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As Elections Near, Most Australians Trust
Turnbull’s Handling of World Affairs
But many frustrated over climate change, economy and refugees
As Australia prepares for its July 2 national
elections, a new poll shows robust support for
Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s handling
of international affairs. This includes majority
support for his dealings with the U.S. and
China. However, only four-in-ten Australians
approve of their leader’s handling of the
refugee issue, while roughly a third give him
positive marks on climate change.
Approval of Turnbull’s handling of world
affairs comes at a time when Australians are
ambivalent about global engagement: About
half say that Australia should deal with its own
problems and let other countries deal with
their own, while 45% say that Australia should
help other countries.
Partisan differences surface in ratings of
Turnbull, with more support for the
incumbent prime minister coming from his
own Liberal Party than from the opposition
Labor Party (ALP) and the Greens.

Australians approve of Turnbull’s
handling of world affairs, less confident
on economy and climate change
How much confidence do you have in Australian Prime
Minister Malcolm Turnbull to do the right thing
regarding world affairs?
No confidence
Australia

Confidence

33%

65%

Do you __ of the way Turnbull is handling …
Disapprove
Relations w/ U.S.

Approve

15%

Relations w/ China

70%

19

Terrorism

62

30

55

Refugee issue

47

40

Economy

50

39

Climate change

54

32

Source: Spring 2016 Global Attitudes Survey. Q38Nk & QAUS1a-f.
“As Elections Near, Most Australians Trust Turnbull’s Handling of
World Affairs”
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These are among the findings of a new Pew
Research Center report, based on a survey
conducted April 6-28, 2016, among a nationally representative sample of 1,000 adults in Australia.
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Australians hesitant about international role
When asked whether Australia should deal with its own
problems and let other countries fend for themselves or help
other countries deal with their problems, the public is almost
evenly split. About half (49%) prefer to focus on their own
country’s problems, while 45% say they want to help other
countries. Australian sentiment is similar to that in the UK
(where 43% say to help other countries), and a slightly larger
share favors global engagement than in the U.S. (37% help
others).
Supporters of the center-right Liberal Party and center-left
Labor Party are much more focused on Australian issues (55%
and 51% respectively say Australia should deal with its own
problems) compared with the left-leaning environmentally
oriented Greens, of whom only 17% say to focus on their own
problems while 76% want to help other countries. Similarly,
those on the right of the political spectrum are more countryfirst than those who put themselves on the left of the spectrum.
Australians with a secondary education or less are more
inclined to want to focus on Australia first compared to people
with a post-secondary education or more.

Australians divided over
engagement abroad
Australia should …

Deal with its
own problems
and let other
countries deal
with their own
problems

Help other
countries
deal with
their
problems
45%

49%
6%

Neither/Both/
Don't know (VOL)
Source: Spring 2016 Global Attitudes
Survey. Q29.
“As Elections Near, Most Australians Trust
Turnbull’s Handling of World Affairs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Turnbull trusted as world leader, but parties differ on key issues
Most Australians, regardless of party affiliation, have confidence in their leader’s handling of
international affairs. In 2016, 65% have a lot or some confidence in Turnbull’s ability to deal with
world affairs, compared with only 33% who have little or no confidence in him. Among Liberal
supporters, that confidence jumps to 82%. But even Labor supporters (58%) and Greens (59%)
have confidence in his diplomatic abilities.
When it comes to handling specific issues, Turnbull receives generally high marks in his dealing
with the U.S., China and terrorism, but gets more mixed to negative ratings on his handling of
refugees, the economy and climate change.

www.pewresearch.org
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Majorities in Australia approve
of the prime minister’s
handling of relations with the
U.S. (70%), China (62%) and
terrorism (55%). As with all of
Turnbull’s issue ratings, he
receives higher marks from his
own Liberal Party sympathizers
compared with those who
support the Labor opposition
or the Greens. However, many
ALP supporters still favor
Turnbull’s handling of these
three issues, as do many
Greens, except on his dealing
with terrorism.
One major issue on which the
Australian public is more
divided is that of refugees.
Here, only four-in-ten
Australians approve of the
PM’s job, with 47% disapproving. While Turnbull’s policy on refugees is similar to that of his
predecessor, Coalition member Tony Abbott, some worry about anti-refugee rhetoric in the
country. And the gulf between the parties on this question is huge. Fully 64% of Liberal followers
approve of his handling of refugees, compared with only 26% among Labor supporters and just
one-in-ten Greens.
Turnbull gets negative marks for his handling of the economy. Half of Australians disapprove of
his job performance on the economy, with only 39% approving. While the national economy is still
growing, there are concerns about the continued “income recession” in the country. Again, there
are massive party differences on this question, with most of Turnbull’s support coming from
Liberal followers.
Among the issues tested, the prime minister gets his lowest marks for his handling of climate
change.1 More than half of Australians (54%) disapprove of his job performance on the issue of
One consequence of global climate change is the warming of sea temperatures around the Great Barrier Reef, which is one cause of a
devastating coral bleaching event there. This might in turn affect tourism, leading to a drain on the Australian economy.

1
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climate change, with only 32% approving. While Turnbull supports action on climate change,
Labor leaders have criticized him sharply for not doing enough to address the issue.
As might be expected, Greens followers are the most critical on this issue, but even among his own
Liberals, only 53% approve of Turnbull on this issue.

Public split on which matters more to Australia: China or U.S.
In foreign affairs, Australia has long held strong relationships
with the nations of both Asia and the West. When asked
whether, taking into account political and economic ties, China
or the U.S. is more important to Australia, 45% answer China,
while nearly an identical percentage say the U.S. (42%). About
one-in-ten (11%) volunteer that they are equally important.
By comparison, a 2015 survey found that when having to
choose on the basis of economic ties only, half of Australians
prefer China, while 27% say the U.S. (China is by far Australia’s
largest trading partner.)
Liberal and Labor supporters are also divided on this question.
However, Greens are firmly in the China camp, with half
preferring China and only a quarter choosing the U.S.

Australians split over the
importance of U.S., China
What country do you think is more
important to Australia?

45%

42

11
2

China

U.S.

Equally
important (VOL)
Don't know

Source: Spring 2016 Global Attitudes
Survey. QAUS2.
“As Elections Near, Most Australians Trust
Turnbull’s Handling of World Affairs”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Methodology
About the Pew Research Center’s Spring 2016 Global Attitudes Survey
Results for the survey are based on telephone interviews conducted under the direction of
Princeton Survey Research Associates International. The results are based on national samples,
unless otherwise noted. More details about our international survey methodology and countryspecific sample designs are available on our website.
For more detailed information on survey methods for this report, see here:
http://www.pewglobal.org/international-surveymethodology/?country_select=Australia&year_select=2016
For more general information on international survey research, see here:
http://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/
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Topline Questionnaire
Pew Research Center
Spring 2016 Survey
June 20, 2016 Release
Methodological notes:


Survey results are based on national samples. For further details on sample designs, see
Methodology section and our international survey methods database.



Due to rounding, percentages may not total 100%. The topline “total” columns show 100%,
because they are based on unrounded numbers.



Not all questions included in the Spring 2016 survey are presented in this topline. Omitted
questions have either been previously released or will be released in future reports.

www.pewresearch.org

9
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
Q29. Which of these statements comes closer to your view?

Australia

(Survey
country)
should deal
with its own
problems and
let other
countries deal
with their own
problems as
best they can
[OR]

(Survey
country)
should help
other
countries deal
with their
problems

Neither (VOL)

Both (VOL)

DK/Refused

Total

49

45

1

4

1

100

Spring, 2016

Q38Nk. For each, tell me how much confidence you have in each leader to do the right thing regarding
world affairs — a lot of confidence, some confidence, not too much confidence or no confidence at all. k.
Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull

Australia

Spring, 2016

A lot of
confidence

Some
confidence

Not too much
confidence

No confidence
at all

DK/Refused

Total

18

47

20

13

2

100

QAUS1a. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. a. the economy
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

39

50

11

100

QAUS1b. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. b. the refugee issue
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

40

47

13

100

QAUS1c. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. c. relations with China
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

62

19

19

100

QAUS1d. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. d. relations with the U.S.
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

70

15

15

100

QAUS1e. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. e. terrorism
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

55

30

15

100

QAUS1f. Please tell me if you approve or disapprove of the way
Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull is handling each of the following
areas. f. climate change
Australia

Spring, 2016

Approve

Disapprove

DK/Refused

Total

32

54

14

100

QAUS2. Australia has had strong political and economic ties with the United States on
the one hand and China on the other hand. Which country do you think is more
important to Australia?

Australia

Spring, 2016

The United
States
42

China

Equally
important
(VOL)

DK/Refused

Total

45

11

2

100
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