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Australian Election Studies, 1987-2010 
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The 1987-2010 AES voter response rates

Total         
sample

Moved/gone 
away

Refusals/ non-
responses

Valid 
responses

Effective 
response 

1987 3,061 156 1,080 1,825 62.8

1990 3,606 125 1,461 2,020 58.0

1993 4,950 137 1,790 3,023 62.8

1996 3,000 95 1,110 1,795 61.8

1998 3,502 215 1,391 1,896 57.7

2001 4,000 369 1,621 2,010 55.4

2004 4,250 275 2,206 1,769 44.5

2007 5,000 337 2,790 1,873 40.2

2010 5,200 282 2,714 2,061 41.9

The response rate is estimated as: valid responses/(total sample—moved or gone away). The 2010 response rate 
is the !gure for the initial self-completion sample.

The sample is drawn by the Australian 
Electoral Commission from its 
computerised rolls (with the exception 
of one state, where the sample 
had to be manually drawn in 1987 
and 1990). Respondents are then 
mailed on the Monday following the 
federal election (which is held on a 
Saturday). The envelopes contain an 
individually-addressed and signed letter 
explaining the purposes of the study 
and a guarantee of con!dentiality, the 
questionnaire, and a return postage-paid 
envelope. One week later all respondents 
are mailed a thank you/reminder 
postcard; this postcard has 
a considerable impact on the 
response rate. 

About three weeks following Wave 2, 
a second follow-up of all respondents 
who had by that time not returned 
questionnaires or who had not indicated 
that they wished to be excluded from the 
study is mailed. The follow-up envelope 
consists, once again, of an individually-
addressed and signed letter re-stating 

the purposes of the study and emphasising 
con!dentiality, another questionnaire, and 
a return post-paid envelope. In the 1987 
survey a fourth and !nal wave was used, 
consisting of a letter. However, this elicited 
comparatively few extra responses and was 
not considered cost-effective; it has not 
been used in the post-1987 surveys.

These extensive follow-ups, summarised 
below, account for the comparatively high 
response rates of the AES surveys, bearing 
in mind the self-completion methodology.  
The survey remains in the !eld for about 
8 weeks; the bulk of the responses are 
received following Waves 1 and 2.

 > Wave 1 Questionnaire, 
 letter Week 1

 > Wave 2 Thank you/reminder   
 postcard Week 2

 > Wave 3 Questionnaire, 
 letter Week 5

 > Wave 4 Final letter   
 Week 7



Topics 
 

• 1. Social background: gender, ethnicity 

• 2. Age and generation 

• 3. Occupational class 

• 4. Socioeconomic status 

• 5. Change 2007-2010-2011 

 



Assumptions 
 

• Voters are rational, make sophisticated judgments 

• Political parties are central to democratic politics 

Main Changes Since 1960s 
 

• Social bases of  parties declining 

• Issues, personalities deciding elections 



Social Background: Gender 
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Gender and University Education, 1967-2010 
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Attitudes to Gender Equity, 1987-2010 
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The Ethnic Vote, 1967-2010 
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Voting by Age in 2010 
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Generation and Minor and Non-Party Party 
Identifiers, 1967, 1987 and 2010 
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Class Voting in Different Generations, 
1967, 1979 and 1987 
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Class Voting, 1967-2010 
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Class Composition of the Electorate, 1900s-2010 
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Dimensions of Class Structure, 2007 



Voting Among Supervisors, 1967-2010 
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Conflict Aspects of Class and Voting, 1979-2010 
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Trade Union Membership, 1967-2010 

160     The Australian Voter: 50 Years of Change Class and economic interests     161

important was the banning of compulsory unionism which particu-
larly a!ected the manufacturing sector; this largely accounts for the 
decline in membership among blue collar workers in the early 1990s. 
Second, there has been increased economic competition driven by 
reductions in tari!s, microeconomic reform, and increased govern-
ment oversight through the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission. "is has put more pressure on union demands for 
higher wages and better conditions. "ird, structural changes in the 
labour market have resulted in workers moving from the traditional 
union-dominated areas of manufacturing to the service industries 
where union membership has historically been low.

Starting with the early work of Don Rawson (1961; see also 
Rawson, 1986), scholars have observed the strong link between trade 
union membership and Labor voting (see Charnock, 1997; Goot 

& Watson, 2007). "e most extensive study has been conducted by 
Andrew Leigh (2006), who used surveys conducted between 1966 
and 2004 to conclude that the union vote for Labor has remained 
constant, and has not decreased as union membership has declined. 
Overall, he concluded that union membership increases the chances 
of voting Labor by around 23 percent, net of a wide variety of other 
factors. While union members have become less numerous in the 
workplace, their attachment to the Labor Party has remained at a 
consistent level.

Patterns of union voting in Figure 6.7 show a strong and contin-
uous impact over the period since 1967. "e highest levels of union 
voting were in 1967 and 2007 when it stood at 26 percentage points; 

Figure 6.6 
Trade union membership, 1967–2010

‘Do you belong to a trade union?’ Estimates are for head of household. 
sources 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2010 AES.
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Figure 6.7 
Voting by economic interests, 1967–2010

"e )gures are the percentage of trade union members voting Labor minus the 
percentage of non-union members voting Labor, and the percentage of working 
class identi)ers voting Labor minus the percent of middle class identi)ers voting 
Labor. 
sources 1967–79 ANPAS; 1987–2010 AES.
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Material Assets and the Vote 



Impact of Class on Vote, 2007 



Who are the Labor Defectors? 



Conclusions 
 

•  Greater voter volatility 

•  Increased importance of  leaders 

•  Delayed voting decision 

•  Increased importance of  internet to 
 convert young 

•  Parties’ focus on narrow range of  
 economic issues 



Always Voted for Same Party, 1967-2010 
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Timing of the Voting Decision, 1987-2010 
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