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I ntroduction

Abortion, one of the most controversd issuesfacing Audrdians, hastended to be a
bitter battle with no end in Sght. The abortion question has been represented,
particularly in the politicd arena, as an issue of divison, characterised by
irreconcilable extremes.

Southern Cross Bioethics Indtitute suspected that, amongst ordinary Audtrdians, there
may be some common ground. We sat out to find it with amgjor four -phaseresearch
project on the opinions of ordinary Audrdians about abortion with dl its

complexities. We found thet there is avast mgority of Audtrdlians who hold a
nuanced but united view on abortion.

At present we are reporting on the first two completed phases. On completion of the
four phases we will produce a comprehensve report, including the full set of
questions. However at present we are withholding the questions, as public release
could contaminate the further stages.

M ethod

Phase Oreinvolved palling of 1200 randomly-selected Austrdian adultsin December
2004, conducted by Sexton Marketing, a professond marketing company in
Addade. Sexton used industry-standard polling and sampling techniques, making
this survey an accurate descriptor of the nationd politicd mood on abortion. We
commissioned Newspoll to check some of our key resultsin May, and found our
results verified.

Phase Two was based on six focus groups run in Sydney and Mebourne in March this
year, involving repordents from the first survey who identified as somewhat
supportive or somewhat opposed to abortion.

Key findings. Phase One



Strong community support for a reduction in abortion numbers without restricting
access. Sixty-four to 73% of Audrdians think the abortion rateistoo high,

depending on whether we posed the figure of 90,000 abortions per year or onein

every four pregnancies aborted — both of which are consarvative estimates according

to recent Health Department figures. Eighty-seven percent believe it would be agood

thing if the number were reduced while at the same time protecting existing legd

rights to freely choose abortion.

Majority support for abortion on demand significantly softer than anticipated:
When asked if they supported abortion on demand, 62% said yes. But thisin

principle support softens when considering specific circumstances. Forty-five percent
are ‘moderate’, in that they somewhat agree or somewhat disagree or are neutrd in
their attitude to abortion on demand. This means that 63% of Audrdians either

oppose or are not strongly supportive of abortion on demand. Newspoll datain May
gave one sgnificant variation: only 51% of Audrdians support abortion on demand
when we added the condition ‘ no matter what the circumstances'.

Very strong support for the necessity of abortion. Seven out of ten Austrdians agree
with arguments for legd access to abortion based upon women'’ s rights and the idea

that abortion isa‘necessary evil’, while 75% agree with the argument that it gives

women control over their lives.

Australians deeply conflicted on morality of abortion. Although supportive of lega
access to abortion, Audrdians are degply ambivaent about the mordity of abortion.
Apart from ‘hard cases' involving adanger to the mother's hedth or foetd disability,
fewer than 1 in 4 thinks abortion is mordly judtified.

Experience of parenthood affects support for abortion. Adultswho have had children
are sgnificantly less supportive of aoortion on demand (58%), compared to those who
do naot have children (74%).

Near unanimous support for serious consideration of all the alternatives before
choosing abortion. While 75% of Austrdians believe access to abortion gives women
control over their lives, 94% think al the dternatives should be serioudy considered
before exercising this option. In other words, they believe abortion should be alast

resort.

Strong community support for women who choose alter natives to abortion. While
61% to 74% of Audrdiansfed pogtively towards women who choose dternativesto
abortion, only 28% are positive towards women who choose to have an abortion.

Near unanimous support for counselling prior to abortion. Ninety-ninepercent of the
community believe that women congdering abor tion should have accessto

counsdling. Only 21% bdieved thet this counselling should be voluntary, compared

with 78% who believed women should haveit.

Near unanimous support for information on abortion health risks Ninety-eight
percent think that wamen should be advised of any hedth risks involved in abortion
before choosing an abortion.



Low level of awareness of alternative services to abortion. Mogt believe that a
woman contemplating abortion should seek advice from more than one source, such
as a hedth professiond independent of abortion providers, ardative or friend, or
professond counsdling service. But 58% indicate that they themsaves would not
know where to refer awoman for dternative support services during or after a

pregnancy.

Overwhelming support for a continuing and inclusive debate. Only 22% of
Augrdiansthink they are very wdll informed on the topic of abortion. Despite recent
movesto ‘shut down’ public discussion of abortion, most (71%) support greater
public discusson and 76% believe men have an equad right to public commen.

Key findings: Phase Two

Our phase one data suggested that Austrdians are surprised and dismayed by the
number of terminations teking place. The focus groups dlowed usto see actud
individual reactions; participants were astonished, upset, ashamed and intellectudly
confronted.

Group members believe that abortion had not been given enough attention, and spoke
interms of anationa shame, which isbeing buried by arefusa by politicd leaders
and other opinion-makers to engage with it. Audtrdians are genuingly concerned
about abortion numbers and they want something done. There was dmost universa
agreement that the solution will be one of socid policy which ddiversareductionin
abortion rates, rather than changesto law.

Audrdians are reluctant to support changes to the legd access regime, even in the
face of their strong reactions to large aboortion numbers. While they are
uncomfortable with the idea of access to abortion, they remain strongly sympathetic
to the plight faced by women who fed abortion isther only dternative. They are
concerned about the physica hedlth of women who desire termination, and they are
not keen on an gpproach which stigmatises women as crimindsfor choosing abortion.

Most importantly, they believe thereis sometimes aneed for aortion, and it is
through this glass that they view legd redtrictions as most chdlenging. This adds
weight to our phase one polling datawhich shows that Audtrdianswant abortion to be
eadly accessble where necessary, despite the fact that they do not support its usein
ordinary circumstances. They accept legal access but are horrified by the actud
practice of abortion. Participants on both Sdes spoke of the termination of ‘unborn
children” and saw aloss associated with that. They believe that abortion may
sometimes be necessary, but where there is no compelling medica reason they il
saw it aswrong.

One of thefirgt policy solutions on which our groups focused was sex education and
two key points are worth noting. Firg, there was a strong emphasis on the need for
sex education based on outcomes of responsibility, rather than avareness. Audtrdians
are concerned about the intent of sex education in schods, and believe it needsto be
changed. They want sex education to be about safety, particularly for children who
may be conceived and born, and they want it to begin a home, with augmentation at



school. Second, Audtralians want a focus on women managing their risk. Whilethis
is contrary to ideas of shared respongihility, it is nonetheless part of aset of opinions
of ordinary Audrdians. It may reflect to some extent the environment of the group,
where the focus on abortion and the question of awoman’s choice informs our
participants thoughts on who bearsthe risk.

The other more critical element of education lies with counsdling of women who are
dready pregnant. Without prompting, Audraians spoke of abortion asa last resort.
They believe it should be chosen only when three conditions are met: (1) dl
dternatives have been consdered, (2) al risks have been consdered, and (3) thereisa
good reason for choosing aoortion. The primary reasons accepted in our focus groups
was in cases of very young girls or where there are hedth issues.

Our participants were aso somewhat conflicted on adoption and single motherhood,
believing they are socidly and paliticaly preferable to aboortion, but being
sympethetic to the emationd and financid difficulties which these options offer to
parents and children.

Counsdlling gpproaches based on redidtic dternatives are the preference of
Audrdians. Our focus groups, unprompted, identified the role of Government to
ddliver counsdlling and support services for concerned pregnant women. Almost
universdly, our participants noted that while they support legal access, it should not
be unregtricted or unconditiond. Similarly they believed it should neither bein heste
or for trivid reasons. The conclusion was that counsalling should be compulsory,
with the law changed to ingst thet thereis at least a brief pause wherein women are
made aware of therisks of and dternatives to abortion. Aswith our polling
respondents, focus group participants strongly viewed hedth counselling as being the
role of medica professionds. These are chdlenging but clear recommendations.

On the ather hand, many respondents were concerned that, while they supported the
idea.of compulsory counsdlling, they didn’t want it to be presented in such away that
would leed to avoidance behaviour. This meansthat counsdlling ought to be
delivered in away that ensures women don't think it will prohibit an abortion if thet is
her ultimate choice.

Conclusion

Our research isthe mogt detailed and comprehensive investigation of Augtrdian
atitudes to abortion. Assuch, it is neither prolife nor pro-choice research, and the
findings do not necessaxily favour any entrenched position. We hope thet our
research will be used by politicians, key decisonrmakers and community leedersto
develop new grategies to help reduce the abortion rate, as is the wish of the mgority
of Audrdians.





