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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIA INSTITUTE 

The Australia Institute is an independent public policy think tank based in Canberra. It 

is funded by donations from philanthropic trusts and individuals and commissioned 

research. We barrack for ideas, not political parties or candidates. Since its launch in 

1994, the Institute has carried out highly influential research on a broad range of 

economic, social and environmental issues. 

OUR PHILOSOPHY 

As we begin the 21st century, new dilemmas confront our society and our planet. 

Unprecedented levels of consumption co-exist with extreme poverty. Through new 

technology we are more connected than we have ever been, yet civic engagement is 

declining. Environmental neglect continues despite heightened ecological awareness. 

A better balance is urgently needed. 

The Australia Institute’s directors, staff and supporters represent a broad range of 

views and priorities. What unites us is a belief that through a combination of research 

and creativity we can promote new solutions and ways of thinking. 

OUR PURPOSE – ‘RESEARCH THAT MATTERS’ 

The Institute publishes research that contributes to a more just, sustainable and 

peaceful society. Our goal is to gather, interpret and communicate evidence in order to 

both diagnose the problems we face and propose new solutions to tackle them. 

The Institute is wholly independent and not affiliated with any other organisation. 

Donations to its Research Fund are tax deductible for the donor. Anyone wishing to 

donate can do so via the website at https://www.australiainstitute.org.au or by calling 

the Institute on 02 6130 0530. Our secure and user-friendly website allows donors to 

make either one-off or regular monthly donations and we encourage everyone who 

can to donate in this way as it assists our research in the most significant manner. 

Level 1, Endeavour House, 1 Franklin St  

Canberra, ACT 2601 

Tel: (02) 61300530  

Email: mail@australiainstitute.org.au 

Website: www.australiainstitute.org.au 

ISSN: 1836-9014 
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Introduction  

The Australia Institute welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Queensland 

Parliament’s Community Support and Services Committee inquiry into social isolation and 

loneliness in Queensland.  

The Australia Institute has conducted polling on loneliness and social isolation that may be 

useful for the committee, particularly with regards to the first term of reference: 

The nature and extent of the impact of social isolation and loneliness in Queensland, 

including but not limited to: (a) identification of and consultation with vulnerable and 

disadvantaged individuals or groups at significant risk across the life course; and (b) 

the interplay of COVID-19 with this issue.1 

The Australia Institute surveyed a nationally representative sample of 1,000 Australians in 

May 2021 about their social and emotional states since the height of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Some of these questions were first asked in 2011 and again in April 2020. 

Comparison of polling results across the ten years from 2011 is only available for national 

results. 

For the 2020 and 2021 polling, The Australia Institute is able to provide state-level data. The 

polling conducted by The Australia Institute is nationally representative by state, with a total 

sample size of around 200 respondents from Queensland in both the 2021 and 2020 polling.  

By providing these polling results, The Australia Institute hopes to assist the committee in its 

investigation into loneliness and social isolation in Queensland, and provide insights into the 

changing state of social wellbeing throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The Australia Institute can provide detailed results from the polling on request, and would 

welcome the opportunity to provide further evidence to the committee.  

 

 
1 Queensland Parliament (2021) Inquiry into social isolation and loneliness in Queensland, 

https://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/work-of-committees/committees/CSSC/inquiries/current-

inquiries/socialisolation 
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Polling Results 

QUEENSLAND RESULTS 
Queenslanders were asked similar questions in both 2020 and 2021. In 2020, they were 

asked how connected to friends and fami ly they felt compared to before the nation-wide 

lockdowns experienced when the question was asked. In 2021, Queenslanders were asked 

how connected they now felt, compared to during the period of lockdowns in 2020. 

Connectedness has improved since 2020, with one in four (27%) Queenslanders feeling 

much more connected to friends and family, and one in three (35%) feeling somewhat more 

connected - a tota l of 62% of Queenslanders feeling more connected to friends and family. 

One in four (23%) Queens landers felt less connected to friends and fam ily, of which 7% felt 

much less connected. 

The Queensland results were not significantly different to the Austra lia-wide results from 

the same poll. 

Figure 1: Perceptions of connection in 2021 compared to 2020, Queensland 

■ I feel much more connected to friends and family 
■ I feel somewhat more connected to friends and fami ly 
■ Don't know/ Not sure 
■ I feel somewhat less connected to friends and family 
■ I feel much less connected to friends and family 

2020 27% 9% 32% 18% 

2021 27% 35% 15% 15% 7% 

I 

TheAustralia Institute 
~'15mrthN~ 
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When asked in 2021 whether they agreed with severa l statements on social and emotional 

wellbeing: 

• Four in five {79%) Queenslanders agreed that they enjoyed spending time with 

people important to them. 

• Three in four {75%) Queenslanders agreed that talking with people makes them feel 

better if something is on their mind. 

• Two in three (66%) Queenslanders agreed that they can usually find someone when 

they need help. 

• 59% of Queenslanders agreed that there is always someone who can cheer them up 

when they are down. 

Figure 2: Responses to selected statements, 2021, Queensland 

■Tota l agree ■ Tota l disagree 

79% 
75% 

66% 
59% 

22% 

I enjoy t ime spent w it h When something' s on When I need someone There is someone w ho 
people important to my mind, talking w ith to help me out, I can can always cheer me 

me. people makes me feel usually f ind someone. up when I'm down. 

better. I 

TheAustralia Institute 
~'15mrthN~ 

Whi le these resu lts are generally positive, several statements also attracted a response that 

showed lower levels of social and emotional wellbeing: 

• Half of all Queenslanders (53%) agreed that they are not visited as often as they 

wou ld like to be. 

• Queen slanders were split evenly on whether they have a lot of friends or not (both 

39%). 

• 42% of Queenslanders often needed help from other people but could not get it, 

whi le 43% disagreed. 

• 43% of Queenslanders often felt very lonely. 

• 41% of Queenslanders do not have anyone they can confide in. 

• Two in five (39%) Queenslanders agreed that they have no-one to lean on in time of 

trouble. 
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Figure 3: Responses to selected statements, 2021, Queensland 

53% 

39% 39% 

People don't come I seem to have a 

to visit me as often lot of friends. 

as I'd l ike. 

■ Total agree ■ Tota l d isagree 

42% 43% 

I often need help 

from other people 

but can't get it . 

43% 42% 

I often feel very 

lonely. 

41% 40% 

I don't have 

anyone I can 

confide in. 
I 

45% 

I have no one to 

lean on in t imes of 

t rouble. 

TheAustralia Institute 
~'15mrthN~ 

NATIONAL RESULTS 
The Austra lia Institute also polled a nationally representative sample of people in Apri l 2020, 

in the context of the initia l lockdowns that occurred after COVID-19 first reached Australia . 

The Austra lia Institute has also previously conducted a survey in 2011 using the same 

questions, reported in All the lonely People: l oneliness in Aust ralia, 2001-2009, a paper 

which found that one in ten Australians experience loneliness every year.2 

In order to gauge how responses have shifted over time, the same questions asked in 2011 

and 2020 w ere also asked in the recent May 2021 survey. 

Respondents w ere asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed w ith several statements 

concerning their socia l and emotional wellbeing. Result s show a concerning rise in 

Australians' inabi lity to access emotiona l support: 

• One in three Austra lians (35%) agree that they have no one to lean on in times of 

trouble, up from one in four (26%) in 2020 and one in five (20%) in 2011. 

• One in three Austra lians (36%) agree that they do not have anyone to confide in, up 

from one in four (25%) in 2020 and one in five (19%) in 2011. 

• 41% of Australians agree that they often need help from other people but cannot get 

it, up from 26% in 2020 and 17% in 2011. 

2 Baker (2012) All the lonely people: Loneliness in Australia 2001-2009, 

https://aust ral iainst itute.org.au/report/all-t he-lonely-people-loneliness-in-austral ia-2001-2009/ 
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Figure 4: Agreement with selected statements in 2011, 2020 and 2021, Australia-wide 

■ 2011 ■ 2020 ■ 2021 

Agree that I have no one to lean on in t imes of t rouble 

Agree t hat I don't have anyone that I can confide in 

Agree that I often need help from ot her people but 

can't get it 
41% 

TheAustralia Institute 
~'15mrthN~ 

To visualise how respondents' opinions changed over time in a uniform fash ion, the 

'negative' response t o each statement is graphed in Figure 5. Negative refers t o a response 

to a statement that suggest s t he respondent is experiencing mental ill hea lt h. For example, 

the 'negative' response t o ' I seem to have a lot of friends' is to disagree, but for ' I have no 

one to lean on in time of trouble', the 'negative' response is to agree. 

Figure 5: 'Negative' responses to selected statements, Australia-wide 

■ 2011 ■ 2020 ■ 2021 

Disagree that there is someone who can always cheer me 

up when I'm down 

Agree that I have no one to lean on in t imes of trouble 

Agree that I don't have anyone that I can confide in 

Disagree that I seem to have a lot of friends 

Agree that I o ften need help from other people but can't 

get it 

21% 
5% o/c 18 0 

50 

..JZ'Mi 
136% 

35% 

36% 

32% 
35% 

33% 

4 1% 
0 Agree that people don't come to vis it me as often as I'd 

like 5~% 
55% 

I 

TheAustralia Institute 
~'15mrthN~ 

By visual ising t he 'negative' responses to each statement as a trend line from 2011 to 2020 

to 2021, it becomes cl ear that while some responses have rema ined relatively st eady since 

the beginn ing of the pandemic, 'negative' responses t o several stat ements have risen. 

As show n in Figure 6, the follow ing stat ements have seen a significant rise in negative 

responses: 
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• "Agree that I often need help from other people but can' t get it" surged from 17% in 

2011 to 26% in 2020 and up to 41% in 2021. 

• "Agree that I don' t have anyone that I can confide in" rose from 19% in 2011 to 25% 

in 2020, continuing to 36% in 2021. 

• "Agree that I have no one to lean on in times of trouble" increased from 20% in 2011 

to 26% in 2020, up to 35% in 2021. 

It is worth noting that responses to the follow ing statements have remained relatively 

stable, w ith the exception of perceptions of visits, which is stable from 2020: 

• "Agree that people don't come to visit me as often as I'd like" saw a slight decrease 

from 56% in 2020 to 55% in 2020, after hav ing surged from 37% in 2011. 

• "Disagree that I seem to have a lot of friends" rose slightly from 32% in 2011 to 35% 

in 2020 before decreasing slightly to 33% in 2021. 

• "Disagree that there is someone who can always cheer me up when I' m down" saw a 

result of 21% in 2011, falling to 15% in 2020 before rising to 18% in 2021. 

Figure 6: 'Negative' responses to selected statements on emotional and social wellbeing 

(trend lines) 

...,_Agree that people don't come 
to visit me as often as I'd like 

...,_Agree that I often need help 
from other people but can't 
get it 

...,_Disagree that I seem to have a 
lot of friends 

..... Agree that I don't have anyone 
that I can confi de in 

..... Agree that I have no one to 
lean on in t imes of trouble 

..... Disagree that there is someone 
who can always cheer me up 
when I'm down 

2011 2020 

60% 

50% 

40% 

30% 

20% 

10% 

0% 

2021 
I 

TheAustralia Institute 
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Statements that concern the number of friends that someone has, the number of visits one 

receives, or having someone that can cheer you up have all remained relatively stab le from 

2020-2021. How ever, negative responses to issues of needing emotional support have 

trended up significantly since 2020. 
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While more research is no doubt needed, this could suggest that while Australians are 

remaining in contact with each other, close connections and the ability to receive emotional 

support are on the decline. 

CONCLUSION 

The results from Australia Institute polling show limited differences between Queenslanders 

and Australians more broadly when it comes to responses to social and mental wellbeing 

questions.  

These results give a glimpse of how Queenslanders are being affected by the COVID-19 

pandemic. The purpose of this submission is not to provide policy options, but to equip the 

committee with insights into Queenslanders’ social and emotional wellbeing. The Australia 

Institute is available should the committee have further questions about our research.  
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