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V I C E – C H A N C E L L O R ’ S  M E S S A G E

Maintaining national security in an age 
of terrorism means that we, as citizens, 
are asked to relinquish certain individual 
rights and liberties in the name of public 
safety. Whether it is the retention of our 
telecommunications activities, ability 
to walk around our cities without being 
captured on security video, or freedom 
to travel to prescribed ‘no go zones’ in 
foreign countries, our lives have changed in 
response to new global circumstances. 

The most recent ANUpoll - number 22 in the ANUpoll series 
– explores Australians’ willingness to trade off their personal 
rights and freedoms for national security. The survey of 1,200 
Australians finds widespread support for current counter-
terrorism measures, such as retention of telecommunications 
metadata, strict border control policies, revocation of citizenship 
of ‘foreign fighters’ with more than one nationality, and bans on 
travel to sites of certain international conflicts.

Even when posed as a trade-off between an individual’s 
rights and the protection of national security, the Australians 
surveyed express support for freedom-limiting policies in the 
fight against terrorism. As we continue to come to terms with 
new and changing geopolitical phenomena, it is vital that we 
understand the views of Australian citizens. Governments must 
argue the case for their policies. It is incumbent on researchers 
and other members of civil society to contribute to the public 
debate, particularly on something as important as our safety and 
civil liberties. 

The ANUpoll, conducted by the ANU Centre for Social Research 
and Methods and the ANU Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies 
(Middle East & Central Asia), is designed to inform public and 
policy debate, as well as to assist scholarly research. It is an 
important contribution that ANU makes to public debate about 
the key social issues facing Australia and the type of country in 
which we want to live.

Professor Brian P. Schmidt AC

Vice-Chancellor and President 
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Freedom from fear is one of the cornerstones of a healthy 
democratic society. It is a quality that sets Australia apart from 
repressive political systems where abuses of power are more 
common than the rule of law. While in authoritarian societies, 
the preservation of state power trumps the rights of the citizen, 
civil rights are central to liberal democracy. As such, citizens’ 
needs for safety and being able to live without fear of violence 
or death at the hands of others are not only a matter of national 
security. Rather, they also embody the core value of liberalism: 
the freedom of the individual to pursue his or her life with 
minimal restraints. 

Even though Australia has suffered no large-scale terrorist attack 
on its soil in the post-9/11 era, recent years have witnessed a 
growing appeal of radical ideologies and extremist narratives 
in the Australian community. According to the Australian 
Government, this is manifested in an increasing number 
of known terrorist supporters, sympathisers and potential 
perpetrators, as well as unprecedented numbers of Australians 
who have joined violent groups overseas, in particular in the 
Syrian-Iraqi conflict zone. 

As terrorist groups craftily take advantage of social media for 
propaganda purposes and make use of advanced technologies 
to remain undetected, it is much more difficult to identify and 
disrupt plots. The Martin Place siege, the attack on police 
officers at Endeavour Hills and the shooting at the Parramatta 
police station were all carried out by individuals who claimed 
inspiration from wider jihadi networks but ultimately acted 
alone. This means their planning was less discernible and their 
actions could be carried out much faster than if they had to rely 
on extensive networks. As so-called ‘lone actors’ killed scores 
of innocent people in places as diverse as Orlando, Istanbul, 

Nice, Dhaka, Wurzburg, and Quetta in June and July 2016, it 
is becoming evident that the boundaries in the war on terror 
have shifted. 

Based on the existing research literature, it is reasonable 
to assume that Australians’ attitudes towards government 
responses to terrorism are affected by their fear of experiencing 
terrorism. In other words, public views on the appropriateness 
of counter-terrorism measures with a potential direct impact 
on civil liberties are shaped by a perception of imminent threat. 
Therefore, to begin this examination of attitudes towards privacy 
and security it is useful to look at Australians’ belief that they 
or a family member will be the victim of a future terrorist attack 
in Australia. A majority (51 per cent) report that they are either 
‘not at all’ or ‘not very’ concerned, however 38 per cent do 
express concern. Among the respondents, 14 per cent are 
‘very concerned’ that they or a family member will be a victim of 
terrorism within Australia.

When this question was last asked in Australia – as part of the 
2007 Australian Election Study – respondents were split almost 
evenly. Just over half (50.2 per cent) were ‘not at all’ or ‘not 
very concerned’, with 49.8 per cent either ‘very’ or ‘somewhat 
concerned’. Exactly the same percentage (14 per cent) 
reported being ‘very concerned’ in 2007 as in this ANUpoll nine 
years later. 

Despite the small decline in concern about being the victim of 
a terrorist attack in Australia, a majority of Australians (56 per 
cent) believe that the government ‘could do more’ to prevent 
such an attack. Slightly more than a third (36 per cent) believe 
the government ‘is doing all it can’, while eight per cent believe 
the government ‘has done too much’. In the comparable 2007 
Australian Election Study, 51 per cent believed the government 
was ‘doing all it can’ to prevent a terrorist attack in Australia. 
Thirty-nine per cent believed that the government ‘could do 
more’ in 2007.

However, the position that the government could be doing 
more to prevent a terrorist attack in Australia does not appear 
to correspond with a desire for more money to be spent 
on combating terrorism. A large majority – 60 per cent – of 
Australians report that the government is spending ‘about the 
right amount of money’ at the moment. Almost one quarter (24 
per cent) believe the government is spending ‘too little’, and 16 
per cent believe the government is spending ‘too much money’ 
combating terrorism.

P R O S P E C T S  O F  T E R R O R I S M :  
H O W  F E A R F U L  A R E  A U S T R A L I A N S ? 

Key points
 > Australians are divided almost 
evenly in their concerns about 
themselves or family members 
being the victims of a future 
terrorist attack in Australia.

 >  However more than half believe 
the government could do more to 
prevent attacks in Australia.

 >  Concerns about the likelihood of 
an attack on Australian soil are 
likely to shape Australians’ views 
on the appropriateness of counter-
terrorism measures.
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“How concerned are you personally about yourself or a family member being 
the victim of a future terrorist attack in Australia?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Very concerned

Somewhat concerned

Not very concerned

Not at all concerned 20%

35%

29%

16%

“Now thinking about what the government is doing to prevent terrorist 
attacks in Australia. Do you think the government is doing all it can, could do 
more or has done too much?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Government could do more

Government is doing all it can

Government has done too much 8%

36%

56%

“Thinking about government spending to combat terrorism in Australia, 
do you think we're spending too much, too little or about the right amount 
of money?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Too little money

About the right amount of money

Too much money 16%

60%

24%
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Government responses to the threat of terrorism often incur 
a cost to citizens, by way of reductions in privacy, freedom 
of movement and other individual rights and civil liberties. 
However, in Australia, where a utilitarian brand of liberalism 
prevails, seeking the greatest good for the greatest number 
means that ensuring public safety takes precedence over 
individual rights. In other words, national security and the safety 
of the community trump individual freedoms when these are 
under threat. Such a ‘trade-off’ approach, where the respect 
for fundamental liberal rights and values is reconciled with the 
need for communal security, according to the threat level, is 
meant to strike an appropriate balance between these two 
cornerstones of liberalism. Sacrificing some freedoms to protect 
the Australian community is therefore presented by governments 
as a necessary cost, but one that is proportionate to the need 
for safety. 

Yet this trade-off between increased security and the reduction 
in some civil liberties also presents a dilemma to democratic 
societies: namely, the extent to which the risk of terrorist attacks 
can actually be contained without compromising the defining 
principles of Australia’s liberal order. While in theory the idea 
of finding an appropriate balance seems straightforward, in 
practice it can be difficult to determine how much weight should 
be attached to the respective values of security versus privacy.

When examining attitudes towards safety and privacy, it is 
important to understand national security not only in terms 
of preventing terrorist violence, but also in regard to the 
political consequences any such measures have for our 
democratic societies. 

Presented with two options on the trade-off between security 
from terrorism and reduction in civil liberties, almost half (46 per 
cent) of respondents believe that the government’s counter-
terrorism policies ‘have not gone far enough to adequately 
protect the country’. A much smaller number (28 per cent) 
believe ‘they have gone too far in restricting the average 
person’s civil liberties’. A further 20 per cent volunteered an 
answer of ‘neither’, declining to take either offered position. 
Similarly, six per cent volunteered concern with ‘both’ aspects  
of the government’s counter-terrorism policies. 

P R I V A C Y  V E R S U S  S E C U R I T Y  F R O M 
T E R R O R I S M :  F I N D I N G  T H E  B A L A N C E 

Key points
 > When framed as a trade-off 
between civil liberties and national 
security, 46 per cent of Australians 
believe counter-terrorism measures 
have not gone far enough to 
protect the country.

 > Similarly, two thirds (67 per cent) 
believe the retention of Australians’ 
telecommunications data is 
justified as part of the effort to 
combat terrorism and protect 
national security.

 > Almost 70 per cent approve of 
the collection and retention of 
telecommunications data for 
counter-terrorism purposes.

 > Just over one third (37 per cent) of 
Australians believe these measures 
single out Muslim Australians, and 
are bothered by this. Twenty-two 
per cent are either ‘not at all’ or ‘not 
much’ bothered, while 41 per cent 
believe Muslims are not targeted 
for additional surveillance.
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“Which concerns you more about the government’s counter-terrorism policies?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Both

Neither

They have not gone far enough
to adequately protect the country

They have gone too far in restricting
the average person’s civil liberties

28%

46%

6%

20%

“Legislation has been introduced in Australia which will require 
telecommunications companies to keep data about communications, but not 
their content. Do you personally think this...”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Is not justi�ed as it violates 
citizens’ privacy 

Is justi�ed as part of the effort to 
combat terrorism and protect 

national security 
67%

33%
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In December 2015, the Pew Research Center asked Americans 
the same question, revealing similar attitudes. The same 
percentage of American respondents as Australian respondents 
(14 per cent) believe counter-terrorism policies have gone too far 
in restricting people’s civil liberties. Slightly more Americans (56 
per cent compared with 46 per cent of Australians) believe that 
their government’s counter-terrorism policies have not gone far 
enough to protect their country. 

Looking more specifically at Australian Government legislation 
introduced in 2015  – the Telecommunications (Interception 
and Access) Amendment (Data Retention) Bill 2014 – requiring 
Australian telecommunication companies to retain customers’ 
computer and phone metadata in case of future police or 
national security investigations reveals overwhelming popular 
support for the measure. The legislation passed the Australian 
parliament with support of both major political parties. Two 
thirds of Australians believe this legislation is ‘justified as part 
of the effort to combat terrorism and protect national security’. 
The remaining one third believes that the retention of customer 
metadata ‘is not justified as it violates citizens’ privacy’. 

Similar percentages of Australians approve and disapprove of 
the Australian Government’s collection of phone and internet 
data as part of counter-terrorism efforts. Almost seven in ten (69 
per cent) either ‘strongly approve’ or ‘approve’ of this measure 
overall. Five per cent express no opinion in either direction, while 
26 per cent ‘disapprove’ or ‘strongly disapprove’. In total, the 
government appears to have substantial support for actions 
it has taken so far with regard to data retention for counter-
terrorism purposes. 

Support for data retention notwithstanding, a clear majority (59 
per cent) of Australians believe that the government’s counter-
terrorism policies ‘single out Muslims for increased surveillance 
and monitoring’. The remaining 41 per cent believe that Muslims 
are not singled out for increased surveillance. 

The 59 per cent of respondents to this ANUpoll who do believe 
that the government’s counter-terrorism policies single out 
Muslims were asked a further question about how much, if at 
all, this bothers them. Of the total sample, 14 per cent believe 
that Muslims are singled out and that this bothers them ‘a lot’. 
Almost one quarter – 23 per cent – say it bothers them ‘some, 
nine per cent are ‘not much’ bothered, and 13 per cent are 
‘not at all’ bothered that Muslims are singled out under the 
government’s counter-terrorism measures.

When asked the same questions by the Pew Research Center in 
2011, 44 per cent of Americans believed that their government’s 
counter-terrorism policies singled out Muslims for increased 
surveillance and monitoring. The breakdown of how ‘bothered’ 
Americans are by this phenomenon reflects the Australian data. 
Eleven per cent of Americans reported that it bothers them ‘a 
lot’, 14 per cent ‘some’, eight per cent ‘not much’, and 11 per 
cent ‘not at all’.

The Council of Australian Governments’ 2015  
counter-terrorism White Paper, Australia’s Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy: Strengthening our Resilience, stresses the need 
to improve relations and work with at-risk communities to 
effectively counter the appeal of violent extremist ideologies and 
minimise the threat of so-called ‘homegrown’ terrorist attacks. 
The findings of this poll illustrate substantial public awareness of 
Muslims identified as being at a higher risk of radicalisation and 
affilitation with terrorist groups than the rest of the population. 
This is significant insofar as it highlights an ongoing public 
perception of Muslims in Western societies as a potential danger 
to national security. This can result in stigmatisation, social 
divisions and public backlash against the government counter-
terrorism measures from those who feel unfairly targeted. Twenty 
two per cent of Australians are ‘not much’ or ‘not at all’ bothered 
by the possibility of Muslims being singled out for additional 
surveillance and monitoring. This indicates a disconnect from 
the Australian Government’s emphasis on cooperation with the 
Muslim community over just enhanced law enforcement.
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“Do you think that the Australian government’s counter-terrorism policies 
single out Muslims for increased surveillance and monitoring?”
If responded ‘yes’: “How much, if at all, does it bother you that Muslims in 
Australia are singled out for increased surveillance and monitoring?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Yes - bothers ‘a lot’

No 41%

14%

Yes - bothers ‘not much’

Yes - bothers ‘some’ 23%

9%

Yes - bothers ‘not at all’ 13%

“Overall, do you approve or disapprove of the government’s collection of 
telephone and internet data as part of counter-terrorism efforts?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Approve

Strongly approve 20%

49%

Disapprove

Neither approve nor disapprove 5%

14%

Strongly disapprove 12%
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Various forms of terrorism have long been posing threats 
to the security of states and their populations. Yet since the 
momentous changes that 9/11 brought to the global security 
landscape, the focus has naturally been on radical Islamist 
terrorism. As such, it has become common to associate 
contemporary terrorism with a radical interpretation of Islam 
that legitimises violence. However, the nature of the relationship 
between terrorism and Islamist extremism is contentious issue 
and has generated much public and political debate.

For instance, as part of the White House’s careful rhetoric about 
terrorism, President Barack Obama and Secretary of State John 
Kerry deliberately do not use terms like ‘radical Islam’ or ‘Islamic 
extremism’ when describing violent attacks such as the Orlando 
mass shooting. They have contended that doing so would give 
undue religious legitimacy to criminals and the Islamic State. 
Further, invoking Islam would contribute to framing counter-
terrorism measures in a clash-of civilization’ narrative, as a war 
between Islam and the West. At the same time others argue that 
such approaches constitute false ‘political correctness’, which 
can directly harm Western countries by compromising their 
identity as well as security. 

Regardless of the position one takes, it is important to 
acknowledge the importance of this debate and understand it 
as more than a controversy about terminology, but as a political 
issue that can have substantive ramifications for safety as well 
as the cohesion of the national community. 

This ANUpoll supports the notion that many Australians conflate 
terrorism and Islamic extremism. Asked directly whether they 
are concerned about the possible rise of Islamic extremism 
in Australia, 71 per cent of respondents answer that they are 
‘very’ or ‘somewhat’ concerned. A full third of Australians are 
‘very concerned’, according to this ANUpoll. ‘Very concerned’ 
respondents outnumber the 29 per cent of respondents who are 
‘not too’ or ‘not at all concerned’.

Australians’ concern about the possible rise of Islamic extremism 
appears to be related to the distribution of educational 
qualifications throughout the population. Among respondents 
with a university degree – either bachelor or postgraduate 
level – only 23 per cent are ‘very concerned’. As respondents’ 
rate of educational attainment falls, the likelihood that they 
are ‘very concerned’ about Islamic extremism in Australia 
increases (with the caveat that the number of respondents in this 
sample with Year 9 education or lower is only 57). Comparing 
Australians with Year 12 attainment (16 per cent of this sample) 
and those with a postgraduate qualification (15 per cent of the 
sample) reveals an eleven percentage point difference in those 
‘very concerned’, and a 13 point difference in the combined 
percentages of those ‘not too’ and ‘not at all’ concerned.

H O W  A U S T R A L I A N S  V I E W  T E R R O R I S M 
A N D  I S L A M I S T  E X T R E M I S M

Key points
 > A large majority of Australians (71 
per cent) are concerned about the 
possible rise of Islamist extremism 
in Australia.

 > That concern seems to be 
associated with education: 
the higher their educational 
qualifications, the less likely 
Australians are to express concern.

 > Nonetheless, 70 per cent believe 
that Muslim Australians should not 
be subject to additional scrutiny (as 
part of counter-terrorism measures) 
solely because of their religion.

 > Eight in ten Australians agree that 
current border control policies 
are necessary to protect the 
country from Islamist extremism 
and terrorism.
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“How concerned, if at all, are you about the possible rise of Islamic 
extremism in Australia?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Somewhat concerned

Very concerned 33%

38%

38%

Not at all concerned

Not too concerned 21%

8%

“How concerned, if at all, are you about the possible rise of Islamic extremism in Australia?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Very concerned

Somewhat concerned

Not too concerned

Not at all concerned

Other TAFE/Technical Certi�cate

Year 11

Diploma

Primary school

Trade/apprenticeship

Year 10

Year 7 to Year 9

Bachelor Degree

Post-Graduate Degree

Year 12

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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On the question of whether Muslims living in Australia should 
be subject to additional scrutiny as part of the Australian 
Government’s counter-terrorism efforts, a considerable majority 
(70 per cent) of Australians believe they should not. Again, this 
opinion is associated with respondents’ educational attainment. 
Among Australians with a Year 12 education, 34 per cent believe 
Muslims should be subject to additional scrutiny on the basis of 
their religion. Among those with a bachelor degree, 16 per cent 
support this view, and among postgraduate degree holders, 
22 per cent agree. Among Australians with a trade qualification 
or apprenticeship, 46 per cent support the view that Muslims 
should be subject to additional scrutiny, while 54 per cent of 
those who left school after Year 11 support this view.

One way of protecting Australia from terrorist attacks has been 
through tight border control policies. To this end, the Immigration 
and Border Protection portfolio received a significant financial 
boost from the 2014-15 and 2015-16 federal budgets. Recent 
Australian Governments have argued that national security 
threats can be prevented by careful screening of those wishing 
to settle in Australia, and returning those who arrive in Australia 
through illegitimate channels such as boat journeys organised by 
people smuggling networks. 

Across the population, there exists broad support for the 
government’s current border control policies as a measure 
against Islamist extremism and terrorism. A total of 80 per 
cent either ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ that current policies 
are necessary. Only 18 per cent either ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly 
disagree’, while a fractional two per cent report having no 
opinion in either direction.
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“Which of the following comes closest to your view about the federal 
government’s efforts to prevent terrorism?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Muslims living in Australia should 
NOT be subject to additional scrutiny 

solely because of their religion 

Muslims living in Australia should 
be subject to more scrutiny 

than people in other religious groups 

70%

30%

“Do you agree or disagree that current border control policies are necessary 
to protect us from threats such as Islamic extremism and terrorism?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Approve

Strongly approve 40%

40%

Disapprove

Neither approve nor disapprove 2%

11%

Strongly disapprove 7%
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A salient feature of the new paradigm of terrorist threats is the 
‘foreign fighter phenomenon’, which refers to individuals, many 
of them from Western nations, who have joined the conflict 
theatre in Syria and Iraq. It is estimated that approximately 
30,000 foreign fighters have travelled there since the civil war in 
Syria broke out in 2011, with a good number of them originating 
from Western countries.

This phenomenon is not new. Historically, foreign fighters have 
been a common element of wars, with young men and women 
leaving their homelands to join overseas conflicts for reasons 
as varied as adventure, passion, money, and ethical or religious 
considerations. Examples include the International Brigades in 
the Spanish Civil War, foreign recruits to the Tamil Tigers and the 
Mujahideen in Afghanistan, as well as conflicts in Bosnia, the 
Philippines and Chechnya. 

Security concerns associated with foreign fighters have focused 
on preventing their departure from Australia, and – if they 
manage to leave – how to respond when they seek to return 
home, possibly armed with extremist ideologies and new 
combat skills that could pose a significant threat to domestic 
security. Additionally, their involvement in an overseas conflict 
could possibly affect its outcome in a way that is harmful to the 
national interest of their home country. 

Research shows that historically the threat of returned foreign 
fighters engaging in terrorist activities against their home country 
is fairly low. But in the context of the war on terror as well as 
the aggressive agenda of the so-called Islamic State (IS) for 

the global subjugation of ‘unbelievers’, radical ideologies with 
the explicit goal of violence against the West have apparently 
become more powerful. 

The Australian Government’s rationale behind measures to 
mitigate risks arising from the foreign fighter phenomenon is 
two-fold: the protection of Australia’s national security on one 
hand, and upholding and strengthening Australian values by 
restricting citizenship to those willing to maintain allegiance to 
Australia on the other. This has translated into the Counter-
Terrorism Legislation Amendment (Foreign Fighters) Act 2014, 
which makes it illegal to leave Australia with the intention to 
fight in a foreign war. This includes the temporary suspension 
of travel documents on suspicion of a person planning to join a 
foreign conflict, as well as the cancellation of passports when 
there is substantive evidence that a person will be endangering 
Australian security by participating in such a conflict. More 
importantly, it allows for a person to be detained by Customs 
officers on reasonable suspicion of engaging in overseas 
activities that would pose a threat to Australian security. This 
is based on a criminalisation of travel to an area that has been 
designated by the Government as a ‘no go’ zone on grounds 
that a terrorist organisation operates there.

In addition to legislation that prohibits citizens from leaving 
the country to join a foreign conflict, in 2015 the Government 
introduced a Bill that allowed for a dual national’s citizenship to 
be revoked on national security and counter-terrorism grounds. 
This amendment to the existing ‘Citizenship Act’ is sub-headed 
‘Allegiance to Australia’ and frames citizenship as a privilege, 
not an immutable right – in other words, as a common bond 
or moral contract by which Australians willingly abide. This 
legislation also makes provision for terrorists who are dual 
nationals to be prevented from returning to Australia. 

The introduction of these measures has evoked public and 
political debate about whether they in fact strike the right 
balance between individual liberty and public safety. In particular 
the point has been raised whether these restrictions on personal 
freedoms are too invasive and, especially in regards to the 
freedom of movement, overextend the power of the state. 

Yet, as with support for the government’s border control policies 
with regard to counter-terrorism, respondents show broad 
support for measures to prevent Australian citizens leaving the 
country to participate in overseas conflicts as foreign fighters. 
A full 50 per cent believe the government should prevent 
such citizens leaving to fight in any overseas conflict; not 
just in specified conflicts or zones. Nineteen per cent believe 
the government should prevent its citizens leaving to fight in 
‘designated no go zones’, while the remaining 31 per cent – 
almost a third of the population – believe that the government 
should not stop them from leaving Australia to fight overseas.

F O R E I G N  F I G H T E R S :  S U P P O R T  F O R 
G O V E R N M E N T  R E S P O N S E S 

Key points
 > There is widespread support (69 
per cent) for Australian Government 
measures to prevent prospective 
‘foreign fighters’ leaving Australia 
to fight in overseas conflicts.

 > A vast majority (85 per cent) 
support the policy of revoking 
the Australian citizenship of dual 
national foreign fighters. 

 > A smaller majority (62 per cent) 
believe the power to revoke 
citizenship of such foreign fighters 
should rest with the High Court 
of Australia or a similar judicial 
institution; 19 per cent believe the 
Minister for Immigration should 
hold that power.
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“Do you think the Australian Government should prevent its citizens from 
leaving Australia to participate in overseas con�icts as foreign �ghters, 
wherever possible?”
If responded ‘yes’: “Should this just be restricted to con�ict areas the 
Australian authorities have designated as ‘no go’ zones, or should this apply to 
any overseas con�ict?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Yes - Any overseas con�ict

Yes - Just designated no go zones

No 31%

19%

50%

“Last year the Australian government passed legislation to remove citizenship 
from Australian dual nationals involved in terrorist activities overseas. Do you 
support or oppose this law?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

Oppose

It depends

Support 85%

3%

12%
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Australians express even stronger support for legislation to 
remove citizenship from dual nationals (i.e. Australian citizens 
who also hold citizenship of a second country) who have been 
involved in terrorism overseas. A full 85 per cent of respondents 
support this law, while only 12 per cent oppose it. Three per 
cent of respondents volunteered that their opinion ‘depends’  
on the situation.

In Australia, like other liberal democracies, criminal guilt is 
determined by the judiciary. As such, according to this new 
legislation, Australians are deemed to have renounced their 
citizenship if they have been convicted in the courts of a 
terrorism offence, and sentenced to more than six years 
in prison. However, the Australian Citizenship Amendment 
(Allegiance to Australia) Act 2015 also allows for the Minister 
of Immigration, a member of the executive, to determine that 
a person has automatically renounced his or her citizenship 
by engaging in terrorist acts against Australia. These acts of 
terrorism are defined as including recruitment, training and 
funding as well as becoming a foreign fighter in a designated 
‘no-go zone’. Once the Minister has decided that someone 
has renounced his/her citizenship, the matter can be reviewed 
in court. Like other new counter-terrorism measures aimed 
at protecting the Australian community, this Act has raised 
public and political debate about whether it constitutes an 
over-expansion of state power that could ultimately have 
divisive effects.

Prompted as to who precisely should be empowered to 
decide whether such a dual citizen should have their Australian 
citizenship removed, the most popular option is distinctly a court 
of law, such as the High Court of Australia. Of the other options 
listed to respondents, the Minister for Immigration holding this 
power received the support of only 19 per cent of Australians, 
and the Minister for Foreign Affairs only nine per cent. Only five 
per cent nominated some ‘other’ alternative. In sum, Australians 
overwhelmingly support the revocation of citizenship of dual 
nationals involved in terrorist activity overseas, and they clearly 
want revocation powers to sit with the judiciary. 



Attitudes to National Security: Balancing Safety and Privacy 17

“And who, if anyone, should have the special powers to revoke citizenship in 
these cases?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to National Security, July 2016

An Australian court of law, 
such as the High Court

The Foreign Affairs Minister

The Immigration Minister 19%

9%

62%

Other 5%

All of them 5%

No-one 1%
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Continuing stable trends in recent ANUpolls, Australians 
surveyed in the 22nd ANUpoll name the economy and 
jobs, immigration, and better government as the three most 
important issues currently facing the country. The percentage of 
respondents nominating the economy and jobs as the number 
one issue has increased slightly between March 2016 (27.2 per 
cent of respondents) and July 2016 (29 per cent). Immigration 
has stayed steady (12.8 per cent to 12 per cent) while better 
government has fallen slightly, from 9.4 per cent to 6.6 per cent 
of respondents over the three month period. Overall, the relative 
salience of these three issues has remained remarkably stable 
since 2013. 

Australians remain largely satisfied with the way the country 
is heading. While previous ANUpolls have observed small 
fluctuations on this measure – for instance, following the 2010 
election of a hung parliament and subsequent confusion 
as to the formation of a minority government – Australians 
are consistently satisfied, by international standards. In this 
ANUpoll in July 2016, nine per cent of respondents report 
being ‘very satisfied’ with the country’s direction; 47 per cent 
are ‘satisfied’; nine per cent ‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’; 
25 per cent ‘dissatisfied’; and 10 per cent ‘very dissatisfied’. 
Total satisfaction (i.e. those ‘satisfied’ plus those ‘very satisfied’) 
is at 56 per cent, unchanged from the March 2016 poll. 
Dissatisfaction (35 per cent) is similarly unchanged.

K E Y  T R E N D S :  M O S T  I M P O R T A N T 
P R O B L E M S  A N D  P O L I T I C A L  M O O D

Key points
 > Consistent with all but one ANUpoll 
since 2008, the economy is the 
most frequent response to the 
question of ‘what is the most 
important issue facing the country’.

 > Immigration and better government 
remain the second and third 
most commonly named issues, 
although immigration has declined 
in importance.

 > Satisfaction with the direction 
of the country shows signs of 
stabilising, after turbulence 
throughout 2015.

 > Reported satisfaction with the way 
the country is heading fell in the 
days following the 2 July Federal 
election, during which a ‘hung 
parliament’ seemed likely.
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“What do you think is the most important problem facing Australia today?”
Source: ANUpolls March 2008-July 2016

“All things considered, are you satis�ed or dissatis�ed with the way the 
country is heading?”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to Attitudes to Terrorism, July 2016

Neither satis�ed nor dissatis�ed

Satis�ed

Very satis�ed 9%

47%

9%

Dissatis�ed 25%

Very dissatis�ed 10%
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Respondents to this ANUpoll were interviewed between 27 June 
and 10 July 2016, meaning that approximately half (659, or 54 
per cent) of all interviews were conducted before the Federal 
election held on 2 July 2016, and approximately half (552, or 46 
per cent) conducted after the election. This fortuitous timing has 
provided data to test what has been suggested by ANUpolls 
conducted in the aftermath of the 2010 election of a minority 
government: that the election of a minority government has the 
effect of decreasing Australians’ satisfaction with the direction 
of the country. After all, most Australians aged 18 and over have 
experienced a remarkably long run of majority governments at 
the federal level. 

Results from this ANUpoll suggest that the prospect of minority 
government does lead to lower rates of satisfaction among 
Australians. Sixty per cent of respondents interviewed before 
and on election day report being either ‘very satisfied’ or 
‘satisfied’ with the direction of the country. Only 50 per cent of 
respondents interviewed between 3 and 10 July report being 
‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’. Likewise, the percentage of ‘very 
dissatisfied’ and ‘dissatisfied’ respondents increases from 30 
per cent between 27 June and 2 July to 39 per cent between 
3 and 10 July. To describe this phenomenon in other terms, 
net satisfaction (i.e. total percentage ‘satisfied’ minus total 
percentage ‘dissatisfied’) 30 percentage points pre-election and 
falls nine points to 21 percentage points post-election.

The trend in Australians’ net satisfaction is largely unchanged 
between the March ANUpoll and this current July 2016 ANUpoll. 
Since mid-2011, net satisfaction has fluctuated but largely 
stayed within the bounds of 20 to 30 points. Net satisfaction of 
20.9 percentage points in July 2016 is at the lower end of recent 
trends, but not low enough to suggest widespread malaise. 
Moreover, the July 2016 data point should not be interpreted in 
isolation, given the probable effects of the imminent election on 
data collected between 27 June and 2 July, and the effects of 
the potential hung parliament on those data collected between 3 
and 10 July.
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“All things considered, are you satis�ed or dissatis�ed with the way the 
country is heading?” by date of interview. 
N.B. interviews conducted on 2 July 2016 are categorised as ‘pre-election’.”
Source: ANUpoll on Attitudes to Terrorism, July 2016. Totals add to 99 due to rounding error.
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Net satisfaction with the way the country is heading  (total satis�ed minus total dissatis�ed)
Source: ANUpoll data collected between March 2008 and July 2016
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A N U P O L L  Q U E S T I O N S

The following tables report the frequency of responses to 
questions in the July 2016 ANUpoll, weighted to reflect 
population age and gender benchmarks. Estimates derived from 
surveys are subject to sampling variability. This variability can 
be expressed as a standard error (i.e. the extent to which the 
estimate of responses may vary from the estimate if the entire 
population answered the same questions). Cases where this 
error is large relative to the estimate are marked with a single 
asterisk (where the relative standard error is greater than 25 
per cent of the estimate) and two asterisks (where the relative 
standard error is greater than 50 per cent of the estimate) 
respectively. Such estimates should be reported with caution.

Frequency Per cent

They have gone too far in 
restricting the average persons 
civil liberties

323 28.1

They have not gone far enough to 
adequately protect the country

530 46.1

Both 72 6.3

Neither 224 19.5

Total valid responses 1149 100.0

Refused 8

Don’t know 53

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Is justified as part of the effort 
to combat terrorism and protect 
national security

764 66.6

Is not justified as it violates 
citizens privacy

383 33.4

Total valid responses 1146 100.0

Refused 2

Don’t know 62

Total 1211

Frequency Per cent

Strongly approve 235 20.1

Approve 571 48.6

Neither approve nor disapprove 60 5.1

Disapprove 166 14.1

Strongly disapprove 141 12.0

Total valid responses 1174 100.0

Refused 5  

Don't know 27  

Total 1215

Frequency Per cent

Too much money 142 15.8

About the right amount of money 536 59.7

Too little money 219 24.4

Total valid responses 897 100.0

Refused 2

Don’t know 312

Total 1211

Which concerns you more about the 
government’s counter-terrorism policies?

Frequency Per cent

Very concerned 196 16.2

Somewhat concerned 353 29.3

Not very concerned 417 34.6

Not at all concerned 240 19.9

Total valid responses 1207 100.0

Don't know 4  

Total 1211

How concerned are you personally about 
yourself or a family member being the victim of 
a future terrorist attack in Australia?

Overall, do you approve or disapprove of  
the government’s collection of telephone  
and internet data as part of counter- 
terrorism efforts?

Thinking about government spending to 
combat terrorism in Australia, do you think 
we’re spending too much, too little, or about 
the right amount of money?

Legislation has been introduced in Australia 
which will require telecommunications 
companies to keep data about 
communications, but not their content.  
Do you personally think this?
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Now thinking about what the government is 
doing to prevent terrorist attacks in Australia. 
Do you think the government is doing all it can, 
could do more, or has done too much?

And, how much do you think the government 
allocated to defence expenditure, including 
national security, as a percentage of GDP in 
the 2016-2017 budget?

How concerned, if at all, are you about the 
possible rise of Islamic extremism in Australia?

Do you think that the Australian government’s 
counter-terrorism policies single out Muslims 
for increased surveillance and monitoring?

Hypothetically, what percentage of your 
monthly income would you be prepared to pay 
to eliminate the threat of terrorism in Australia?

Frequency Per cent

Government is doing all it can 405 36.3

Government could do more 622 55.7

Government has done too much 89 8.0

Total valid responses 1116 100.0

Refused 4  

Don't know 91  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Less than one per cent 94 10.3

Two per cent 228 24.9

Five per cent 351 38.4

Ten percent 123 13.5

More than ten percent 119 13.0

Total valid responses 915 100.0

Refused 3  

Don't know 292  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Very concerned 399 33.2

Somewhat concerned 455 37.8

Not too concerned 255 21.2

Not at all concerned 93 7.7

Total valid responses 1202 100.0

Refused 5

Don't know 4  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Yes 632 59.3

No 433 40.7

Total valid responses 1065 100.0

Refused 6 4 

Don't know 139

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

0 365 36.8

1 147 14.8

2 98 9.9

3 23 2.3

4 3 .3*

5 164 16.5

7 4 .4*

8 3 .3*

9 1 .1*

10 114 11.5

12 3 .3*

15 8 .8*

18 2 .2*

20 21 2.1

25 11 1.1*

30 6 .6*

40 2 .2*

50 17 1.7*

75 1 .1*

100 3 .3*

Total valid responses 993 100.0

Refused 36  

Don't know 183  

Total 1211
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How much, if at all, does it bother you that 
Muslims in Australia are singled out for 
increased surveillance and monitoring?

Which of the following comes closest to your 
view about the federal governments efforts to 
prevent terrorism?

Do you think the Australian Government should 
prevent its citizens from leaving Australia to 
participate in overseas conflicts as foreign 
fighters, wherever possible?

Frequency Per cent

A lot 151 24.0

Some 245 39.0

Not much 100 15.9

Not at all 132 21.0

Total valid responses 629 100.0

Don't know 3

Not asked 579

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Muslims living in Australia should 
be subject to more scrutiny than 
people in other religious groups

342 30.1

Muslims living in Australia should 
NOT be subject to additional 
scrutiny solely because of their 
religion

793 69.9

Total valid responses 1136 100.0

Refused 15  4

Don't know 60  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Yes 785 69.1

No 351 30.90

Total valid responses 1135 100.0

Refused 10  4

Don't know 66  

Total 1211  

Should this just be restricted to conflict areas 
the Australian authorities have designated 
as no go zones, or should this apply to any 
overseas conflict?

Do you agree or disagree that current border 
control policies are necessary to protect  
us from threats such as Islamic extremism  
and terrorism?

Last year the Australian Government passed 
legislation to remove citizenship from 
Australian dual nationals involved in terrorist 
activities overseas. Do you support or oppose 
this law?

Frequency Per cent

Just designated no go zones 197 27.09

Any overseas conflict 532 73.00

Total valid responses 729 100.07

Don’t know 56  4

Not asked 426  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Strongly agree 456 39.8

Agree 461 40.2

Neither agree not disagree 25 2.27

Disagree 130 11.3

Strongly disagree 75 6.5

Total valid responses 1146 100.0

Refused 5

Don't know 59  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Support 993 84.9

Oppose 144 12.3

It depends 33 2.8

Total valid responses 1169 100.0

Refused 5

Don’t know 37  

Total 1211  
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And who, if anyone, should have the special 
powers to revoke citizenship in these cases?

All things considered, are you satisfied  
or dissatisfied with the way the country  
is heading?

All things considered, are you satisfied  
or dissatisfied with the way the country  
is heading?  
Time series dataFrequency Per cent

The Immigration Minister 211 18.7

The Foreign Affairs Minister 96 8.5

An Australian Court of Law, such 
as the High Court

698 61.9

Other 59 5.2

All of them 56 5.0

No-one 8 0.7*

Total valid responses 1128 100.0

Refuses 4

Don’t know 79  

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Very satisfied 103 8.6

Satisfied 565 47.1

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 113 9.4

Dissatisfied 303 25.2

Very dissatisfied 116 9.6

Total valid responses 1200 100.0

Refused 2  

Don't know/not sure 10  

Total 1211  

ANUpoll Total 
satisfied

Total 
dissatisfied

Net satisfaction 
(satisfied minus 

dissatisfied)

Mar-08 72.9 20.3 52.6

Sep-08 66.9 24.7 42.2

Mar-09 70.0 23.7 46.3

Jul-09 71.1 23.5 47.6

Oct-09 70.0 22.2 47.8

Jun-10 65.6 23.6 42.0

Dec-10 62.7 29.4 33.3

Apr-11 64.9 25.0 39.9

Jul-11 62.8 26.7 36.1

Oct-11 55.2 30.8 24.4

Oct-12 54.0 36.0 18.0

Aug-13 55.3 33.9 21.4

Jan-14 61.0 32.0 29.0

Aug-14 51.5 35.8 15.7

Sep-14 52.0 38.8 13.2

Jan-15 55.9 34.7 21.2

Apr-15 53.9 35.0 18.9

Jul-15 50.6 39.7 10.9

Oct-15 58.5 31.6 26.9

Mar-16 56.1 35.2 19.9

Jul-16 55.7 34.8 20.9
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What do you think is the most important 
problem facing Australia today?

What do you think is the second most 
important problem facing Australia today?

Frequency Per cent

Economy / jobs 332 29.0

Better government 154 13.5

Immigration 138 12.1

Environment / global warming 73 6.3

Values / morals/ respect for others 69 6.0

Health care 65 5.7

Poverty / Social exclusion / 
inequality

62 5.4

Education 45 3.9

Terrorism 29 2.5

Housing affordability 25 2.1

Law and order/ crime / justice 
system

25 2.2

Other (Specify) 16 1.4*

Infrastructure/ Planning / 
Innovation

13 1.1*

Alcohol and Drug use 13 1.1*

Defence / national security 12 1.0*

Social services (including aged 
care, the disabled, etc.)

11 1.0*

Foreign influence / Australia's 
position in world

11 1.0*

Taxation 10 .9*

Ageing population 9 .7*

Indigenous affairs 8 .7*

The budget 7 .6*

Industrial relations 5 .4*

Trade balance/loss of jobs to 
overseas

5 .5*

Rural / farming issues 4 .3*

Family / community/societal 
breakdown

4 .3*

Young peoples behaviour / 
attitudes

1 .1*

Total valid responses 1146 100.0

Refused 2

None / No other 14  

Don't know / Can't say 49

Total 1211  

Frequency Per cent

Economy / jobs 184 17.9

Immigration 112 10.9

Health care 100 9.7

Education 96 9.3

Environment / global warming 72 7.0

Better government 68 6.6

Poverty / Social exclusion / 
inequality

61 6.0

Housing affordability 49 4.8

Values / morals/ respect for others 45 4.4

Terrorism 26 2.5

Law and order/ crime / justice 
system

25 2.4

Infrastructure/ Planning / 
Innovation

20 1.9

Other (Specify) 18 1.7*

Alcohol and Drug use 17 1.7*

Defence / national security 16 1.5*

Ageing population 16 1.6*

Foreign influence / Australia's 
position in world

16 1.6*

The budget 16 1.6*

Industrial relations 14 1.4*

Taxation 10 1.0*

Social services (including aged 
care, the disabled, etc.)

10 .9*

Family / community / societal 
breakdown

10 1.0*

Rural / farming issues 7 .6*

Young peoples behaviour / 
attitudes

6 .6*

Trade balance/loss of jobs to 
overseas

5 .5*

Water management 4 .3*

Indigenous affairs 3 .3*

Interest rates 1 .1*

Iraq war 1 .1*

Total valid responses 1028 100.0

Refused 3  

None / No other 36  

Don't know / Can't say 80  

Missing 65

Total 1211
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What do you think is the most important 
problem facing Australia today?  
Time series data

ANUpoll Economy/jobs Immigration Better 
government

Mar-08 17.6 5.8 2.5

Sep-08 21.6 3.2 3.8

Mar-09 52.6 9.3 3.2

Jul-09 41.7 9.3 3.8

Oct-09 32.4 6.6 3.3

Jun-10 16.7 12.8 4.7

Dec-10 16.9 13.8 10.3

Apr-11 18.5 11.6 9.9

Jul-11 18.2 20.1 9.0

Oct-11 22.1 15.8 17.6

Oct-12 17.5 13.5 13.7

Aug-13 30.3 15.1 12.9

Jan-14 32.8 14.5 7.0

Aug-14 26.4 9.5 12.7

Sep-14 26.8 6.6 14.5

Jan-15 20.8 10. 8.6

Apr-15 26.4 10.2 14.6

Jul-15 28.2 9.5 11.6

Oct-15 24.5 18.2 6.2

Mar-16 27.2 12.8 9.4

Jul-16 29.0 21.1 6.6
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