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Australian Election Study surveys 
 

•  AES conducted at each federal election 
   since 1987, ability to trace trends since 1967 

•  Ask 200-300 questions of  each respondent 

•  So what do the surveys tell us? 



…We are less likely to vote for the same party 
   consistently over our lifetime 
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Another way of answering the question about the absolute levels 
of electoral volatility is to examine patterns of lifetime voting. !e 
surveys have asked the respondents if they have always voted for the 
same parties in elections, or if they have changed. In e"ect, the ques-
tion asks the voter to consider their lifetime voting and to report 
if they had changed their vote.6 In contrast to the previous #gure, 
which shows a high level of long-term stability, the results in Figure 
2.7 show that the proportion of voters who had always voted for the 
same party has been declining consistently since the end of the late 
1960s. In 1967, 72 percent of voters had always voted for the same 
party in every federal election they had voted in. By 1987 this has 
declined to 63 percent and it had fallen again, to 45 percent, by 2007. 
Over this period, lifetime voting for the same party has been declin-
ing by around 2 percent in each succeeding election.

!e results show, on the one hand, a strong and enduring relation-
ship between partisanship and the vote, but on the other, a decline in 
lifetime voting for a single party. How do we reconcile these appar-
ently contradictory #ndings? In the #rst place, the results concerning 
partisanship and the vote are essentially measuring the relationship 
as it exists between the major parties. By treating the minor parties as 
an intermediate category they e"ectively become a constant, as noted 
earlier. Consequently, an increase in the incidence of minor party 
voting will not a"ect the aggregate relationships reported in Figure 
2.6. !at does not undermine the veracity of the conclusion, but it is 
a caveat that needs to be taken into account.

A second consideration in the results is that unlike partisanship 
and the vote, the patterns of lifetime voting reported in Figure 2.7 
do allow for the incidence of minor party voting. Indeed, most of 
the defections that take place from the major parties are towards 
minor parties or independents, rather than between the major 
parties themselves. For example, in 2010, of the 24 percent of the 
respondents who changed their vote between 2007 and 2010, 7 per-
cent did so between the major parties but 17 percent changed their 
vote between major and minor parties (or in a small number of cases, 
between minor parties). However, it is important to note that defec-
tions during a lifetime of voting typically occur only once or twice. 
!ose who are habitual defectors or ‘swinging voters’ are a small pro-
portion of the electorate and are, in any event, unlikely to hold a 
party identi#cation. 

Party identi#cation has other consequences for voting. In volun-
tary voting systems, holding a partisanship, and particularly holding 
one strongly, is a major motivation to turnout to vote. One of the 
factors causing the decline of election participation across a range 
of countries is weakening partisanship among national electorates 
(Franklin, 2004). Another consequence is the greater incidence of 
split ticket voting in elections. Voters who are less attached to par-
ties will feel fewer inhibitions by voting for one party in the lower 
house, and another party in the upper house; chapter 1 has already 
provided evidence that split ticket voting has increased during the 

Figure 2.7 
Always voted for the same party, 1967–2010

‘Before this current Federal election for the House of Representatives, had you 
always voted for the same party, or had you sometimes voted for di"erent parties?’ 
Question wordings di"er slightly before 1990.
$%&'()$ 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2010 AES.
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… We like compulsory voting and most of us 
    would turnout to vote if it was voluntary 
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turnout increased by an average of 23.2 per cent, ranging from 12.6 
per cent in Queensland (where turnout was relatively high anyway 
under voluntary voting) to 37.8 percent in South Australia. !e aver-
age level of turnout under the system of compulsory voting was 91.6 
percent. In e"ect, the increase in turnout was signi#cant, which was 
the goal of the politicians who introduced it. !ere was also a $ow-on 
e"ect to turnout in state elections, even where voting remained volun-
tary: in New South Wales, for example, state turnout rose from 69.1 
percent in May 1925 to 82.5 percent in October 1927.21 In general, 
ordinary citizens accepted the new system with little complaint and 
there were comparatively few instances where voters were #ned for 
not attending the polls without su%cient reason. As a consequence 
the system has been easy to administer ever since it was introduced.

By any standards, compulsory voting is popular among voters. 
When the question was #rst asked in an opinion poll, in 1943, 60 
percent of the respondents supported the system (Aitkin, 1977: 31). 
In the late 1960s, around three-quarters of voters indicated support 
(Figure 1.6), dropping to 64 percent in 1987, and increasing again to 
peak at 77 percent in 2007. In 2010 support dropped slightly, to 69 
percent. Consistently strong support for compulsory voting re$ects, 
#rst, the fact that by the 1960s, most voters had known no other 
system, and second, the absence of any political debate concerning its 
advantages or disadvantages. Consequently, voters support it because 
they see no other practical alternative. Surveys which permit the 
respondents to register the strength of their opinion for or against 
the system indicate that voters who favour compulsory voting have 
stronger views than those who oppose it. In the 2007 AES, for exam-
ple, of the 77 percent of voters who supported compulsory voting, 51 
percent held their view strongly, and of the 23 percent who opposed 
the system, just 8 percent held a strong view.

!e system of compulsory voting confers an electoral advantage 
to the Labor Party – and conversely, an advantage to the Liberal-
National coalition if a system of voluntary voting was ever to be 
introduced. Variations in levels of turnout have long been linked to 
di"erent voting outcomes. Higher levels of turnout usually favour 
centre left parties, since their supporters generally have lower socioec-
onomic status, which in turn leads to a reduced probability of voting. 
Lower turnout usually bene#ts centre right parties whose supporters 
generally have higher socioeconomic status (McAllister & Mughan, 
1986). While the magnitude of the e"ects are small, often just 1 or 2 
percent of the vote, they could mean the di"erence between winning 
or loosing a closely fought election. 

!ere is considerable Australian evidence to support the proposi-
tion that compulsory voting conveys an electoral advantage (McAl-
lister, 1986; Mackerras & McAllister, 1999), although the size of 
the e"ect is often disputed. A review of the literature by Healy and 
Warden (1995: 31; see also Bennett, 2008: 20–21) concluded that 
‘no group or party can be sure of how it would be a"ected by the 

Figure 1.6 
Attitudes to compulsory voting, 1967–2010

‘Do you think that voting at Federal elections should be compulsory, or do you 
think that people should only have to vote if they want to?’ ‘Would you have voted 
in the election if voting had not been compulsory?’ Question wordings di"er 
slightly before 1990. ‘Would vote if voluntary’ combines ‘de#nitely’ and ‘probably’. 
&'()*+& 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2007 AES.
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… We see fewer differences between the parties 

34 

40 39 

44 

31 
30 

24 

30 30 
28 

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

1967 1969 1979 1993 1996 1998 2001 2004 2007 2010 

Pe
rc

en
t 

Good deal of difference between parties 



… We don’t trust politicians very much … 
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… But we think our vote matters 
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… We are generally satisfied with 
    democracy (but less so since 2010…) 
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… Gender is less important in shaping 
    how we vote … 
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style, particularly in his widely televised parliamentary performances, 
proved very unpopular with women. In the 1993 AES, for example, 
26 percent of women rated Keating at zero on a zero to 10 scale 
of popularity, compared to 17 percent of men. More generally, the 
e!ect of Keating’s personality and public image on the female vote 
underlines the importance of the appeal of a leader in an age of per-
sonalisation, with leaders exercising a greater degree of sway over the 
vote than hitherto.  

"e gender gap remained high in the 1996 election, at 5 percent-
age points, which Keating lost to John Howard, but dropped to 2 
percent in 1998 after Keating had left the political stage. In the 2001, 
2004 and 2007 elections men and women were no di!erent in their 
voting and the gender gap was zero. In 2010 the gender gap fell to 
–7, registering a negative value for the #rst time, and a substantial 
one at that. "is indicates that women were actually more likely than 
men to vote Labor, a reversal of the long-term trend evident over the 
almost half a century period of the surveys. "is is a milestone that 
has already occurred in many other countries.

"e explanation for the reversal of the trend in the 2010 elec-
tion was the popularity of Australia’s #rst female prime minister, Julia 
Gillard, among women voters. Gillard’s mean score on the zero to 
10 popularity rating was 5.3 among women, but 4.5 among men. By 
contrast, the Liberal leader, Tony Abbott, was more popular among 
men than among women – 4.5 to 4.0, respectively, on the same zero to 
10 scale. "e correlation between gender and the Labor vote in 2010 
was –.07 (p=<.002). However, when we partial out the e!ects of Gil-
lard’s greater popularity among women voters, the correlation between 
gender and vote drops to .01 (p=.539). In e!ect, Julia Gillard’s popu-
larity among women attracted a disproportionate number of them to 
vote Labor in the 2010 election, thereby creating a gender gap in the 
vote. If Labor’s leader in the 2010 election had roughly the same level 
of popularity among men and women, the gender gap would have 
remained at zero, the level recorded between 2001 and 2007.

A variety of explanations have been advanced to account for the 
long-term decline in the gender gap, most of which have focused 

on situational factors. Women are now more likely to be participate 
in the labour force than ever before, a trend that has been driven 
by the strong economy during the 2000s. However, women are also 
more likely to engage in part-time work, and to be adversely a!ected 
#nancially by the increasing incidence of marital breakdown. Single-
parent families are predominantly headed by women, and they are 
disproportionately a!ected by periods of economic stress, exacer-
bated by the costs of childcare. In the U.S., it has been suggested that 
the impact of these structural changes has moved women towards 
greater support for the political left, and similar factors are undoubt-
edly at work in Australia.

"ere are also signi#cant changes in the proportions of women 
who possess a university education, with implications for labour 
force participation as well as interest in politics. In a trend that #rst 
became apparent two decades ago, females are more likely than males 

"e #gures are the percentage of men voting Labor minus the percentage of 
women voting Labor. 
$%&'()$ 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2010 AES.

Figure 5.1 
Gender and the vote, 1967–2010
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… And class voting is also less important 

152     The Australian Voter: 50 Years of Change Class and economic interests     153

majority of voters and form government. By contrast, the predeces-
sors of the Liberals had to seek support outside of the non-man-
ual sector in order to achieve a majority and this was accomplished 
through the permanent coalition with the various country parties in 
the 1920s. !e collapse of employment in the agricultural sector after 
1969 closely mirrors the declining electoral fortunes of the National 
Party.

!e consequences of these changes for class voting is shown in 
Figure 6.3. From the late 1960s through to the mid-1990s, class 
voting declined signi"cantly. In 1967, for example, there was a 28 
percentage point di#erence in the proportion of manual and non-
manual workers voting Labor; by 1996 that di#erence had declined 

to just 3 percent and it appeared to many observers that class voting, 
at least in terms of the white collar/blue collar division, would shortly 
be consigned to the dustbin of history. Since 1998, the index of class 
voting has increased, to 13 percent in 2001 and stabilised at 10 per-
cent in 2007 and 2010. While class voting has not returned to the 
levels of 1960s or 1970s, it retains a signi"cant in$uence on the social 
bases of the major parties.

!e decline of class voting has many explanations, but the chang-
ing vote-seeking strategies of the parties is undoubtedly important. 
As the class structure became more complex, neither party had an 
incentive to appeal exclusively to one single occupational group. !e 
1983 to 1996 Labor government led by Bob Hawke and Paul Keat-
ing was particularly successful in attracting support from the middle 
class, particularly in the late 1980s as economic reform became a 
priority. Conversely, the Howard Liberal government between 1996 
and 2007 was successful in attracting support from upwardly mobile 
blue collar workers (Goot & Watson, 2007). !e resurgence of class 
voting in the 2000s is at least partly a re$ection of the mobilisation of 
the labour movement against industrial relations reform, which was a 
central issue in the 2007 election.

Starting in the 1980s, the traditional dichotomous measure of 
class began to be criticised, initially by sociologists (see, for exam-
ple, Goldthorpe, 1987). It was argued that the manual/non-manual 
measure was too crude to re$ect the increasing complexity of work in 
advanced society. Two new class distinctions were identi"ed as being 
electorally important. First, the exercise of authority in the work-
place has its origins in the concentration of large-scale economic 
production in the postwar years. Ralf Dahrendorf (1959) character-
ised workplace authority in terms of the distinction between those 
who ‘command’ and those who ‘obey’, with the former gaining their 
authority from the existing class structure, while the latter have an 
interest in changing it.

!e second innovation in class analysis has been to identify 
potential areas of con$ict. Historically the most important dimen-
sion of class con$ict has been ownership of the means of production;  

Figure 6.3 
Class voting, 1967–2010

!e "gures are the percentage of manual workers voting Labor minus the 
percentage of non-manual workers voting Labor. 
%&'()*% 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2010 AES.
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… Our vote is more influenced by leaders 

 

• But only to a degree (2-3 per cent at most) 

• The qualities we value in a leader … 

— Leadership (strength, charisma, inspiration) 

— Integrity (honest, trustworthy) 

• The qualities we value less …. 

— Competence (intelligence, knowledge) 

— Empathy (compassion) 



Overall, the polls show us that … 

 

• The strength and stability of  the political 
  system rests in slow, gradual change 

• Political parties remain the key to stability 

• Voters know little about politics, BUT they 
  make sophisticated, informed judgments 

 


