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INTRODUCTION
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.
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WHAT IS WELLBEING?
The Regional Wellbeing Survey examines the wellbeing of
individual people, as well as the wellbeing of communities.
The wellbeing of individual people is:
‘a state … in which every individual realises 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’1.
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 in which they live, amongst others.

The wellbeing of communities is a little different. A
community with high levels of wellbeing is one in which:
‘… all citizens can be assured of a decent quality of life
— economically, physically, environmentally, socially and
politically’2.
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 measures used in the survey
Wellbeing can be measured in many ways, and multiple
measures of individual and community wellbeing were
included in the Regional Wellbeing Survey.
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 University3.
A Community Wellbeing Index was used as a key indicator
of the overall wellbeing of communities. This measured
how the people living in a community felt about their
community, including its liveability, their attachment to it,
and their confidence in its future.
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METHODS
The Regional Wellbeing Survey examined 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 but it will be included in future surveys.

As it continues, the survey will also be customised to focus
more closely on the wellbeing for different groups of
people, particularly people of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander origin.

In 2013, a number of rural and regional communities
were sampled intensively to provide in-depth insight into
their functioning. 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.

In its first year, 9135 people took part in the survey,
answering questions about their wellbeing, their
community’s wellbeing, and how some of the changes
occurring in their community were affecting them.
Figure 1 shows the number of survey responses received
from different regions across Australia.
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FIGURE 1 The number of survey respondents from different Regional Development Authority regions across Australia
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INDIVIDUAL WELLBEING

Average level of satisfaction
(measured out of 100)

A person’s satisfaction with different aspects of their life
is often used as an indicator of their wellbeing. When
measured in an 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, life
satisfaction was higher for women than men, and for older
than younger people.
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FIGURE 2 Satisfaction of rural and regional Australians with different aspects of their lives
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Life satisfaction varied across different rural and regional
communities, as shown in Figure 3. People living in New
South Wales and Western Australia reported higher levels
of life satisfaction than average, and those in Queensland
lower levels.
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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 (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 3 Average individual Life Satisfaction Index
scores in different Regional Development Authority
regions of Australia

COMMUNITY WELLBEING
The results of the 2013 survey suggested a majority of rural
and regional Australians felt good about their community
and its future. 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 provided them, while younger people
(particularly those younger than 30) were less satisfied.
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Perceptions of community wellbeing were compared for
different Regional Development Authority regions across
Australia (Figure 4). People living in rural areas and regional
towns surrounding Adelaide, the Grampians region of
Victoria and the South-West region of Western Australia
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.
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Comparing individual and community
wellbeing
Communities whose residents had high levels of
individual wellbeing were somewhat more likely to
have higher community wellbeing. However, this did
not always hold — in some communities, residents
had high 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.
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FIGURE 4 Average Community Wellbeing Index scores
in different Regional Development Authority regions of
Australia
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• Human capital — skills, resources and leadership: Most
rural and regional Australians felt confident that they
had access to the skills and resources they needed
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, as shown in
Figure 5. Younger people and farmers reported lower
confidence in their own skills and resources compared
with older people and non-farmers.

ADAPTING TO CHANGE
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: Complex patterns of financial
advantage and disadvantage were evident across
rural and regional Australia. Some survey participants,
for example, felt their local economy was strong, but
reported that their own household was experiencing
financial stress, while others reported the opposite.
• 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.

• 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 confidence in
human capital (Figure 5). Despite the generally high
confidence in community governance, most rural
and regional Australians felt less confident in their
own ability to contribute to local decision-making
processes, particularly younger people and women.
• 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.
• 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,
but were 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 and internet) and community services (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 5 Confidence of rural and regional Australians in their access to different types of
human, social and institutional capital
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Average level of access to capital
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FIGURE 6 Access of rural and regional Australians to different types of physical capital

Some capitals are more strongly associated with individual
wellbeing and others with community wellbeing.
People with high 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 higher
than average access to leadership and collaboration (human
capital), social cohesion (social capital), good quality local
governance (institutional capital), and overall liveability
(physical capital). The results suggest community wellbeing
may depend not just on having the presence of many
people with high individual resources, but on being able to
bring these resources together at a community scale. This
will be explored further as the survey continues over time.
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 doesn’t 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 a stressful
period, with the stress beginning in the months leading
up to the move and continuing after it — even if 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.

Just over one-third of rural and regional Australians (39.3%)
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 report
having considered shifting in the last three years. People
who had considered migrating but decided not to, reported
lower levels of community wellbeing and 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%) reported that they
were very likely to shift to a new community in the next 12
months, while 8.6% said they were somewhat likely to, and
most (76.9%) 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. 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
poor community wellbeing and lower life satisfaction
compared with those who were not planning to migrate
(Figure 7). The most common reasons for migrating were
lifestyle reasons, followed by moving closer to family, and
moving for employment (Figure 8).
Rural and regional Australians often planned to migrate to
other rural regions, rather than to cities (Figure 9). More
than 80% 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% planned to shift to a large city. Young
people aged under 30 were more likely than others to be
planning to shift to a capital city, and least likely to prefer a
country area.
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Aged 65 and
older

AGRICULTURE AND FARMING
Rising input costs (e.g. fertiliser, fuel)

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
non-farmers.

Farmers who had experienced 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 reported substantially lower life
satisfaction compared with those who had experienced
a smaller number of difficulties on their farm enterprise
(Figure 11). 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. 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%)
reported that they were ‘somewhat’ to ‘very’ likely to leave
farming in this period, with older farmers most likely to be
considering leaving. Most of these (60.5%) planned to live
in their local community once they left farming. Those who
planned to leave farming, on average, reported lower 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.

Drought
Increased fixed charges on permanent water entitlements
(irrigators only)
Reduced water allocation for one or more seasons
(irrigators only)
Other natural disasters (e.g. flood, bushfire, storm damage)
Difficulty obtaining labour
Increases in cost of purchasing temporary water (irrigators only)
Pest, disease or weed incursion causing substantial damage
Difficulty accessing affordable finance
Restrictions that prevented you trading water when you wanted to
(irrigators only)
Environmental degradation (e.g. deteriorating land or water
quality, including impacts from other industries)
0
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FIGURE 10 Proportion of farmers who had experienced a range of difficulties or
challenges on their farm enterprise in the last five years
80
Life satisfaction index
(measured 1–100)

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 and difficulty accessing
affordable finance. The responses are shown in Figure 10.
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FIGURE 11 Average life satisfaction reported by farmers with greater and lesser exposure
to difficult times on their farm in the last five years
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WATER AND WATER REFORM
Access to water is important for the wellbeing of rural and
regional Australians in a number of ways. Chronic water
scarcity can harm overall rural wellbeing. For example,
certain types of severe drought have been linked to a
general increase in psychological distress for people living
in rural Australia but not for their urban peers (O’Brien et al.
20144). Rural and regional Australians were mostly confident
that their community has access to the water it needs in
the short-term (up to the next year). Fewer were confident
about their community’s access to water in the longer term,
or that their community was well placed to cope with future
change in water availability. Farmers felt less confident
about their water access than non-farmers.

% of respondents rating this use as least or
most important

Different uses of water support the wellbeing of people and
communities in differing ways. For example, using water for
agriculture supports wellbeing through the production of
food and through the generation of 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 (Figure 12). Only
one group had different views: farmers were more likely to
prioritise using water for the environment than for agriculture.

Recent years have seen implementation of many water
reforms in Australia (i.e. changes to rules, policies and
regulations about how water can be accessed and used).
These reforms have aimed to better balance water use
between environmental, economic and social objectives.
The survey examined how water reforms in general were
experienced by irrigators, the group often most directly
affected by these changes. It also examined views of survey
participants about the Murray–Darling Basin Plan, the
largest water reform of recent years.
Water reforms that have made water trade easier
were generally viewed positively by irrigators. Similarly,
investments made in improving water use efficiency and
upgrading water infrastructure were viewed positively by
most irrigators. Other water reforms were viewed less
positively by irrigators, including environmental watering and
sale of water entitlements.
Views of Basin residents about the Basin Plan varied
depending on the type of community they lived in (Figure
13). Most people living in communities with little or no
dependence on irrigation felt the Basin Plan would result in
no change for their household or community.
People living in irrigation-dependent communities were much
more likely to believe the Basin 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 Basin Plan would have negative effects on
their community, although fewer felt the Basin Plan would
directly affect their own household.
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FIGURE 12 Views of rural and regional Australians about the most and least important
water uses in times of water scarcity
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FIGURE 13 Views of Murray–Darling Basin residents about the likely effects of the Basin
Plan on their household, their community and the Basin as a whole
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CONCLUSIONS
The Regional Wellbeing Survey highlighted the large
number and complexity of factors 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 coal seam gas 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.
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 just one or two. It is also clear
that the resources that help people and communities
adapt successfully to change are a vital component of
supporting wellbeing in rural and regional Australia.

WHAT’S HAPPENING NEXT WITH THE
SURVEY
The Regional Wellbeing Survey began with a little over
9000 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.

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. Individuals and
organisations can support the survey in many ways,
from helping promote it locally, 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.
Email us at regionalwellbeing@canberra.edu.au,
or visit the survey website to find contact details for
our staff (www.regionalwellbeing.org.au).
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Creative Commons license.
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