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Executive Summary
The wellbeing of people living in rural and regional areas of Australia is influenced by numerous
factors, many of which are different to those experienced by people living in cities. Things like
drought, floods, changing environmental health, new industries, changing land uses and migration of
residents can all affect the wellbeing of rural and regional communities. Better understanding of
wellbeing can support the development of strategies that improve wellbeing, resilience and adaptive
capacity of people living in rural and regional Australia.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey was established in 2013 to better understand the wellbeing of people
and communities in rural and regional Australia, and how different social, economic and
environmental changes influence wellbeing. The survey will be repeated in successive years to track
how and why wellbeing changes.
This report provides ‘topline’ results of the survey. It is intended to enable the many people and
organisations with an interest in the survey to access emerging findings from the data, and will be
followed by further in-depth analysis that adds to the initial findings presented here

Understanding wellbeing
The Regional Wellbeing Survey examines the wellbeing of individual people, as well as the wellbeing
of communities.
The wellbeing of individual people can be defined as a state in which a person is able to realise their
potential, cope with normal stresses, and contribute to their household, community, and workplace.
People with high levels of wellbeing have a high quality of life.
Many things contribute to a person’s overall wellbeing. These include their safety and security, their
physical and mental health, their relationships and social networks, their access to goods and
services, and the fairness of the society they live in, amongst others.
The wellbeing of communities is a little different. A community with high levels of wellbeing is one
which provides its residents a good quality of life in all ways by providing a supportive economic,
physical, environmental, social and political environment. A healthy community needs a healthy
natural and built environment; fair and stable governance that provides opportunities for local
people to participate; good access to food, water, shelter, education and learning opportunities,
health services, and cultural and social opportunities; and a diverse economy that provides
livelihood opportunities. Together, these are key elements of communities that prosper socially,
economically, and environmentally.
Wellbeing can be measured in many ways, and multiple measures of individual and community
wellbeing were included in the Regional Wellbeing Survey. Two measures were particularly
important. First, a Life Satisfaction Index was used as a key indicator of the overall wellbeing of
individual people. This measured how satisfied people were with various aspects of their life. The
index is based on the Personal Wellbeing Index developed by the Australian Centre on Quality of Life
at Deakin University. Second, a Community Wellbeing Index was developed as an indicator of the
overall wellbeing of communities. This measured how the people living in a community felt about
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their community, including its liveability, their attachment to it, and their confidence in its future.
These two wellbeing measures, together with other more specific measures of particular dimensions
of wellbeing, were used to provide insight into different dimensions of wellbeing in rural and
regional Australia.
The wellbeing measures used in this report are subjective measures. Measuring subjective wellbeing
provides real insight into a person’s life, and often provides very accurate reflections of what may be
termed people’s ‘objective’ wellbeing. It also provides insights into areas that cannot be measured
objectively, such as the quality of a person’s relationships, their inner world of beliefs and emotions,
and their confidence in their ability to achieve what they desire to in life

Methods
The Regional Wellbeing Survey examines all of rural and regional Australia, defined as all areas
outside the major metropolitan centres of Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide, Brisbane and Perth. In
2013, the survey did not include Tasmania, although a small number of people from that state chose
to participate in the online survey (Tasmania will be included in future surveys).
In 2013, a number of rural and regional communities were sampled intensively to provide in-depth
insight into their functioning. These included the New South Wales local government areas (LGAs) of
Balranald, Berrigan, Bourke, Cabonne, Corowa, Cowra, Deniliquin, Forbes, Griffith, Gunnedah, Hay,
Leeton, Moree Plains, Murrumbidgee, Narrabri, Narromine, Orange, Temora, Tumut, and Wagga
Wagga; the Victorian LGAs of Gannawarra, Greater Shepparton, Mildura, Moira, Southern
Grampians and Swan Hill; the South Australian LGAs of Berri and Barmera, Loxton Waikerie, Murray
Bridge, and Renmark Paringa; the Queensland LGAs of Balonne, Goondiwindi Regional, Maranoa
Region, Paroo, Western Downs Region; and the Western Australian LGAs of Albany, Plantagenet,
and multiple LGAs in the Wheatbelt region.
The number of communities that are intensively sampled will grow over time, ensuring the survey
can provide information at the local scale as well as for larger regions. As it continues, the survey will
also be customised to focus more closely on wellbeing for different groups of people, particularly
people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait origin.
In its first year, 9,135 people took part in the survey, answering questions about their wellbeing,
their community’s wellbeing, and how some of the changes happening in their community are
affecting them. The majority of responses were received from intensively sampled regions and from
regions where more of the population of regional and rural Australia lives, such as New South Wales,
Victoria, southern Queensland and south-west Western Australia. Data weightings were applied to
address planned and unintended response bias, including the different intensity of sampling in
different geographic regions.
As with all research, some caveats and limitations apply to our findings. In particular, the survey
does not adequately canvas the views of people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin, with a
goal of addressing this in future waves of the survey.
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Wellbeing in Australia’s rural and regional communities
Survey participants were asked how they felt about the future of their community, its liveability, and
its ability to adapt to change. These measures formed the basis of the Community Wellbeing Index,
which is based on the extent to which local residents report that their community has the
characteristics typically considered to result from high levels of wellbeing.
The results of the 2013 survey suggest a majority of rural and regional Australians feel good about
their community and its future: the average community wellbeing score was 5.3 out of a possible 7.
Most people reported that they find their local community a good place to live in, are proud to live
in it, and feel it has a positive future. However, views differed in some regions and some people
could not easily access the resources and services available in their community. Older people were
more satisfied with their community and the quality of life it provides them, while younger people
(particularly those younger than 30) were less satisfied.
Perceptions of community wellbeing were compared for different Regional Development Authority
regions. People living in rural areas and regional towns surrounding Adelaide and the Grampians
region of Victoria reported the greatest wellbeing. The poorest community wellbeing was reported
in the Hume region of Victoria, the South Coast and Illawarra regions of New South Wales, and the
Wheatbelt region of Western Australia.
The principle indicator of individual wellbeing measured in the survey was the Life Satisfaction Index.
The average Life Satisfaction Index score of rural and regional Australians in 2013 was 69 out of a
possible 100. Consistent with many other studies, levels of life satisfaction were higher for women
than men, and for older than younger people. People living in rural and regional areas were most
satisfied with their standard of living and personal relationships. They were least satisfied with their
free time, future security, and feeling part of their community. Life satisfaction varied across
different rural and regional communities. People living in New South Wales and Western Australia
reported higher levels of life satisfaction than average, and those in Queensland lower levels.
Communities whose residents had high levels of individual wellbeing were somewhat more likely
also to have higher levels of community wellbeing even though, in some communities, residents had
high levels of individual wellbeing yet poor community wellbeing, and vice versa. As the survey
continues in future years, we will further examine when individual wellbeing and community
wellbeing work well together, and why in some situations they do not.

Resources that make people and places stronger
Individual and community wellbeing are both influenced by many things. One of these is the ability
of people and communities to adapt successfully to change. Having access to key resources, often
called ‘capitals’, can help people and communities adapt to change and, through this support their
wellbeing. The Regional Wellbeing Survey examined several of these capitals:


Financial capital: People’s experience of household financial stress and confidence in the
local economy varied for people living in different regions, and among those of different
ages. Complex patterns of financial advantage and disadvantage were evident, for example,
some survey respondents felt their local economy was strong, but reported that their own
household was experiencing financial stress, while others reported the opposite.
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Human capital – physical and mental health: Consistent with many other studies, younger
people reported better general health, but more psychological distress than older people.
Women reported better health than men on all measures; and farmers reported poorer
general health than non-farmers.
Human capital – skills, resources and leadership: Most rural and regional Australians felt
confident that they had access to the skills and resources they need to achieve what they
want in life. However, in many communities, people were not equally confident that these
skills could be brought together in the form of leadership and collaboration to help their
community successfully adapt to change. Younger people and farmers reported lower levels
of confidence in their own skills and resources compared with older people and nonfarmers.
Institutional capital: Most residents living in rural and regional communities were confident
in the quality of their community’s governance, although confidence varied by region, and
was lower than their confidence in human capital. Despite this generally high confidence in
local community governance, most rural and regional Australians, particularly younger
people and women, felt less confident in their own ability to contribute to local decisionmaking processes.
Social capital: Dryland farmers reported higher levels of social capital than irrigators, and all
types of farmers reported higher levels than non-farmers. Older people and women also
reported higher levels of social capital than did younger people and men. Farmers stand out
as especially involved in their local communities, with 41 per cent regularly participating in
local community activities compared to 20 per cent of non-farmers.
Physical capital: Physical capital includes the natural environment, built infrastructure and
service provision available to a community. Rural and regional Australians were mostly very
satisfied with the overall liveability of their local natural and built environment, somewhat
less satisfied with their access to consumer services, such as retail shops, and least satisfied
with their access to built infrastructure (e.g. roads, internet) and community services.
Farmers were more likely to report liking the landscapes they live in than non-farmers, but
were less satisfied with their access to infrastructure and services.

Some capitals are more strongly associated with individual wellbeing and others with community
wellbeing. People with high levels of individual wellbeing typically had better than average access to
the following forms of capital: positive mental health (human capital), social cohesion (social
capital), and confidence in their own skills and resources (human capital).
Regions with high levels of community wellbeing had greater than average access to leadership and
collaboration (human capital), social cohesion (social capital), good quality local governance
(institutional capital), and overall liveability (physical capital). This supports the argument that a
community’s wellbeing is more than the sum of the attributes of the people living in it: the capitals
associated with higher levels of wellbeing all involve the bringing together of resources at a
community scale, rather than simply having the presence of many individuals with high individual
resources.
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Data from the Regional Wellbeing Survey are being used to support ongoing work examining the role
of different capitals, how they interact, and when and why each capital may support wellbeing and
help individuals or communities adapt successfully to change.

Migration
Migration of people from rural communities is a commonly discussed topic. Migration does not just
involve rural people moving to cities – many people move from one rural area to another, and some
move from cities to regional areas. Migrating or relocating to live in a new community is often
described as a major ‘life event’ that can have a significant effect on a person’s wellbeing. The
process of moving to a new community is often stressful, with the stress beginning in the months
leading up to the move and continuing after it, even when the move is wanted and successful.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey asked residents in rural and regional Australia how long they had
lived in their community, whether they had considered shifting to a new community in the last three
years but been unable to do so, and how likely they were to move to a new community in the next
year.
Survey results suggest that the length of time a person has spent in their community, and their
family’s history in that community, do not have a direct relationship to their views about the
wellbeing of that community. For example, some people who had lived a short time in a community
reported high community wellbeing; while some who had lived in their community for a long time
reported low community wellbeing.
Just over one-third of rural and regional Australians (39.3 per cent) reported that, at some point in
the last three years, they had considered shifting to a new community, but did not actually shift.
Younger people, non-farmers, and those living in Queensland and Victoria were most likely to have
considered shifting in the last three years. People who had considered migrating but decided not to
reported lower levels of community wellbeing and of life satisfaction compared with those who had
not considered migrating. The most common reasons for deciding not to shift, despite wanting to,
were not wanting to move away from employment, wanting to stay close to family, and the costs
and effort involved in moving to a new community.
Just over one-in-ten people (10.9 per cent) reported that they were very likely to shift to a new
community in the next 12 months, while 8.6 per cent said they were somewhat likely to, and most
(76.9 per cent) were unlikely to shift. People living in New South Wales and Victoria were least likely
to be planning to migrate in the next 12 months, and those in Queensland and Western Australia
most likely. Younger people were much more likely to be considering migrating than older people
with 16.5 per cent saying they are “very likely” to shift to a new community in the next year. Farmers
(dryland and irrigators) were much less likely than non-farmers to be considering shifting to a new
community.
Like those who wanted to move but did not do so, people who were very likely to migrate in the
next year reported lower levels of community wellbeing and lower life satisfaction scores compared
to those who were not planning a move. The most common reasons for migrating were lifestyle
reasons, followed by wanting to live closer to family, and moving for employment.
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Rural and regional Australians often planned to migrate to other rural regions rather than to cities.
More than 80 per cent of those who were likely to move in the next 12 months planned to move to a
country area or regional city, while less than 20 per cent planned to shift to a large city. People aged
under 30 were more likely than others to be planning to shift to a city, with 70.4 per cent preferring
to shift to a regional or capital city, rather than a country area.

Environmental and land use change
Environmental and land use changes affect people living in rural and regional areas in many ways.
These types of change have potential to influence the wellbeing rural and regional people and
communities, and were considered as part of the Regional Wellbeing Survey. As a large number of
environmental and land use changes are occurring in rural and regional areas, it was not possible to
ask about all of them in the survey. The 2013 survey asked participants for their views about
common changes in land and water use occurring in rural and regional Australia, perceptions about
the health of the local environment, and views about climate change.
A majority of people believe there are important environmental problems in the region they live in.
Those who believed this reported slightly lower levels of community wellbeing and life satisfaction
compared to those who did not believe this. Farmers who believe there are important
environmental problems on the land they manage report lower levels of life satisfaction and
community wellbeing compared to those who do not believe they have these problems on their
land.
The ways in which water can be accessed and used have changed in many parts of rural and regional
Australia in recent years. A majority of rural and regional Australians find the following water-related
changes acceptable: investing in improving water use efficiency, making it easier for irrigators to
trade water, and using water for environmental watering. Reductions in the amount of water
available for irrigation, and government purchase of water, were considered acceptable by a smaller
proportion of people, with irrigators least likely to find them acceptable.
Planting trees on agricultural land was considered acceptable by almost all people if it was done for
environmental purposes such as rehabilitating degraded land, and slightly less acceptable when
done for the purpose of carbon sequestration. Regulations that restrict clearing of vegetation were
considered much less acceptable than tree planting.
A majority of people living in rural and regional Australia – 60.1 per cent - agreed with the statement
‘human use of fossil fuels is changing the climate’. Those least likely to agree were people aged 65
and older, farmers, and men. Views about climate change were not strongly associated with
differing levels of wellbeing.

Natural resource management
Survey participants were asked whether they took part in natural resource management (NRM) or
environmental volunteering activities intended to improve the health of their local environment.
Many rural and regional Australians reported taking part in these activities, through being members
of groups such as Landcare or Bushcare, or working to address environmental challenges on the land
they manage. Almost all farmers reported they had at some point undertaken NRM activities, either
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on their own or with the assistance of others, while around one-third of non-farmers had
participated in some form of environmental volunteering.
Those who had participated in NRM or environmental volunteering were asked whether doing these
activities had positive or negative effects on different aspects of their wellbeing. While people who
took part in NRM or environmental volunteering reported little difference in their overall wellbeing
compared with those who did not, people who participated in these activities did report positive
influences on certain wellbeing domains. Survey participants were also asked their views about
environmental regulations, which are sometimes put in place to address environmental problems.
Most people reported that environmental regulations had neutral or negative effects on wellbeing.

Agriculture and farming
Many industries are based in rural and regional areas but the most well-recognised, and often the
most discussed, is agriculture. In 2013, the Regional Wellbeing Survey had a particular focus on the
wellbeing of farmers, who are known to be at higher risk of some types of poor health than nonfarmers.
Farmers were asked if they had experienced any of a number of difficult times on their farm in the
last five years, ranging from market challenges to drought or difficulty accessing affordable finance.
Farmers who reporting experiencing difficult times had lower levels of individual wellbeing
compared with those who had not. Those who experienced a greater number and severity of
difficult times had substantially lower life satisfaction scores compared with those who had
experienced a smaller number of challenges on their farm enterprise. The relationship between
wellbeing and farm business-related challenges is unlikely to be straightforward: people with poor
wellbeing find it particularly hard to adapt to difficult times while difficult times can drive down
wellbeing – and farmers are no exception.
Farmers were asked whether receiving support from a number of different sources had been of use
to them when they experienced difficult times on the farm. Just over 23 per cent had used farm
management deposits, while 15 per cent to 18 per cent had accessed rural financial counselling or
exceptional circumstances support in the last five years. Those who had used farm management
deposits reported similar wellbeing to those who had not. Those who had accessed rural financial
counselling or exceptional circumstances support reported lower levels of wellbeing compared to
those who had not accessed these forms of support. The sources of support rated as most helpful
were family, friends, and some types of government-provided drought relief assistance.
Farmers were also asked whether they planned to leave farming in the next 5–10 years. Just under
half (44.8 per cent) reported that they were ‘somewhat’ to ‘very’ likely to leave farming in this
period, with older farmers most likely to be considering leaving. Most (60.5 per cent) of these likely
exiters planned to live in their local community once they left farming. Those who planned to leave
farming, on average, reported lower levels of life satisfaction compared with those not planning to
leave in the next 5–10 years, but not all did. Further analyses will examine when and why planning to
leave farming is associated with poorer wellbeing.
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Water and water reform
Access to water is important in several ways for the wellbeing of rural and regional Australians. In
particular, previous research has identified that chronic water scarcity can harm overall rural
wellbeing. Rural and regional Australians were generally confident that their community had access
to the water it needed in the short-term (up to the next year). Fewer were confident about their
community’s longer-term access to water, or that their community was well placed to cope with
future change in water availability. Farmers felt less confident about their water access than did nonfarmers. Younger people are more confident about access to water in the future, as are men. People
living in different regions reported varying perceptions of what will most affect availability of water
in their community in the next five years. However, most people believed that drought and
increased climatic variability will influence water availability.
Water can be used in many ways to support individual and community wellbeing. For example, using
water for agriculture supports wellbeing by producing food and generating economic activity. Using
water for recreation supports activities that promote health. Using water to support natural
environments has multiple flow-on benefits for the wellbeing of people and place. When asked to
prioritise which water uses they considered most important, rural and regional Australians were
most likely to prioritise agricultural use first, followed by using water for the environment, for
household use, for industries other than agriculture and, lastly, for recreation. Farmers reported a
slightly different view, being more likely to prioritise using water for the environment than for
agriculture.
Recent years have seen many changes to rules, policies and regulations about how water can be
accessed and used in Australia. These water reforms have aimed to better balance how water is
shared to achieve environmental, economic and social objectives. The survey examined how
irrigators, the group often most directly affected by these changes, have experienced water reforms,
and how they and other survey respondents viewed the Murray-Darling Basin Plan, the largest water
reform of recent years.
Water reforms that have made water trade easier, and investments made in improving water use
efficiency and upgrading water infrastructure, were generally viewed positively by irrigators. Other
water reforms were viewed less positively, including environmental watering, and sale of water
entitlements.
The views of people living in the Murray-Darling Basin about the Murray–Darling Basin Plan varied
depending on the type of community they lived in. Most people living in communities with little or
no dependence on irrigation felt the Plan would result in no change for their household or their
community. Those living in irrigation-dependent communities were much more likely to believe the
Plan would result in change in their community or for their household. Most residents of irrigation
communities, particularly in southern New South Wales, felt the Plan would have negative effects on
their community, although fewer felt the Plan would directly affect their own household.
Views about access to water and views about water reform were not strongly associated with
differing levels of individual or community wellbeing.
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Coal seam gas
The expansion of coal seam gas (CSG) exploration and drilling in recent years has been accompanied
by widespread debate in many rural and regional communities in which these activities are
occurring. Survey participants living in regions in which CSG exploration or drilling was occurring
were asked their views about CSG. Most were concerned about the health and environmental
effects of CSG, but more positive about its economic effects. Views varied substantially between
regions: in Queensland, where CSG production has occurred for several years, views were generally
more positive than in New South Wales, where CSG activity is focused on exploration activities.
Views about the effects of CSG were not strongly associated with differing levels of individual or
community wellbeing.

What’s happening next with the survey
The Regional Wellbeing Survey began with a little over 9,000 people in 2013, and will grow over time
to cover more areas of rural and regional Australia in greater depth. Each year, many of the survey’s
questions will be repeated to enable analysis of change in wellbeing over time. Other questions will
change each year to reflect contemporary issues in rural life. From 2014, the survey will include the
capability to ask different questions in different regions, enabling better focus on the issues most
relevant to individual regions.

Conclusions
The extensive content of the Regional Wellbeing Survey and its wide geographic coverage highlight
the large number and complexity of factors that were influencing individual and community
wellbeing around rural and regional Australia in the spring of 2013. Particular changes or
circumstances in local communities (such as directly experiencing water reform, or the growth of
CSG activity) did not tend to be strongly related to the wellbeing of a person or their community.
Instead, wellbeing was most strongly linked to whether a person or a community had access to
resources (the ‘capitals’) that enabled them to adapt successfully to change; and to changes that
have a direct effects on a person’s household, such as planning to shift to a new community or
experiencing difficult times on a farm enterprise. While there is still much work to do to fully analyse
the data from this survey, these preliminary results indicate the importance of taking account of the
many different things going on in a community, or in a person’s life, rather than focusing on only one
or two of them. It is also clear that the resources that help people and communities adapt
successfully to change are a vital component of sustaining wellbeing in rural and regional Australia.
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Chapter 1: Key points


Worldwide, there is a growing focus on understanding wellbeing, following recognition of
the limitations of traditional measures of societal progress



The wellbeing of people living in rural and regional areas is influenced by numerous
factors, many different from those experienced by people living in cities



The Regional Wellbeing Survey was established in 2013 to address the lack of systematic
and comprehensive information tracking wellbeing in Australia’s rural and regional
communities



The survey will track change in wellbeing over time. This report provides results for its
inception year of 2013



This report provides ‘topline’ results of the survey, and will be followed by further indepth analysis that adds to the initial findings presented here

1. Introduction
The importance of understanding wellbeing
The term ‘wellbeing’ is used in different ways by different people, and is sometimes used
interchangeably with similar concepts such as ‘quality of life’, ‘life satisfaction’ or ‘wellness’.
Wellbeing is a state in which people experience a good quality of life1, and can participate effectively
and enjoyably in society. This is important in its own right, and also because quality of life is linked to
many personal benefits for individuals, and general benefits for their communities, such as economic
participation, health and social functioning. Multiple dimensions of wellbeing are important to
achieve a high quality of life, including a person’s economic wellbeing, their health, their
relationships, and the liveability of their community, amongst other contributing factors. In Australia
and internationally, there is growing recognition of the importance of better understanding and
tracking the wellbeing of people and communities in order to improve their overall quality of life and
capacity to contribute to society. For example, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD)’s Better Life Initiative focuses on promoting ‘better policies for better lives’
through tracking how different aspects of wellbeing are changing in their member countries,
including Australia (OECD 2013).
Traditional measures of societal progress, such as growth in income or economic activity, are useful
but narrow: their focus on economic activity means they do not capture many of the key issues
affecting quality of life. Research shows that improving quality of life requires understanding the
economic and non-economic dimensions of households and communities. Understanding wellbeing
enables decision-makers to better understand how economic, social and environmental change
affects people’s quality of life, and to include consideration of the non-economic as well as economic
aspects of people’s lives in their decision-making.

Rural and regional wellbeing
The wellbeing of people living in rural and regional areas of Australia is influenced by numerous
factors, many of which are different to those experienced by people living in cities. Changes such as

1

See Chapter 4 for a detailed discussion and definition of wellbeing and quality of life.
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drought, floods, environmental degradation, new industries, new land uses and migration of
residents can all affect the wellbeing of rural and regional communities.
Recent studies have shed light on some of these issues, and have helped improve understanding of
when and how the challenges and opportunities experienced by rural and regional communities
influence the wellbeing of their residents. However, this work is limited. Most studies have looked at
just one or two communities, or focused on understanding a single issue at one point in time, or
looked only at how circumstances affect wellbeing and not how wellbeing shapes other outcomes.
Other studies have provided a comprehensive picture of how the socio-economic characteristics of
Australia’s rural and regional communities are changing, but not how this change is influencing
overall wellbeing.
To better identify how to support the wellbeing of people living in rural and regional Australia, it is
important to invest in understanding the factors that influence and are influenced by wellbeing. It is
also important to understand how wellbeing is changing over time across rural and regional
Australia, to compare the experiences of different communities, and to examine how all the
different changes going on at any one time in a rural community interact with each other to affect
wellbeing.

The Regional Wellbeing Survey
The Regional Wellbeing Survey was established in 2013 to address the lack of systematic and
comprehensive information tracking wellbeing in Australia’s rural and regional communities. The
primary objective of the survey is to improve understanding of how the wellbeing of people living in
rural and regional communities is affected by and affects the many social, economic and
environmental changes occurring in these communities. The insights generated by this knowledge
can support the development of strategies to increase the wellbeing, resilience and adaptive
capacity of people living in rural and regional Australia. Conducted by University of Canberra
researchers, the survey uses best practice methodologies to produce findings that will give
Australian regional communities new insights into wellbeing and how to support it.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey differs from other work on rural and regional wellbeing in several
ways. Most importantly, it has been established with the explicit intention of conducting the survey
regularly (every year in the springtime), ensuring it is possible to track how and why wellbeing
changes over time as the survey is repeated. It has a large scope and geographic coverage, and is
designed to enable ‘scalability’ from big to small: results are produced for the whole of Australia, for
certain regions and, where enough survey responses are received, for individual communities2. It is
thus possible to look at survey results from the scale of the local community through to the nation,
and to see whether what applies in one place also applies to other places. The survey is also
designed to be used in partnership with other sources of information to which it can add value, such
as information available from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Regional Australia Institute’s
Regional Competitiveness Index and the University of Adelaide’s Social Health Atlas. Rather than
gathering information already available from these sources, the survey is designed to link to them
readily. Having data from different sources also allows the researchers to ‘triangulate’ findings to
2

You can access tables of data that show results of the survey for different communities at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au
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check their results – that is, to see whether survey participants’ responses to questions are
consistent with data available from other sources. The survey data can also complement tools
designed to assist communities in adapting to change, such as the Community Adaptability Tool
developed by Hogan et al. (2014).
In its first year, more than 9,000 people living across rural and regional Australia contributed their
time to take part in the survey. They answered questions about their wellbeing, their community’s
wellbeing, and how the changes that are happening in their community affect them. The questions
they answered ranged over a large number of topics, such as:







Their own health and wellbeing
The social and economic wellbeing of their local community
Their ability to access key services
Whether they plan to move, or have moved to other regional communities or into cities
Their views and experiences of water policy and reform, natural resource management, and
coal-seam gas
For farmers, the types of challenges they had experienced on the farm in recent years and
how they managed these (for examples, challenges to do with markets, finance, weather,
pest/disease, and government policies and procedures)

What’s in this report, and what other results are available?
This report describes the top-level findings of the first Regional Wellbeing Survey, conducted in
2013. It provides an overview of the different topics included in the survey, and some key results for
each, using graphical presentations to highlight the findings. As the survey produced a very large
volume of information, this report is meant as an introduction to what the survey can do, rather
than as a comprehensive report. It is intended to enable the many people and organisations with an
interest in the survey to access emerging findings from the data. A team of researchers is further
analysing the survey data to investigate different aspects of rural and regional wellbeing in detail,
and their findings will add considerably more depth to the results reported here. As further analysis
is undertaken, new reports and papers will be made available on our website,
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au. The website also provides an option to register to receive email
updates when new information and reports from the survey are available.
This report provides a narrative overview of survey results with illustrative graphics. If you would like
to access more detailed figures and statistics, you can download detailed tables of results for
individual communities and regions from our website. This is where you can find specific information
for every region from which we received 100 or more survey responses.

What is happening next with the Regional Wellbeing Survey?
The Regional Wellbeing Survey began with just over 9,000 participants in 2013, and will grow over
time to cover more parts of rural and regional Australia to explore important issues in greater depth.
In the first year of the survey, many of the survey questions were being asked for the first time, and
resources did not permit all parts of rural and regional Australia to be examined in-depth. From this
starting point, our objective is to expand the scope and coverage of the survey, as well as to
continually invest in further building the quality of the data produced. This will ensure we deliver a
3

world-class approach to examining rural and regional wellbeing, and that the information we
produce will make early and important improvements in supporting quality of life in Australia’s rural
and regional areas. Each year, a core set of questions will be repeated on the survey, to enable
analysis of change in wellbeing and related factors over time. The remaining survey questions will
change each year, or be repeated occasionally. New questions will be selected based on survey
participants’ feedback about the most important issues in their community, and input from
organisations supporting the survey. From 2014, the survey will include the capability to ask differing
modules of questions in different regions, enabling better focus on the issues most relevant to
individual regions.
To continue to grow the survey over time, and provide insight into wellbeing in a wider range of
communities, the support of organisations across rural and regional Australia is needed. You can
support the survey in many ways, from helping promote it in your local area, through to helping fund
the costs of the survey. Please contact us if you are interested in getting involved in the survey as it
continues in the future; contact details can be found at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
If you are a researcher interested in accessing the survey data to contribute further analysis on
specific topics, or an organisation interested in specific analysis of the data to provide information
supporting your activities, please contact us through the same website. Subject to strict ethical
conditions, researchers are able to access de-identified data from the survey to conduct research
that helps inform and improve wellbeing in rural and regional Australia. In 2014, data from the
Regional Wellbeing Survey are already being used to explore topics as diverse as natural resource
management policy, the social identity of farmers and how it links to their wellbeing, adaptive
capacity and resilience of rural communities, adaptation to water reform, community responses to
coal-seam gas, social marginalisation in rural and regional communities, and governance in rural
communities, amongst others.

References
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What’s in this report?
This report looks at different dimensions of rural and regional wellbeing. If you want to
find out about:


Survey methods – go to page 6



The regions included in this report – go to page 13



Defining wellbeing – go to page 15



The overall wellbeing of people and communities in rural and regional Australia
– go to page 19



The adaptive capacity of people and communities in rural and regional
Australia, and its links to their wellbeing – go to page 41



The links between wellbeing and different types of change in rural and regional
Australia we looked at in 2013 (different types of change will be examined in
future years):
o

Migration between communities – go to page 91

o

Environmental and land use change – go to page 110

o

Natural resource management - go to page 126

o

Farming challenges – go to page 133

o

Water availability and water reform – go to page 150

o

Coal-seam gas – go to page 181
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Chapter 2: Key points


The Regional Wellbeing Survey aims to cover all parts of Australia outside the major
metropolitan centres. In 2013 it included people from all states except Tasmania, which
will be included from 2014



More than 9,000 people participated in the survey in 2013



A number of communities were sampled intensively, and farmers were over-sampled to
ensure an adequate number for analysis



Data weightings were applied to address planned and unintended response bias



As with all research, some caveats and limitations apply to our findings. In particular, the
survey does not adequately canvas the views of people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander origin, with a goal of addressing this in future waves of the survey

2. Methods
Box 2.1: Intensively sampled
communities

Introduction
The methods used to collect and analyse survey data
are summarised in this chapter. Additional relevant
technical details on how data have been analysed, and
known limitations of the dataset, are described as
results are presented throughout the report.

Regions included in the survey
The survey covered all of rural and regional Australia,
which was defined as all areas outside the major
metropolitan centres of Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide,
Brisbane, Perth, Canberra and Geelong. In future it is
anticipated that Canberra and Geelong will be actively
included as part of the survey. Additionally, the state of
Tasmania was not included in 2013 due to resource
constraints, although a small number of people from
Tasmania did participate. Tasmania will be included in
future surveys.
In 2013, the inception year for the survey, it was not
possible to intensively sample all communities across
rural and regional Australia. Instead, some
communities were selected for intensive sampling
(listed in Box 2.1), and efforts to recruit survey
participants were focused in these regions. In other
regions, available resources allowed a less intensive
survey recruitment approach. In future waves of the
survey, a key objective is to expand the number of
communities that are intensively sampled.
6

The following communities and regions
were intensively sampled as part of the
Regional Wellbeing Survey. Our goal is to
increase the number of intensively
sampled communities over time.

Local government areas – New South
Wales
Balranald, Berrigan, Bourke, Cabonne,
Corowa, Cowra, Deniliquin, Forbes,
Griffith, Gunnedah, Hay, Leeton, Moree
Plains, Murrumbidgee, Narrabri,
Narromine, Orange, Temora, Tumut,
Wagga Wagga

Local government areas – Victoria
Gannawarra, Greater Shepparton,
Mildura, Moira, Southern Grampians,
Swan Hill

Local government areas – South
Australia
Berri and Barmera, Loxton Waikerie,
Murray Bridge, Renmark Paringa

Local government areas –
Queensland
Balonne, Goondiwindi Regional, Maranoa
Region, Paroo, Western Downs Region.

Local government areas – Western
Australia
Albany, Plantagenet, and multiple local
government areas in the Wheatbelt
region.

Recruitment of survey participants
Survey participants were recruited in different ways depending on whether they lived in a region
that was intensively sampled, or in other parts of rural and regional Australia.
In all regions (whether or not intensively sampled), the following methods were used to recruit
participants:



Emails sent through key social networks such as Regional Development Authorities, landcare
networks, and local government authorities
Media coverage of the survey.

In intensively sampled communities and regions (listed in Box
2.1), the following methods were also used:





Flyers, such as the one shown in Figure 2.1, were sent to
every mail delivery point in postcodes that intersected
with intensively sampled communities
Local social networks forwarded emails encouraging
participation in the survey throughout their network
A sample of farmers in the region was mailed paper
copies of the survey.

Participants could complete the survey in one of two ways:
online, or on paper. A paper copy of the survey could be
obtained by calling a freecall number that was included in all
material promoting the survey.
A survey prize draw was also provided.
Some of these survey recruitment methods are non-traditional,
and because they do not involve sending the survey to a preFigure 2.1 Survey flyer delivered to
designated and known sample of people, it is not appropriate
letterboxes in intensively sampled
to estimate a response rate to the survey. In fact, now that
communities
many people tend not to answer surveys, response rates are not
a good indication of the quality or representativeness of responses to a survey:
Empirical assessments over the past decade have concluded that the response rate of a survey may
not be as strongly associated with the quality or representativeness of the survey as had been
generally believed. This research has led to an increasing recognition that the degree to which
sampled respondents differ from the survey population as a whole (ie, nonresponse bias) is central to
evaluating the representativeness of a survey, rather than response rates per se. (Johnson and Wislar
2012, p. 1085).

Reflecting this, we take the more rigorous approach of reporting our survey responses and
discussing possible bias in response (see the sections below), rather than estimating response rates.
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Survey responses
In total, 9,135 people took part in the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey. Because the survey
contained a very large number of questions, no-one was asked every question: instead (i) everyone
was asked a core set of questions and (ii) the rest of the questions were divided into five panels on
different topics, and each person was asked the questions on one of these five panels. This means
some questions were answered by almost all respondents, and others by between 40 per cent to 60
per cent of survey respondents, depending on which panel they received. Of course, not everyone
answered every
question they were
asked.
Figure 2.2 shows the
number of survey
responses received from
different regions across
Australia. The majority
of responses were
received from
intensively sampled
regions and regions
where more of the
population of regional
and rural Australia lives.
This means that detailed
results are available for
some local communities,
but not for others,
depending on the total
Figure 2.2 Number of survey responses received, by Rural Development Authority region
number of responses
received. Communities
seeking to be included in intensive sampling in a future year of the survey are invited to contact the
authors.

Survey response bias
No survey achieves a perfect representation of the population it tries to capture, and the Regional
Wellbeing Survey is no exception. The sampling method used meant that disproportionately more
responses were received from some regions than others; and we intensively sampled farmers to
ensure the views of this group could be analysed in-depth. These two decisions mean that there are
disproportionately large numbers of people from some regions and communities, and of farmers, in
the survey. Analysis of response bias (comparing the characteristics of survey respondents with
those of the population as a whole) revealed that disproportionately more women than men, and
more older people than younger people, participated in the survey.
Survey responses were weighted to correct for both the intentional over-sampling from some
regions and from farmers, and for the non-intentional response bias from women versus men, and
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different age groups. Weighting responses involves adjusting the relative contribution each survey
respondent contributes to the whole when analysing survey results, so that analysed data based on
the survey sample more accurately represents the population it was drawn from (in this case, people
living in rural and regional Australia). Weighting doesn’t change the answers people gave to survey
questions.
The weighting method used was the Australian Bureau of Statistics GREGWT procedure and
individual weights have been produced and used for each survey variable reported. Weights have
been applied to all analyses presented in this report except for:
1. Irrigators-only analyses. When results are reported for irrigators as a single group, a special
weighting has been applied that ensures the analysis corrects for the varying intensities of
sampling of irrigators based in different regions.
2. Instances in which it was not appropriate to weight responses to some questions, usually
because the questions applied only to a subset of survey participants. Where this is the case,
this is explained as the results are presented.
Detailed information on the weighting procedures used can be obtained by contacting the authors.
As future years of survey data are collected, weighting procedures can be improved in accuracy and
specificity because there is more information on which to base calculation of the weights. For this
reason, if we go back in later years to conduct further analyses using data from the 2013 survey, we
may calculate new and improved weights to further reduce potential survey bias. This means that
future statistical estimates might vary very slightly from (and be slightly more accurate than) those
presented here.
While the data presented in the reported are weighted unless otherwise stated, when reporting the
number of respondents for each variable, the ‘unweighted n’ is reported – meaning that the actual
number of people who answered questions is provided, rather than the ‘weighted’ number. This is
done to ensure readers can better assess the likely confidence in survey results, discussed further
below.

How we can be confident in the survey findings
By their nature, most surveys collect data from only a proportion of the target population (in this
case, people living in regional and rural Australia). This means that we have to infer from the data we
have what the entire target population would have said had they all participated – which, in turn,
means that our estimates are subject to error. One way to allow for this is to calculate the statistical
significance of differences observed between groups, using probability estimation. This tells us how
likely it is that any one result is a ‘real’ finding or whether it is a mistake that has resulted from
random variation. Probability values (also called p-values) are not included in this report. This is
because, when reporting the results of surveys with a large sample size, almost every difference is
statistically significant, even if it is very small. In such cases, p-values do not always indicate whether
a result is important or would matter to anyone.
Another common approach to representing confidence in survey results is to report the confidence
level and interval. A statement such as ‘we are 95 per cent confident that the views of women are
accurate to within ±6 per cent’ is an example of such a statement. It is not appropriate to report
9

confidence intervals in this report, as calculating confidence intervals on weighted data can be
misleading unless the potential amplification (or reduction) in error resulting from the weighting can
be estimated, something which is not possible in this first year of the survey.
To help readers assess whether the results presented here accurately reflect reality in regional
Australia, the number of responses received to each question is reported for each analysis. The
guide in Box 2.2 can be used as a broad indication of how confident readers can be in the results
depending on the numbers of respondents to each question. Additionally, between December 2013
and May 2014, wherever possible, the preliminary results have been taken out to regional
communities. In these presentations and the discussions that followed, community members with
good knowledge of their communities have commented on whether the results were consistent with
their knowledge of their communities. In almost all cases they were; in only two cases, potential
anomalies in the data were identified and, in both cases, there was a sample of fewer than 50
people in either community.

Caveats and limitations
All research has limitations. The following limitations should be noted when reading this report and
drawing conclusions from it.
Technical limitations: missing data, sample error
As noted earlier, not all respondents answered every question they were asked and no-one was
asked every question in the survey. Sometimes researchers use a process called missing data
imputation to estimate what respondents might have said if they had been asked, or had answered,
each question. No imputation has been undertaken for the data presented in this report. Future
analyses may make use of missing data imputation and, where this occurs, it may result in some
differences in parameter estimates from those reported here.
Though we have weighted the data for biases resulting from sampling strategy and sampling error,
we will not have removed all sample-related error.
Some groups are not well represented in the Regional Wellbeing Survey
Not all people find it easy or attractive to participate in surveys. The Regional Wellbeing Survey was
easier to complete for people with good literacy skills and for those with internet access. It was less
easy to complete for those with poor English literacy or poor access to the internet. Further work is
being done to provide versions of the survey that can be more readily completed by people for
whom English is a second language or who have difficulties with reading, writing or using a
computer.
One group in particular is not adequately represented in the survey results from 2013: people who
identify as being of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin. While 140 people who participated in
the survey identified as having these origins, available resources and preparation time for the survey
prevented it from being designed to reach the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island
communities across rural and regional Australia. Addressing this gap is a large and important task
and, in 2014, our researchers are continuing to work with key groups to establish appropriate next
steps in redressing this omission.
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Box 2.2 Confidence intervals for different sample sizes
Confidence that the results of analyses from a survey sample are an accurate reflection of the
views of the target population depends on three things:
(i) population size
(ii) sample size
(iii) question response distribution1
The results of the Regional Wellbeing Survey are reported for many different groups and
communities, and many different topics. This means that, for each variable and group, there is a
different population size, sample size, and question response distribution, and a different
confidence interval. These are too numerous to present here.
The table below lists typical confidence intervals that apply to several population and sample sizes,
and for different question response distributions. You can use these as an indication of whether
there it is likely that differences between groups reported here reflect a meaningful difference in
the real world. Data underpinning this report will be published in multiple journal papers in which
precise estimates of confidence will be reported.

Population size

Sample size
(you can find this
out by looking for
the ‘n=XXX’ when
results are
reported)

5,000
(e.g. smaller
communities)

100,000

n=50
n=100
n=200
n=500
n=1,000
n=2,000
n=5,000

For this population and sample, you can be 95% confident
that the views of the population as a whole fall between:
With an even distribution
With an uneven
1
1
of responses to a question
distribution of responses
(e.g. 50% of people said
‘yes’ and 50% said ‘no’)

(e.g. 90% of people said ‘yes’
and 10% said ‘no’)

±13.8%
± 9.7%
± 6.8%
± 4.2%
± 3.1%
± 2.2
± 1.4%

± 8.3%
± 5.8%
± 4.1%
± 2.5%
± 1.9%
± 1.3%
± 0.8%

(e.g.larger
regions and
groups)
1
This means the percentage of people who picked different responses to the question. For example, if 99%
of people replied ‘yes’ and 1% ‘no’ to a question, you can be more confident in the accuracy of results than if
50% replied yes and 50% no.

The results are a snapshot in time, influenced by the issues of the day
The 2013 survey represents the views of regional people during August-October 2013. These views
will have been influenced by the current issues occurring in different communities during that
period. As 2013 was the first year of the survey and data have only been collected once, we cannot
yet track people’s views over time. For that reason, this report cannot show how wellbeing is
changing over time. That important goal will be met as further waves of the survey are undertaken
and data become available for multiple years.
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Chapter 3: Key points


Results of the survey are reported for the following types of regions: states (excluding
Tasmania, which will be included in the survey from 2014); Regional Development
Authority regions; and local government areas.



Where insufficient numbers of survey responses were received, some regions are
amalgamated when reporting results



Results for individual communities and natural resource management regions are not the
focus of this report, which instead provides an overview of findings across all of rural and
regional Australia. Spreadsheets that contain detailed survey results for smaller regions,
and natural resource management regions, can be downloaded at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au

3. Survey regions
Participants in the Regional Wellbeing Survey came from many communities across rural and
regional Australia. It is not possible to report results for every community. Instead, results in this
report are shown for (i) states, (ii) regions (defined by Regional Development Authority boundaries),
and (iii) in a limited number of cases, local government areas (LGAs).
Sometimes, for sample size reasons, it was necessary to group two or more regions in order to
report results. This was the case when only small numbers of responses were received from
individual regions. Choices about which regions to combine were made based on their similarity in
terms of (i) geographic location – regions had to be adjacent to each other; (ii) type of population –
where possible, regions with similar characteristics in their survey responses were grouped.
In addition to the regions reported on in this document, spreadsheets that contain detailed survey
results for smaller regions, and natural resource management regions, can be downloaded at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
The regions included in this report, and regions for which further data are available from the survey
website, are described below:
States: results are compared for New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and
Western Australia. No results are reported for Tasmania, the Northern Territory or the Australian
Capital Territory, as not enough responses were received from each of these. In future years,
Tasmania, NT and ACT will be included.
Regional Development Authorities: Results are reported for different Regional Development
Authority (RDA) regions. These are large regions, each including several local government areas.
Results for RDA regions are presented in this report, enabling a broad representation of regional
differences. Where possible, results are reported by individual RDA region. However, in several cases
not enough responses were received from an RDA to report results from it separately. In these
cases, two or more RDAs have been combined to form an ‘RDA region’ when reporting results.
Appendix 1 summarises which RDAs are located in these RDA regions. Data for RDA regions is
presented in several parts of this report, and is also available to download at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
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Natural resource management regions: Data for different natural resource management (NRM)
regions in Victoria, Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia, and for Local Land Services
(LLS) regions in New South Wales, can be downloaded from www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
Murray-Darling Basin: Some questions in the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey asked about issues
specific to the Murray-Darling Basin, and where this is the case, results are reported for survey
participants who lived within or outside the Basin.
Local government areas: In several cases, enough responses were received from a local government
area (LGA) to report survey results for that LGA, while in others it was possible to report for a group
or two or three LGAs. These LGA-based regions are the smallest scale at which data from the survey
are released publicly, and are described in full in tables of data for these regions that can be
accessed at the survey website. The majority of data produced for LGA regions is available in the
data tables provided on the website; this report includes some examples of data at this scale.
Comprehensive reporting of data by LGA is not included in this report due to the large number of
regions involved, and the objective of this report to provide overview results.
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Chapter 4: Key points


The Regional Wellbeing Survey examines the wellbeing of individual people, and of
communities



Individuals with high levels of wellbeing have a high quality of life. They are able to realise
their potential, cope with normal stresses of life, work productively and contribute to
their community. Many factors influence a person’s individual wellbeing



Communities with high levels of wellbeing have the capabilities they need to ensure the
community provides its citizens with a decent quality of life. This includes a healthy
environment, good governance, access to resources, infrastructure and services, cultural
and social opportunities, and a diverse economy



The Regional Wellbeing Survey includes multiple measures of subjective wellbeing, and of
different factors often believed to influence or be influenced by a person or community’s
wellbeing. This means that this complex concept can be viewed from multiple angles, and
in terms of positive and negative outcomes



Measuring subjective wellbeing provides real insight into a person’s life, and often
provides very accurate reflections of what may be termed people’s ‘objective’ wellbeing. It
also provides insights into areas that cannot be measured objectively, such as the quality
of a person’s relationships, their inner world of beliefs and emotions, and their confidence
in their ability to achieve what they desire to in life

4. Defining wellbeing
What is wellbeing?
People talk about the importance of improving wellbeing in rural and regional Australia – but what
do they mean by ‘wellbeing’? The word is used in different ways by different people, and is
sometimes used interchangeably with similar concepts such as ‘quality of life’, ‘life satisfaction’ or
‘wellness’, or sometimes ‘good general health’ or ‘good mental health’.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey examines the wellbeing of individual people and the wellbeing of
their communities. These are considered separately because, while they are related, they are not
the same thing. The wellbeing of a particular geographic community is not simply the sum of the
wellbeing of the individuals living in it; nor is the overall wellbeing of a community shared equally
with all its residents. Because an individual is a small unit and a community is a larger unit, with the
former embedded in the latter, an individual’s wellbeing is less likely to influence a community’s
wellbeing than vice versa. For this reason, it is essential to consider each separately, and to examine
the relationship between them.

Wellbeing of individuals: We define wellbeing of individual people as:
a state … in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the
normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a
contribution to her or his community. – World Health Organization, 2013
Many factors contribute to a person’s overall wellbeing and many of these are modifiable. This
includes things like their safety and security, their physical and mental health, their relationships and
social networks, their access to goods and services, and the fairness of the society they live in (see
for example Wilkinson and Marmot 2003).
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Wellbeing of communities: Community wellbeing has not been as precisely defined as individual
wellbeing, but the work of international organisations such as the ‘healthy cities/healthy
communities’ movement suggests that a healthy community is one in which:
… all systems function as they should, and work together to make the community function
well … a healthy community is one in which all citizens can be assured of a decent quality of
life – economically, physically, environmentally, socially, and politically. - KU Work Group for
Community Health and Development (2014)3
Sometimes this is referred to as the ‘liveability’ of a community, but it is important to recognise that
it goes beyond day to day considerations of practical liveability to questions of equality of
opportunity and access to a community’s resources. To have good wellbeing, communities need a
healthy environment (natural and built); healthy and stable governance with opportunities for
participation; adequate access to food, water, shelter, education and learning opportunities, health
services, cultural and social opportunities; and a diverse economy that provides livelihood
opportunities (Norris and Pittman 2000). There remains debate about which of these is most
important and in what order but, together, they are key elements of communities that prosper
socially, economically, and environmentally. Because the Regional Wellbeing Survey has collected
data on many of these, future studies will be able to model the relative importance of these factors
to the wellbeing of different kinds of people and communities.

Measuring wellbeing
Wellbeing is not a simple or single thing: a person’s quality of life is the outcome of many different
influences which interact with each other in complex and dynamic ways. It is important to
understand multiple facets of wellbeing, and how they work to change a person’s overall quality of
life, or a community’s liveability. To gauge these issues, the Regional Wellbeing Survey included
several types of wellbeing measures. These measured both positive and negative wellbeing
outcomes as well as many of the factors that contribute to these outcomes, and were selected and
designed to separately measure the wellbeing of individual people and of the communities they live
in, as explained below.
Consistent with much wellbeing research, the Regional Wellbeing Survey examined indicators of
wellbeing outcomes and also the factors (domains) that may contribute to these outcomes:




Indicators of overall wellbeing ‘outcomes’ measure the characteristics you would expect a
person or community to have if the different factors that influence wellbeing have come
together to provide a high quality of life. For example, someone with higher levels of
wellbeing will be more satisfied with their life overall compared to someone with lower
levels of wellbeing
The different areas that contribute to wellbeing, often called wellbeing domains, include
things like a person’s mental and physical health, standard of living, education and skills,
personal relationships, social connectedness, feeling of security and safety both now and
into the future, the physical setting in which people live, the fairness and equity of

3

This reference is available online at http://ctb.ku.edu/ (the cited text was accessed on May 12, 2014). More
about the Community Tool Box this quote was sourced from can be found in Fawcett et al. (2000).
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government and other institutions that influence people’s lives, the economy, and the
health of the environment, amongst others (see for example Forgeard et al. 2011; O’Brien et
al. 2012; OECD 2013). Many measures of wellbeing include these different domains, with
one of the best known being the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) developed by Robert
Cummins and colleagues in Australia, which is used widely in Australia and internationally
(Cummins et al. 2003).
The survey asked people to report on their own wellbeing, and the wellbeing of the community they
live in. This means it measured ‘subjective’ wellbeing, or perceptions of respondents’ own and their
community’s wellbeing. The subjective wellbeing measures included in the survey complement
existing measures of objective wellbeing, such as data produced by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics on socio-economic conditions in different communities.
Subjective wellbeing is important for multiple reasons. First, subjective measures of wellbeing
provide real insight into a person’s life and can be remarkably accurate reflections of what may be
termed a person’s ‘objective’ wellbeing. For example, a person’s self-rated satisfaction with their
life overall has been shown in multiple studies to be ‘an important and robust predictor of human
health’ (O’Brien et al. 2012, p. 1). Second, these measures provide insight into areas that cannot be
measured objectively, such as the quality of a person’s relationships, their inner world of beliefs and
emotions, and their confidence in their ability to achieve what they desire to in life.
The Regional Wellbeing Survey is unique in comparison to other wellbeing initiatives in that it
includes measures focused on the wellbeing of individuals and of communities, and how they are
related to each other. The wellbeing of individuals and of the communities they live in are interconnected and the Regional Wellbeing Survey can show how.
Wellbeing can be measured in multiple ways, and multiple questions were included in the Regional
Wellbeing Survey to examine the different domains that are known to contribute to the wellbeing of
individuals and communities, as well as wellbeing outcomes. The specific measures used are
described as they are presented. Well validated measures were used to measure wellbeing
wherever these existed. Where this was not the case, particularly for community wellbeing, new
measures were developed specifically for the survey. Details on how these measures were
developed and tested are available from the authors and will be published in future reports and
scientific articles.
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5. Wellbeing in Australia’s rural and regional
communities
This chapter describes key findings of the survey about the wellbeing of communities (geographic
communities located in rural and regional Australia), and of people (the individuals living in these
communities).

Community wellbeing
The wellbeing of different ‘place-based’ communities is
a core focus of the Regional Wellbeing Survey. A placebased community is one that is defined by its
geography, such as a neighbourhood, a town or a local
government area4. A place-based community with
higher levels of wellbeing is one that provides the
things needed for its residents to have a good quality
of life. These things include a functioning and
productive economy, good environment, infrastructure
and services, a supportive and interactive community,
and fair and equitable institutions that let community
members join in decision-making processes. It should
provide these things equitably to all its residents.
A community that provides all these things is likely to
be viewed by its residents as a good place to live,
which they feel proud to live in, has positive
community spirit, and can cope well with challenges to
achieve a positive future. Measuring these therefore
provides a useful ‘outcome’ indicator of overall
community wellbeing. Survey respondents were asked
how they felt about all these things in the local
community they lived in, and their answers were used
to produce a Community Wellbeing Index. The way we
measured this scale is described in more detail in Box
5.1.

4

Box 5.1 Measuring overall community
wellbeing outcomes: the Community
Wellbeing Index
The overall wellbeing ‘outcomes’ of a
community were measured by analysing
the extent to which its residents agreed
or disagreed with the following
statements:






My community is a great place to
live
This community copes pretty well
when faced with challenges
I feel proud to live in this
community
This community has a bright future
There's good community spirit
around here

These statements collectively provide a
measure of how attached and positive
residents feel about their community.
Responses to these statements were
combined to form the ‘community
wellbeing’ index presented in this
report. This was done after conducting
factor analysis to confirm that the
statements measured different facets of
the underlying concept of community
wellbeing.

In this section we are discussing what are sometimes called ‘communities of place’, in other words
communities like towns or local government areas that are defined by their geographic location. Most people
live in a geographic community, but at the same time belong to multiple communities of interest, meaning
groups of people who share common interests such as a community group, people with shared recreational
hobbies, or work-related communities. These communities of interest may or may not be located in the
geographic community a person lives in.
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Chapter 5: Key points
 Community wellbeing


A Community Wellbeing Index was developed as an indicator of overall community
wellbeing ‘outcomes’ – meaning it examines whether communities have the
characteristics that are typically considered to result from high levels of wellbeing



Across rural and regional Australia, the average Community Wellbeing Index score was
5.3 out of a possible 7. On average, rural and regional residents thus feel their community
is a good place that they are proud to live in, and that it has a positive future



Older people are more likely than younger residents of rural and regional areas to report
high community wellbeing



Community wellbeing varies between and within different rural and regional communities

 Individual wellbeing


The principle indicator of individual wellbeing measured in the survey was an index that
measures a person’s satisfaction with different aspects of their life (often called ‘wellbeing
domains’). This is a commonly used approach both in Australia and internationally so that
these results can be compared with those of other studies and data collections



Life satisfaction varies across different rural and regional communities



Rural and regional residents are most satisfied with two domains, their standard of living,
and personal relationships. They are least satisfied with their free time, future security,
and feeling part of their community



Consistent with other studies, life satisfaction was higher for women than men, and for
older than younger people



People living in NSW and WA reported higher than average levels of life satisfaction, and
those in Queensland lower than average levels. This was associated with complex
differences in satisfaction with different wellbeing domains



Dryland farmers reported higher levels of life satisfaction than irrigators (but similar
levels of community wellbeing )

 Comparing community and individual wellbeing


Communities whose residents have high levels of individual wellbeing are somewhat
more likely to have higher community wellbeing. However, this does not always hold – in
some communities, residents have high individual wellbeing but report low community
wellbeing, and vice versa.

Across all of rural and regional Australia, the average community wellbeing reported was 5.3 out of a
possible total score of 7 (n=7,959). Any score above 4.0 means that most people in that community
reported positive views about their community’s wellbeing. The average score of 5.3 suggests that in
2013 a majority of rural and regional Australians felt their community was a good place that they
were proud to live in, and that it had a positive future. This emphasises that Australia’s rural and
regional communities are typically positive places in which to live.
It is important to compare the views of different people about their community, as not all people in
a given community can access the resources and services that are present in that community.
Looking at differences between groups can therefore provide insight into whether some groups
within a community are more able to access and, hence, to benefit from the resources present in
that community – meaning the community is supporting wellbeing more strongly for some people
than for others.
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Figure 5.1 compares how different types of people felt about the wellbeing of the community they
live in. Older people were more likely to report high levels of community wellbeing than young
people. This difference was consistent across many measures of wellbeing, as is evident throughout
this report. A substantial body of work in recent decades has raised concern about the rate of
outmigration of young people from rural communities (usually focusing on those aged 15 to 24,
rather than the slightly older group we examine in this report), and explored the reasons why
younger people leave rural communities (see for example Alston 2004; Argent and Walmsley 2008).
Understanding why younger people view their community less favourably than older people can
provide further insight into these issues; this is discussed further in Chapter 7.
Figure 5.1 also shows that non-farmers reported slightly lower levels of community wellbeing than
farmers. Irrigators reported slightly higher levels of community wellbeing compared to dryland
farmers, but the difference was slight and may not be
Technical note
meaningful. Men and women reported only small
Throughout this report, the Community
differences. When examined by the state in which
Wellbeing Index presented in this
respondents lived, the highest wellbeing was reported
section is used to analyse whether
by people living in rural and regional areas of New
different types of change are associated
South Wales, and the lowest by those living in
with a difference in community
Victoria, although differences were between states
wellbeing levels. This can be thought of
were quite small.
as our community wellbeing ‘outcome’
measure. When the term ‘community
wellbeing’ is used in the report from
this point onwards, unless otherwise
stated, it refers to the Community
Wellbeing Index.

Average community wellbeing was also compared by
Regional Development Authority region, shown in
Figure 5.2. The highest levels of wellbeing were
reported by residents living in rural areas and regional
towns surrounding Adelaide. The lowest levels were
reported in the Hume region of Victoria, the South
Coast and Illawarra regions of New South Wales, and the Wheatbelt region of Western Australia.
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How important are differences in average wellbeing scores shown in this chapter?
Community wellbeing is measured on a scale of 1-7 (later in the report, individual wellbeing is measured on a scale of 1-100). On each
of these scales, most people’s scores fall within a narrow band, and averages for groups and communities fall within an even narrower
band. This means that even small differences in mean scores between different communities or groups can reflect meaningful
differences on the ground. In this study, most of these differences are also statistically significant. Here, we show a curtailed bandwidth
of scores (on the y-axis) to make it easier to see the differences between groups.

Figure 5.1 Average community wellbeing, by region and group
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Figure 5.2 Average community wellbeing reported by residents, by Regional Development Authority (RDA) region

5

5

Numbers of respondents are not shown for each RDA region in this figure, due to lack of space. Information on numbers
of responses can be found in tables of data produced for different regions available at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
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Community wellbeing is very relevant when examined for individual communities because a
community is a natural and meaningful unit of analysis. However, it is also potentially useful to
consider wellbeing across the broader region in which that community is located so as to understand
the larger place-based context of the community. Figure 5.3 shows the variation between
communities at the local government area (LGA) level, comparing community wellbeing across a
number of LGAs from which more than 80 survey responses were received. While only a selection of
LGAs met this criterion, and these did not represent all rural and regional Australia, the figure shows
how much community wellbeing varies between LGAs, even those that neighbour one another. For
example:






The Queensland regional councils of Maranoa, Western Downs and Goondiwindi neighbour
each other. Residents of Western Downs and Maranoa reported lower than average
community wellbeing, while those living in Goondiwindi reported higher than average levels of
community wellbeing.
The South Australian councils of Loxton-Waikerie, Renmark-Paringa and Berri-Barmera border
each other, but the average community wellbeing reported for each differed substantially.
Residents of Loxton-Waikerie reported greater wellbeing than Berri and Barmera and
Renmark-Paringa, both of which were closer to the rural and regional Australia average.
The Victorian local government areas of Mildura, Swan Hill and Gannawarra border each other;
Gannawarra and Mildura residents reported higher than average levels of wellbeing, while
Swan Hill residents had lower than average community wellbeing scores.

Such observations can assist in drawing attention to communities that outperform expectations and
from which decision-makers might extract useful lessons; and to communities that need additional
support.
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Figure 5.3 Average community wellbeing reported by residents, for selected local government areas
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Individual wellbeing
Box 5.2: Measuring individual wellbeing
Two measures were used as indicators of a
person’s overall wellbeing outcomes:
1.

2.

A ‘single item’ measure that asked
‘Thinking about your own life and
personal circumstances, how satisfied
are you with your life as a whole?’ on a
scale from 0 (completely dissatisfied to
10 (completely satisfied)
A Life Satisfaction Index, that asked
people how satisfied they were with
the following aspects of their life:

Your standard of living

Your health

What you are currently achieving
in life

Your personal relationships

Feeling part of your community

Your future security.
Responses to the statements listed in
(2) were combined to form an index of
overall wellbeing, although it is
important to note that this measure is,
like all others, not comprehensive – it
measures some aspects of wellbeing
but not others. The resulting Life
Satisfaction Index is a slightly modified
version of the Personal Wellbeing Index
(PWI), a widely used index of life
satisfaction in Australia and
internationally. The methodological
approach to measuring the index was
conceptually the same as the PWI.
Future surveys may include all
measures included in the PWI.

Different measures of individual wellbeing have
various advantages and disadvantages (for a
discussion, see Forgeard et al. 2011). To ensure
robust, defensible and meaningful findings,
wherever possible the Regional Wellbeing Survey
uses existing measures of individual wellbeing that
have been widely used and validated in previous
studies.
A common and well-accepted approach to
measuring a person’s subjective wellbeing
outcomes in Australia is to ask that person how
satisfied they are with their life overall, and with
different aspects (domains) of their life. While this
has some limitations, it has been widely shown to
have validity and to be predictive of key factors
known to be associated with wellbeing, including a
person’s health. As such, this approach was used in
the Regional Wellbeing Survey.

A person’s individual wellbeing outcomes were
measured in two ways in the survey. First,
participants reported their overall satisfaction with
their life as a whole. People who have attained
good wellbeing tend to record high scores on this
question (Jayawickreme et al. 2012). However,
because it is a global measure, it does not provide
insight into which aspects of an individual’s
wellbeing contribute more or less to their overall
wellbeing. The second way of measuring individual
wellbeing outcomes addresses this issue. It builds
on the first by asking a series of questions about
For more information on the PWI and
how satisfied a person is with multiple domains that
the extensive work undertaken to
contribute to their overall wellbeing comprising
develop and validate it in Australia and
their satisfaction with their: health, standard of
other countries, see International
living, what they are achieving in life, personal
Wellbeing Group (2013).
relationships, community connectedness, and
future security. Responses to these items are
combined into a Life Satisfaction Index. Like the
single item life satisfaction measure described
above, the composite measure provides a single
index reflecting overall individual wellbeing. Unlike the single item life satisfaction measure, it
accounts for concept complexity by summarising different levels of satisfaction across several
domains, each of which can be analysed separately if necessary. This index is a slightly modified
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version of the widely used Personal Wellbeing Index, which is calculated based on a person’s
satisfaction with different domains of their life, described in Box 5.2.
The average level of satisfaction with ‘life as a whole’ across the whole survey sample was 71.2 out
of a possible 100 (n=7423). The average score on the Life Satisfaction Index was somewhat lower at
69.0 out of a possible 100 (n=7445).
Rural and regional residents had different levels of satisfaction with the different aspects of their
life. Figure 5.4 shows satisfaction with life as a whole, and with the six ‘domains’ that form the Life
Satisfaction Index. It also includes two other domains which were not as closely related and thus
were not included in the index, but which residents of rural and regional communities consulted
during the design of the survey asked to be measured. Satisfaction was highest with standard of
living and personal relationships, both of which achieved mean scores above the index means, and
lowest with the amount of free time people have6, their future security, and feeling part of their
community.

Figure 5.4 Satisfaction with different aspects of life

This suggests that while most people feel positively about their community, as reflected in the
community wellbeing measures reported in the previous sections, this does not necessarily
generalise across all domains of life satisfaction: respondents were not as satisfied with their
connection to their community or their future security as they were with other aspects of their life.

6

It is possible to be dissatisfied with the amount of free time you have if it is either lower or higher than
desired. Other comments respondents provided on questionnaires suggest that those who reported
dissatisfaction with their amount of free time typically felt they had too little free time.

27

The average satisfaction reported with different life domains in the Regional Wellbeing Survey is 3 to
6 points lower than that reported in other surveys that measure the same domains. For example, in
the 2013 Australian Unity Wellbeing Index (AUWI) survey, which had a sample of approximately
2,000 people from metropolitan and rural regions, respondents had an average score of 78.5 for
their satisfaction with their standard of living (Cummins et al. 2013), compared to 74.8 in the
Regional Wellbeing Survey; similar differences were identified for other domains. Although scores
were consistently lower, the Regional Wellbeing Survey findings followed an almost identical pattern
to findings from other surveys that have used the life satisfaction approach. In particular, in both the
Regional Wellbeing Survey and other recent studies of individual wellbeing, people are consistently
more satisfied with their standard of living and personal relationships than with other domains, and
least satisfied with their personal security, and feeling part of our community. This consistency
suggests the survey results are robust.
Our own and others’ previous studies indicate that there are diverse reasons for the differences in
scores across domains of life satisfaction, and these are being explored further in 2014 using data
from the 2013 Regional Wellbeing Survey, to better understand the patterns of associations in
regional Australia. These analyses will also enable comparison of Regional Wellbeing Survey results
to those from the AUWI in future waves of the Survey. For
Technical note
example, previous Australian studies have found that people
living in more remote rural and regional areas have lower
Throughout this report, our composite
levels of life satisfaction than those living in metropolitan
Life Satisfaction Index is used to analyse
areas. However, those living in rural areas with high
whether different types of change are
accessibility to services have typically reported higher levels
associated with a difference in
individual wellbeing outcomes. When
of life satisfaction than their metropolitan peers (Cummins
the term ‘individual wellbeing’ is used in
et al. 2005). O’Brien et al. (2012) found that Australian
the report from this point onwards,
farmers reported consistently lower satisfaction with most
unless otherwise stated it refers to the
(but not all) domains of wellbeing than non-farmers, a factor
Life Satisfaction Index.
that may extend to others dependent on agriculture, and
hence influence results of the Regional Wellbeing Survey
despite data having been weighted to ensure farmers are not over-represented in the sample when
presenting results. Our results add to these previous findings by showing that it is irrigating farmers
specifically who reported the lowest levels of life satisfaction.
Figure 5.5 compares the average Life Satisfaction Index score of people living in different regions,
and people in different groups. Those living in Queensland had lower satisfaction scores compared
to those in other states, and those in Western Australia and New South Wales the highest. Dryland
farmers reported higher levels of satisfaction than non-farmers or irrigators. Satisfaction scores were
also higher for women than men, and for older people than younger people, with the lowest
satisfaction levels reported by people aged between 30 and 49. These results are consistent with
those of other studies. Life satisfaction levels are consistently higher for women than for men, and
for older than for younger people (see for example Cummins et al. 2005).

28

Figure 5.5 Life Satisfaction Index score, by region and group
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The different domains of life satisfaction were compared for different groups. Key differences
between rural and regional residents of different states were (Figure 5.6):










Western Australian residents had the highest overall satisfaction with their own lives, a
contrast to their lower than average rating of their community wellbeing. They scored highest
in satisfaction with all life domains except future security, feeling part of the community, and
life achievement, in all of which they ranked second or third
New South Wales residents had life satisfaction almost as high as that of Western Australia
residents, and were most likely to be satisfied with their life achievement, and second most
satisfied on most other life domains
South Australian residents had overall life satisfaction scores only slightly lower than Western
Australia or New South Wales, and were more likely to report high satisfaction with feeling
part of their community and their future security compared to those living elsewhere, but
reported lower levels of satisfaction with health than those living in most other states (with the
exception of Queensland)
Victorian residents scored lower than all other states except Queensland in almost all life
domains, and were least likely to report being satisfied with feeling part of their community or
their future security
Queensland residents reported the lowest overall life satisfaction, and scored lowest on
satisfaction with their standard of living, health, life achievement and amount of free time,
although they were more likely than Victorians to report being satisfied with feeling part of
their community and their future security.

Figure 5.6 Satisfaction with different aspects of life, compared for people living in different states

30

People of different ages also reported different life satisfaction, shown in Figure 5.7:







People aged under 30 were less satisfied with feeling part of the community, and more
satisfied with their health compared to those in other age groups. However, they reported
higher levels of satisfaction with many domains than those aged 30 to 49
Those aged between 30 and 49 were least satisfied with their amount of free time, standard
of living, life achievement, future security, and personal relationships. In most other
domains they were less satisfied than older age groups, with the exception of health (where
they were on average slightly more satisfied than those aged 50 to 64)
Those aged between 50 and 64 were least satisfied with their health, but were more likely
to report being satisfied with almost all other domains than those in younger age groups
Those aged 65 or over were most satisfied with almost all aspects of their lives, with the
exception of their health (and while those aged under 30 were more satisfied with their
health than people over 65, 30 to 64 year olds were less satisfied with their health than
those aged over 65).

Figure 5.7 Satisfaction with different aspects of life, compared for people of different ages

Women and men also differed, shown in Figure 5.8:




Women were more satisfied than men with all areas of their lives except their amount of
free time (and the difference between men and women’s satisfaction with free time was
small, and may not be meaningful)
The biggest differences in satisfaction between men and women were in satisfaction with
current life achievement, satisfaction with personal relationships, and satisfaction with
feeling part of the community.
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Figure 5.8 Satisfaction with different aspects of life, compared for men and women

Farmers and non-farmers differed in their life satisfaction in several ways (Figure 5.9):






Non-farmers were more satisfied than farmers with their standard of living and amount of
free time, but were on average less satisfied than dryland farmers, and sometimes irrigators,
with all other aspects of their lives
Dryland farmers reported scores overall life satisfaction than non-farmers and irrigators,
and were on average more satisfied with all areas of their lives than irrigators except
personal relationships. The only areas in which they reported lower levels of satisfaction
than non-farmers were their standard of living, and amount of free time
Irrigators reported lower levels of satisfaction with their standard of living, life achievement,
health, their amount of free time, and future security than non-farmers and dryland farmers.
The only area in which they reported higher satisfaction than other farmers or non-farmers
was their personal relationships.
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Figure 5.9 Satisfaction with different aspects of life, compared for farmers, irrigators and non-farmers

Average life satisfaction was also compared by Regional Development Authority region, shown in
Figure 5.10. The highest wellbeing was reported by residents living in the South Coast and Illawarra
region of New South Wales, who reported high life satisfaction despite reporting low community
wellbeing. The lowest wellbeing was reported by people living in southern coastal Queensland, the
central and northern coastal parts of New South Wales, and mid north and west Queensland.
Individual wellbeing varied when examined for individual communities. Figure 5.11 illustrates the
variation between communities at the local government area (LGA) scale, comparing individual
wellbeing in a number of LGAs from which more than 80 survey responses were received. While this
shows only a selection of LGAs, and not all across rural and regional Australia, it does highlight that
life satisfaction of residents varies even between LGAs that neighbour one another, similar to the
Community Wellbeing Index.
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Figure 5.10 Average Life Satisfaction Index score, by RDA region

7

7

Numbers of respondents are not shown for each RDA region in this figure, due to lack of space. Information on numbers
of responses can be found in tables of data produced for different regions available at www.regionalwellbeing.org.au.
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Figure 5.11 Average life satisfaction reported by residents, for selected local government areas
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