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64%
of regional renters 
are concerned about 
housing a�ordability

44% 

worry about job 
opportunities for 
young people

43%
see recovery  
from the pandemic 
in their area
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Report Findings 
at a Glance

The pandemic experience has been largely 

positive for regional Australia - communities are 

growing and residents acknowledge they have 

not borne the same impact as major cities.

Migration from urban areas is both transforming regional areas 

and intensifying pressure on over-stretched, under-funded regional 

services and amenities.

People who are entering these communities are younger - providing 

opportunity to harness energy and enterprise to create thriving 

communities.

Rising housing prices are fueling a growing divide between renters 

and owners as regional property markets heat up, with lower income 

families particularly vulnerable to increased rental prices.

There is added demand for services as populations expand with 

particular concerns about access to health and education.

The future prosperity of regional Australia must be built on secure, 

well-paid jobs and  supported by targeted government services.

Major retail outlets are an anchor point of regional economies and 

people recognize that supporting local retail flows brings benefits 
through the community.

There is a residual sense that government focuses on the cities not 

the regions, but the increased general trust in government though the 

pandemic provides an opportunity to reset the relationship between 

regional Australia and their elected representatives. 

There is a generally positive attitude towards the unions and the role 

they can play in supporting regional communities by advocating for 

more secure, well-paid jobs.

The future is not about recovery it is about 

making the most of new opportunities for 

regional Australia to thrive.
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QUALITATIVE MODULE

Online overtime focus group

QUANTITATIVE MODULE

Standalone poll

Fieldwork: Tuesday 8th June – Thursday 10th June

Sample: n= 20 nationally

Recruitment:

All soft-voters

Good mix of gender, age, levels of education and locations

Approximately 90 minutes time investment on behalf of 

participants 

$120 incentive per person

Fieldwork: 6th June – 23rd June 2021

Sample: n= 1,088  nationally

Recruitment: Australian residents aged 18+ living in three 
pre-designated regional areas. These areas were defined using 
population data obtained from the Australian Bureau of statistics 
2016 Census data.

The sample was stratified to include a minimum of n=330 
participants within each regional area. Quotas are applied within 
each stratum to be representative of the target population by 
age and gender. RIM weighting is applied to the data using 
information sourced from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS). The factors used in the weighting are age and gender.

The weighting efÏciency of 84% provides an effective sample 
size of n=912 and a maximal margin of error of ±3.2% (at a 95% 
confidence level). 

This project was administered by Essential Research with 
sample provided by Qualtrics from online panels. The survey 
took an average of 10mins to complete. Participants were 
invited to participate and completed the survey online without an 
interviewer present and incentives are offered for participation.

Background and  
Research design

As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

demographics of regional Australia is changing 

at an unprecedented rate. 

Regional Australia is becoming more enticing for metropolitan 

residents to live in as movement restrictions implemented during 

the lockdowns has highlighted how achievable remote working is for 

many jobs. Regional communities are already seeing an impact, with 

housing prices increasing, along with demand for services.

This change creates opportunities and challenges for SDA and its’ 

members across the nation, as more retail jobs will be required to 

support the growth in regional areas.

This report summarizes the findings of online overtime focus 
groups with general public members in regional communities and 

SDA members; and an online survey of regional communities.

Objectives
•	 Investigate the differences 

in lifestyle, opportunities and 

challenges for people living in 

diverse communities within 

regional Australia

•	 Understand how the 

pandemic has impacted the 

lives of people living in these 

communities

•	 Establish the demands of 

regional areas as leaders 

plan the recovery from the 

pandemic to build stronger, 

more vibrant communities

•	 Provide an overriding 

framework and messaging for 

SDA to engage with regional 

communities about the issues 

affecting them

This report contains the findings from both research modules.

This report contains the findings from both research modules.
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Regional Cities
Major metropolitan areas including 

Wollongong, Central Coast, 
Newcastle, Gold Coast, Sunshine 

Coast and Geelong

Country Towns
Individual Postal Areas with 

population greater than 20k. and in 
inner/outer regional Australia* e.g. 

Muswellbrook (NSW), Cairns (QLD), 
Mt. Gambier (SA), Geraldton (WA)

Rural Areas
All other areas in inner/outer  

regional Australia

There is no 
one ‘regional 
Australia’

This research was completed 

by allocating respondent 

to three main areas within 

regional Australia based on their 

residential postcode.

All states and territories (excl. ACT) were 

included, though may not have been eligible 

for all areas (e.g. no cities in WA or SA fit 
the eligibility criteria for the ‘Regional Cities’ 

definition.

Capital Cities, Remote and Very remote areas 

were excluded from this project.

*Population by Postcode and definition of inner/outer regional areas sourced from Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Remoteness Structure:  
https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/remoteness+structure
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Life in regional Australia 
is a Good Life

Regional Australia is a great place to live. Whether you live in a regional 

city, a country town or a rural area, the good far outweighs the bad.

It all begins with community, the simple things in life like open spaces 

and a clean environment.

Far fewer people see the downsides, but those who do feel disconnected 

from thor community and concerned about social issues.

Its a simple equation: harnessing the upside will addressing the 

concerns, is the key to maximising happiness across regional Australia.

The vast majority of people living in regional Australia are positive 
of their local area. Over 80% in each area rate their area either quite 
or very good.

People with the highest opinion of their area include older people 
(46% of those aged 55-74 rate their area very good, 57% of those 
aged over 75),  people owning, or living in their property (46%).

Rating of local area (%)

Regional Australia is considered a great place to live

I enjoy our community as friends are loyal and 
work together to help each other out. 

(Male, Regional City, VIC)

I enjoy the slower pace of life even though I work 
longer hours. Its peaceful and you can be as 

involved in the community as you wish. We are much 
more social and have joined the social club at the hotel, 
play bingo, have joined the bowls club and entertain 
friends here often.

(Female, Rural Areas, SA)

Q. Overall, how would you rate your local area as a place to live?  Base Size. All participants
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For most people, their connection to community has remained 
unchanged through the pandemic. In all areas, around 60% of 
people say their connection with the community is unchanged. 
There has been no overall shift in connectedness of communities, 
as similar proportions feel more and less connected.

Older people’s connection most likely to be unchanged (70% 
among 55-74 and 77% of those aged over 75). However younger 
people more likely to be both less connected (28% 18-34) and 
more connected (25% 18-34).

Renters are most likely to feel less connected to the community 
(26%), along with those who have lived in the area less than 5 
years (27%).

Those who rate their community highly love the free perks of 
living in regional Australia

The few that are unhappy feel disconnected from their 
community and are concerned about social issues

The few that are unhappy feel disconnected from their 
community and are concerned about social issues

We love the small town, lots of outdoor activities 
and closed to the beach. Not too much trafÏc. 

Everyone is very friendly and helpful. 

(Female, Country Town, VIC)

Since moving here, we’ve  noticed crime rates are 
pretty bad with armed hold up and shootings not 

too far away.  Not sure if it’s been this bad previously,  but it 
is very scary being in a new state. 

(Female, Regional City, TAS)

I enjoy the slower pace of life even though I work 
longer hours. Its peaceful and you can be as 

involved in the community as you wish . We are much 
more social and have joined the social club at the hotel, 
play bingo, have joined the bowls club and entertain 
friends here often whereas back in Adelaide we never 
had people over. 

(Female, Regional Area, SA)

Lack of activities. There is little on offer in the 
community, especially for young people. Higher 

council rates

(Female, Regional Area, NSW)

I enjoy the climate, plenty of work opportunities 
and friends and family. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

The drawbacks can be lack of public transport 
which means more and more trafÏc. There are more 

and more drugs in the community. 

(Male, Country Town, VIC)

Closeness with community (%)

Q. Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic do you feel any more or less connected to your local community?  Base Size. All participants (n=1,088)

Q. What are the best things about where you live? OPEN ENDED.  Base Size. All participants who rated their area quite good/very good (n=906)

Q. What are the best/worst things about where you live? OPEN ENDED.  Base Size. All participants
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The hidden impacts of 
the pandemic will change 
regional Australia forever

The lived experience of the pandemic was, on the surface, less 

intense than the cities; there were fewer cases, shorter lockdowns 

and many parts of Australia had very limited lived experience.

But there were broader impacts that sit below the surface, particularly the impact of the flight 
from the cities to the regions as people realised they could work remotely.

This had an impact on property prices as well as on employment and demands on government 

services.

These trends are unlikely to revert back to pre-pandemic levels - the reality is that significant parts 
of regional Australia will become busier, more dynamic and younger as a result of these changes.

Meanwhile there are low levels of confine that authorities are planning for life after Covid.

The lived experience of the COVID 
pandemic was less intense for 
many people in regional Australia

We have been quite insulated from most things being so 
far from Melbourne and have plodded along pretty much 

as before covid. We missed some of the tourist trade during the 
year, but it wasn’t too bad at Christmas time. 

(Female, Rural Area, VIC)

We’ve adjusted quite well; kids have struggled missing out 
on sports and events but all in all we’ve been lucky 

compared to others. Work hasn’t been impacted. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

To be honest I don’t think there has been much change in 
the last 12 months. Apart from being able to work from 

home I haven’t felt much difference.

(Female, Country Town, SA)

50%  
of regional Australians  

agree that 
their area 
was ‘largely 
una�ected by 
the pandemic’

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements about the planning and recovery 
from Covid-19 in your area? My area was largely 
unaffected by the pandemic.  Base Size. All participants
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The main impact of the 
pandemic has been on 
the cost of housing, not 
on the local economy 

New arrivals to regional Australia 
are a di�erent demographic to 
existing residents

There is low confidence  
that authorities are planning 
for life after COVID

Area is busier now

Begun to see 
recovery in my area

E�ect on area (Significant e�ect %)

Large growth in the population in the last 6 
months with has resulted in childcare getting full, 

doctors booked out for days.

(Female, Country Town, VIC)

Positive change is some new shops and business 
have opened and some interesting restaurants 

have come to our community. 

(Male, Regional City, VIC)

I live in a pretty good spot on the coast, but more 
people are moving up here  - it’s getting a bit busy. 

That means more congestion on roads more competitive 
environment in terms of looking for work. 

(Male, Regional City, NSW)

The council have finally just agreed to build a 
swimming pool because of new people moving to 

the local area. 

(Female, Country Town, VIC)

New arrivals to regional areas are more likely to…

BE YOUNGER
34% are aged 18-34, compared to 18% of existing 
residents

BE RENTING
53% are in rental accommodation, compared to 
31% of existing residents

HAVE NO CHILDREN, OR HAVE A 
YOUNG FAMILY
33% do not have children and 14% are a young 
family with mainly pre-school children (26% and 
8% of existing residents)

BE MORE CULTURALLY DIVERSE
24% are born outside of Australia, compared to 
14% of existing residents.

13% prefer to speak a language other than English 
at home or with close family members, compared 
to 8% of existing residents.

COVID planning and recovery (% TOTAL: Agree)

COVID planning and recovery (% TOTAL: Agree)

COVID planning and recovery (% TOTAL: Agree)

Q. Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, how much of an effect have 
each of the following had on your area?  Base Size. All participants

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about the planning and recovery from Covid-19 in your area? My area is 
busier now than it was before the pandemic.  Base Size. All participants

Q. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about the planning and recovery from Covid-19 in your area? I have already 
begun to see recovery in my area.  Base Size. All participants
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Working in the regions

The restrictions on international borders through 

2020-21 has created demand for labour in the larger 

population centres in the  region.

However, unemployment remains a persistent problem 

in more sparsely populated rural areas.

Meanwhile, one in seven of those in employment are 

engaged on a casual or contract basis, while low or 

zero wages growth is entrenched in the system.  

Unemployment continues to be a significant problem 
for many others – particularly in Rural Areas

Concerns for future liveability (Top 3 %)

44%  
say a lack of jobs, 

employment and 

opportunities for young 

people are a major 

concern in their area

I was made redundant during covid as I was an 
international flight attendant. I have since found 

work in a new industry, but the pay isn’t close to what I 
was making before. 

This has resulted in me having to move locations and 
make a lot of lifestyle changes. This change has created 
a lot of stress around my future and my security. 

(Female, Regional City, NSW)

The drawbacks of my community is 
unemployment is high and opportunities limited. 

Historically we are a manufacturing community, most of 
the larger businesses have declined or closed down, 
there is growth in the age care sector coming up, but 
most positions are casual or permanent part-time, which 
are not great options for younger people trying to set up 
a family and buy a home. Our community does not 
appear to have the ability to attract any new business of 
any size which employ good numbers. 

(Male, Regional City, VIC)Q. Which of the following are your main concerns about the future health and 
liveability of your local area? - Lack of jobs, employment and opportunities for 
young people.  Base Size. All participants

Lack of jobs, employment and opportunities for young people
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Casualisation has been an 
issue in regional Australia for a 
long time and this problem has 
been exacerbated by COVID

In addition to that, the pandemic has further entrenched 
already low wage growth in regional Australia

Wages have been the same for years. Family and 
friends work in the area and have not received 

pay increases in the last few years. Business can not 
afford to keep staff and due to covid having a financial 
strain on most businesses. 

(Female, Regional City, QLD)

I have been retired for a while, but I haven’t seen 
any wages growth in years. I know the cost of 

living has gone up in general which is hard. As self 
funded retirees, it is a concern. 

(Female, Regional City, QLD)

There is work if you want it around problem is 
most of it is casual through employment 

agencies with no security and no one cares about you 
– you’re just a number. While we’re alright for now,  jobs 
will be a problem in the future I believe. 

(Male, Regional City, NSW)

I have noticed a lack of full-time jobs. Everyone 
seems to be hiring casually or part-time but full 

time has become limited. I believe there are enough jobs, 
but I think the pay has really dropped how do we keep up 
with the housing market when we struggle to find well 
paying and secure jobs? 

(Female, Regional City, NSW)

There has been minimal to no wage growth in my 
area. I hope this changes as the cost of living is 

so much higher currently. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

I believe that covid has certainly had an impact on 
many businesses, particularly small local 

businesses, as a decrease in income has meant there is 
less money to pass on to workers. 

(Male, Regional City, NSW)

I would say that employment has remained about 
the same. There are not enough full-time 

opportunities going forward , there are a lot of people 
who would like more hours of work but can’t achieve it at 
a sole employer and are having to work multiple casual 
or permanent part time. 

(Male, Country Town, VIC)



12 SDA: State of the regions 2021

The Great Regional 
Housing Divide

The influx of new arrivals has created a new 

economic divide between homeowners and 

renters, particularly in regional cities.

While home owners have seen a significant increase in the value 
fo those assets, those in rental are struggling with rising rent 

prices and escalating barriers to entry for home ownership.

While housing affordability was an issue in some parts of 

regional Australia before the pandemic, there is growing about 

future housing affordability.

Increases to the cost of housing is contributing to  
an emerging split between homeowners and renters

While some homeowners are pleased to 

see the value of their property increase…

Renters say that 

they are facing an 

increasingly tight 

housing market 

and significant 

increases in rent 

over the past year.

A positive change is work has started to pick up again 
and house prices are on the rise which will hopefully 

sort out the drug problem that was setting in. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

The house/land sales have been wonderful. Houses 
that have been on the market for 5 years or so are all 

selling or sold now. 

(Female, Rural Area, SA)

Surprisingly the market has skyrocketed in the past 12 
months. We were all waiting for the post covid crash 

but the way the market is it’s not looking that way. Properties 
are going fast. 

(Female, Regional City, NSW)
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The pandemic has 
had a notable e�ect 
on housing prices 
in regional areas

And there is high concern about 
una�ordable housing in the future

E�ect on area (Significant e�ect %)

Concerns for future liveability (Top 3 %)

64%  
of renters rate the 

high rental and 

house prices as a 

main concern for the 

future health and 

liveability of their 

local area 

Overall, we have not had any major changes, however 
we were required to move rental homes due to our old 

landlord selling their property. This meant finding a home in a 
very tight market and were fighting 50+ applicants for homes. 
Our rent went up by around 20-25% at our new place. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD) 

We have had a large increase in rent prices, 
very low rental vacancy rates and increasing 

house prices. This has been very tough for the 
communities, particularly for struggling families. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD) 

Rents are sky high, and Tasmania had a big housing shortage, so more homelessness is happening. 

(Female, Regional City, TAS)

Q. Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, how much of an effect have each of the following had on your area?  Base Size. All participants

Q. Which of the following are your main concerns about the future health and liveability of your local area?  Base Size. All participants
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Squeeze on Government 
Services and Support

Growing populations place increased demands on 

government services and the cracks are beginning to 

show, especially in smaller rural areas

Access to childcare, higher education and TAFE  and disability support are 

particular areas of particular concern across regional Australia.

The smaller an area’s population, the more challenges are faced access services, 

with only half of people able to access health professionals within a week.

People in regional areas feel they are missing out on their fair share of 

government support 

Transport and Disability services are areas of particular concern

Rating of services and amenities (TOTAL: Good %) Rating of healthcare 

facilities is high in 

Regional Cities 80%  

but this drops to  
70% in Country 

Towns and 57%  
in Rural Areas.

While around two  

thirds rate higher 

education and TAFE  

as good in Regional 

Cities 67% and 

Country Towns 69%, 
just 39% of those  

living in Rural Areas  

feel the same.

Q. How would you rate the following services and amenities in your local area?  Base Size. All participants
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Many regional Australians say the lack of available 
health services in their area is a major concern

Due to COVID it has definitely been more difÏcult 
to access GP’s, which I understand. 

In my mind the most important community service is 
health care and there is certainly not enough GP’s and 
health care professionals in the community. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

We don’t have much childcare, we don’t have a 
dentist in town anymore and as I said before only 

one good doctor, who is hard to get into see.

(Female, Rural Area, VIC)

There is strong 
support for universal 
childcare in regional 
communities

Regional Australians 
feel they are missing 
their fair share 
of government 
investment

To see a GP, we have to drive to the next town,  
but for the elderly or lower socioeconomic 

households it is difÏcult to drive 90km each way to the 
larger town and they also have a real shortage of GPs 
there. 

(Female, Rural Area, NSW)

Medical services are definitely lacking in our 
community. 

It takes minimum 2-3 days to get into a GP and the 
hospitals are doing their best but struggle with the needs 
of the community. 

(Male, Regional City, QLD)

We definitely need more childcare 
you can’t get a spot at them moment 

and most have very long waiting lists. 

(Female, Country Town, VIC)

I don’t believe that state and federal 
gov have much real interest in 

developing industry in our area, there is 
always lots of talk and false hopes that 
rarely amount to anything. 

(Male, Country Town, VIC)

Support for universal childcare (%)

Treatment of regional areas (%)

Q. How strongly do you support or oppose introducing a 
universal high-quality early childhood education system? 
A universal high-quality early childhood education system 
would be available at low or minimal cost to any parent who 
wants to access play-based learning for their child.  Base 
Size. All participants. Labels removed for any results <5%

Q. How do you think regional areas and capital cities are treated when governments are investing in 
core services and amenities (like infrastructure, healthcare and education)?  Base Size. All participants 
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Retail Emerges a Regional 
Economic Anchor

When thinking about the future, people in regional Australia  

see the retail sector - along with healthcare and education  

- as a driver of future prosperity

Local people buying local goods from their own community, whether in malls stores or 

supermarkets, creates a virtuous cycle, where consumers support each other. In fact, of all the 

plans for the future, ‘Buy Local’ is the most warmly embraced.

While some have shifted to online shopping through the pandemic, the vast majority recognise 

that vibrant retail precincts are essential for strong regional communitie s- regardless of their size.

Regional Australians see healthcare, education and retail as key

Support for local economies (TOTAL: Support %) The three industries with highest support to 
help grow local economies are healthcare, 
education and retail.

Tourism and leisure is also seen as a key 
industry in all three areas.

Biggest priority should be health 
and education. Kids don’t stay in 

the country to have an advanced 
education and career, and therefore we 
end up losing generations of families to 
bigger centre. 

(Female, Rural Area, NSW)

Shopping centres are important 
because they not only provide 

local employment but also help to keep 
people in their own community. If 
people have to go elsewhere they are 
likely to spend at other businesses 
rather than locally. 

(Male, Regional City, WA)

Q. How would you rate the following services and amenities in your local area?  Base Size. All participants
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People recognise that supporting local retailers provides 
long-term economic benefits to regional communities 

Online shopping has increased since the start of COVID 
and some expect these changes to be permanent

They see local people 
buying from local shops 
as key to the recovery of 
their community

Buying local and supporting local has a huge 
impact on the local economy in a positive way! It 

keeps local business running who may draw in tourism/
visitors into the area who are interested in that particular 
business which in return will create business for the next 
local business and work as a domino effect. 

(Female, Regional City, NSW)

Before covid I used to only go to the shops but 
with the pandemic I have been buying online from 

Coles and Woolworths, but after the pandemic I will go 
back to the shops as I like interacting with people. 

(Male, Country Town, VIC)

I used to never shop online. Then during covid I 
started doing grocery shopping for pick up the 

next day, found I was spending less because there 
wasn’t the usual chucking things in the trolley. I am not 
going back to pushing the trolley myself anymore. 

(Female, Rural Area, NSW)

Everything spent in town stays in town and is 
often put back into the community through grants 

and donations or sponsorship to the schools, sports 
clubs etc. 

(Female, Rural Area, VIC)

We did a few online shops for groceries, and it 
was such a pain and would rather have gone into 

the store. Not a big online shopper at all as I would like 
to see what I am buying. 

(Male, Country Town, WA)

Before covid we only occasionally used online , 
this has changed dramatically in the last 12 

month with online shopping being the first point of call. I 
don’t think we will revert back to the way we were as it is 
just so convenient and cost effective, we don’t use it for 
groceries etc.! 

(Male, Regional City, VIC)

Some older people, however, are looking forward to return to the shops.

40%  
think there would be 

significant benefit to their 

local area by businesses 

providing secure jobs and 

higher wages for local people
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SDA’s Vision for R

A thriving retail sector

Government needs to recognise  

the contribution of retail precincts  

and supermarkets, not just as a point of 

transaction but as a point of connection. 

Actively supporting retail centres to  

deliver local produce and goods with  

‘buy local’ campaigns keeps local 

communities growing.

Services accessible where 

they are needed

As communities grow, governments must 

commit to essential services such as health, 

childcare and disability support across 

regional Australia. All levels of government 

should look at opportunities to deliver 

services through major retail hubs.

This report shows the rich opportunities to reimagine our regions 

as we recover from the pandemic over the coming years.

Commitment from all levels of government is required to share the 

benefits of a diaspora from the cities across thriving communities.

This should be anchored in  

an all-of-government regional 

approach anchored on:
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or Regional Australia

Fair and a�ordable housing

Government must confront the reality  

that rising house prices produces both 

winners and losers. Federal and State 

government must partner to developing 

more affordable rentals through a Regional 

Community Housing Program.

Fair wages, secure jobs

Government must champion policies  

that actively encouraging job security  

and collective workplace bargaining, 

including using government procurement 

policy to award good employers and 

embracing workplace laws that give  

workers an even playing field.

Regional Australia’s best days  

are ahead of it - the SDA stands  

ready to support our members,  

their families and their  

communities to build great lives  

right across this great nation.
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www.sda.org.au

www.essentialmedia.com.au


