling to 49 per cent among Labor voters 
and 48 per cent among Green voters. Not partic-
ipating in BRI led participating by 37 percentage 
points overall (52 per cent to 15 per cent), rising 
to 41 points among Coalition voters, 43 points 
among supporters of minor parties and non-vot-
ers and falling to 30 points among Labor voters.
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Figure 16. Australians more opinionated than Americans concerning China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative
Question: The Belt and Road Initiative is a plan of the Chinese government to develop infrastructure and 
investments internationally. Some say the Belt and Road Initiative will create economic growth and raise 
living standards. Others say that the initiative is being used to extend China’s influence in other countries.

Rest of question to American respondents: Should the United States discourage allies from participating in 
the Belt and Road Initiative?
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Approval of US efforts 
to handle China

Under the Trump administration, the United 
States is pursuing a tougher set of policies 
towards China. Tariffs on Chinese imports to 
the United States are the most prominent and 
controversial aspect of this policy. But the Trump 
administration is also seeking concessions from 
China on intellectual property issues and Vice 
President Pence and senior Cabinet secretaries 
are vocal critics of China’s persecution of ethnic 
minorities, censorship and mass surveillance of 

its own people and “malign influence and inter-
ference in American politics and policy.”26 

Extensive commentary and analysis has sought 
to distinguish elements of US policy towards 
China that are specific to Trump and his admin-
istration, versus what might be reflective of a 
broader shift in American thinking and policy 
towards China. This distinction was probed with a 
question-wording experiment, in which respond-
ents are asked if they approved or disapproved 
of (a) how President Trump is handling China, or 
(b) how the United States is handling China.

Rest of question to Australian respondents: Should Australia participate in the Belt and Road Initiative and 
allow Chinese governments and companies to build and own infrastructure in Australia?
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In the United States, overall approval levels of 
the way the United States is handling China did 
not respond to the variation in question-word-
ing, with approval levels of around 50 per cent 
(see Figure 17). But behind that overall data was 
polarised partisanship. When asked about how 
the “United States is handling China”, 88 per cent 
of Trump voters and 22 per cent of Clinton voters 
approved — a partisan differential of 66 per cent. 
When “President Trump” was the subject of the 
question, Trump voter approval increased six 
points to 94 per cent and Clinton voter approval 
dropped to just 12 per cent, producing a partisan 
differential of 82 points.

Australians were less approving of how the 
United States — or Trump — is handling China. 
Forty-one per cent of Australians approved when 
the subject was “the United States”, which fell to 
36 per cent when the subject changed to “Presi-
dent Trump”. There was a stark partisan gradient 
between Coalition and Labor voters, with 56 per 
cent to 26 per cent (a 30 point difference) approv-
ing of how the United States is handling China. 
This fell to 47 per cent to 26 per cent differential 
(21 points) in the “President Trump” form of the 
question.

Figure 17. Survey experiment: Americans are more approving — but more polarised — of US policy 
towards China
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In July 2018, the United States and China each 
imposed tariffs on US$34 billion-worth of the 
other country’s exports. Beijing’s retaliation 
to the original US tariffs prompted the Trump 
administration to formally announce an addi-
tional US$200 billion-worth of Chinese goods to 
impose tariffs of ten per cent.27 This appears to 
have been the beginning of a trade war between 
the world’s two largest economies.

Both sides have threatened to respond to each 
other’s trade barriers as they are imposed, and 
so far they have mostly followed through with 
these threats despite occasional and seemingly 
ephemeral respites.

US tariffs were not only applied to China, but also 
to allies across the US border, in Europe and East 
Asia.28 Australia sought and was granted exemp-
tions from the Trump administration’s steel and 
aluminium tariffs, but these are only temporary.29 

In the opening days of these trade confronta-
tions, President Donald Trump said he was confi-
dent the United States would come out on top. 
The president insisted trade wars are ‘good, and 
easy to win’, that the United States has nothing 
to lose from taking a confrontational approach 
to China on trade, and that there was far more 
upside to his approach than downside.30 

To assess the effect President Trump’s involve-
ment has on public opinion towards tariffs, half of 
the survey respondents were given a “treatment”. 
This means that a random half of the sample in 
both countries were prompted with a question 
that said President Trump was in favour of tariffs 
while the other half were prompted with a ques-
tion that said “some people” were in favour of 
tariffs. 

Americans and Australians appeared scep-
tical of the benefits that tariffs will have for the 
US economy, regardless of whether they are 
specifically tied to President Trump. Just 27 per 
cent of Americans in the control group (with-
out the Trump prompt) said they were good for 
the economy, while 42 per cent said they were 
bad for the economy. The American treatment 
group was slightly more posi-
tive (driven by an increase in 
Republican support when 
Trump is mentioned).

The Trump treatment had little 
impact on Australian attitudes; 
primarily serving to reduce the 
proportion of respondents neither believing they 
would be good or bad for the economy (by nine 
points), and increasing those who said they were 
bad (by eight per cent). Most of this movement 
was from Greens and Labor voters.

Trump voters in the United States were signif-
icantly affected by the mention of President 
Trump, with the support of Trump voters in 
favour of tariffs jumping 19 per cent when it is 
mentioned that President Trump is in favour of 
them.

Clinton voters were more likely to think the oppo-
site when President Trump was mentioned, but 
to a lesser extent. A similar, though statistically 
insignificant, partisan gap appears in the Austral-
ian control group too. 

Regardless of the partisan dynamics, these 
results suggest most Americans and Australians 
are sceptical of the benefits of tariffs.

TRADE AND TARIFFS

AMERICANS AND 
AUSTRALIANS 
APPEARED SCEPTICAL 
OF THE BENEFITS THAT 
TARIFFS WILL HAVE 
FOR THE US ECONOMY.
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Figure 18. Survey experiment: Australians more optimistic about benefits of tariffs on US economy  
than Clinton voters

Question: You may have heard some people 
believe that increasing tariffs (taxes on 
imports) will be good for the American 

economy, while others say they will be bad for 
the American economy. 

Do you believe that increased tariffs between 
the United States and its trading partners will 
be good for the American economy, neither 
good nor bad for the American economy, or 

bad for the American economy?

% of respondents agreeing that the tariffs 
would benefit the US economy

Question: You may have heard President 
Trump say that increasing tariffs (taxes 

on imports) will be good for the American 
economy, while others say they will be 

bad for the American economy. 

Do you believe that increased tariffs 
between the United States and its trading 

partners will be good for the American 
economy, neither good nor bad for 

the American economy, or bad for the 
American economy?
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Foreign influence has dramatically come to 
prominence in the political discourse in both the 
United States and Australia in recent years, but for 
different reasons. In Australia, the concern is the 
susceptibility of its politicians to coercion from 
its largest trading partner, China. In the United 
States, the larger (though highly partisan) concern 
is now the manipulation of elections by Russia.

The Australian public is clearly most worried 
about China. Nearly two-thirds of Australian 
respondents said they were concerned about 
Chinese influence (Figure 19). Only 21 per cent 
said they were not concerned. This was biparti-
san, as 60 per cent or more Coalition, Labor and 
Greens voters said they were concerned.

While a majority of Americans were also 
concerned about Chinese influence in their own 
country, at 56 per cent this concern was slightly 
lower than in Australia. Americans were generally 
more worried about Russian interference.

This concern is not unfounded. In January 2017, 
the US Office of the Director of National Intelli-
gence assessed that Russian President Vladimir 
Putin orchestrated a campaign designed to harm 
the electoral chances of Democratic candidate 
Hillary Clinton, faith in the US electoral system, 
and increase political instability in the United 
States.31 

FOREIGN INTERFERENCE AND INFLUENCE

Figure 19. Foreign interference: Australian concern over US interference in Australian 
politics a partisan issue
Question: Are you personally concerned or not concerned about the influence of ........ on your country’s political processes?
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Since President Trump’s inauguration, these 
questions over the extent of the contact between 
his campaign and Russian government agents 
has loomed over his presidency.

Overall, most US respondents were worried 
about this. Figure 19 shows that 64 per cent of 
Americans said they were concerned about 
Russian interference. There was less parti-
san consensus among the American public 
on this matter than can be observed on China 
in Australia. Eighty per cent of Hillary Clinton 
voters were concerned about Russian interfer-
ence. While a majority of Trump voters were also 
worried, this rate was much lower (56 per cent). 
Trump voters were actually almost as concerned 
about interference from Mexico as they were 
about potential Russian malfeasance.

While 46 per cent of Australians were also 
concerned about Russian interference, the parti-
san pattern here was the opposite of the United 
States, with Coalition voters slightly more worried 
than Greens or Labor supporters. Australians 
were slightly more concerned about Ameri-
can interference in the political processes than 
Russian interference, with 47 per cent concerned 
about American influence. This mostly came 
from Labor (56 per cent) and Greens voters 
(59 per cent). However, 37 per cent of Coalition 
supporters were also concerned about American 
interference.

Former Special Counsel Robert Mueller testifies before the House Intelligence Committee about his report 
on Russian interference in the 2016 presidential election, July 2019 (Getty)
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In both the United States and Australia, the news 
media is commonly referred to as the Fourth 
Estate. This is derived from its (unofficial) role as 
a check on the executive, legislative and judicial 
branches of government, and its capability to 
cover and frame political issues.

Though this role as a watchdog is not formally 
recognised as part of the system of government 
in either country, the news media wields signifi-
cant influence. A free politically unbiased press, 
seeking and exposing the truth, has long been 
considered by both Australians and Americans 
to be an essential component of representative 
democracy.

However, beginning with the deregulation of 
media in the United States during the 1980s, and 
the rise of new news media during the following 
decades, the partisanship of news media has 
increased dramatically in the United States and 
Australia.

This change is significant. The stories the media 
decides to tell, who it decides to talk to and about, 
shape the way many citizens understand politics 
and policy. In large and complex societies, time 
and attention are finite, while political and policy 
issues are complicated. By selecting to report 
certain stories or providing an ideological slant, 
the media is influential in setting the agenda.

The greater partisan differences that can be 
observed on a range of issues in the United States 
compared with Australia may be explained by (or 
in some way related to) a more partisan media 
environment. To understand this better, respond-
ents in the United States and Australia were asked 
about their media consumption habits.

Consumption of news media in 
Australia and the United States

To obtain a measure of media consumption in 
both countries, respondents were asked whether 
they had used a range of offline and online media 
sources in the past week.

Shown in Figure 20, American respondents indi-
cated that while broadcast news (like ABC, CBS, 
NBC) is important, cable news channels like Fox 
News and CNN are also important, with CNN 
Online also being a common source of news. 
Shown in Figure 21, Australian survey respond-
ents generally said that they received their news 
from public broadcasters, such as ABC or SBS, 
and major commercial free-to-air television 
channels including Channel 7 and Channel 9. 

This prominence of cable news in the United 
States is crucial to note, as cable news tends to 
be more polarised along party lines in both coun-
tries, while network television news tends to be 
less partisan.

A majority of respondents in both countries 
were simply not engaged in the news cycle at 
all. Approximately 20 per cent of Australians 
and almost 30 per cent of Americans did not 
consume any of the traditional media outlets 
listed. Australians were less likely to say they use 
any of the online media we asked about, with 40 
per cent selecting none of the potential choices, 
compared with a little over 35 per cent of Amer-
icans.

MEDIA CONSUMPTION
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A majority of respondents in both countries 
generally accessed multiple offline media 
sources, though, while many used just one or 
two websites for online news. Americans were 
slightly more likely to use fewer media sources. 
This is consistent with the greater polarisation of 
American media consumption. While self-re-
ported audiences of the most popular offline US 

media outlets had strong partisan leanings (Fox 
News, Trump voters; CNN, Clinton voters) most 
of the major offline Australian media outlets had 
relatively balanced audiences. A similar pattern 
was observed online.

Figure 20. Media consumption in the United States, by 2016 US presidential vote
Question: Which of the following media have you used to access news offline in the last week (via TV, radio, print, and other 
traditional media)?
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On the whole, the partisanship in the United 
States on this issue dwarves that of Australia’s. 
To quantify just how polarised the media diets 
are, a “left to right” scale was applied to deter-
mine the political identity of each media outlet’s 
consumers (see appendix to learn how politi-
cal leanings were determined). Shown in Figure 
22, this exercise quickly identifies the significant 

divide in the political spectrum in the United 
States. The contrast is made all the starker by 
how much overlap exists in the Australian case 
(Figure 23) — where even media with the most 
partisan audiences, left (National Indigenous 
Television) or right (The Daily Telegraph), shared 
significant overlap.

Figure 21. Media consumption in Australia, by 2019 House of Representative vote
Question: Which of the following media have you used to access news offline in the last week (via TV, radio, print, and other 
traditional media)?
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Figure 22. US media consumption is politically polarised
Ideological positions of voting blocs, United States and Australia, based on factor analysis of seven items on inequality and state 
intervention. Points indicate medians of the resulting scale measure; thick lines indicate 25th to 75th percentiles; thin lines extend to 
10th and 90th percentiles.
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Figure 23. Australian media consumption: Less partisan and less polarised
Ideological positions of voting blocs, United States and Australia, based on factor analysis of seven items on inequality and state 
intervention. Points indicate medians of the resulting scale measure; thick lines indicate 25th to 75th percentiles; thin lines extend to 
10th and 90th percentiles.
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One of the starkest cultural differences between 
Australia and the United States is the culture of 
gun ownership in both countries. 

After 35 people were killed in the Port Arthur 
Massacre in 1996, the conservative Howard 
government enacted a near-total prohibition on 
semi-automatic weapons, made the process 
of buying a gun significantly more difficult and 
initiated a gun amnesty and buyback scheme to 
remove the newly-illegal weapons from circu-
lation. 

In the wake of mass shootings in the United 
States over the last two decades, a question 
that often follows is “why can’t the United States 
enact Australian-style gun control?” In the United 
States, gun reform measures have often faltered 
in Congress, despite recent mass movements like 
the student-led ‘March for Our Lives’ initiative. 

Survey respondents indicate significant partisan 
divisions that exist in the United States on the 
issue of guns, but also strongly indicate more 
willingness for gun control than Congress has 
been able to legislate. 

Home of the free and land 
of the brave, or a more 
complicated story?

The resistance to attempts by successive US 
administrations and congress to restrict gun 
ownership (with the now-expired Clinton admin-
istration assault weapons ban, a notable excep-
tion) is often attributed to the frontier spirit of 
the American people: their libertarian streak that 
prefers small government and individual free-
dom, even if it comes at a cost.

The truth appears to be more complicated.

The collected data indicates that public attitudes 
towards which directions Australians and Ameri-
cans want their respective governments to move 
on gun control are actually similar. It should be 
noted, however, that the policy status quo each 
is responding to is different. 

GUN CONTROL

Figure 24. Nine in ten Australians in favour of stricter 
gun control in Australia
Just over half of Americans want to make guns more difficult 
to obtain

Question: Do you think the government in your country should make 
guns ........?
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Therefore the 93 per cent of Australians who 
said they want access to firearms to be harder, 
or remain the same, can all be considered to 
support stricter gun control measures in Australia 
than exist in the United States.

A slim majority of American respondents 
wanted to make it harder to own firearms, not 
easier. Shown in Figure 24, just seven per cent 
of Australians and 12 per cent of Americans said 
they wanted their federal government to make 
it easier for people to buy a gun, while 66 per 
cent of Australians and 53 per cent of Americans 
wanted it to be harder to buy a gun in their own 
countries.

This is generally equal across rural and urban 
areas. As can be seen in Figure 25, just 15 per 
cent of rural American respondents said they 
wanted guns to be easier to obtain, while 47 per 
cent wanted them to be harder to get. The figures 
for urban Americans were 12 per cent and 54 per 
cent, respectively.

Figure 25. Rural versus urban: Most rural Australians want already strict Australian 
gun control to be even stricter
Question: Do you think the government in your country should make guns ........?
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Figure 26. Gun control: Little partisanship in Australia, extreme partisanship in the United States

Few issues are more politically divisive in the United States

Question: Do you think the government in your country should make guns ........?
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While sexual harassment has always been a 
serious problem, its salience as a public issue 
increased substantially with the emergence of 
the #MeToo movement in 2017. The movement 
protests the widespread prevalence of sexual 
assault and harassment: particularly (but not 
only) in the workplace. 

Attitudes about harassment in 
Australia and the United States

To understand wider public attitudes about 
sexual harassment and assault in the United 
States and Australia, our respondents were asked 
whether the following issues were a major prob-
lem, a minor problem, or not a problem at all:

 › Men getting away with commit-
ting sexual harassment and assault.

 › Women making false claims about 
sexual harassment or assault.

 › Women not being believed about 
sexual harassment and assault.

Overall, survey respondents indicated very 
little difference between the United States and 
Australia. Majorities in both countries believed 
men getting away with sexual harassment and 
assault was a major problem (67 per cent in 
Australia, 64 per cent in the United States), while 
very few believed this is not a problem at all (five 
and eight per cent, respectively) (Table 3). Most 
also said women not being believed was a major 
problem (57 per cent in Australia, 54 per cent in 
the United States), while relatively few thought 
this was not a problem (ten and 14 per cent).

However, a large number of respondents also 
said women making false claims about sexual 
harassment and assault was a major problem (41 
per cent in Australia and 44 per cent in the United 
States); with relatively few saying this was not a 
problem at all (12 and 16 per cent, respectively).

#METOO

Table 3. Attitudes towards sexual harassment and assault
Question: Do you agree that ........ is ........?

% of respondents who thought ........ is ........

Americans Australians Difference
Men getting away with committing sexual harassment and assault

A major problem  64  67  -3
A minor problem  28  28  0
Not a problem  8  5  3

Women making false claims about sexual harassment and assault
A major problem  44  41  3
A minor problem  40  47  -7
Not a problem  16  12  4

Women not being believed about sexual harassment and assault
A major problem  54  57  -3
A minor problem  32  34  -2
Not a problem  14  10  4
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Many respondents believed that sexual harass-
ment is a problem but also said women making 
false claims is also a concern. Nearly half of 
respondents in both countries who said women 
not being believed is a major problem also said 
women making false claims is an issue. This 
could be a result of the perception that a false 
claim undermines the legitimacy of real claims 
and leads to more difficulty for genuine victims. 

Responses about sexual harassment and assault 
vary by gender in both Australia and the United 
States. The only item that Australian men were 
more likely to say was a major problem was 
women making false accusations (Figure 27). 
Approximately three-quarters of women in both 
countries believed men getting away with sexual 
harassment and assault is a major problem, 
about two-thirds of women in both countries 
thought women not being believed is a signifi-

cant issue, and less than half of women in both 
countries thought that women making false accu-
sations is a worry. Conversely, just over half of 
men in both countries thought men getting away 
with harassment and assault is a major concern, 
less than half that women not being believed is 
a problem and almost half that women making 
false accusations is an issue.

The similar views between the two countries on 
the topic masked a significant partisan divide. 
As can be seen in Figure 27, Clinton voters on 
average expressed more concern about sexual 
harassment than Labor voters, while Trump 
voters were generally less concerned than their 
Coalition counterparts in Australia. This ulti-
mately led to the average responses for the entire 
countries to be similar but, once again, the United 
States is significantly more politically polarised 
than Australia.

Tarana Burke, the original creator of the “Me Too” hashtag, speaks at a march in November 2017 (Getty)
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Figure 27. Australian partisan divide on sexual harassment and assault much smaller than 
US partisan divide
Question: Do you agree that ........ is a major problem?
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The debate over legal access to abortion has 
been very prominent in the United States for 
decades and spiked in political importance in 
some Australian states in recent years. 

Generally, abortion was not a highly salient issue 
in Australian politics. However, in 2018 abortion 
was decriminalised in Queensland and in late 
2019, the New South Wales (NSW) state parlia-
ment passed the Reproductive Health Care 
Reform Bill 2019 after considerable, often heated, 
debate.32 This bill brought the state laws of 
Queensland and NSW in line with other Austral-
ian states and removed abortion from the crim-
inal code.

In the United States, abortion has remained a 
contentious topic and prominent source of 
debate since 1973, when the United States 
Supreme Court decided on the Roe v Wade 
case. This landmark ruling defined a pregnant 
woman’s liberty to choose to have an abortion in 

the United States without excessive government 
restriction.

But where the Australian legislative debate has 
largely centred on whether to loosen restric-
tions to access abortion services, many Amer-
ican states are looking at (or have started) intro-
ducing legislation limiting access.33 Additionally, 
the Trump administration’s appointments of a 
number of conservative judges to US appellate 
courts, and Justices Gorsuch and Kavanaugh to 
the Supreme Court have created a possible path 
for a successful conservative challenge to Roe v 
Wade.34

Australians mostly believe abortion 
a matter of personal conscience, 
Americans are more divided

Broadly speaking, our survey respondents indi-
cated that a majority of Australians were support-
ive of women being able to obtain an abortion as 

ABORTION

Pro-choice demonstrators protesting in St Louis, Missouri, May 2019 (Getty)
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a matter of personal choice, regardless of context 
(Figure 28). This is less the case in the United 
States, where the public was more divided. 
Fifty-eight per cent of Australian respondents 
supported unrestricted access to abortion, 
compared with 42 per cent of Americans.

Americans were more likely to believe abortion 
should only be permitted in case of rape, incest, 
or when the woman’s life is in danger (26 per cent 
in the United States compared with 16 per cent in 
Australia) and that it should never be permitted 
(13 per cent in the United States and five per cent 
in Australia).

Women and men hold 
similar attitudes

In both countries, there was only a very small 
difference between women and men, displayed 
in Figure 29.

Women in Australia and the United States were 
slightly more likely to believe that women should 
be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of 
personal choice, but no less likely to have said 
it should never be permitted. In both countries, 
this gap was of a similar size. In Australia, women 
were approximately seven per cent more likely 
than men to say abortion should always be a 
matter of personal choice, and in the United 
States, women were seven per cent more likely 
than men to do so.

Figure 28. Americans more conservative on abortion than Australians
Question: In what instances should abortion be legal?

% of respondents agreeing
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Partisan gap larger in 
America than Australia

In Australia, two-thirds of Labor voters supported 
unrestricted rights for women to obtain abor-
tions, while 47 per cent of Coalition voters held 
the same view; a gap of 19 per cent. Only about 
three per cent of Labor voters and seven per cent 
of Coalition supporters wanted to ban abortions 
entirely.

In the United States, only 15 per cent of Trump 
voters believed that a woman should be able 
to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal 
choice, compared with 68 per cent of Clinton 
voters; a gap of 53 per cent. Conversely, more 
Trump voters supported a total ban on abortions 
than want women to have unrestricted access, 
with 22 per cent having said they should never 
be permitted, while only three per cent of Clinton 
voters hold this view.

Religion is a major driver

In both countries, religion was a major driver 
for opposition to a woman always being able 
to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal 
choice.

While approximately three-quarters of Austral-
ians with no religion supported free choice for 
women, fewer than half of Christian respondents 
agreed (Table 4). However, even among those 
who identified as religious, only around ten per 
cent believed abortion should be completely 
banned, with many believing it should be 
restricted to exceptional circumstances or 
required the need to be established beforehand.

Figure 29. On abortion, Clinton voters more progressive than Labor voters;  
Trump voters more conservative than Coalition voters
Question: In what instances should abortion be legal?
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In the United States, support for a complete ban 
was higher. However, even here, only around 20 
per cent of those part of traditionally anti-abor-
tion groups, those identifying as Protestant or 
other Christians, supported a complete ban. This 

indicates that even among those identifying as 
religious, there is support for women to be able 
to access abortion services in limited circum-
stances. 

Table 4. US and Australian views on abortion, by religion: US religionists and 
non-religionists both more conservative than Australian counterparts
Question: In what instances should abortion be legal?

% of respondents agreeing, by religion

Australia No 
religion

Other Catholic Protestant Other 
Christian

By law, a woman should 
always be able to obtain 
an abortion as a matter of 
personal choice

 74  51  48  47  38

The law should permit 
abortion for other reasons, 
but only after the need has 
been established

 14  22  23  23  17

The law should permit 
abortion only in case of 
rape, incest, or when the 
woman’s life is in danger

 8  19  20  20  33

By law, abortion should 
never be permitted

 2  7  7  7  11

Other  2  2  2  2  1

United States No 
religion

Other Catholic Protestant Other 
Christian

By law, a woman should 
always be able to obtain 
an abortion as a matter of 
personal choice

 62  46  34  31  29

The law should permit 
abortion for other reasons, 
but only after the need has 
been established

 12  16  15  12  10

The law should permit 
abortion only in case of 
rape, incest, or when the 
woman’s life is in danger

 14  24  35  31  34

By law, abortion should 
never be permitted

 6  5  12  18  23

Other  6  8  4  8  4
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Majorities of American and Australian survey 
respondents said climate change is occurring; it is 
at least partially caused by human activity; it will 
have a severe impact on wildlife, water supplies 
and the weather; and their country should take 
action to reduce the use of fossil fuels for energy 
production.

As with many issues examined in this report, 
much of the difference between Australian and 
American attitudes towards climate change was 
driven by respondents who voted for Donald 
Trump in 2016. These respondents were the only 
group among whom a majority either said they 
did not know if climate change is happening (19 
per cent) or said that they did not believe climate 
change is happening (34 per cent). Among Trump 
voters who did say climate change is happening, 
only one in five said that climate change is mostly 

caused by human activity. In Australia, nearly 71 
per cent of Coalition voters said climate change 
is happening and nearly half of that group said it 
is mostly caused by human activity.

Figure 30 makes clear that Australians were more 
likely to agree that climate change is occurring 
than Americans, but this was a majority propo-
sition in both countries (77 per cent in Australia, 
68 per cent in the United States). Australians who 
voted for the Coalition in the 2019 election were 
less likely to believe climate change is occurring 
(71 per cent) than Labor supporters (84 per cent). 
In the United States, the partisan difference was 
larger. Only about half of those respondents who 
voted for Donald Trump in 2016 (49 per cent) said 
climate change is occurring, compared with 84 
per cent of respondents who voted for Hillary 
Clinton.

CLIMATE CONCERNS

Figure 30. On average, Americans are more sceptical about climate change 
than Australians
Question: Is climate change occurring? If so, what do you think is causing it to occur?
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Forty-five per cent of Australians and 37 per cent 
of Americans who said climate change is occur-
ring said they believe climate change is mostly 
caused by human activity (Figure 30). Twen-
ty-one per cent of Americans and 24 per cent 
of Australians said it is caused by an equal mix 
of human and natural causes, while eight per 

cent of Australians and ten per cent of Americans 
who said climate change is occurring said it is 
mostly caused by natural causes. This means that 
approximately 69 per cent of Australians and 58 
per cent of Americans said that climate change 
is both occurring and caused at least partially by 
human activity.

Figure 31. Minor Australian political divide on climate change dwarfed by 
US political divide
Question: Is climate change occurring? If so, what do you think is causing it to occur?
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A tax on carbon

Not only did most Australian respondents say 
that climate change is occurring and mostly or 
partially caused by human activity, they also said 
they want to see action to reduce fossil fuel use.

Figure 32 indicates that the vast majority of 
Australians (78 per cent) supported action to 
reduce fossil fuel use. In the United States, 

support for reducing fossil fuel 
use was slightly lower, but still 
a majority (68 per cent).

A survey experiment was 
conducted in order to test 
whether respondents in the 
two countries wanted to 
reduce fossil fuels in general 
or specifically implement a 
carbon tax. In the experiment, 
one-half of respondents were 
asked whether they supported 

undefined plans to reduce reliance on fossil 
fuels while the other half were asked whether 
they supported a plan that would raise taxes on 
carbon emissions in order to reduce reliance on 
fossil fuels.

Support dropped significantly in both countries 
when respondents were asked whether they 
would support reducing fossil fuel use through 
a carbon tax. The right-hand column of Figure 
32 highlights that in Australia, the treatment 
(mentioning tax increases) led to a decline in 
support of 14 per cent. In the United States, a simi-
lar decline of 14 per cent occurred. In both coun-
tries, a majority of respondents still favoured a 
plan that would reduce fossil fuel use. In Australia, 
64 per cent of respondents supported such a 
plan to be paid for by raising taxes, including a 
tax on carbon emissions. Fifty-four per cent of 
Americans also supported a carbon reduction 
plan that involved tax increases. 

As with other issues, public opinion was far more 
divided along partisan lines in the United States. 
Shown in Figure 32, almost half of Coalition voters 
in Australia said they support a carbon tax, as did 
79 per cent of Labor voters. Among Americans, 
only 24 per cent of Trump voters supported rais-
ing taxes for a carbon emissions plan, compared 
with 82 per cent of Clinton supporters.

Partisan differences were also observed in the 
treatment effects. Support for a plan to reduce 
fossil fuel use declined more among all voters 
when it was tied to a tax increase, but this varied 
by country and political affiliation. In Australia, 
support among Labor voters for reduced fossil 
fuel use declined by nine per cent when tied to tax 
increases, while for Coalition voters, it dropped 
by 14 per cent. The largest reduction in Australian 
support was among voters who supported minor 
parties or did not vote at all (27 per cent).

Different patterns were observed in the United 
States. Support for reduced fossil fuel use 
declined more for Clinton voters by 13 per cent 
when tied to tax increases. Trump voters declined 
by five per cent although the latter was coming 
off a much lower base.

These results suggest voters wanted action, but 
that tying this action to taxes reduces support to a 
degree. Nonetheless, majorities in both countries 
still said they prefer action — even if it means a tax 
on carbon emissions — because climate change 
is seen as a serious problem.

NOT ONLY DID 
MOST AUSTRALIAN 
RESPONDENTS 
SAY THAT CLIMATE 
CHANGE IS OCCURRING 
AND MOSTLY OR 
PARTIALLY CAUSED 
BY HUMAN ACTIVITY, 
THEY ALSO SAID 
THEY WANT TO SEE 
ACTION AND REDUCE 
FOSSIL FUEL USE.
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Figure 32. Survey experiment: Clinton voters more progressive on fossil fuels than Labor voters
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The implications of climate change

Seventy per cent of Australians said that harm to 
wildlife and habitats is an extremely or very likely 
outcome of climate change while just six per cent 
said it was not at all likely and another seven per 
cent said slightly likely. Similarly, 70 per cent of 
Australians said that it is very or extremely likely 
that climate change will cause more droughts and 
water shortages. Six per cent of Australians said 
it was not at all likely and another seven per cent 
said slightly likely.

Australian concern about an increase in the 
chances that storms would become more severe 
as a result of climate change was lower. Sixty-
four per cent of Australians said this was very or 
extremely likely. Eight per cent said it was not at 
all likely and another eight per cent said slightly 
likely.

Consistent with the slightly lower rate of Amer-
ican agreement that climate change was occur-
ring and caused by human activity, fewer US 
respondents said it was likely that climate change 
would have significant effects on the environ-
ment.

Across each of the three questions on the impli-
cations of climate change, approximately 60 per 
cent of US respondents reported that it was very 
or extremely likely that shifts in the climate would 
cause harm to wildlife and habitats, increase 
droughts and water shortages or more severe 
storms.

Differences between the United 
States and Australia largely 
driven by differences between 
Coalition and Republican voters

Americans who voted for Hillary Clinton in 2016 
resembled Labor voters at the 2019 Australian 
election on this issue. Supporters of the Labor 
and Greens parties in Australia, and Clinton 
voters in the United States were overwhelmingly 
of the opinion that climate change is occurring 
and supportive of plans to reduce fossil fuel use 
(even if it means new taxes). In Australia, centre-
right Coalition voters were only moderately 
more sceptical of human contribution to climate 
change than Labor and were split fairly evenly on 
plans to reduce fossil fuels (more in favour when 
taxes weren’t mentioned). A small majority of 
Coalition identified harm coming from climate 
change.

As with some of the other issues examined in this 
report, much of the difference between Austral-
ians and Americans was driven by the beliefs 
and attitudes of Trump voters towards climate 
change.Getty



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE   
PUBLIC OPINION IN THE AGE OF TRUMP: THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRALIA COMPARED 55

Figure 33. Partisan polarisation on climate change consequences smaller in Australia than 
in the United States
Question: Do you believe climate change will cause ........?
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Australia and the United States both carry lega-
cies of European colonisation, centuries of insti-
tutionalised racism and the systematic dispos-
session of indigenous peoples. These legacies 
are no mere historical curiosities. In both coun-
tries, poverty and inequality continue to be 

profoundly shaped by race 
and ethnicity. Racial inequality 
— recognising it as a legitimate 
subject of public policy, and 
debates as to how to address 
it — is a significant source of 
political division in both coun-
tries. Immigration has long 

been a driver of population growth, economic 
expansion, ethnic and cultural diversity and polit-
ical controversy in both Australia and the United 
States. Accordingly, any serious survey of public 
opinion in either country has to take stock of the 
way race structures politics and the contempo-
rary political significance of racial prejudice.

Race is a significant political cleavage in the 
United States in two key respects. First, voting 
coalitions cohere around race and ethnicity 
much more powerfully than they do in Australia. 
Second, among White voters, attitudes about 
race strongly predict whether one votes for 
Democratic or Republican candidates, or for the 
Coalition or other parties in Australia.

Race as a political cleavage

In 2016, as has been the case in every presidential 
election since 1968, a majority of White voters 
supported the Republican candidate for presi-
dent.35 In this survey’s data, Trump won the White 
vote 57-43, with Whites comprising 72 per cent of 
the electorate. Democrats had lop-sided support 
among the two largest non-White segments of 
the electorate, with Clinton beating Trump 89-11 
among African-Americans (13 per cent of the 
electorate) and 70-30 among Hispanics (ten per 
cent of the electorate). White Americans are the 

single largest racial group in the electorate by 
a comfortable margin. Nonetheless, extremely 
strong support for Democrats in the non-White 
electorate means that while Trump won 57 per 
cent of the two-party vote among Whites, the 
overall level of support for Trump is 48.5 per cent 
in the total electorate. Trump, of course, won the 
presidency by winning the Electoral College, not 
the “popular vote”, in no small measure due to 
the profound geographic concentration of the 
non-White, Democratic-voting population.

Figure 34 shows the relationship between (a) 
race/ethnicity and two-candidate vote shares in 
the 2016 US presidential election and (b) ancestry 
and two-party vote shares in the 2019 election to 
the Australian House of Representatives. Each 
panel is partitioned into vertical strips corre-
sponding to race/ethnicity (United States) or 
ancestry (Australia); in the interest of simplicity, 
this analysis is restricted to respondents report-
ing voting for either Trump or Clinton (United 
States) or Labor or the Coalition (Australia)

Voting in Australia is not nearly so polarised along 
race and ethnic lines. Among the largest ances-
try group, those reporting European or Austral-
ian ancestry, political support cleaved 54-46 
Coalition-Labor, closer to 50-50 than the 57-43 
Trump-Clinton split observed among American 
Whites. 

In short, US electoral politics is far more polar-
ised along race and ethnicity than Australian 
electoral politics. Furthermore, in the absence 
of compulsory turnout in the United States, the 
racial and ethnic composition of the electorate 
in any given election is not merely a function 
of demography, but of who decides to vote. 
Precisely because the US electorate is racially 
polarised, this creates powerful incentives for 
politicians to make appeals to racial and ethnic 
identity when courting voters, reinforcing the 
political salience of race and ethnicity in US poli-
tics.36

RACE, POLITICS AND PREJUDICE

US ELECTORAL 
POLITICS IS FAR MORE 
POLARISED ALONG 
RACE AND ETHNICITY 
THAN AUSTRALIAN 
ELECTORAL POLITICS.
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Figure 34. Primary US political parties are far more racially polarised than Australian parties
Two-party vote, by race/ethnicity (United States) or ancestry (Australia). Greens voters, other voters,  
and non-voters removed.
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Measuring racial prejudice

Racial or ethnic pride — manifesting in ascribing 
negative stereotypes to others — is a near-uni-
versal human trait, observed in varying degrees 
across cultures, time and place. Australian writer 
Robert Hughes once observed that “racism is 
as Australian as lamingtons and sausage rolls”.37 
Nonetheless, Australians frequently point to 
racism as one of the least desirable features of 
the United States. 

In order to quantify the prevalence and political 
significance of racial prejudice, social and polit-
ical researchers have traditionally used survey 
items that ask respondents to rate various racial 
and ethnic groups on scales ranging from “hard 
working” to “lazy”, “intelligent” to “unintelligent”, 
or “rude” to “polite” or “violent” to “peaceful”.38 
Differences in the ratings given to the respond-
ent’s own group relative to others measure the 
extent to which the respondent holds prejudicial 
beliefs, say, when a White American respondent 
rates White Americans as more “hardworking” 
than African-Americans or Latinos, or when an 
Australian of European ancestry rates Indigenous 
Australians as less intelligent than Whites.

Two of the 7-point stereotype scales were utilised 
in the surveys fielded in both Australia and the 
United States: the “lazy” to “hardworking” scale 
and the “intelligent” to “unintelligent” scales. 
Australian respondents were asked to assign 
scores to four racial and ethnic groups: (1) Whites; 
(2) Indigenous Australians; (3) Chinese; (4) Indi-
ans. American respondents were asked about (1) 
Whites; (2) African-Americans; (3) Hispanics; (4) 
Asian-Americans.

We restricted this part of our analysis to the 
views of members of the largest racial or ethnic 
group in both countries. In the United States, 
we analysed the views of seventy per cent of 
respondents who reported being ”White”. In 
Australia, our analysis focused on the 81 per cent 
of respondents who identified as being of “Euro-
pean” or “Australian” ancestry. 

Figure 35 shows the rates at which Australian 
respondents of European or Australian ancestry 
reported prejudiced beliefs about Indigenous 
Australians, Chinese and Indians. More than half 
of this group (54 per cent) reported Indigenous 
Australians as lazier than White Australians: 33 
per cent reported no difference between Whites 
and Indigenous Australians on this dimension, 
and 13 per cent reported a more positive stere-
otype of Indigenous Australians than Whites on 
this dimension. A slightly smaller proportion of 
Australians of European or Australian ancestry, 
47 per cent, viewed Whites as more intelligent 
than Indigenous Australians, while 44 per cent 
gave both Whites and Indigenous Australians 
the same score.

More than half of Australian respondents of 
European or Australian ancestry rated Chinese 
as harder working than Whites, and 42 per cent 
made this assessment of Indians relative to 
Whites. Only 13 per cent of this group of Austral-
ian respondents reported Whites as working 
harder than Chinese, while only 15 per cent 
said Whites are more intelligent than Chinese. 
Australian respondents of European or Austral-
ian ancestry were less likely to report differences 
between racial and ethnic groups with respect 
to intelligence, but still, 30 per cent reported 
Chinese being more intelligent than Whites.
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Figure 35. Australian prejudice toward Indigenous Australians greater than any US prejudices
Comparison of ratings of non-White groups with Whites (United States) or Australians with European or Australian ancestry
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Are White Australians more 
racist than White Americans?

Compared to Australian respondents of Euro-
pean or Australian ancestry, White Americans 
were generally less likely to report racially preju-
dicial comparisons of non-Whites.39 Across the 
two dimensions of evaluation (lazy to hardwork-
ing and intelligence) and the three non-White 
groups (Asian-Americans, Hispanic-Americans 
and African-Americans), the highest rate of White 

American prejudice was the 31 per cent who 
reported that African-Americans are lazier than 
Whites. Half of White Americans (51 per cent) 
reported no differences between Whites and 
African-Americans with respect to work ethic, 
and 65 per cent reported no differences between 
Whites and African-Americans with respect to 
intelligence. These rates of racial and ethnic 
equality are higher than what was observed 
among Australian respondents of European or 
Australian ancestry.
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Tables 5 and 6 show the percentages of White 
American and Australians of European or Austral-
ian ancestry with different combinations of prej-
udiced evaluations of non-White groups. One in 
five White Americans reported that Whites are 
both harder-working and more intelligent than 
African-Americans, and 38 per cent of White 
Americans made at least one of these racially 
prejudicial comparisons. Forty-six per cent of 
White Americans provided at least one report 
of Whites being superior to the three non-White 
groups on one or both of the lazy to hard-work-
ing or intelligence scales.

Thirty-eight per cent of Australians of European 
or Australian ancestry reported that Whites are 
both harder-working and more intelligent than 
Indigenous Australians, and almost two-thirds 
(64 per cent) reported at least one of the racially 
prejudicial comparisons. Sixty-nine per cent of 
Australians of European or Australian ancestry 
had at least one instance of reporting that Whites 

are superior to one of the non-White groups on 
either the lazy to hard-working or intelligence 
scales.

A slim majority of White Americans, 54 per cent, 
did not report Whites being superior to any of 
the three non-White groups on either of the two 
dimensions of evaluation. The corresponding 
figure in the Australian data is lower, just 31 per 
cent. Reflexive, universal racial prejudice is rare 
in both countries: just two per cent of Australians 
of European or Australian ancestry and three 
per cent of White Americans always asserted 
that Whites are superior to the three respective 
out-groups on both evaluative dimensions.

Comparisons across countries are delicate, given 
the different racial and ethnic groups presented 
to respondents in the two countries. Nonethe-
less, members of Australia’s dominant racial 
majority — Australians of European and Austral-
ian ancestry — seem more likely to report overtly 
prejudicial beliefs than White Americans.

Table 5. Percentage of White Americans reporting negative stereotypes of out-groups 
relative to Whites

White Americans views of non-White groups
Both lazier and less intelligent Either lazier or less intelligent

African-Americans  20  38
Hispanics  5  31
Asian-Americans  5  22
All  3  9
Any  21  46

Table 6. Percentage of Australians of European or Australian ancestry reporting 
negative stereotypes of out-groups relative to Whites

White Australians views of non-White groups
Both lazier and less intelligent Either lazier or less intelligent

Indigenous Australians  38  64
Indians  11  37
Chinese  5  22
All  2  12
Any  41  69
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Prejudice and political preferences

Within each country’s dominant racial or ethnic 
groups, political preferences were strongly 
associated with prejudice (Table 7). In the United 
States, prejudiced Whites overwhelmingly 
preferred Trump over Clinton in 2016, while 
Clinton was the preferred choice of Whites who 
did not report prejudiced beliefs. In two-party 
terms, Trump beat Clinton 72-28 among preju-
diced White Americans, while Clinton led Trump 
57-43 among non-prejudiced White Americans. 

Prejudicial views were also strongly associated 
with political preferences in Australia. Among 
Australians of European or Australian descent, 
those with prejudiced views were 16 percentage 
points more likely to report supporting the Coali-
tion in 2019 than their non-prejudiced co-ethnics. 

In two-party terms, there was a 15 percent-
age point difference between prejudiced 
and non-prejudiced Australians of European 
or Australian ancestry, with Coalition-Labor 
two-party splits of 58-42 and 44-56, respectively. 

These findings echo many other analyses of the 
American electorate,40 finding that racially prej-
udiced beliefs are among the strongest discrim-
inators of vote choice among White Americans. 
It is close to impossible to find a single political 
attitude that cleaves Australian voters as power-
fully as prejudice segregates White Americans.

Table 7. Prejudice and political preferences in Australia and the United States
% of respondents

White survey respondents
Prejudiced Non-prejudiced Difference

White Americans (two-party vote)
Trump  72  43  29
Clinton  28  57  -29
Australians of European or Australian ancestry (two-party vote)
Coalition  58  44  15
Labor  42  56  -15
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Artificial technology (AI) has rapidly advanced 
from the realm of fanciful science fiction to that 
of reality in recent decades. Innovations in wear-
able devices, voice-activated home assistants 
and algorithm-driven advertising have increas-
ingly enmeshed artificial and human intelligence 
in the daily lives of billions of people around 
the world. AI has also displaced workers. Jobs 
that were once filled by people on production 
lines in factories are now taken by machines. 
This uneasy transition is already visible in some 

parts of the United States and 
Australia, where proud histo-
ries of manufacturing are 
clashing with economic futures 
that appear to be dominated 
by services. 

Central to President Trump’s 
campaign promise to “Make 
America Great Again” was 
the restoration of many of 
these lost manufacturing jobs. 
Australia has similarly seen 

campaigns and promises in recent years to 
protect jobs from automation in the automo-
tive and mining sectors. However, the ability of 
any national government to protect these jobs 
is limited, with recent studies finding that almost 
half of the jobs in OECD countries are likely to be 
significantly affected by automation in the near 
future — though the risk varies across sectors.41 

With the future of work facing such uncertainties, 
it is important to gain a sense of how Australians 
and Americans of various ages and educational 
backgrounds view such a threat.

Evaluating artificial intelligence

While Australian and American respondents 
reported high levels of awareness of artificial 
intelligence, substantially fewer had formed a 
positive or negative evaluation of the effects of 
AI on them personally or their families (Figure 

36). Almost half of American respondents (49 per 
cent) and 46 per cent of Australian respondents 
reported AI as “neither a positive nor negative 
development”. This neutral response was the 
most frequently given response across almost all 
age and educational categories in both the United 
States and Australia. To Australians and Ameri-
cans, the impact of artificial intelligence appears 
to still be in the future, with slim majorities able to 
offer a positive or negative evaluation of it today.

There were differences between the two coun-
tries, though. Among those providing evaluations 
on AI, Australians were substantially more opti-
mistic about AI, with positive evaluations lead-
ing negative evaluation by 22 points (38 to 16 per 
cent), compared to 11 points among Americans 
(31 to 20 per cent). In both countries, younger 
people were more positive about the growth 
of AI than older cohorts. Almost a majority of 
Australians aged 18-29 reported positive evalua-
tions (47 per cent), while just 11 per cent reported 
negative evaluations.

In both the United States and Australia, more 
positive evaluations of AI tended to accompany 
higher levels of education, while in the United 
States, in particular, those with less than a high 
school education were particularly negative 
about the possibilities of AI. Just 19 per cent 
of respondents in this latter group expressed a 
positive view, and 41 per cent a negative view. 
Conversely, while Australians who did not finish 
high school were the least positive about AI, 
they were still more likely to express a posi-
tive response (30 to 23 per cent), and they were 
substantially more positive than Americans with 
similarly low levels of education. Among those 
with postgraduate degrees, there were identical 
evaluations of AI in both Australia and the United 
States, with positive evaluations far outnumber-
ing negative evaluations by 29 points in the United 
States (42 per cent to 13 per cent) and 27 points in 
Australia (42 per cent to 15 per cent).

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

WITH THE FUTURE OF 
WORK FACING SUCH 
UNCERTAINTIES, IT 
IS IMPORTANT TO 
GAIN A SENSE OF 
HOW AUSTRALIANS 
AND AMERICANS 
OF VARIOUS AGES 
AND EDUCATIONAL 
BACKGROUNDS VIEW 
SUCH A THREAT.
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Figure 36. Across age groups, Australians are more positive about artificial intelligence than 
Americans
Question: Thinking about you and your family, is artificial intelligence a positive development, a negative development, 
or neither a negative nor a positive development?
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Figure 37. Across levels of education, Australians are more positive about artificial intelligence than 
Americans
Question: Thinking about you and your family, is artificial intelligence a positive development, a negative development, 
or neither a negative nor a positive development?
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Figure 38. The average American view similar to average Australian view on impact of 
AI on jobs and inequality
Question: If robots and computers were able to do much of the work currently done by humans, then how

likely is it that ........

% of respondents who said a particular outcome is either extremely or very likely

AI and jobs

In both the United States and Australia, a majority 
of respondents reported that they believe AI is 
either extremely or very likely to make it harder 
to find employment. This is perhaps the most 
definitive set of views on AI of all the responses. 
Fifty-five per cent of Americans and 59 per cent 
of Australians said it was extremely or very likely 
that “people would have a hard time finding jobs” 
if “robots and computers were able to do much 
of the work currently done by humans” (Figure 
38). Adoption of AI this widespread is also fore-
cast to exacerbate inequality between rich and 
poor. A total of 46 per cent of Americans and 
52 per cent of Australians said this outcome is 
extremely or very likely.

Though Australians were more likely to hold opti-
mistic views of AI than Americans, both countries 
saw the prospect of AI creating new, better-pay-
ing jobs fairly equally. Just 17 per cent of Amer-
icans and 19 per cent of Australians saw new, 
better-paying jobs as extremely or very likely in a 
world in which AI is capable of performing much 
of present-day work.

While believing that widespread adoption of AI 
would make employment more difficult, rela-
tively few Americans and Australians saw a defi-
nite, near-term threat to their current occupation 
(Figure 39). Just ten per cent of Americans and 13 
per cent of Australians disagreed with the propo-
sition “In ten years’ time, my current occupation 
will still exist.” Another third of Americans and 
Australians were unsure, but majorities in both 
countries (56 per cent in the United States, 57 per 
cent in Australia) reported that their occupation is 
secure for at least another ten years.

Younger cohorts reported more optimism on this 
score than older respondents in both countries, 
and a higher level of educational attainment was 
a strong predictor of optimism about the longev-
ity of occupations. Eighty per cent of Americans 
and 65 per cent of Australians with postgrad-
uate degrees agreed that their occupation will 
exist in ten years’ time. These rates fell dramati-
cally across levels of educational attainment in 
the United States. Just 39 per cent of Americans 
with less than a high school education reported 
a similar level of optimism. Nineteen per cent of 
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this group believed that their present occupation 
will not exist in ten years’ time — the same amount 
as Australians with less than a high school educa-
tion. These levels of pessimism among the least 
educated are twice the base rate of pessimism 

in the general population — an indication of the 
expectation that the costs of automation and AI 
will fall disproportionately on those without the 
security of a high level of formal education.

Figure 39. Most Americans and Australians believe their job will exist a decade from now
Question: In ten years’ time, my current occupation will still exist
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While American and Australian respondents saw 
risks to jobs and economic equality stemming 
from the widespread adoption of AI, how many 
thought that such a profound upheaval of work 
and occupations is imminent? Figure 40 shows 
that 32 per cent of Americans and 37 per cent of 
Australians said it is extremely or very likely that 
“in the next ten years, robots and computers will 
do much of the work currently done by humans.” 
Australians were slightly more likely than Ameri-
cans to believe that AI will profoundly transform 
work in the next decade, by five points overall. 
Australians outpaced Americans in every age 
and educational slice of the two populations on 
this metric. In both countries, older respondents 
were slightly more likely than younger respond-
ents to make this assessment.

Australians were generally more person-
ally confident about AI than Americans, while 
slightly less sanguine about the consequences 
of AI for employment and economic inequal-
ity. US respondents with lower levels of formal 
education were especially pessimistic about the 

advent of AI, more so than Australians with the 
same relatively low levels of educational attain-
ment. Long-standing differences in the two coun-
tries’ labour markets — and wage bargaining and 
industrial relations systems — help rationalise 
these differences of opinion. Moreover, due to 
wage differentials and trade exposure, Australia’s 
manufacturing sector is smaller than that in the 
United States, a sector especially vulnerable to 
automation.

These results indicate that differences in the 
nature of work in the United States and Australia 
existing today powerfully shape difference in 
opinions about AI and its future impact on work 
between the two countries. This helps explain 
how Australian respondents could simultane-
ously be (a) more confident that AI is likely to 
transform the nature of work than Americans, (b) 
slightly more confident that their present occu-
pation will survive and hence (c) generally more 
upbeat about the impact of AI on them and their 
families.

Getty
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Figure 40. About half of those agreeing that AI will replace much of the work done by 
humans also believe that their occupation will continue to exist over the next ten years
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The Trump administration filed its paperwork 
for re-election with the US Federal Election 
Commission just hours after President Trump’s 
inauguration on 20 January 2017.42 The Demo-
crats, meanwhile, have had official candidates 
for the party’s presidential nomination in the field 
since July 2017.43 The 2020 presidential election 
has been well underway since. 

With the stark partisanship found throughout 
this survey coupled with the highest turnout for 
midterm elections in more than a century in 
2018,44 it seems that the United States is in the 
midst of a period of heightened political aware-
ness and anxiety, set to converge on 3 November 
2020, when the next presidential election is held. 

Interested Australians will be watching these 
elections closely. It is clear from several exper-
iments conducted in this survey that Australi-
ans have largely negative reactions to President 
Trump, and detailed below is their preference 

that the United States elect a new President in 
January 2021. For the Democrats, this may be 
difficult to deliver, as President Trump retains 
strong support from Republicans, and may again 
benefit from the electoral college. 

A Trump win is a real possibility

As a measure of vote intention, American 
respondents were asked to state their prefer-
ence in a series of head-to-head runoffs between 
leading Democratic candidates and President 
Trump. Each respondent was asked to decide 
on three possible contests, with the Democratic 
candidate randomly selected from a list of seven 
leading contenders (the most popular options as 
of July 2019). 

The responses they gave were then compared 
with their stated 2016 presidential election vote 
and calculated to determine whether, as of late 
July 2019, they were: highly likely to vote Demo-

TOWARDS 2020

Figure 41. For 2020, Trump base and opposition remain largely unmoved since 2016
American respondents’ 2020 vote intentions, by 2016 vote
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cratic in 2020 (selected the Democratic option all 
three times); persuadable (selected at least one of 
each); or, highly likely to vote Republican in 2020 
(said they would vote Trump regardless of the 
identity of the Democratic candidate). 

While some Democrats polled more strongly 
than others, falls in support for Democratic 
candidates did not translate into gains in support 
for Donald Trump. Rather than expressing a pref-
erence for Trump, some respondents reported 
that they would not vote or would support a third 
party or independent if their preferred Demo-
cratic candidate was not on the ballot.

This indicates how little voter intentions have 
changed since 2016. Figure 41, shows that 97 per 
cent of voters who voted for Donald Trump in 
2016 said they would vote for Trump, regard-
less of the Democratic candidate they were 
offered. Conversely, 94 per cent of respondents 
who voted for Hillary Clinton in 2016 said they 
would vote for the Democratic candidate every 
time they were asked. This highlighted another 
outcome of the intense political polarisation in 
the United States: there appear to be very few 
swing voters up for grabs in 2020. 

This ultimately suggests it will be difficult for 
Democrats to wear down Donald Trump’s base 
of support between now and the election.

Remember the Electoral College

The American presidency is not decided by 
national vote tallies (the so-called “popu-
lar vote”). Rather, presidential elections 
are decided by a majority of the Electoral 
College, a system of indirect election where 
the winner of the presidential election in each 
state (except Maine and Nebraska) is given all 
of the Electoral College votes for that state, 
which are allocated across states in a way that 
is roughly proportional to population.

Like George W. Bush in 2000, Donald Trump 
won the presidency in 2016 despite winning 
fewer votes nationwide than the Democratic 
candidate.

Indeed, Trump won the presidency despite 
trailing Clinton by 2.1 per cent nationally, 45.9 
per cent to 48 per cent, winning the Electoral 
College with narrow wins in “Obama” states, 
including Michigan, Wisconsin and Penn-
sylvania. Clinton, on the other hand, won 
lopsided victories in large, blue states, includ-
ing California, New York and Illinois; but these 
states were never expected to be competitive 
for Trump.

Given the observed stability of vote intention, 
the geographic distribution of 2020 support 
for Trump could closely track its 2016 distribu-
tion, leaving the distinct possibility of Trump 
again winning the presidency despite not 
being the plurality vote winner. 

All of this is only exacerbated by the febrile 
atmosphere in Washington, and the chances 
that the outcome may be heavily influenced 
by impeachment hearings and an increasingly 
partisan media landscape.



UNITED STATES STUDIES CENTRE   
PUBLIC OPINION IN THE AGE OF TRUMP: THE UNITED STATES AND AUSTRALIA COMPARED70

Australians strongly prefer 
a Democratic president

Australians were not so evenly divided on the 
presidential contest, with an overwhelming pref-
erence that a Democrat win in 2020, regardless 
of which Democratic candidate.

Figure 42 shows Australian preferences for the 
2020 US presidential election. They were asked 
whether they preferred Donald Trump, any 
Democratic candidate or another candidate alto-
gether. By a ratio of 2:1 Australian respondents 
preferred an unnamed Democrat defeat Donald 
Trump in November 2020.

Only 20 per cent of Australians said that they 
wanted to see a second term of the Trump 
administration. This number is low even among 
Coalition voters, with less than one-third saying 
his re-election is their preferred outcome. This 
suggests that most Australians who had an opin-
ion on the matter had a strong aversion to the 
re-election of President Trump.

This may not be just about Donald Trump, 
however. The results outlined throughout this 
report — which show Trump voters in the United 
States are generally much more conservative 
than most Australians (including most Coalition 
supporters) — provide another explanation. 

Figure 42. Only a fifth of Australians want Trump to win in 2020
Question: Who would you like to win the 2020 election?
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APPENDIX

About the surveys

The surveys were fielded between 23-29 July 
2019 in both the United States and Australia, 
by YouGov, a global public opinion and data 
company, to samples drawn from YouGov panels 
of respondents who have previously agreed to 
take surveys online. The US sample size is 1,800 
and the Australian sample size is 1,820.  

The US sample was formed by first segment-
ing the YouGov US panel on gender, age, race, 
and education, matching the distributions of 
those variables in the adult, citizen population 
of the US provided by 2016 American Commu-
nity Survey 1-year sample. Randomly selected 
panellists in each segment were invited to take 
the survey. After data collection the responses 
were weighted to match the distributions of age, 
gender, race, education and vote choice at the 
2016 presidential election (based on official vote 
tabulations). These two steps ensure the sample 
is representative of the adult, citizen population 
of the United States.    

The Australian sample was formed by first 
segmenting the YouGov Australian panel on 
gender, age and region (urban/rural distinc-
tion within each state), matching the distri-
butions of those variables in the adult, citizen 
Australian population provided by the 2016 
Census. Randomly selected panellists in each 
segment were invited to take the survey. After 
data collection, the responses were weighted 
to match the distributions of age, gender and 
region (as provided by the 2016 Census, again 
subset to adult citizens). These two steps ensure 
the sample is representative of the adult, citizen 
population of Australia.

The maximum margin of error for each data set 
is approximately ±2.3 (Australia) and ±2.8 (United 
States) percentage points. For differences in 
results between the two countries, the maximum 
margin of error is ± 3.7 percentage points.
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About factor analysis determining 
the political spectrum

As we cannot measure political ideology directly 
— it is a latent “unknown” variable comprised of 
multiple dimensions, including various political, 
social, and economic factors — we subset our 
survey data for seven questions which are influ-
ential for shaping political ideology.

We define the political ideology of survey 
respondents by ranking and compressing posi-
tions on several issues to a median point on the 
defined ranking scale. The issues include four 
questions on government spending, two addi-
tional items on the role of hard work in success, 
and a question on whether taxes should be 
increased. Broadly speaking, these items fit under 
an umbrella of questions on social inequality and 
government intervention.

In these questions, respondents were asked to 
select an answer out of a rating — for example, 
a response from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree” — which can be transformed into a 
numeric variable where, for example, “strongly 
agree” maps to 4 and “strongly disagree” maps 
to 1. The newly created numeric variables can 
be summed together in what is called a linear 
combination — that is, each variable is multi-
plied by a constant then added together. This 
method is known as factor analysis; it reduces the 
selected seven items down to one score. Without 
considering the unknown constant, a respondent 
who selected “strongly agree” for all seven items 
would receive a score of 28 out of a potential 28 
on the ranking scale.

This new scale is further reduced to summary 
statistics. The weighted median for this measure-
ment is taken among various groups — be that the 
candidate or political party whom the respond-
ents voted for in the last election or consumers 
of certain media outlets. As this median value is 
only an estimate of political ideology, we addi-
tionally calculate where the middle 50 per cent 
and 80 per cent of survey respondents fit on the 
scale to give a better idea of where the particu-
lar group of respondents might potentially lie on 
the scale.

Note that the ideology estimates were calcu-
lated separately for Australian and American 
respondents. In other words, the median value 
for Australians is not distorted by different politi-
cal ideologies in the United States and vice-versa.
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Survey questions Survey items
Freedom versus fairness: The United States and Australia compared

Do you have a very favourable, somewhat 
favourable, somewhat unfavourable, or very 
unfavourable opinion of the following aspects of 
American society?

American science and technology; American 
art and literature; personal freedom in America; 
economic opportunity in America; political 
freedom in America; America’s standard of living; 
America’s system of justice; America’s system 
of government; religion in American society; 
economic equality in America; race relations in 
America; social equality in America; gun control in 
America

Do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements?

The government should provide a free university 
education for anyone who wants to attend; the 
minimum wage should be high enough so that no 
family with a full-time worker falls below the official 
poverty line; the government should provide a 
decent standard of living for the unemployed; the 
government should provide funding for hospital 
visits for emergencies and operations to lower the 
cost for patients; hard work and ability determine 
how well off a person becomes; luck is more 
important for financial success than hard work; 
people should be able to make public comments 
that are sexually explicit; people should be able 
to make public comments that are offensive to 
minority groups; people should be able to make 
public comments that call for the boycott of a 
business; people should be able to make public 
comments that are offensive to religion or beliefs; 
people should be able to make public comments 
that are critical of government policy; people 
should be able to make public comments that call 
for violent protests

Thinking about the country today, how common 
is it for someone to start poor, work hard and 
become rich? Would you say it is very common, 
somewhat common, somewhat uncommon or 
very uncommon?

Australia and the United States as allies

Do you consider the countries listed below to be 
an ally of the United States/Australia, friendly or 
unfriendly with the United States/Australia, or an 
enemy of the United States/Australia?

United Kingdom; Canada; Australia; the United 
States; Israel; New Zealand; Japan; South Korea; 
France; Germany; Italy; Turkey; Russia; China; Iran
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Survey questions Survey items
Two relationships with China

Do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements?

America/Australia is too economically dependent 
on China; China has overtaken the United States as 
a technological leader; the United States and China 
are in a ‘Cold War’

Should there be more or less economic 
investment from China in the United States/
Australia?

Americans received: Should the United States 
discourage allies from participating in the Belt 
and Road Initiative? Australians received: Should 
Australia participate in the Belt and Road Initiative?

Do you approve or disapprove of the way the 
United States government is handling relations 
between the United States and China?

Do you approve or disapprove of the way 
President Trump and his administration are 
handling relations between the United States and 
China?

Trade and tariffs

You may have heard some people believe that 
increasing tariffs (taxes on imports) will be good for 
the American economy, while others say they will 
be bad for the American economy. Do you believe 
that increased tariffs between the United States and 
its trading partners will be...?

Good for the American economy; bad for the 
American economy; neither good nor bad for the 
American economy

You may have heard President Donald Trump say 
that increasing tariffs (taxes on imports) will be 
good for the American economy, while others 
say they will be bad for the American economy. 
Do you believe that increased tariffs between the 
United States and its trading partners will be...?

Good for the American economy; bad for the 
American economy; neither good nor bad for the 
American economy

Foreign interference and influence

Now about the issue of foreign influence in 
America’s/Australia’s political processes. Are you 
personally concerned or not concerned about the 
influence of each of the following countries on 
America’s/Australia’s political processes?

China; Russia; Mexico; the United States
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Survey questions Survey items
Media consumption

Which of the following media have you used to 
access news offline in the last week (via TV, radio, 
print, and other traditional media)? Please select all 
that apply

American respondents received: ABC; MSNBC; 
Fox News; CNN; FM radio; AM radio; NPR; The 
Washington Post; The New York Times; USA 
Today; PBS News; The Wall Street Journal; The 
Los Angeles Times; Bloomberg News; other local 
television news; other newspapers; none of these.  
Australians received: Channel 7; Channel 9; 
ABC TV; Channel 10; FM radio; AM radio; SBS 
Television; ABC radio; Sky News; WIN Television; 
The Australian; Prime7; Herald Sun; The Daily 
Telegraph; The Sydney Morning Herald; The 
Australian Financial Review; Courier Mail; other 
local television news; other newspapers; none of 
the above.

Which of the following media have you used to 
access news online in the last week? Please select 
all that apply

American respondents received: CNN Online; Fox 
News Online; New York Times Online; Washington 
Post Online; Huffington Post; BBC; Buzzfeed; 
MSNBC Online; The Guardian; Bloomberg; 
Breitbart; none of these.  
Australians received: News.com.au; ABC Online; 
BBC; Guardian Australia; CNN Online; New 
York Times Online; Sky News Online; Buzzfeed; 
Huffington Post; Breitbart; Crikey; none of these.

Gun control

Do you think the Federal government should make 
it more difficult for people to buy a gun than it is 
now, make it easier for people to buy a gun, or 
keep these rules about the same as they are now?

#MeToo

How large a problem do you think each of these 
are in America/Australia today?

Men getting away with sexual harassment; women 
not being believed about sexual harassment and 
assault; women making false claims about sexual 
harassment or assault

Abortion

There has been some discussion about abortion 
during recent years. Which one of the opinions on 
this page best agrees with your view?

By law, abortion should never be permitted; the 
law should permit abortion only in case of rape, 
incest, or when the woman’s life is in danger; 
the law should permit abortion for reasons other 
than rape, incest, or danger to the woman’s life, 
but only after the need for the abortion has been 
clearly established; by law, a woman should 
always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of 
personal choice; other.
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Survey questions Survey items
Climate concerns

You may have heard about the idea that the world’s 
temperature may have been going up slowly over 
the past 100 years. What is your personal opinion 
on this? Do you think this has probably been 
happening, or do you think it probably hasn’t been 
happening?

Do you think a rise in the world’s temperatures 
would be caused mostly by human activity, mostly 
by natural causes, or about equally by human 
activity and by natural causes?

Would you support or oppose a plan to reduce 
fossil fuel use in America/Australia? The plan 
would be paid for by raising taxes, including a tax 
on carbon emissions.

Would you support or oppose a plan to reduce 
fossil fuel use in America/Australia?

How likely is it that climate change will cause the 
following to occur?

More droughts or water shortages; storms 
become more severe; harm to wildlife and habitats

Race, politics and prejudice

Now we have some questions about people 
who belong to particular groups. Where 1 is 
hardworking and 7 is lazy, how would you rate 
members of each group in general on this scale?

Americans received: Whites; Hispanic-Americans; 
African-Americans; Asian-Americans.  
Australians received: Indigenous Australians; Indian 
Australians; Chinese Australians.

Now we have some questions about people who 
belong to particular groups. Where 1 is intelligent 
and 7 is unintelligent, how would you rate 
members of each group in general on this scale?

Americans received: Whites; Hispanic-Americans; 
African-Americans; Asian-Americans.  
Australians received: Indigenous Australians; Indian 
Australians; Chinese Australians.

Artificial intelligence

Thinking about you and your family, is artificial 
intelligence a positive development, a negative 
development, or neither a negative nor a positive 
development?

Do you agree or disagree with the following 
statement?

In ten years’ time, my current occupation will still 
exist

If robots and computers were able to do much 
of the work currently done by humans, then how 
likely is it that...

People would have a hard time finding jobs; 
inequality between the rich and poor would be 
much worse than it is now; there would be new, 
better paying jobs

Towards 2020

Americans were asked: If the Republican 
Democratic Primary or Caucus for President were 
held today, for whom would you vote or lean?

Australians were asked: In 2020 there will be 
a presidential election in the United States. 
Regardless of who the candidates are for each 
political party, who would you rather won the 
election?
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