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Abstract

Australian higher education is internationally competitive and globally connected, yet domestically
strained, politically contested, and increasingly judged through the lens of affordability, accessibility,
and public value. We examine how Australians perceive their universities and, in particular, how those
perceptions connect to democratic resilience—the capacity of a democratic system to sustain
informed participation, institutional trust, social inclusion, and collective learning in the face of social,
economic, and technological change.

We situate universities as a core component of Australia’s broader knowledge infrastructure,
alongside schools and TAFE, libraries and archives, cultural institutions, government data providers,
and media. When this infrastructure is trusted, accessible, and seen to deliver public value, it
strengthens democratic capability, supporting credible information, civic skills, debate, accountability,
and policy learning. When it is perceived as distant, unfair, or captured by narrow interests, it can
contribute to democratic fragility by weakening institutional legitimacy and widening social divides.

The paper draws on new nationally representative data from the September/October 2025 ANUpoll,
including a large student oversample, supplemented by comparisons to earlier data back to 2008. We
analyse confidence in universities and other institutions; perceptions of how well universities are
performing; views about the value and necessity of university education; perceived barriers to
participation for different groups; preferences over public spending across education sectors; and
public expectations about universities’ roles in teaching, research, civic engagement, and democratic
development. We then link higher education attitudes to key indicators of democratic resilience, using
multivariate models that control for standard demographic, socioeconomic, and geographic factors.

Three findings are especially salient for democratic resilience. First, Australians’ confidence in
universities remains relatively high compared to many other public institutions, but it has declined
steadily since 2019-2020. The decline is most pronounced among Australians without a university
degree, widening an evaluative gap between graduates and non-graduates. This emerging cleavage
matters because universities’ capacity to contribute to democratic resilience depends on a broad
social licence that extends beyond those who directly benefit from higher education. Second,
perceptions of fairness and access are shifting. Only a minority of Australians view a university degree
as necessary for success, while substantial proportions believe access has become more difficult over
the past decade, especially for students from low-income families and those in regional and remote
areas. These perceptions are consequential not only for equity and workforce development, but also
because perceived unfairness in educational opportunity can erode trust and democratic satisfaction.

Third, Australians strongly endorse universities” workforce and economic roles (training young people
for future jobs, developing new ideas), but are more ambivalent about their civic mission. Only around
three in ten Australians say universities should “definitely” foster informed citizens, encourage civic
participation, or provide space for controversial ideas to be debated. Yet the paper finds that
evaluations of universities are closely connected to democratic resilience: Australians who believe
universities are doing a good job are substantially more satisfied with democracy, while perceptions
that access is worsening are associated with lower democratic satisfaction.

Taken together, the results suggest that how Australians judge universities is part of a wider story
about institutional trust, fairness, and national performance that bears directly on democratic
resilience. The paper concludes that rebuilding confidence and legitimacy requires more than
arguments about funding, rankings, or student places. It calls for clearer articulation—and visible
enactment—of universities’ civic contribution, strengthened transparency and accountability, and
renewed attention to accessibility for disadvantaged and regional Australians. In this context, the
paper highlights the “civic university”: an institution embedded in community and place-based
partnerships, while retaining the independence needed to critique, analyse, and contribute to public
debate about knowledge integrity and democratic norms.
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1 Introduction and overview

There has been much reporting on the challenges facing democracies around the world, and the
erosion of democratic norms, institutions, and values in many established and emerging democracies.
Nord et al. (2025) in the most recent report from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) report ‘no signs
of the third wave of autocratization cresting or even slowing down’ and that whatever approach they
take to the data, ‘the overall trend of worsening, stands.’

Democratic resilience depends not only on formal political institutions, but on societies’ broader
capacity to generate, test, and apply knowledge in the face of uncertainty. Work on collective
intelligence emphasises that this capacity is distributed across institutions, networks, and publics,
rather than concentrated in any single authority (Mulgan 2017).

A contributing factor to the strengthening or weakening of democracy in a given country is the
condition and role of a society’s collective knowledge infrastructure. When democracy is understood
as the institutions and shared values that enable inclusive, informed, and accountable collective
decision-making, its capacity depends on the education of its members, institutional ability to test
ideas, learn from experience, and preserve knowledge in the context of changing social, economic,
and technological conditions. These intelligence functions are essential enabling conditions for
democratic practices, participation, and collective decisions.

Universities are core components of this knowledge infrastructure, alongside early childhood and
school education, cultural institutions, archives, libraries, government data providers, media, digital
commons and other education providers to name a few. Through the production of knowledge, the
development of skills and capabilities, and the provision of spaces for critical inquiry and debate,
universities play a central role in sustaining democratic resilience.

From this perspective, universities function as key nodes within democratic intelligence systems. They
contribute by producing and validating knowledge, training civic and professional capabilities,
supporting public reasoning, and enabling institutional learning through critique, evaluation, and
experimentation. Where these functions are weakened through declining trust, reduced accessibility,
or politicisation, democratic systems lose their ability to adapt and correct course. In many countries,
universities have become politically contested institutions, targeted not only through funding and
regulation, but also through narratives that equate expertise with elitism. The analysis in this paper
uses public opinion data to make explicit the link between the strength of higher education in Australia
and the country’s democratic resilience. It examines the perceptions of Australian universities in
detail, drawing on new nationally representative data to assess how Australians view universities, the
value of higher education, and the extent to which universities are seen as contributing to or
detracting from democratic resilience. Drawing on nationally representative data from the ANUpoll,
the paper investigates public confidence in universities, perceptions of access and affordability,
expectations of their economic and civic roles, and the relationship between attitudes to higher
education and broader democratic outcomes.

The next section of the paper introduces the link between higher education and democratic resilience,
and gives some context to the strengths of the sector, and some of the challenges it is facing. Section
3 describes the data from the ANUpoll series, including sampling, weighting and benchmark
comparisons.

The middle four sections of the paper provide the empirical results from the analysis. Section 4
examines levels and trends in confidence in universities and other institutions. Section 5 explores
perceptions of the value of a university education, the barriers Australians believe different groups
face in accessing higher education, and education spending across institutional types. Section 6
analyses public attitudes toward the role universities should play in teaching, research, civic



engagement and democratic development. Section 7 links higher education perceptions to broader
measures of democratic resilience, including satisfaction with democracy, confidence in government
and evaluations of the nation’s direction.

The final section of the paper concludes by synthesising the main findings and outlining implications
for policy, institutional leadership and Australia’s democratic future. In Section 8, we place the current
paper in the broader context of the work being undertaken by the Australian Resilient Democracy
Network.



2 The Australian higher education sector and
democratic resilience

Keane (2008) has framed contemporary democracies as evolving beyond assembly and representative
forms towards what he describes as monitory democracy, characterised by ongoing scrutiny,
accountability, and distributed oversight exercised by citizens, media, civil society organisations, and
knowledge institutions. In this framing, democracy relies not only on periodic elections but on ongoing
flows of information, evaluation, and collective learning. Knowledge institutions are central to these
flows, shaping what is known, who is heard, how authority is contested, and combining different forms
evidence with democratic experimentation.

In recognising the pressures on democratic systems, the Australian Strengthening Democracy
Taskforce (2024) has articulated an approach grounded in reinforcing what it terms strengthening
flows essential to democratic resilience. These are flows of credible information, trusted institutions,
and social inclusion. According to the Taskforce, threats to democratic health arise not only from overt
political contestation, but from erosion in the quality of information ecosystems, weakening
institutional trust, and divisions in social cohesion that undermine citizens’ capacity to engage
constructively in collective decision making and public life. In this framing, knowledge institutions
including but not limited to universities are foundational to each of these strengthening flows.

In the Taskforce framing, universities are anchors in the ecosystem of credible information and
evaluation; they operate as trusted institutions where evidence, argument and debate are cultivated,
and they support inclusion by providing broader access to skills, critical thinking and civic learning
across diverse communities. Yet, despite their enabling role across these domains of democratic
resilience, knowledge infrastructure receives limited visibility in prevailing democratic indices and
policy frameworks. Integrating the health and performance of knowledge institutions into measures
of democratic strength would align measurement with the substantive functions these institutions
perform in sustaining an informed, engaged and resilient citizenry.

Despite their importance, knowledge institutions are largely absent from the way democratic health
is measured. Global indices of democracy, including those produced by V-Dem and cited above,
provide detailed assessment of electoral integrity, civil liberties, media freedom, and freedom of
expression. While these indicators are critical, they offer limited and inconsistent attention to the
independence, accessibility, or performance of knowledge infrastructure. Measures of civic education,
research autonomy, archival integrity, library systems, or the public role of universities are weakly
specified or entirely absent. As a result, a core set of institutions that shape democratic capability,
trust, and learning remain largely invisible in prevailing accounts of democratic decline and resilience.

This omission is particularly striking given that knowledge institutions are frequently among the first
targets in processes of democratic erosion and autocratisation. Comparative research shows that
efforts to consolidate authoritarian power often involve the direct control, defunding, politicisation,
or restructuring of universities, research bodies, archives, and libraries (Ignatieff 2024; Beidollahkhani
2025). These interventions limit independent knowledge production, narrow permissible debate, and
weaken the institutional memory and critical capacity required for democratic accountability. The
targeting of knowledge infrastructure underscores its significance to democratic systems, even as it
remains under-measured in global indices.

Pressure on universities is not confined to overt authoritarian settings. In a range of democratic and
hybrid systems, universities have been drawn into a broader political argument about elites versus
ordinary citizens, expertise versus common sense, and knowledge workers versus those who feel left
behind by economic and cultural change (Ignatieff 2024). In that framing, universities can become
symbolic targets: portrayed as insulated, partisan, culturally distant, or self-interested, even when



their formal autonomy remains intact. Hernandez-Huerta and Inclan (2025) use cross-national data to
show that ‘populism, being a thin ideology that polarizes the public sphere into virtuous citizens and
a corrupt elite while emphasizing the will of the people, has made universities and academics natural
targets for leaders who seek to impose a narrative in which only they possess the truth and represent
the will of the people.” These dynamics matter for democratic resilience because delegitimisation
campaigns can weaken public trust, narrow the space for evidence-based policy, and discourage
universities from playing their public truth-telling and accountability functions.

The contribution of universities to democratic resilience also operates through their role in shaping
civic knowledge and confidence. Narrowly, Kiess (2026) found that ‘political engagement in the
context of school or university limits xenophobic views and increases political trust.” More broadly,
effective collective decision-making depends on citizens having confidence in their understanding of
how democracy functions, how to participate meaningfully, and how to navigate increasingly complex
and contested information environments. Universities form one part of a wider knowledge ecosystem
that includes schools, vocational education, libraries, archives, cultural institutions, media
organisations, and community-based learning settings. Together, these institutions influence civic
literacy, critical thinking, trust, and the capacity to engage constructively with disagreement. Across
these domains, universities perform multiple democratic functions: they contribute to systems of
accountability associated with monitory democracy, act as intermediaries between expertise and
public debate, support institutional learning, build civic capabilities, and underpin economic and social
development. How effectively they perform these roles depends not only on institutional design and
policy settings, but also on public trust, accessibility, and perceived value.

Universities also contribute indirectly to democratic resilience through their impact on socio-
economic conditions. Higher education is associated with productivity growth, both through the skills
and earnings of graduates and through broader social returns to education. University research and
development plays a significant role in innovation and long-term economic growth (Toutkoushian and
Paulsen 2016), shaping employment opportunities, regional development, and social mobility. These
socio-economic outcomes influence democratic participation and satisfaction by affecting material
security, opportunity, and perceptions of fairness.

Despite the ongoing contribution that it makes to democratic resilience, Australian higher education
is at a potential inflection point. It is internationally competitive and globally connected, yet
domestically strained, politically contested and facing perceptions of declining public confidence.
Universities remain pivotal institutions for skill formation, research, innovation, social mobility, and
the personal/intellectual development of more than one million students in a given year. However,
they are increasingly viewed through the lens of affordability, accessibility and perceived public value.
Understanding how Australians judge the performance and purpose of their universities is therefore
essential—not only because university systems depend on public legitimacy to sustain funding and
autonomy, but because attitudes toward higher education reflect broader beliefs about opportunity,
fairness and institutional trust.

The scale and significance of the higher education sector underscore the importance of these
questions. In 2024 there were around 143,000 (full-time equivalent) people employed in higher
education, an increase of around 15.2 per cent from 2015.' In the same year, there were around 1.67
million students enrolled in higher education, an even faster increase of 18.9 per cent since 2015."
Staff-student ratios in the sector have therefore declined a little in the previous decade, mostly due
tothe 62.2 per cent increase in overseas students (reaching around 589,000 in 2024), with the number
of domestic students staying very steady (1.09 million in 2024 compared to 1.05 million in 2015).

Australian universities do very well on international rankings. According to the QS rankings" — which
is a composite measure across indicators of research and discovery, learning experience,
employability, global engagement, and sustainability — Australia has three universities in the top 25.
Only the US and the UK have more (eleven and four respectively). These three countries are also the



top destination countries for internationally mobile students.” Among the top five destinations (which
also includes Germany and Canada) Australia stands out for its internationalisation. Using
internationally comparable metrics, over a quarter (27.2 per cent) of tertiary students in Australia
come from abroad (Figure 1), higher than any of the other four countries.

Figure 1 Share of students from abroad, 2015 to 2023
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2025) — with minor processing by Our World in Data

Despite these outward signs of vibrant higher education systems, Australia, the US, and the UK have
all been recently characterised as having systems in various states of crisis. Higher education in all
three countries was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Mok 2022). However, even as the direct
impacts of the pandemic have eased, many universities and colleges in the US have been in conflict
with the second Trump administration with the American Council on Education reporting that ‘the
administration is pursuing a broad restructuring of higher education’s policy landscape—undermining
research, curbing global engagement, and threatening the sector’s public funding foundation.””

Australian and UK universities have not experienced the same level of conflict with government.
However, the sector in both countries has been under significant financial strain, with many
institutions running at a deficit and a number making substantial staffing cuts. In the UK, in part due
to caps on domestic student fees and cuts in international student places, the University and College
Union estimated ‘over 15,000 university job cuts’ in the year up to October 2025" and Oxford
Economics" reported that ‘UK’s higher education sector faces a financial crisis... where stagnant fees,
increasing restrictions on international students, reduced research funding, and higher costs are
putting universities in increasing competition with one another for more domestic students, and
crucially, the fees these students pay.’

Perhaps because of the even greater reliance of the Australian university sector on international
students, the situation in Australia is in many ways more precarious than in the US and the UK. This is
partly because any changes to policies towards international students will have a larger impact in
Australia due to sheer weight of numbers. However, there is also a substantial debate in Australia on
the impact international students have on a very expensive housing market."1


https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/share-of-students-from-abroad#sources-and-processing

Williams (2025) claims that ‘Public trust and community confidence in universities in Australia and
overseas are at all-time lows.” This is a worrying statement, particularly as it is coming from the Vice
Chancellor of a major university in Australia. In his recent book Broken: Universities, Politics and the
Public Good, Turner (2025) sums up the situation as follows: ‘students are dropping out, academics
are burning out, and governments have been tuning out for decades.’

The last part of Turner’s (2025) statement is not entirely true, at least not in recent years. The current
Government (and Parliament) has a very clear focus on the university sector, as evidenced by the
significant investment made into the Australian Universities Accord,” a Senate Inquiry into Quality of
governance at Australian higher education providers* and an Expert Council on University
Governance.” These reviews and enquiries may not have led to substantial policy change, but they do
not demonstrate a lack of policy interest. Indeed, in response to the latter, the Minister for Education
Jason Clare is quoted' as saying ‘If you don’t think there are challenges in university governance,
you’ve been living under a rock.’

Universities in Australia, the US, and the UK are not the only institutions in these countries facing
significant challenges. The most recent Freedom House report i shows a decline in the aggregate index
of Democratic Freedom for the UK (from 97/100 in 2013 to 92 in 2025) and the US (93 to 84). Australia
not only ranks higher (a score of 95 in 2025) but has also witnessed a smaller decline over the period
(down from 97 in 2013). Nonetheless, the long-running Australian Election Study data following the
most recent Federal election (Cameron et al. 2025) highlighted some key declines in the 20" Century
in measures of democratic resilience, with fewer people satisfied with democracy than the peak in
2007, and more Australians thinking that people in government look out for themselves. While recent
trends are more positive, the Strengthening Democracy Taskforce® noted that ‘Australia’s democracy
is facing new threats—both acute and chronic, local and global—which existing policies, practices and
capabilities are ill-equipped to meet.’



3 Data

The analysis in this paper is based on data collected as part of the late September/early October 2025
wave of the ANUpoll survey series. The data was collected in partnership with the Online Research
Unit (ORU) through the Australian Consumer Panel.

Data collection for the September ANUpoll commenced on 27 of September 2025 with a pilot sample
and concluded on 8 October 2025, yielding a total of 3,538 respondents. By the 30" of September,
55.6 per cent of the final sample had been collected

The target sample was 1,000 university students and 2,500 from the remainder of the population. The
sample achieved closely matched these targets, with 1,026 and 2,474 other respondents. An
additional 38 respondents did not report whether they were currently studying.

All adults in Australia are in scope, across urban and regional areas, all states/territories, and all
universities in Australia. In addition, data has been weighted using iterative proportional fitting
(raking) using five benchmark variables. Age and sex benchmarks come from ABS population
estimates, while education levels and student status come from the 2021 Census. Current
employment was benchmarked using the Labour Force Survey. Standard errors are calculated using
bootstrap standard errors with 250 replications.

Comparisons are made with results from earlier ANUpoll waves. Limited comparisons are made with
the 2008 ANUpoll, which used telephone interviews with a combination of fixed line and mobile phone
samples. Most comparisons, however, are with data from 2020 onwards, gathered online until January
2024 on the Life in Australia panel.



4 Confidence in universities and other institutions

Since April 2019, the ANUpoll surveys have asked respondents: ‘How much confidence do you have in
the following institutions.” With the specific institutions asked about varying across the different
waves. Figure 2 presents the distribution of confidence levels among Australians for the five
institutions asked about in the September/October 2025 ANUpoll.

Australians report substantially higher levels of confidence in universities than in the Federal
government, and to a lesser extent the public service and state/territory governments. In total, 62.1
per cent of Australians either have quite a lot (53.5 per cent) or a great deal (8.6 per cent) of
confidence in universities. This level of confidence is 1.64 times higher than that expressed in the
Federal Government (37.8 per cent), 1.31 times higher than confidence in the public service, and 1.30
times higher than confidence in the respondent’s state/territory government. Confidence in
universities is also slightly higher than confidence in schools (primary or secondary) (p-value of 0.013).

Figure 2 Confidence in institutions — September/October 2025
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Although universities remain institutions in which Australians have relatively high levels of confidence,
this has consistently declined since April 2019 (Figure 3). The ANUpoll research team has asked about
confidence in universities five times since April 2019. In April 2019, 78.9 per cent reported having quite
a lot or a great deal of confidence in universities. This fell quite sharply between April 2019 to
November 2020 at which time 70.9 per cent of respondents reported having quite a lot or a great deal
of confidence in universities. This proportion fell again slightly to 68.1 per cent in April 2023, declined
further to 65.4 per cent in May 2025, and fell to 62.1 per cent in the most recent survey wave. This
decline in confidence since 2019 is statistically significant.



The level of confidence in schools has experienced a similar decline in public confidence with the
proportion of Australians having quite a lot of confidence or a great deal of confidence falling from
73.6 per cent in April 2019 to 58.9 per cent in September/October 2025.

Figure 3 Confidence in universities — April 2019 to September/October 2025
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Notes: The ANUpoll April 2019, November 2020 and April 2023 surveys were undertaken using the SRC
Life in Australia panel. The ANU Election Monitoring Survey May 2025 and the ANUpoll
September/October 2025 were undertaken using the ORU Australian Consumer Panel.

Source: ANUpoll November 2020, April 2023 and September/October 2025. ANU Election Monitoring
Survey May 2025.

Figure 4 shows the proportion of Australians who have quite a lot or a great deal of confidence in the
Federal Government over the period January 2020 to September 2025. The figure also shows the
proportion of the population with quite a lot or a great deal of confidence in universities for the
ANUpoll surveys since January 2020 which asked about confidence in universities.

For comparison, there have been dramatic fluctuations in confidence in the Federal Government over
the same period. There was an increase from April 2019 to May 2020 from 27.0 per cent to 60.6 per
cent, by January 2022 it had fallen to 35.6 per cent, before increasing to 52.9 per cent by August 2022
and falling again to be 37.8 per cent in September/October 2025.

While there is less frequent data available on the confidence in universities than there is for
confidence in the Federal Government, it does appear that there is far less fluctuation in the level of
confidence in universities than there is for confidence in the Federal Government. The clear picture is
a rapid decline in confidence in universities between April 2019 and November 2020 and since then a
continual steady decline in confidence.



Figure 4 Per cent of Australians with quite a lot or a great deal of confidence in the Federal
Government and universities, November 2020 to September/October 2025
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One of the key determinants of confidence in an institution is whether it is perceived to be performing
well. The September 2025 ANUpoll asked respondents to assess how well they thought public schools,
private schools, TAFE colleges and universities, in their state or territory were performing. Response
categories were poor, fair, good and excellent.

As shown in Figure 5, private schools were perceived to be performing best. A combined 71.1 per cent
of respondents rated private schools as doing a good (58.6 per cent) or excellent (12.5 per cent) job
shows that the education institution that was perceived to be doing the best job in 2025 was private
schools, with 12.5 per cent thinking they were doing an excellent job, and 58.6 per cent thinking they
were doing a good job.

Public schools were perceived to be performing least well. Slightly less than half of Australians rated
public schools as doing a good (43.1 per cent) or excellent (6.1 per cent) job, with 11.8 per cent
thinking they were doing a poor job and a further 39.0 per cent thinking they were doing a fair job.

Perceptions of performance for TAFE colleges and universities lay between these two extremes. A
combined 64.3 per cent of respondents rated TAFE colleges as doing a good or excellent job, compared
with 62.9 per cent for universities. Although, perceptions of performance declined across all education
institutions between April 2023 and September 2025, the largest decline was observed for
universities, where the combined good or excellent rating fell by 7.7 percentage points, from 70.6 per
cent in April 2023.
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Figure 5 Perceptions of how good a job universities and other education institutions are doing
in respondent’s State/Territory — April 2023 and September/October 2025
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There is data on confidence in universities among the US population using a very similar question
asked in ANUpoll in surveys conducted by Gallup.® The US surveys are for different time points than
the ANUpoll with data available in the US in 2018, 2023 and 2024. However, the broad trends are still
comparable.

Jones (2024) concludes that an ‘increasing proportion of U.S. adults say they have little or no
confidence in higher education.’” Specifically, since 2018 the proportion of Americans with a great deal
or quite a lot of confidence in universities declined from 48 per cent in 2018 to 36 per cent in 2023
and 2024. While this is a similar trend to that found in Australia the levels of confidence of the
Australian population in universities is much higher than for the American population and the decline
in Australia (albeit measured over a shorter time period) is much smaller than in the US.

Analysis by Gallup shows that ‘confidence has dropped among all key subgroups in the U.S. population
over the past two decades, but more so among Republicans.” Similarly, the level of confidence in
universities in Australia is not consistent across the population, nor is the change through time. To
analyse the factors associated with confidence in universities, we estimated an ordered probit model
with higher values for the dependent variable indicating a greater level of confidence. Results in Table
1 give an indication of the direction of the association controlling for multiple variables. However, the
magnitude of some of the associations are very clear when we look simply at the differences in the
per cent of those that have quite a lot or a great deal of confidence without controlling for other
characteristics.

In the modelling framework, there are no differences by gender, age, country of birth, and region of
residence. Those who speak a language other than English are more confident in universities than
those who speak English only. Controlling for these characteristics, there are also no statistically

11



significant differences between those currently studying at a university and those not currently
studying in confidence in universities.

The largest difference in confidence in universities in 2025 is by education completion. Outside of the
modelling framework, 59.6 per cent of those without a degree have quite a lot or a great deal of
confidence in universities (56.8 per cent for those Australians that have not completed Year 12 or have
a post school qualification and 60.8 per cent amongst those that have completed Year 12 or who have
a non-degree qualification). The level of confidence is more than 8 percentage points higher (68.1 per
cent) for those that have a degree.

Although the levels and trends in perceptions of how well universities are doing are similar to the
confidence in them as an institution, some of the predictors in an ordered probit model are quite
different (Model 2 in Table 1). Those who speak a language other than English still have more
favourable perceptions, but females are more likely to think universities are doing a good job than
males (there was no difference when looking at confidence).

The biggest difference between the models across the two dependent variables though was education
completion. The previous discussion suggested that higher levels of education attainment was
strongly associated with confidence in universities. There were not, however, any differences when
modelling the perceptions of how good a job universities were doing.

Table 1 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with confidence in
universities and perceptions of the job they are doing, September/October
2025
Explanatory variables Confidence Perception of doing a good job
Coeffic.  Signif. Coeffic.  Signif.
Female 0.005 0.116 *
Aged 18 to 24 years 0.238 0.020
Aged 25 to 34 years -0.019 0.243  **
Aged 45 to 54 years -0.050 0.305  ***
Aged 55 to 64 years 0.080 0.120
Aged 65 to 74 years 0.120 0.191 *
Aged 75 years plus 0.180 0.082
Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification -0.190 ** 0.023
Has a degree 0.191  *** 0.085
Currently a university student 0.091 -0.015
Lives outside of a capital city 0.042 0.035
Born overseas in a main English-speaking country -0.015 0.014
Born overseas in a non-English speaking country -0.065 -0.081
Speaks a language other than English at home 0.241  *** 0.303  *¥**
Cut-point 1 -1.497 1.527
Cut-point 2 -0.217 0.357
Cut-point 3 1.496 1.279
Number of respondents 3,105 2,999
Notes: Ordered probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does
not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025

It may seem natural or obvious that those who have a degree are going to be much more confident
than those without. After all, those with a degree are likely to have reaped the benefits of a university
education, whereas those without will face competition in the labour market and in social settings
with their more highly educated peers. However, the differences have not always been as large. In
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November 2020, 72.4 per cent of those with a degree had quite or lot or a great deal of confidence in
universities. This is only 3 percentage points higher than those without a degree (69.2 per cent).

The widening gap in confidence between graduates and non-graduates is consistent with a broader
pattern identified in advanced democracies in which education increasingly structures institutional
trust and political attitudes. Bovens and Wille (2017) refer to a Diploma Democracy or one ‘which is
dominated by the citizens with the highest formal educational qualifications.” As education becomes
the main cleavage in the economy and in society, it is not surprising that those with relatively low
levels of education are losing confidence in the very institutions that perpetuate this aspect of
inequality. This is not inevitable though. Where educational attainment becomes a proxy for elite
status, declining confidence among non-graduates can be amplified by political narratives that treat
universities as emblematic of a remote knowledge class

Taken together, the data presented in this section shows that confidence in universities in Australia is
slipping. However, most Australians are still confident in universities, and most Australians still think
that universities are doing a good job. Furthermore, the decline in confidence is mostly concentrated
amongst those that do not have a degree themselves, the decline is much less than the drop in
confidence in the Federal Government over the period, and is also substantially less than the drop in
confidence observed in the US. A concern, but far from a crisis.
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5 Value of education and perceived barriers

5.1 The economic and career returns of university education

There are substantial economic benefits associated with completing a university degree in Australia.
Estimates of the private returns to higher education are consistently positive and generally exceed
those associated with most alternative investment opportunities. The more contested question is not
whether higher education pays, but whether its economic payoff has changed over time.

On this point, the evidence is mixed. Leigh (2024) finds little indication of systematic change in returns
to schooling between 2001 and 2022, concluding that ‘testing for changes in returns to schooling over
time provides little evidence of systematic trends.’” In contrast, Corliss et al. (2020) find ‘that the return
to an individual investing in bachelor education had mostly declined in the period 2006—2016’. Birch
and Preston (2025) found that between 2001-2011 and 2012-2023 ‘there is a significant decline in the
wage premia (returns) within all education groups, except PhD and Graduate Certificates.’

While the wage data suggests that returns to education remains high, survey data shows that not only
do very few Australians think that a university education is an absolute necessity, perhaps reflecting
the tight labour market in the mid-2020s compared to the mid-2000s, but that fewer Australians now
view a university education as a necessity than did so previously. While these measures capture two
different concepts, the survey evidence is consistent with the ‘decline in returns’ view.

Specifically, respondents to the September/October 2025, April 2023 and September 2008 ANUpolls
were asked which of the following two statements came closer to their view: (1) A university education
is necessary for a person to be successful in today’s work world; or (2) There are many ways to succeed
in today’s work world without a university education.

In September/October 2025, 15.9 per cent of respondents were more inclined to agree that a
university education is necessary, a slight increase from the 14.2 per cent in April 2023. Both figures,
however, represent a decline from the 18.4 per cent of Australians who held this view when asked in
September 2008.

There are substantial differences in the perceived necessity of a university education across
population groups. These differences are examined using a binary probit model (Table 2), in which the
dependent variable takes on a value of one if they think university is necessary, and a value of zero if
they are more inclined towards the view that there are many other ways to succeed.

Younger Australians and older Australians are less likely to think it is necessary. For those aged 18 to
24 years, 16.1 per cent thought university was necessary. This is slightly less than the 19.0 per cent of
those aged 25 to 64 years. However, the largest gap is at the upper end of the age distribution, with
only 7.0 per cent of those aged 65 years and over thinking university is necessary.

There were similarly large differences in belief in the necessity of education by country of birth. For
those born in Australia, 12.5 per cent think that university is necessary. This is neither substantially
nor significantly different from those born overseas in an English-speaking country. However, for those
born overseas in a non-English speaking country, there were more than three times as high a
proportion (39.9 per cent) that thought university was necessary.

This greater value placed on education by the migrant population does not align with the returns to
education literature which shows that ‘Permanent migrants have a lower return to education than the
non-migrant population’ (Varela and Breunig 2024). Such a finding was also present in previous
migration waves (Chiswick and Miller 2009). However, the low returns to education amongst migrants
is often attributed to the low value placed on overseas-obtained qualifications, with the returns to
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Australian-obtained qualifications much higher (Chiswick and Miller 2009). Either way, those
Australians born in a non-English speaking country clearly see a very high value of education.

There were similarly large differences by education attainment and completion. Amongst those that
had not completed Year 12 or a post-school qualification, only 5.1 per cent thought that ‘a university
education is necessary for a person to be successful in today’s work world.” The per cent of those with
either Year 12 or non-degree qualifications was around twice as high (11.0 per cent). However, the
per cent of those with a degree themselves was almost three times as high as that (29.5 per cent). For
those that were university students themselves, 28.2 per cent thought that a university education was
a necessity. This was almost twice as high as for non-university students (15.0 per cent).

Table 2 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with perceptions of
whether a university education is necessary, September/October 2025

Explanatory variables Coeffic.  Signif.
Female Regre
Aged 18 to 24 years -0.265  **
Aged 25 to 34 years 0.151
Aged 45 to 54 years 0.013
Aged 55 to 64 years -0.097
Aged 65 to 74 years -0.266 *
Aged 75 years plus -0.219
Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification -0.379 *
Has a degree 0.477  ***
Currently a university student 0.497  ***
Lives outside of a capital city -0.019
Born overseas in a main English-speaking country 0.113
Born overseas in a non-English speaking country 0.582  ***
Speaks a language other than English at home 0.141
Constant -1.220
Number of respondents 3,121

Notes: Binary probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does
not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025

5.2 Perceived barriers to a university education

Australians think that the barriers to obtaining a university education have increased over the last
decade. The specific question asked is, ‘Would you say getting a university education has become
more difficult, less difficult, or no different than it was 10 years ago?’

It is estimated that 41.2 per cent of Australians thought that getting a university education had
become more difficult, 28.4 per cent of Australians that it has become less difficult and 30.4 per cent
think that it had not gotten any more or less difficult (Figure 6). Compared with the previous survey in
April 2023, the largest shift has been a decline in the proportion of Australians giving the neutral
response (42.3 per cent in April 2023) and corresponding increases who believed it become more
difficult (from 34.8 per cent), as well as an increase in the share who believed it has become less
difficult (from 22.9 per cent).

If we take perceived net change in difficulty as the per cent saying access to higher education is more
difficult for that group minus the per cent who see it as less difficult, then we have remarkable
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consistency across time, with a net difference of 12.8 in September 2025 compared to 11.9 per cent
in April 2023.

Perceptions of rising difficulty are not uniform across the population. To examine these differences,
we estimated an ordered probit model using the September/October 2025 data, with the highest
category assigned to respondents who believe university has become more difficult, the middle
category to those who perceive no change, and the lowest category to those who believe it has
become less difficult (Table 3).

Women are more likely than men to believe that getting a university degree is getting more difficult
(44.4 per cent compared to 37.8 per cent for males). The very youngest cohort in our survey, those
aged 18 to 24 years, are also more likely than the rest of the population to hold this view, with 50.5
per cent thinking that getting a degree was more difficult, compared with 40.0 per cent amongst those
aged 25 years and over.

Respondents with the most direct experience — current university students and those who already
hold a degree — are the least likely to think that getting a degree has become more difficult. For those
with a degree, 36.9 per cent thought university had become more difficult in the last 10 years,
compared to 43.7 per cent of those without a degree. For students, the differences are only apparent
when controlling for age (that is, in the ordered probit model). That is, 43.0 per cent of students think
university has become more difficult compared to 41.2 per cent of non-students. However, amongst
those aged 18 to 24 years, 54.7 per cent of non-students thought university has gotten more difficult
compared to 43.4 per cent of students.

Table 3 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with perceptions of
whether university has gotten more or less difficult, September/October 2025
Explanatory variables Coeffic.  Signif.
Female 0.160  ***
Aged 18 to 24 years 0.236 *
Aged 25 to 34 years -0.047
Aged 45 to 54 years 0.007
Aged 55 to 64 years -0.094
Aged 65 to 74 years -0.037
Aged 75 years plus -0.084
Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification -0.139
Has a degree -0.297  ***
Currently a university student -0.292  ***
Lives outside of a capital city 0.035
Born overseas in a main English-speaking country -0.065
Born overseas in a non-English speaking country -0.001
Speaks a language other than English at home 0.012
Cut-point 1 -0.660
Cut-point 2 0.133
Number of respondents 2,962
Notes: Ordered probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does
not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025

Although Australians generally believe that getting a university degree has become more difficult, they
do not think that this change is uniform across potential student cohorts. Following the general
guestion described above, respondents were asked, ‘Thinking of the following groups of people,
compared to 10 years ago, do you think it has become more difficult, less difficult or about the same

16



for people in these groups to get a university education?’ Figure 6 presents the views about changes
in the difficulty for each of these groups to get a university degree compared to ten-years ago. Groups
are ordered by the perceived net increase in difficulty, as defined earlier, and given in brackets
alongside the different types of students.

The largest perceived net increase in difficulty is for students from poorer families. For this group, 56.6
per cent believe that obtaining a degree has become more difficult, compared with 21.0 per cent that
believe it has become easier, resulting in a net perceived increase in difficulty of 35.6 percentage
points. The only other group for which Australians perceive a net increase in difficulty is students from
regional and remote areas: 43.4 per cent believe access has become more difficult, while 21.0 per cent
believe it has become less difficult, yielding a net increase of 14.3 percentage points.

There are three groups that Australians think it has become less difficult (in net terms) to get a
university degree over the last ten years. These are (in order): students from private schools (34.9
percentage point net decrease in difficulty), students from Indigenous backgrounds (17.8 percentage
point net decrease) and overseas students (16.1 percentage point net decrease).

Figure 6 Perceived change over the last ten years in difficulty of getting a university education,
September/October 2025

mLess dificult gModiference mMore diicult

Stdents fromre mote and regional areas (14.3) -29-_1- .!'_.‘_E, _45_4_

Swidents from public sc hools (-0.8)

o
]
en
B
| &1
P
2
~

Full tee-paying stutents (-7.7) ||| 2= [ 344 | EX

Overseas students(-16.1)

Sudents fremindigenous bac kgrounds -17.8) _ 457 _: 2E..3 ::- 280

Students from private schools (-34.9) _ 438 _ 4?.2. l 8.0 I

oo 100 20nn 3040 400 500 GO 700 ELD 9040 100.0

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025

The perceptions of Australians that getting a university education has become more difficult, aligns
with the conclusions and recommendations of the Australian Universities Accord. Specifically, the
Accord positions equity of access—particularly for low-income and regional students—as the central
legitimacy challenge facing the sector.
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5.3 Education spending

Respondents were asked ‘Do you think that the government should spend more or spend less on the
following types of education institutions, or do you think the current level of funding is about right?’
There were five potential response options, ranging from ‘Spend much more’ to ‘Spend much less.’
Figure 7 shows that views on education spending vary substantially across institution types.

Australians are most supportive of increased spending on public schools. In total, 72.8 per cent of
respondents believe government spending on public schools should increase, with almost a quarter
(22.9 per cent) supporting spending much more. There is also strong support for increased funding for
TAFE colleges, with 14.9 per cent supporting spending much more and a further 49.6 per cent
supporting spending more.

By contrast, there is little support for increased expenditure on private schools. Only 13.6 per cent are
supportive of government spending increasing. Instead, 17.8 per cent believe the government should
spend much less, and a further 31.9 per cent support spending less.

Support for increased spending on universities lies between these positions. While 17.0 per cent of
Australians believe that spending on universities should be less or much less, a higher proportion, 40.0
per cent, support spending more or much more. On balance, Australians are supportive of increased
government spending on universities.

Compared with the previous ANUpoll conducted in April 2023, there has been a general decline in the
proportion of Australians who believe that spending should increase across most education
institutions. The only exception is private schools, for which support for increased spending rose
marginally from 10.8 per cent to 13.6 per cent.
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Figure 7 Views on whether spending on types of education institutions should be increased or
decreased, April 2023 and September/October 2025
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In order to estimate the factors associated with views about the level of spending on universities an
Ordered Probit model is used, with the dependent variable ranging from the lowest value being
spending much less and the highest value being spending much more. Two models are estimated. The
first includes the standard demographic, socioeconomic, and geographic variables. The second adds
to the first model binary variables for whether the respondent has quite a lot or a great deal of
confidence in universities, as well as a binary variable for whether they think university has become
more difficult. The estimation results are reported in Table 4.

Focusing on the first model, women were more supportive of an increase in expenditure (43.6 per
cent compared to 36.3 per cent for men). Younger Australians were also more supportive, with a
significant difference between 18 to 24 year olds (50.9 per cent supporting an increase) and the rest
of the population (38.5 per cent), but no differences within those aged 25 years and over. Those who
speak a language other than English at home (53.6 per cent) are more likely to support an increase
than those that speak English only (37.7 per cent).

There are large differences again by a person’s own education attainment and participation. Those
with a degree themselves (50.2 per cent) are more likely to support an increase than those without
(35.4 per cent), whereas students (60.4 per cent) are more supportive than non-students (38.5 per
cent).
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In the second model, the variables measuring confidence in universities and whether getting a
university degree has become more difficult are both statistically significant and are estimated to have
a substantial association with supporting additional government funding for universities.

Amongst those that were confident in universities, 46.8 per cent thought there should be an increase
in funding, compared to 30.4 per cent of those that were not confident. Amongst those that thought
getting a university education had become more difficult, 49.3 per cent thought there should be an
increase in funding, compared to 34.9 per cent of those that did not think it had become more difficult.

Table 4 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with views on spending

on universities, September/October 2025

Explanatory variables Model 1 Model 2
Coeffic.  Signif. Coeffic.  Signif.

Confident in universities 0.597  ***

Thinks university has become more difficult 0.339  ***

Female 0.195  *** 0.153  **

Aged 18 to 24 years 0.251 ** 0.092

Aged 25 to 34 years -0.043 -0.047

Aged 45 to 54 years 0.152 * 0.086

Aged 55 to 64 years 0.098 0.051

Aged 65 to 74 years 0.046 0.027

Aged 75 years plus 0.070 0.026

Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification -0.101 -0.006

Has a degree 0.342  *** 0.341  ***

Currently a university student 0.346  *** 0.373  *¥**

Lives outside of a capital city 0.070 0.042

Born overseas in a main English-speaking country -0.033 -0.087

Born overseas in a non-English speaking country 0.140 0.114

Speaks a language other than English at home 0.210 ** 0.161 *

Cut-point 1 -1.377 -1.055

Cut-point 2 -0.672 -0.271

Cut-point 3 0.596 1.045

Cut-point 4 1.750 2.209

Number of respondents 3,063 2,704
Notes: Ordered probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does

not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025
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6 The role of the university

Universities and other tertiary education institutions face a wide range of, and sometimes competing,
expectations. However, it is not possible to have the same level of focus on all of them. Universities
have to prioritise their scarce resources.

To better understand public expectations, respondents were asked: ‘Now thinking about University
education, on the whole, do you think it should or should not be the responsibility of Universities in
Australia to...?" Figure 8 reports the proportion of Australians that think each of 13 possible roles
should definitely not be, probably not be, probably should be, and definitely should be a role of
universities.

The results indicate that Australians view universities as having a broad remit, with substantial support
for universities undertaking a wide range of roles. Figure 8 is ordered by the share of respondents who
believe that each function should definitely be a responsibility of universities, highlighting the areas
of strongest public endorsement.

Australians overwhelmingly support universities’ role in training young Australians for the future
workforce. Nearly half of respondents (49.9 per cent) believe this should definitely be a university
responsibility, while 40.8 per cent were less certain but still thought it should be. While not everyone
wants or needs university degrees to be successful in their lives, there are few sustained national
measures monitoring anti-university sentiment.

Support for other teaching functions is lower but remains substantial. In descending order, these are:
educating disadvantaged Australian high school leavers (36.3 per cent definitely), educating the most
qualified school leavers (33.9 per cent), and retraining adults for the future workforce (29.7 per cent).

Among research roles, the strongest endorsement is for universities to develop new ideas (40.9 per
cent definitely). Support is more limited for research focused on investigating the fundamental
guestions of the time (26.7 per cent) or developing products (26.7 per cent).

Civic and public policy roles attract less support than core teaching and research functions.
Nonetheless, around three in ten Australians believe universities should provide an environment for
controversial ideas to be expressed and debated (30.4 per cent) and help strengthen Australian
democracy by fostering informed citizens and encouraging civic participation (30.2 per cent).
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Figure 8 Views on the role of universities, September/October 2025
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Respondents were also asked to assess the importance of different skills and forms of knowledge that
students may gain from a university education. Figure 9 presents ten skills and knowledge areas,
ordered by the proportion of Australians who regard each as very important.

Three stand out, with more than 60 per cent of respondents rating them as very important: the skills
they need to get a job when they graduate (63.5 per cent); to prepare them for the future workforce
(62.1 per cent); and an ability to solve problems and think analytically (61.0 per cent). By contrast,
Australians are least likely to see an awareness of the responsibilities of citizenship, such as voting and
volunteering as a skill that is very important (39.5 per cent).
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Figure 9 Views on the important skills and knowledge to be gained from a university education,
September/October 2025
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Skills development, basic research, and social mobility all have impacts on democratic strength in a
country (this is often referred to as the ‘civic premium’ of university graduates (Taylor et al. 2020).
However, focusing on the more specific and targeted role of universities in strengthening democracy,
we analyse the factors associated with seeing the role of the university as being to ‘Help strengthen
Australian democracy by fostering informed citizens and encouraging civic participation’ and the
factors associated with seeing ‘An awareness of the responsibilities of citizenship, such as voting and
volunteering’ as an important skill from a university education. Both are correlated with each other
(correlation coefficient of 0.3547), but there are somewhat different predictors. We estimate this
using the ordered probit model, with four categories each and the highest category being ‘Definitely
should be’ and ‘Very important’ respectively (results presented in Table 5).

Looking at the role of the university in strengthening democracy, there were very few statistically
significant predictors. Those that have a degree are slightly more likely to see it as a role, but even
then the magnitude of the difference is reasonably small (33.4 per cent of graduates thinking it should
definitely be a role compared to 28.7 per cent of non-graduates).

There was a greater number of variables that had an association with thinking it is important that
university graduates have an awareness of the responsibility of citizens. Females are more likely to
think it is very important (43.5 per cent compared to 35.0 per cent for males). Older Australians are
more likely to think it is very important (45.7 per cent for those aged 55 years and over compared to
36.5 per cent for those aged 18 to 54)
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Those born overseas in a non-English speaking country are more likely to see it as being important,
but this only holds in the model, not when we don’t control for other characteristics. Interestingly,
there was no association with either the person’s own level of education or whether they are currently

studying.

Table 5 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with views on
contribution of universities

September/October 2025

towards

democratic

resilience,

Explanatory variables Role is to help strengthen | Skills are responsibilities of

democracy citizenship
Coeffic.  Signif. Coeffic.  Signif.

Female 0.066 0.217  ***

Aged 18 to 24 years 0.096 0.084

Aged 25 to 34 years -0.071 0.141

Aged 45 to 54 years -0.154 0.045

Aged 55 to 64 years -0.102 0.199 *

Aged 65 to 74 years -0.060 0.461  ***

Aged 75 years plus 0.104 0.576  ***

Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification 0.087 0.130

Has a degree 0.135  ** 0.059

Currently a university student -0.010 0.015

Lives outside of a capital city -0.004 0.060

Born overseas in a main English-speaking country 0.059 0.051

Born overseas in a non-English speaking country 0.047 0.207  ***

Speaks a language other than English at home 0.164 ** 0.019

Cut-point 1 -1.483 -1.615

Cut-point 2 -0.739 -0.733

Cut-point 3 0.600 0.564

Number of respondents 2,986 3,214

Notes: Ordered probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does
not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025
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7/ Higher education and democratic resilience
measures

A longstanding focus of the ANUpoll has been the tracking of indicators of democratic resilience.
Across multiple survey waves, data have been collected on three key outcomes: satisfaction with
democracy; confidence in the federal government (reported in Figure 1); and satisfaction with the
overall direction of the country.

Figure 10 shows levels of satisfaction with democracy amongst the Australia population as a whole
and by highest level of educational attainment. Satisfaction is lowest among those who have not
completed Year 12 or obtained a post-school qualification, with only 56.1 per cent reporting that they
were satisfied or very satisfied with democracy in September/October 2025. Satisfaction is
substantially higher among those who have completed Year 12 or hold a non-degree qualification
(71.9 per cent), and higher still among those with a university degree (78.8 per cent).

Figure 10 Satisfaction with democracy by education level, September/October 2025
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In Table 6, we analyse the factors associated with satisfaction with democracy. Two specifications are
estimated. The first includes standard demographic, socioeconomic, and geographic characteristics
included as explanatory variables. The second model also include three additional explanatory
variables, directly related to views on higher education.

University students do not tend to have different views on satisfaction with democracy compared to
non-students (conditional on other characteristics). The difference by highest level of educational
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attainment shown in Figure 10 are also found in the regression model after controlling for
demographic, socioeconomic and geographic characteristics.

Turning to the second model. those that think that university has become more difficult are slightly
less satisfied with democracy than those that think is has become less difficult or that difficulty hasn’t
changed. However, the higher education related variable that has the strongest association with our
democratic resilience measure is whether the person thinks universities are doing a good job. This
variable has a large and positive association with satisfaction with democracy. Specifically, 79.6 per
cent of those that think universities are doing a good job are satisfied or very satisfied with democracy.
This is more than 20 percentage points higher than those that do not think universities are doing a
good job (58.2 per cent).

Table 6 Regression model estimates of the factors associated with views on spending
on universities, September/October 2025
Explanatory variables Model 1 Model 2
Coeffic.  Signif. Coeffic.  Signif.
Thinks universities are doing a good job 0.606  ***
Thinks university has become more difficult -0.118 *
Thinks more should be spent on universities 0.089
Female -0.131  ** -0.106  *
Aged 18 to 24 years 0.229 0.221 *
Aged 25 to 34 years 0.176 * 0.220 **
Aged 45 to 54 years -0.008 0.125
Aged 55 to 64 years 0.199 ** 0.317  ***
Aged 65 to 74 years 0.220 ** 0.262 **
Aged 75 years plus 0.246  ** 0.285 **
Has not completed Year 12 or post-school qualification -0.340  ¥** -0.316  ***
Has a degree 0.173  *** 0.194  ***
Currently a university student 0.040 0.032
Lives outside of a capital city -0.165  *** -0.154  **
Born overseas in a main English-speaking country 0.063 -0.005
Born overseas in a non-English speaking country -0.077 -0.065
Speaks a language other than English at home 0.109 0.072
Cut-point 1 -1.574 -1.269
Cut-point 2 -0.568 -0.175
Cut-point 3 1.105 1.575
Number of respondents 3,151 2,587
Notes: Ordered probit regression model. The base case individual is male; aged 35 to 44 years; born in

Australia; does not speak a language other than English at home; has completed Year 12 but does

not have a degree; is not a university student, and lives in a capital city.

Coefficients that are statistically significant at the 1 per cent level of significance are labelled ***;
those significant at the 5 per cent level of significance are labelled **, and those significant at the
10 per cent level of significance are labelled *

Source: ANUpoll September/October 2025
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8 Concluding comments

8.1 Summary of key findings

There has been a substantial fall in the level of public confidence in universities amongst the Australian
public since April 2018. While the level of public confidence in universities is higher than public
confidence in some other institutions such as the Federal Government, less than one-in-ten (8.6 per
cent) of Australians have a great deal of confidence in universities and just over half (53.5 per cent)
have quite a lot of confidence. This means that over one-third of Australians have not very much
confidence or no confidence at all in universities.

Australia is not alone in experiencing a fall in public confidence in universities. While the level of
confidence of Australians in universities is higher than that in the US, the fall since the 2010s is much
larger than in Australia in the US over this period.

Importantly, the decline in confidence is heavily concentrated among those without a university
degree, contributing to a widening evaluative gap between graduates and non-graduates. This
divergence, small or non-existent half a decade ago, now represents one of the clearest social
cleavages in public attitudes towards Australian higher education.

Australians’ views of the value of a university education are also shifting. Although the economic
returns to higher education remain positive, only a minority of Australians now see a university degree
as necessary for success in today’s labour market, a proportion that has fallen since the late 2000s. At
the same time, perceptions that access to university has become more difficult have strengthened,
particularly for students from low-income and regional backgrounds. These perceptions persist
despite strong labour-market evidence and point to a disconnect between public attitudes and long-
run economic outcomes.

Public support for increased government spending on universities remains solid, though weaker than
support for additional funding for public schools and TAFE. Support for university funding is strongly
associated with confidence in universities and with the belief that access to higher education has
become more constrained. Where trust is high and access is seen as unfair, support for public
investment is correspondingly stronger.

Australians overwhelmingly endorse the workforce and economic roles of universities, particularly
training young people for future jobs and developing new ideas. Support for universities’ civic and
democratic roles is more muted. While around three in ten Australians see fostering democratic
participation and providing a forum for debate as core university responsibilities, public attitudes
remain more closely aligned with an instrumental view of higher education focused on skills,
employment and economic opportunity than with a civic or public-good view (citizenship,
deliberation, democratic culture). This mismatch raises fundamental questions for policymakers and
university leaders about how universities can sustain their civic mission in an environment where the
public is ambivalent about the democratic dimensions of higher education.

Crucially, perceptions of higher education are closely linked to broader measures of democratic
resilience. Australians who believe universities are performing well are significantly more satisfied
with democracy, more confident in government, and more positive about the country’s direction.
Conversely, perceptions of declining access to university are associated with lower democratic
satisfaction. These relationships hold even after controlling for demographic and socioeconomic
factors, indicating that evaluations of universities form part of wider beliefs about institutional trust,
fairness and national performance.
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8.2 Implications of the analysis

The implications from the analysis presented in this paper are significant. A higher education system
facing declining confidence, widening evaluative divides, and shifting perceptions of value risks
contributing to democratic fragility rather than resilience. If large groups of Australians—particularly
those without degrees—see universities as distant, underperforming or misaligned with national
needs, this may reinforce broader political disaffection and institutional distrust. Conversely, where
universities are viewed as effective, fair and socially beneficial, they appear to contribute meaningfully
to democratic satisfaction and trust. Previous studies have found education as strongly correlated with
levels of civic engagement and satisfaction in democracy (Biddle 2025). The observed decline in public
confidence, particularly among non-graduates, aligns with the concerns articulated in recent
parliamentary and expert reviews of university governance, which emphasise the need for greater
transparency, accountability and community legitimacy.

At a policy level, three implications follow from these findings. First, efforts to rebuild public
confidence in universities need to focus on transparency, accountability and demonstrable public
value—not only in economic terms, but in social and civic terms as well. Second, addressing
perceptions of declining accessibility, particularly for disadvantaged and regional students, not only
have merit-arguments but also democratic ones: perceived unfairness in educational opportunity is
associated with lower democratic satisfaction. Third, the sector and Australian institutions more
broadly must articulate more clearly its role in supporting democratic resilience. While most
Australians endorse the university’s contribution to workforce development and research, fewer
recognise its civic mission. Yet the empirical evidence suggests that this mission matters for
democratic outcomes.

These patterns point to a leadership challenge as much as a policy challenge. If universities continue
to retreat to a narrow focus on funding, rankings, or student places, they risk ceding discussion on
democratic institutional design to those outside the academy, including those who frame universities
as remote, self-serving, or culturally hostile. The alternative is a reconceptualization of a more
deliberate model of the civic university. That is, one embedded in society and place-based
partnerships while retaining independence to critique, analyse, and advocate for alternative futures.

On this view, university leaders and peak bodies have a democratic responsibility to be visible
contributors to public debate about the integrity of knowledge, the health of information
environments, and the norms that underpin democratic life The practical implication is that rebuilding
legitimacy will require demonstrable public value (economic and civic), sustained engagement with
communities who do not experience universities directly, and institutional incentives that reward
high-quality public scholarship, collaboration, and service alongside research and teaching.

Strengthening Australian democracy requires a higher education system that is publicly trusted,
broadly accessible, and capable of delivering social, economic and civic value. The results presented
in this paper suggest that this goal is achievable—confidence remains comparatively high, support for
increased funding is stable, and returns to education remain positive—but requires sustained policy
attention, sectoral leadership and a commitment to demonstrating the public good that universities
provide.

8.3 Future work and next steps

This paper opens several important avenues for future work. In particular, the findings point to specific
research programs and policy interventions that could be trialed, evaluated, and scaled to strengthen
both higher education performance and democratic resilience.

First, it points to the need for better measures of how knowledge institutions contribute to democratic
resilience. Despite their importance, universities and other knowledge institutions are largely absent
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from standard democratic indices. Developing consistent measures of public trust, access, civic
contribution, and community engagement would strengthen both policy and accountability. This
paper only explores public perceptions; other data will be required to define and assess.

Future research could develop a small number of standardised indicators suitable for inclusion in
democratic dashboards, such as: public confidence in universities and other knowledge institutions;
perceived accessibility by socioeconomic and regional background; institutional independence; and
the visibility of public-facing research and engagement. Following the practice of the Australian
Resilient Democracy Network, these measures could be piloted within existing surveys such as the
ANUpoll, and benchmarked internationally.

Second, it highlights the importance of university engagement beyond degree programs and campus
life, to their role in wider community contexts. If universities are to rebuild confidence among non-
graduates, they need visible, meaningful ways to engage and respond to the needs of communities,
regions, and lifelong learning. Those leading and working in universities need to ask themselves: what
do we do for those in our community that don’t attend? Generating new knowledge and ideas is
important, but not sufficient. Further research should examine and evaluate which forms of
community engagement are most effective in rebuilding trust among non-graduates. This could
include evaluating place-based university—community partnerships, adult and lifelong learning
programs, regional outreach campuses, public lecture series, and collaborations with libraries, TAFEs
and local governments. Experimental or quasi-experimental designs could assess whether such
initiatives improve perceptions of accessibility, institutional trust, and democratic satisfaction.

Third, the paper raises questions about inclusive access as a democratic issue, not only an equity or
economic one. Perceived barriers to education are closely tied to democratic attitudes. Addressing
them strengthens both opportunity and trust. Future work should work towards explicitly testing the
causal pathways linking perceived educational access to democratic attitudes. Longitudinal survey
designs are a start, examining whether changes in perceived affordability, admissions fairness, or
regional availability precede changes in satisfaction with democracy, trust in institutions, or political
efficacy.

Finally, future work should continue to highlight how universities contribute to national priorities,
both economic, technological, but also social and environmental. This work should continue to
examine how universities contribute to Australians’ capacity to navigate disagreement,
misinformation, and social change. In an increasingly polarised and contested information
environment, understanding how higher education institutions support constructive disagreement
and institutional trust will be central to strengthening democratic resilience.
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