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Executive Summary 
 
The Swinburne National Technology and Society Monitor provides an annual 
‘snapshot’ of public perceptions of technological change. The Monitor is based 
on a national survey of 1000 Australians. The main findings of the 2009 Monitor 
are:  

1. In general, Australians are comfortable with the rate of technological change 
in the world today. 

2. Most Australians are very comfortable with having wind farms in Australia but 
are not comfortable with having nuclear power plants in Australia. 

3. Australians are not comfortable with nuclear power and non-renewable 
sources of energy. By contrast Australians are very comfortable with wind 
farms and renewable sources of energy. 

4. Australians are more comfortable with the possibility of clean coal than with 
the Government’s proposed carbon emissions trading scheme. 

5. The degree of comfort with genetically modified (GM) plants and animals for 
food remains relatively low. 

6. Many Australians are not comfortable with using the Internet to meet new 
friends and even less comfortable with using the Internet to meet a romantic 
partner. 

7. Australians trust scientific institutions and the non-commercial media for 
information about new technologies. They have less trust in major 
companies and the churches, with the least trust in the commercial media. 

8. Australians report higher levels of trust in medical doctors than in mental 
health professionals.  
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InIInntroduction   ttrroodduuccttiioonn
Background 

Information and life science technologies have profound social, political, 
psychological and ethical implications. Public perceptions of such technologies 
are potentially volatile. 

The Swinburne National Technology and Society Monitor was developed in 
2003 at Swinburne University of Technology. It involves a representative 
nationwide survey of Australians, and provides an annual ‘snapshot’ of public 
perceptions regarding new technologies in Australia.  

The 2009 Monitor is the seventh edition of the Swinburne National Technology 
and Society Monitor. It provides a general account of public perceptions about 
new technologies in Australia, including trust in institutions that provide 
information about new technologies. 
 

The Survey 
The 2009 survey included 1000 respondents. Participants in the national survey 
were asked: 

 How comfortable they were with the current rate of technological 
change. 

 How comfortable they were in relation to various technologies.  

 The extent to which they agreed or disagreed with statements about 
the value of science and technology, and their beliefs as to the amount 
of control science should have over nature.  

 How much they trusted various institutions, organisations and groups 
for information about new technologies. 

Comfort with technologies was measured on an eleven point Likert scale where 
0=not at all comfortable and 10=very comfortable. Agreement with statements 
about science and technology were measured on the same scale where 
0=strongly disagree and 10=strongly agree. Trust was measured on a six point 
Likert scale where 0=don’t trust at all and 5=trust a very great deal.  
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CCComfort   with   the   Rate   of   Technological   
Change   

oommffoorrtt wwiitthh tthhee RRaattee ooff TTeecchhnnoollooggiiccaall
CChhaannggee

 

 
In general, Australians are comfortable with the rate of technological change in 
the world today (average rating = 6.6).  

Sixty six percent of the sample gave ratings above the mid-point of 5 on the 0 to 
10 rating scale, while fourteen percent gave a rating below the mid-point of 5.  

Nineteen percent of the sample reported they were neither comfortable nor 
uncomfortable (rating at mid-point of 5), and less than one percent reported 
being unsure of their comfort level with the rate of technological change. 

Men were significantly more comfortable with the rate of technological change 
than women, and younger people were significantly more comfortable than 
older people. 
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CCCooommmfffooorrrttt   wwwiiittthhh   NNNeeewww   TTTeeeccchhhnnnooolllooogggiiieeesss      
 
Australians are very comfortable with wind farms in Australia. They are also 
moderately comfortable with the Internet and clean coal but somewhat less 
comfortable with carbon emissions trading.  

Australians are not comfortable with nuclear power plants in Australia and 
genetically modified foods. They are less comfortable with genetically modified 
animals for food than with genetically modified plants for food.  
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Comfort with Wind Farms and Nuclear Power Plants in 

so examined 

wind farms in Australia was very high 

 

Australia 
 
In 2006 we examined, for the first time, Australians' levels of comfort with the 
thought of nuclear power plants in their own country. In 2007 we al
the level of comfort with wind farms. Our 2009 data suggests continued 
discomfort with nuclear power in Australia, but high levels of comfort with wind 
farms.  

On average, the level of comfort with 
(average rating = 8.2) while the level of comfort with nuclear power plants was 
quite low (average rating = 4.1). Eighty six percent of respondents reported 
some level of comfort with wind farms, with 37% reporting they were very 
comfortable. By contrast, 31% of Australians reported some degree of comfort 
with nuclear power plants with only 8% reporting they were very comfortable.  

Fifty one percent of the sample reported some degree of discomfort with 
nuclear power plants, with 23% giving comfort ratings of 0, indicating they were 
not at all comfortable. By comparison only 6% of the sample reported any 
discomfort with wind farms.  A further 8% were unsure about wind farms and 
18% were unsure about nuclear power plants in Australia.  
 
On average, men were significantly more comfortable with nuclear power than 
women were. Men and women did not differ in their comfort with wind farms.  
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Comfort with Different Sources of Energy 
l comfort withIn addition to asking about genera  nuclear power plants and wind 

rms in Australia, in 2009 we asked respondents about their comfort with 

en 
sing 

fa
different sources of energy.  
 
Our results show Australians report discomfort with the use of nuclear power 
and non-renewable resources (such as coal and oil) as sources of energy but 
are very comfortable with the use of wind farms and renewable resources (such 
as sun and wind) as sources of energy. 
 
While men and women did not differ in their comfort with using wind farms to 
produce cleaner energy, men were significantly more comfortable than wom
were with using nuclear power to produce cleaner energy, as well as with u
both non-renewable and renewable resources to produce energy. 
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Comfort with Clean Coal and Carbon Emissions Trading  

 
 with the notion of clean coal (average rating = 

.1), but significantly less comfortable with the proposed carbon emissions 

ery comfortable. A smaller proportion 
f respondents reported some level of comfort with the carbon emissions 

, 28% of 
respondents reported some degree of discomfort with the carbon emissions 

In 2009 we asked respondents how comfortable they were with clean coal and 
the Government’s proposed carbon emissions trading scheme. Australians
were moderately comfortable
6
trading scheme (average rating = 5.3).  
 
Fifty two percent of the sample reported some level of comfort with clean coal in 
Australia, with 12% reporting they were v
o
trading scheme (38%) with 9% reporting they were very comfortable. 
 
Nineteen percent of respondents reported some degree of discomfort with clean 
coal with 5% reporting they were not at all comfortable. By contrast

trading scheme, with 8% reporting they were not at all comfortable. A higher 
proportion of respondents reported being unsure about carbon emissions 
trading (17%) than being unsure about clean coal (12%). The same proportion 
of respondents (17%) reported they were neither comfortable nor uncomfortable 
with clean coal and carbon emission trading. 
 
There were no differences between men and women in reported levels of 
comfort for carbon emissions trading, but men reported significantly higher 
comfort with clean coal than women did.  

Comfort w ith Clean Coal and Carbon Emissions Trading
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Comfort with GM Plants and Animals for Food 
 

e 

d some comfort with genetically modified 
he scale), while 15% reported 

 
se 

 (22%) or 
nimals (35%) for food. A further 19% reported being unsure of their comfort with 

On average, Australians were more comfortable with genetically modified plants for 
food (average rating = 3.8) than with genetically modified animals for food (averag
rating = 2.6, but the degree of comfort for both is relatively low.  

Twenty seven percent of the sample reporte
lants for food (rating above the mid point of 5 on tp

some level of comfort with genetically modified animals for food.  

The majority of the sample was not comfortable (rating below the mid point of 5 on the
scale) with genetically modified plants (53%) and animals (73%) for food. Of the
respondents, most reported they were not at all comfortable with GM plants
a
genetically modified plants for food, while 12% reported being unsure of their comfort 
with genetically modified animals for food.  

Men were significantly more comfortable with GM plants and animals for food than 
women were. 
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Comfort with Using the Internet for Forming 
Relationships 

 
comfortable with 

o 
hile 15% reported 

 

sing the internet to meet new friends, 

In 2009 we asked respondents how comfortable they would be using the Internet to 
form personal relationships. Australians were not comfortable with using the Internet
to meet new friends (average rating = 3.4), and significantly less 
using the internet to meet a romantic partner (average rating = 2.4).  

Twenty four percent of the sample reported some comfort with using the Internet t
meet new friends (rating above the mid point of 5 on the scale), w
some level of comfort with using the Internet to meet a romantic partner.  

The majority of the sample was not comfortable (rating below the mid point of 5 on the
scale) with using the Internet to meet new friends (61%) or a romantic partner (72%). 
Of these respondents, most reported they were not at all comfortable with using the 
internet to meet new friends (29%) or a romantic partner (41%). A further 15% 
reported being unsure of their comfort with u
while 13% reported being unsure of their comfort with using the internet to meet a 
romantic partner.  

Men were significantly more comfortable with using the internet to form personal 
relationships than women were. 
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AAAttttttiiitttuuudddeeesss   TTTooowwwaaarrrdddsss   SSSccciiieeennnccceee   aaannnddd   
TTTeeeccchhhnnnooolllooogggyyy

e new 
technologies. 

r 
ms faced 

   
Australians generally agree that science and technology are improving our 
quality of life, and think it is important for governments to regulat

There is somewhat less agreement about the level of control scientist have ove
nature, the degree to which science and technology can solve proble
by human beings and the level of control that governments have over science 
and technology. 
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TTTrrruuusssttt   iiinnn   OOOrrrgggaaannniiisssaaatttiiiooonnnsss
The overall pattern of results for Australians’ trust in people and organisations, 

 

Australians continue to have the most trust in scientific institutions (such as 

In 2008 respondents were asked to rate their degree of trust in major 

   

in relation to information about science and technology, is very similar to the
pattern of results found in previous years.  

CSIRO, universities and hospitals). Australians have a degree of trust in the 
environmental movement and the public service, but they do not trust the 
churches, major companies, governments or trade unions.  

international companies for the first time. Results in 2009 indicate that trust in 
major international companies remains significantly lower than trust in major 
Australian companies. 

Consistent with previous results, the level of trust in non-commercial media is 
similar to levels of trust in scientific organisations, while trust in the commercial 
media is the lowest of all the organisations.  
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MMMeeedddiiicccaaalll   TTTrrruuusssttt

 was rated on a 0 to 5 scale (0 = no 
trust at all, 5 = a great deal of trust).  

aring 
wed significantly 

higher public trust in medical doctors than in hospitals or mental health 
 

milar levels of trust in medical doctors (3.71) as they 
reported for trust in universities (3.77) and the CSIRO (3.81). Trust ratings for 

   
In addition to the standard SNTSM question about trust in hospitals, the 2009 
respondents were asked how much they trust medical doctors, psychologists 
and psychiatrists. Each medical trust target

Overall, Australian adults reported relatively high levels of trust in medical 
doctors and hospitals but lower trust in mental health professionals. Comp
respondents’ trust scores across the four medical targets sho

professionals, with trust in psychologists rated higher than trust in psychiatrists
(all differences were significant at p<.001).  

This sample reported si

mental health professionals were lower (psychologists = 2.77; psychiatrists = 
2.66) and more in line with trust in the environmental movement (2.98) and the 
public service (2.66). 

While there were no differences between men and women in their degree of 
trust in psychologists and psychiatrists, men reported greater trust in both 
medical doctors and hospitals than did women. 
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TTThhheee   NNNaaatttiiiooonnnaaalll   SSSuuurrrvvveeeyyy   SSSaaammmpppllleee   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1000 respondents took part in the 2009 national survey. The target population 
was the Australian general public aged 18 years and over. The survey was 
conducted 10 – 23 July 2009 using Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing 
(CATI) technology. 

The following charts provide a graphical representation of the percentage of 
respondents in each demographic category. 

All states and territories were represen
the sample was female. The averag

ted in the sample. Sixty percent of 
e age of the sample was 54 years.  
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Approximately half of the sample 
(55%) had completed tertiary 
education, and only 10% were 
currently students. 

Approximately half of the sample was 
currently employed (49%). Fifty one 
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Social Psychology Research Unit 
r is produced by the Social Psychology Research Unit (SPThe Monito RU) 

 CATI Facility 
he Swinburne University Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) 

Facility is part of PSS, within the Faculty of Life & Social Sciences.   
 
The CATI Facility specialises in designing and conducting high quality 
telephone surveys for academic, government and private organisations. Our 
aim is to simplify data collection for our clients while maintaining rigorous 
research standards. 
 
The CATI Facility Executive Committee is comprised of: 
Professor Glen Bates (Director) 
Ms. Gordana Bruce (Manager) 
Dr. Christine Critchley 
Dr. Elizabeth Hardie 
 
For further information about the services provided by the Swinburne University 
CATI Facility please contact Gordana Bruce: 
Ph
E-
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