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Regional wellbeing team



Understanding resilience, 
wellbeing and liveability 

across Australia 

Conducted annually since 
2013

Regional Wellbeing Survey

Information, reports, findings available at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au

About the RWS

http://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/


• Survey of Australians living in regional and 
rural areas – with a smaller urban 
comparison sample

• Growing number of participants – from 9,000 
in 2013, to 20,000 in 2020

• Deliberate oversampling of:

- Farmers & agricultural workers (3,000-
4,000 annually)

- Outer regional and remote areas

- Communities dependent on agriculture, 
forestry, and fishing (and, in recent years, 
tourism)

- Communities experiencing drought, 
disaster, significant stress

Regional Wellbeing Survey

Information, reports, findings available at
www.regionalwellbeing.org.au

About the RWS

http://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/


Multiple reports 
examining 
wellbeing, 
resilience, 
liveability 

Current projects 
examining 
cumulative disaster 
impact, response 
and recovery; 
agricultural WHS; 
wellbeing 
indicators for 
agriculture; 
resilience 
indicators; and 
factors protecting 
wellbeing during 
periods of high 
stress

Wellbeing, resilience and liveability

Access reports at  https://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/reports-to-date/

About the RWS

https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/institutes/health-research-institute/files/regional-wellbeing-survey/reports/2017-reports/Growing-resilience-to-drought-FINAL-23-Oct-2018-002.pdf
https://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/reports-to-date/
https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/institutes/health-research-institute/files/regional-wellbeing-survey/reports/2015-reports/RWS2015_Web-Part-1.pdf
https://ehq-production-australia.s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/fb931a15932178526ff9f130ce28021facd28f34/original/1585808798/Schirmer_SEAP_2020.pdf_54f673e30a186c8c5b0bd124979d1bc0?X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAIBJCUKKD4ZO4WUUA%2F20210712%2Fap-southeast-2%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20210712T032504Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=629af0c99e74275b1e46d1c6760f13e74c5963ce5e6006fcf7c9555a2a398007
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s10393-018-1339-0.pdf
https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/institutes/health-research-institute/files/regional-wellbeing-survey/reports/2018-reports/Supporting-drought-affected-farmers-and-communities.pdf


Living well 
in the ACT 
region 
survey

Also…

Access reports at  https://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/reports-to-date/

Carer Wellbeing Survey 

https://www.regionalwellbeing.org.au/reports-to-date/


Do rural people have better wellbeing than city 
dwellers?

Broadly speaking – yes

However….

• It’s partly because they’re older – and older people are, on average, happier

• It’s partly because when things get bad, some are forced to move to the city

• SOME rural Australians have higher wellbeing – but not all, and not in every rural 

place

• Rural Australia is diverse

• Not every rural region does ‘better’ than urban areas

• Some rural people have better wellbeing – and others don’t have that 

opportunity



Murray Darling 
Basin – a 
community 
wellbeing index
Self-rating of

- how well community deals 
with challenges

- if it has a bright future

- if people want to shift

- if they would recommend 
their community to others as a 
good place to live

Schirmer, J., & Mylek, M. (2020). Thriving, 
surviving, or declining communities: socio-
economic change in Murray-Darling Basin 
communities. Report produced for the 
Independent Assessment of Social and 
Economic Conditions in the Murray-Darling 
Basin. University of Canberra, Canberra. 



MDB - Services & 
infrastructure

• Health

• Education

• local government 
services

• professionals 
(accountant, lawyers

• Mobile phone 
reception

• High speed reliable 
internet



Lake Eyre Basin – low 
confidence in the future 
of the community 
compared to other parts 
of Regional Australia

Particularly amongst 
women, those aged 55-
69



Which rural people have better and poorer wellbeing?
Younger? Older? Aboriginal? Torres Strait Islander? CALD 
communities? Male? Female? Non-binary? Remote vs 
outer regional vs inner regional? Farmers? Rural business 
owners? Carers? People with disability? 

WHEN do rural people have better and poorer wellbeing?



Better personal wellbeing
• Live in healthy environment – amenity, 

ecosystem services

• Good access to services

• Have resources to cope through a couple 
floods/fires/droughts/economic downturns

• Feel welcome and a part of the community

• Able to have a say – and confident will be heard

• Good social networks, access to support

• Decent income

• Decent housing

• Decent job opportunities

• Feel community leaders are there for them

When do rural people have better and poorer 
wellbeing?

Poorer personal wellbeing

• Live in unpleasant environment

• Poor access to services

• Have exhausted resources for 
coping with extreme events

• Experience discrimination

• Not heard by community leaders

• Not welcomed in local social 
networks

• Stuck in poor housing, inadequate 
income



Sustainability reporting for 
industries – the importance of 
wellbeing

Case study: 
Measuring social wellbeing of cotton 
communities and industry members 



Why include social and 
wellbeing indicators?
Wellbeing and quality of life influence

• Quality of decision making

• Ability to innovate

• Resilience to hard times

• Recruiting labour

• Liveability of cotton communities

MEASURING SOCIAL WELLBEING
CRDC research project

Sustainability 
monitoring

A way for industries, private and public 
organisations and governments to 
reflect on their social and environmental 
performance as part of their 
sustainability work and action.



What do we need to measure to understand 
wellbeing in the cotton industry?

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social license 

Health and 
wellbeing

•Wellbeing
•Health
•Social connection
•Finances

The way others 
perceive us & 

ability to continue 
operating affects 

our wellbeing

•Work hours
•Work health & 
safety
•Work stress

•Amenity
•Services
•Infrastructure
•Safety
•Economy
•Living costs



LIVEABILITY OF COTTON 
COMMUNITIES

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health 
and 

wellbeing

People living in cotton 
communities are confident their 
communities can manage 
challenges 
– but in northern NSW & QLD, 
less confident their community 
has a bright future

Qld

Northern NSW

Southern   
NSW



LIVEABILITY OF COTTON 
COMMUNITIES

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health 
and 

wellbeing

Loss of population & 
crime are bigger concerns 
in cotton communities 
than other parts of 
Australia – particularly in 
Northern NSW.

The cotton industry 
doesn’t cause these 
problems – but the 
wellbeing of people 
working in the industry is 
affected by them.



LIVEABILITY OF COTTON 
COMMUNITIES

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health 
and 

wellbeing

Cotton communities 
have lots of jobs –
but poorer access to 
health services, and 
to high speed 
internet, than other 
communities



LIVEABILITY OF COTTON 
COMMUNITIES (2021)

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health 
and 

wellbeing

Cotton 
communities are 
highly rated for 
job availability –
better than the 
average 
Australian 
regional 
community



Between 
2020 and 
2021, 
wellbeing 
stayed stable 
for most –
but fell 
amongst 
cotton 
growers

WELLBEING
Working 

conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health and 
wellbeing



• 58% of farmers and 49% of cotton growers reported farming conditions were 
more challenging than usual in last 12 months

• 72% of farmers and 78% of cotton growers felt optimistic about their farming 
future.

• 72% of cotton growers are finding it harder to cope with each new challenge 
that happens on the farm, compared to 54% of farmers in cotton regions, and 
61% of farmers across Australia

KEY FINDINGS:

WORKING CONDITIONS
Farming conditions (2020)

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing 

and 
liveability

Social 
license 

Health and 
wellbeing



ACTIONS TO SUPPORT WELLBEING

Programs to build strategies to cope 
with high variability in seasons

Build further on social connection to 
ensure those in industry have access 
to social support, social networks

Encourage those in the 
industry to talk about it

Increase awareness of the 
industry in the communities it 

operates in

Continue investing in WHS

Increase investment in building 
coping skills for challenging 

times & stress

Work with others to advocate 
for improved services, to invest 

in community initiatives to 
reduce crime

Continue volunteering!
Social 
license 

Health & 
wellbeing

Working 
conditions

Community 
wellbeing & 

liveability



Conclusions: Thoughts about building wellbeing 
into rural policy and action

• Measure the diversity of regional, rural and remote Australia

• Geographically

• Socially and culturally

• Extreme event exposure

• Living conditions and environment

• Invest in ensuring all voices are heard

• Unless we highlight the experiences of diverse groups, they will be drowned out by 

the ‘average’ higher wellbeing

• Critical to oversample specific groups at high risk of low wellbeing


