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Why do people  
behave the  
way they do?

How do we encourage 
them to behave differently,  
to do something differently  
tomorrow to what they  
do today? 

Introduction
It’s a great question. Particularly when  
the behaviour is at odds with good social,  
emotional, physical, environmental or  
financial practice. It’s a question we  
seek to answer every day for our clients.  
But it’s not the most important.

That question is: 

 
 

For most of our projects, behaviour change is the ultimate goal. 
What is the focus, the proposition; the promise or policy that  
when enabled will create the change clients are seeking? 

This drove our most recent proprietary study on using  
cultural values to solve wicked social problems.



T

We have structured this report into four key sections:

UNDERSTANDING 
VALUES

WHAT AUSTRALIANS 
VALUE – THE SEVEN  
KEY FINDINGS

HOW WE CAN  
USE CULTURAL  
VALUES TO SOLVE  
WICKED PROBLEMS

THINGS TO  
CONSIDER  
AS YOU SEEK 
TO USE VALUES

contents
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UNDERSTANDING 
VALUES
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On 7 December 2017, the Australian Parliament 
passed the Marriage Amendment Act 2017 to 
allow same-sex marriage, and the first same-sex 
wedding under Australian law was held a little over 
a week later. Prior to this, 22 same-sex marriage 
related bills were introduced to Parliament between 
September 2004 and May 2017, none of which 
passed into law. 

According to the Household, Income and Labour 
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, in 2005 19.2% 
of Australians were in strong support of equal rights 
for same-sex couples. By 2015, this had grown to 
46.3%. In 2017, 61.6% of respondents to the national 
voluntary survey voted in support of same-sex 
marriage. 

2005 2015 2017
19.2% 46.3% 61.6%

Percentage of Australians  
in support of equal rights  

for same-sex couples

(Twenty) 
third time 
lucky %

So why the shift? 
Had Australian values changed  
over time? Or did we change  
our attitudes and behaviours 
to better reflect our values? 
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Over the years, we have come to learn 
that there are three key drivers relevant to 
behaviour change and that values are very 
much a potential driver of change. Many of our 
clients would be familiar with our Behaviour 
Change Wheel, as we regularly utilise this 
structure to develop stimulus for behaviour 
change research. The wheel identifies 
Capability, Opportunity and Self Identity as 
key drivers, and values own a significant 
space in the Self Identity component.
 

So what are  
values and  
how do they  
influence  
behaviour?
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The deeply held values and identity  
that influences our behaviours
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Who you are –  
self identity. 

external/
conscious

internal/
unconscious

What you feel – BELIEFS
What you want – ASPIRATIONS
What drives you – VALUES
What you think - ATTITUDE

INFLUENCED BY: CULTURE / FAMILY / FAITH / EDUCATION 
/ ROLE MODELS / EXPERIENCE / MEDIA / PEER PRESSURE

What you do –  
behaviour. What  
you are capable  
of – capability
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It is our values that  
give us meaning in life,  
and meaning in turn  
provides us with strength,  
motivation and willpower.

While there are multiple sources that provide 
lists of values, they’re not exhaustive. And that’s 
because people use different words to describe 
their values. It is easier in fact to explain what 
values are rather than generate a definitive list:

VALUE ARE:

	principles or standards of behaviour; one’s 
judgement of what is important in life. 

	important and lasting beliefs or ideals shared 
by the members of a culture about what is 
good or bad and desirable or undesirable. 
Values have major influence on a person’s 
behaviour and attitude and serve as broad 
guidelines in all situations.

	the principles that help you to decide what 
is right and wrong, and how to act in various 
situations.

	the moral principles and beliefs or accepted 
standards of a person or social group.

As friend and colleague (and Values Coach and Corporate Anthropologist),  
Michael Henderson says, 
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For Essence, the vast majority of our 
projects have a wicked social problem 
at its core – one that has a number of 
significant and complex challenges  
and barriers that allow or enable our 
target audience to continue to behave 
in a certain way. 

The critical need for change is obvious 
to us and in many cases, obvious to 
our target audience. Yet they continue 
to do what they’ve always done. The 
party-goer who knows the risks of pill 
taking yet takes one anyway; the social 
smoker who knows the damage being 
caused by ‘one or two’; the parent who 
struggles to make time to help their 
child with homework; the potential 
employer who overlooks a person with 
a disability; and the overweight father 
who is his son’s number 1 fan each week 
at his footy game.

What then is  
the opportunity  
to engage people?  

When we know the  
outcome can be so  
much better, and when  
they know this too, what  
will make these people  
think differently about  
their behaviours and  
make different choices? 
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The secret lies  
in VALUES In early days of tribal war, the leader of the tribe 

rode headlong into battle with his shield not  
held out in front to protect him, but behind him.

Painted on his shield is the tribal colours. At the start  
of battle he charges not to protect himself – but to  
show to all that follow him what they are fighting for,  
and why they should follow. 

Why they fight together, why they live and die together

Why they belong.

WHY?
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By belonging to  
a group, we feel  
as if we are a part  
of something  
bigger and  
more important  
than ourselves.

Our need to belong is what drives us to seek 
out stable, long-lasting relationships with other 
people; to participate in social activities such 
as clubs, sports teams, religious groups, and 
community organisations.

When we share the same values it 
brings us closer together – and it 
is easier to enact the behaviours 
that the group conforms with and 
aspires to.

At Essence, we believe the opportunity is to 
explore a values-led approach to influence 
behaviour. An approach that genuinely 
understands what someone believes, 
their motivations and self-identity and 
communicates or engages with them on  
this basis, promoting behaviours that better 
align with their values system. 
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WHAT  
AUSTRALIANS  
VALUE – THE 7  
KEY FINDINGS



What do we  
know about  
using cultural  
values to solve 
wicked social 
problems?

One of the many problems in behaviour 
change is that the perceived ‘cost’ 
of change is too great, onerous or 
just plain undesirable. Add to that a 
notoriously negative media and a social 
commentator landscape that is only 
too happy to find fault with ‘appropriate 
messaging’, it is increasingly difficult  
to ‘sell’ even the most beneficial of 
social change messages.

Having studied the influence of culture 
for some time, we became convinced 
that working with cultural values can 
help clients identify a higher order 
message for their campaign or policy 
that has potential to get to the ‘heart’ of 
the issue, transcend the negativity and 
increase alignment of the population 
with the desired behaviour. 

To validate this theory, Essence 
invested in a purpose built qualitative 
and quantitative research program 
to explore a range of wicked social 
problems, and identified the most likely 
cultural values that could apply in order 
to help influence the desired change 
from the Australian public.

We undertook a mixed methodology 
research study and, working with the 
aforementioned cultural guru, Michael 
Henderson, we identified the ideal ‘long 
list’ of Australian cultural values ratified 
from a range of different sources. 
In the first stage we conducted n=6 
traditional focus group discussions in 
three different geographies and, using 
a range of wicked social problems, 
worked with participants to identify the 
personal and Australian cultural values 
that drive their decision making.
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The essence way...
As is the Essence way, we developed 
stimulus that was invaluable to 
generating the discussions comprising 
a range of major social change 
communication pieces. We asked 
participants to review the list of cultural 
values and think about how they feel 
about 16 social issues, identifying the 
value that best reflected how they 
personally feel about each one. This 
gave us a good idea of their belief 
systems, but more importantly, also 
helped them really examine why they 
felt the way they did.

What value do they hold when it comes 
to wicked social issues? Not just 
whether they support more asylum 
seekers coming to Australia or not –  
but what value drives that attitude?

Then, we asked them to consider what 
if they were in charge of one of these 
issues, and their task was to encourage 
the relevant desired behaviour right 
across Australia. If they wanted to 
bring the most amount of people along 
on the journey with them, what value 
could they identify and language to a 
population that might trigger them to 
think differently about the issue?

Interestingly, participants were often 
aware that the value they currently 
hold might not be the one that engages 
others in the same way. Indeed, they 
really had to think through the values 
that others might hold on each issue 
and consider what messaging in line 
with those values might genuinely 
encourage the desired behaviour.

In the second stage of quantitative 
research we undertook an n=1031 
person online study of the Australian 
general public, and validated and 
quantified the most relevant cultural 
values people currently hold, and  
the value that could be enacted for  
a broader population group, for each  
of the social problems or issues.
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So, what are Australian values?

Australia Day has become a tipping point 
 for national debate on who we are as a 
country. Are the ‘traditional’ identity  
clichés of ‘mateship’ and ‘fair go’ still 
relevant? Is that what we still value?

Our research says yes, with the top  
values reflected in size here. 

But it’s changing.

In this research we found 
7 key findings that characterise 
what Australians value in 2019.

Australian  
cultural 
values  
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 1/The values  
we most  
celebrate as 
“Australian”  
are shifting
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Ask people what they value today and we get a  
very different picture to our past. A key influencer 
is where people are born – it stands to reason that 
this will have a significant impact on our values.

Those values that are seen as quintessentially 
Australian are no longer shared by all – although 
arguably, we have always had a tendency to 
romanticise our Australian-ness. As George 
Megalagonis pointed out in his excellent article 
‘Australasia rising: who we are becoming’, the 
jolly swagman that stole the jumbuck was hardly 
an average Aussie given the swagman’s tent 
represented just 10% of the dwellings in QLD  
at the time of writing. 

Similarly when we look at perceptions 
of the Australian culture by where 
people have come from, we also see 
shift from the ‘old ways’ with more 
diversification away from ideals of 
fairness, mateship, humour and the 
working on the land stereotype.  

Australia’s cultural 
values – by place 
of birth (%)

BORN IN AUSTRALIA
BORN OVERSEAS

FAIRNESS/ 
FAIR GO

MATESHIP

FREEDOM 
OF SPEECH

HARD- 
WORKING

FAMILY

COMMUNITY

HUMOUR

46%

44%

33%

29%

24%
23%

19%

19%

18%

12%

18%

35%

35%

30%

25%

The values we  
most celebrate  
as “Australian”  
are shifting
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  2/Values are  
different across  
the generations

Our research showed that younger 
Australians are making decisions 
and gravitating towards brands 
which are wholly aligned to their 
value system. From the clothes 
they buy to the places they worship, 
their values are driving their 
behaviours.  

When talking about wicked social 
issues they were far more likely 
to articulate their own strongly 
held personal values, and describe 
how they enact those values in 
their daily life. Older Australians 
were less articulate - much more 
traditional in their values, and less 
likely to rigidly align their values and 
behaviour.

In fact, in line with a greater sense 
of social collectiveness, there is 
generally higher support among 
the younger generations for social 
issues relating to mental health, 
reconciliation, gender equality and 
disability related issues. Meanwhile 
older generations are more likely 
to be more supportive of issues 
related to economic issues of 
employment and small business. 

Older generations value 
‘responsibility’ including personal 
responsibility - while younger 
generations value opportunity  
and  freedom. 
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Personal values also differ by generation (sometimes reflecting life-stage)  
– stirring up the age old ‘when I was young, we…’ discussion.  Why does this  
matter? Because we are already seeing a conflict in how we address issues 
in Australia with younger generations exhibiting greater inclusive thinking  
and acceptance and old generations holding more traditional values. Today  
we are a country that celebrates diversity of culture, ethnicity, sexuality and  
gender - however, there are clear groups of Australians who see this diversity  
coming at the expense of freedom of speech.

Total sample: n=1031, Q3.  
For you personally, which of the values are most important to you when approaching how you live your life or make decisions about things? Showing % 
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generations
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 Column % Total  
(n=1031)

Gen Z  
(18-24) 
(n=89)

Millennials  
(25-39) 
(n=329

Gen X  
(40-54) 
(n=470

Baby  
Boomers  

(55-74) 
(n=314)

Silent Gen 
(74 plus) 
(n=44)

Male  
(n=504)

Female 
(n=527)

Main city   
(n=672)

Other 
cities 

 (n=359)

Migrated  
<10  

years ago  
(n=72)

Migrated 
10-20  

years ago 
(n=53)

Migrated  
>20  

years ago  
(n=123

Born in AU 
(n=783)

Family 37

Honesty 32

Caring 25

Fairness/Fair go 24

Respect 23

Mateship 15

Comfort 9

Confidence 8

Achievement 8

Ambition 6



Australia’s cultural values are perceived 
differently by generation. Historical values  
like Fair go are less likely to be seen as  
cultural values by the younger generation  
Gen Z, Millennials – they’re more likely to  
perceive social collective values such as  
equality or ‘bringing people together’ as  
an Australian cultural value. 
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G Values are  
different  
across the  
generations

When it comes to Australian values the gulf between what  
older and younger Australians value is growing ever larger…
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Total sample: n=1031, Q2. If you were to think about the values that Australians have,  
what ‘Australians’ believe in and what we stand for, what would they be? Showing % 

Cultural values  
Column %

Total  
(n=1031)

Gen Z  
(18-24) (n=89)

Millennials   
(25-39) (n=329)

Gen X  
(40-54) (n=470)

Baby  
Boomers  

(55-74)  (n=314)

Silent Gen 
(74 plus)  (n=44)

Fairness/Fair go 42        

Mateship 39        

Freedom of speech 34        

Hard-working 27        

Community 19        

Caring 17        

Equality 16        

Bringing people 
 together

15        

Patriotism 9        

Sense of belonging 9        

Cultural values  
Column %

Total  
(n=1031)

Gen Z  
(18-24) (n=89)

Millennials   
(25-39) (n=329)

Gen X  
(40-54) (n=470)

Baby  
Boomers  

(55-74)  (n=314)

Silent Gen 
(74 plus)  (n=44)

Fairness/Fair go 42        

Mateship 39        

Freedom of speech 34        

Hard-working 27        

Community 19        

Caring 17        

Equality 16        

Bringing people 
 together

15        

Patriotism 9        

Sense of belonging 9        



  3/Multiculturalism  
is becoming  
uncomfortably  
divisive 
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There is no question that Australia celebrates 
multiculturalism – in fact it is the backbone of  
the country’s make up. A quarter of people living  
in Australia were born overseas and half were  
born overseas or had parents born overseas. 

Australia  
– a nation  
of nations
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say they value Australia’s  
ethnic and cultural diversity

say everyone should feel free  
and respected to hold their own  
religious and cultural views 

7/10 7/10

2ND HIGHEST  
PROPORTION OVERSEAS  
BORN POPULATION  (26%) 
 
NEARLY DOUBLE FROM 1966

49% 
born overseas  
or to parents  
born overseas



But while Australia enjoys 
the diversity of cuisines, 
cultures and celebrations, 
it’s not all harmonious.

Tolerance for other cultures is selective 
with some religions and cohorts less 
welcome than others. This pervading  
sense of selectivity is fanned by rhetoric 
from our voted representatives - while 
we celebrate the diversity of cuisines in 
Australia we do so against a backdrop  
of discussions around quotas, citizenship 
‘values’ tests and growing unease with 
refugees, asylum seeker policies and  
the new type of migrants in Australia. 

Discussions on multiculturalism inevitably 
lead to discourse around assimilation, 
different values and threats to our way of 
life. The multiculturalism ‘of old’ (Greeks 
and Italians) brought good food and people 
who did jobs that Australians didn’t want 
to (in our fish and chip shops and milk 
bars). Today’s version of multiculturalism 
merely brings fear (from terrorism) and the 
crushing of traditional beliefs and customs 
(we are no longer allowed to celebrate 
Christmas or sing carols in schools).
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are concerned that the Australian way  
of life is being compromised because 
Australia is having to accommodate the  
culture and needs of new immigrants.

5/10

Statistics from National survey by Essence. 

Australia  
– a nation  
of nations



Popular culture gives an insightful perspective of  
our a culture values. Take movies for example.  
Our favourite movies reflect a different celebration  
of Australia in the 1980’s when our cultural identity  
was reflected by Crocodile Dundee, followed in the  
90’s by Strictly Ballroom, Muriel’s Wedding, Priscilla  
and The Castle. We have barbies, are light-hearted, 
take on the world and win. We make fun of ourselves.

The Australia of today takes itself much more  
seriously.  Lion and Peter Rabbit are the films  
of the day – some might say a coming of age, but  
we are far more earnest than our past. Much to  
the disappointment of many who feel “we can’t  
take a joke anymore”. We’re becoming too PC 
(politically correct) losing our sense of humour.

This is important for us to consider 
when choosing humour in our  
behaviour change campaigns as  
there is a fine line between what  
we consider to be funny and what 
might be viewed as offensive.

TOP GROSSING AUSTRALIAN FILMS 

2018 PETER RABBIT 8

2016 LION 5

2013 THE GREAT GATSBY 7

2008 AUSTRALIA 2

2006 HAPPY FEET 4

2001 MOULIN ROUGE! 6

1995 BABE 3

1992 STRICTLY BALLROOM 10

1988 CROCODILE DUNDEE II 9

1986 CROCODILE DUNDEE 1

  4/We are  
losing our 
sense of  
humour
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say we need to cater to other cultures but  
political correctness has gone too far

6/10

Total sample: n=1031, Q2. If you were to think about the  
values that Australians have, what ’Australians’ believe  
in and what we stand for, what would they be? Showing % 
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In 1968, anthropologist Pertti Pelto studied 21 traditional 
societies and concluded that some were “tight” and 
some were “loose.” Tight societies are formal and 
disciplined, have clearly stated social norms, and 
rebuke individuals who stray from the norm. Loose 
societies are informal, have weak or ambiguous norms, 
and tolerate deviant behaviour.

By Pelto’s definition, Australia is a loose society. But it 
is perceived to be tightening – and we don’t like it. The 
perception is that every aspect of our daily life is under 
scrutiny – witness the latest rebellion of the tribe against 
the AFL and the Behavioural Awareness Officers.

We don’t like being told what we can and can’t do; where 
we can and can’t do it; and when we can and can’t. We 
want to know why?!

In social change communication in particular we tend to 
fall into thinking ‘just tell people what’s good for them, 
and they’ll do the right thing when they know. We just 
need to tell them this is a more sustainable/easier/
better way’.

There is a growing hyper-sensitivity towards being told 
what to do and why. As a population, we have never 
been told more about the right foods to eat, and the 
importance of exercise… and yet we have never been as 
obese. Clearly there is no relationship between knowing 
and doing.

We need to stop telling and start selling.

  5/Australians 
are rebelling 
against the 
nanny state
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5/10
believe “Rules are important but it feels  
like government regulation could ruin  
the Australian way of life”
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engaging more 
with actions 
than words

The ANZAC spirit was built in part upon 
a mythology of a people who were 
enterprising, ingenious and resourceful. 
We got stuff done – and perhaps also 
borne out of our loose culture, we 
sometimes broke the rules to do it.  
We consistently punch above our 
weight on the international stage –
almost revelling in the small colonial 
outpost taking on the rest of the  
world and winning.

But this research found a level of 
weariness with our political system  
in particular, and a predilection for  
more talk and less action. Phrases  
such as ‘customer centric’ and 
‘joined up government’ are jargon  
that instantly tell Australians that 
‘nothing good will happen’.

And in turn, Australians are starting 
to respond less to ‘words’ and more 
to ‘actions’ – things they can see  
and feel. People who get stuff done.  
Daniel Andrews building level crossings. 
President Trump shaking the traditional 
American political zeitgeist. Jacinta 
Adern having a family and taking action 
on gun violence, simultaneously.

 

In the world of behaviour 
change, actions over words 
will win every time. Just 
talking about what we want 
people to do will not inspire. 
They need to be shown, they 
need to feel it, they need to 
be inspired by people who 
do, not people who say.

Australians are 
engaging more 
with actions 
than words
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The Anzac spirit was built in part upon 
a mythology of a people that were 
enterprising, ingenious and resourceful. 
We got stuff done – and perhaps also 
borne out of our loose culture, we 
sometimes broke the rules to do it.  
We consistently punch above our 
weight on the international stage – 
almost revelling in the small colonial 
outpost taking on the rest of the  
world and winning.

But this research found a level of 
weariness with our political system  
in particular, and a predilection for  
more talk and less action. Phrases  
such as ‘customer centric’ and 
‘joined up government’ are jargon  
that instantly tell Australians that 
‘nothing good will happen’.

And in turn, Australians are starting 
to respond less to ‘words’ and more 
to ‘actions’ – things they can see  
and feel. People who get stuff done.  
Daniel Andrews building level crossings. 
President Trump shaking the traditional 
American political zeitgeist. Jacinta 
Adern having a family and taking action 
on gun violence, simultaneously.

 

In the world of behaviour 
change, actions over words 
will win every time. Just 
talking about what we want 
people to do will not inspire. 
They need to be shown, they 
need to feel it, they need to 
be inspired by people who 
do, not people who say.

Using cultural values to solve wicked social problems / 2019

  6/Australians are  
engaging more with  
actions than words
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The ANZAC spirit was built in part upon 
a mythology of a people who were 
enterprising, ingenious and resourceful. 
We got stuff done – and perhaps also 
borne out of our loose culture, we 
sometimes broke the rules to do it.  
We consistently punch above our 
weight on the international stage – 
almost revelling in the small colonial 
outpost taking on the rest of the  
world and winning.

But this research found a level of 
weariness with our political system  
in particular, and a predilection for  
more talk and less action. Phrases  
such as ‘customer centric’ and 
‘joined up government’ are jargon  
that instantly tell Australians that 
‘nothing good will happen’.

And in turn, Australians are starting 
to respond less to ‘words’ and more 
to ‘actions’ – things they can see  
and feel. People who get stuff done.  
Daniel Andrews building level crossings. 
President Trump shaking the traditional 
American political zeitgeist. Jacinta 
Adern having a family and taking action 
on gun violence, simultaneously.

 

In the world of behaviour 
change, actions over words 
will win every time. Just 
talking about what we want 
people to do will not inspire. 
They need to be shown, they 
need to feel it, they need to 
be inspired by people who 
do, not people who say.
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  7/Our cultural  
values and personal 
values do not always 
align – but when they 
do they are powerful

The ANZAC spirit was built in part 
upon a mythology of a people who 
were enterprising, ingenious and 
resourceful. We got stuff done – and 
perhaps also borne out of our loose 
culture, we sometimes broke the rules 
to do it. We consistently punch above 
our weight on the international stage 
– almost revelling in the small colonial 
outpost taking on the rest of the  
world and winning.

But this research found a level of 
weariness with our political system  
in particular, and a predilection for  
more talk and less action. Phrases  
such as ‘customer centric’ and 
‘joined up government’ are jargon  
that instantly tell Australians that 
‘nothing good will happen’.

And in turn, Australians are starting 
to respond less to ‘words’ and more 
to ‘actions’ – things they can see  
and feel. People who get stuff done.  
Daniel Andrews building level crossings. 
President Trump shaking the traditional 
American political zeitgeist. Jacinta 
Adern having a family and taking action 
on gun violence, simultaneously.

 

In the world of behaviour 
change, actions over words 
will win every time. Just 
talking about what we want 
people to do will not inspire. 
They need to be shown, they 
need to feel it, they need to 
be inspired by people who 
do, not people who say.



Values and culture guru Michael 
Henderson notes there are different 
ways of describing values. There are goal 
values (the ultimate end result we wish 
to experience); and means values (the 
values we want to focus on to achieve our 
goals); there are espoused values (values 
not yet acted upon) and aligned values 
(where individual values are completely 
aligned with their behaviours) and of 
course, unaligned values.

And further, our personal or cultural 
values do not always align with our other 
values. In the movie “We Were Soldiers” 
there is a scene set in a chapel where an 
Army Private is praying the day before 
he and his division are to be air lifted to 
Vietnam. His Colonel enters the chapel 
and kneels to pray alongside the young 
soldier. The soldier turns to the Colonel 
and asks “Sir, how do you handle the 
contradiction of being a soldier and 
a Christian?” The Colonel thinks for 
moment and says “Son, I just hope that 
being good at one makes me better at  
the other”.

And so it is with values – Henderson 
would say that living one value should 
empower us to be effective with another 
value. In our research we saw that whilst 
contradictions exist, when values were 
aligned –both personal and cultural; and 
across groups and communities –they 
were very powerful indeed.

The opportunity for 
behaviour change is to 
identify those values, and 
ground the narrative for 
change around them.
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7KEY FINDING Our cultural values and  
personal values do not  
always align – but when  
they do they are powerful



The intersection of Cultural and Personal values 

SECOND ORDER VALUES

HIGH ON AUSTRALIAN VALUES Mateship

Freedom of speech

Hard-working

Community Humour Equality
Bringing people together

Authenticity

Generosity
Independence

Safety

Accountability
Financial security

Happiness

Respect
Caring

Honesty

Family

Fairness/Fair go 

Reliability

HIGH ON BOTH AUSTRALIAN 
AND PERSONAL VALUES

HIGH ON PERSONAL VALUES

PERSONAL VALUES
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HOW CAN WE  
USE CULTURAL  
VALUES TO  
SOLVE WICKED 
PROBLEMS?
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The wicked social problems
01   Everyone should report suspicious behaviours  

to authorities no matter how small

02 Pill testing should be allowed at music festivals

03   More asylum seekers and refugees should be  
welcomed into Australia

04   There should be quotas for people with disabilities  
to ensure representation in the workforce 

05  There should be more effort from the Government  
to reconcile with indigenous people

06   The government should be helping individuals lead  
heathier lives (even if they aren’t making healthy  
choices themselves) 

07  Parents need to take more responsibility for their  
child’s learning outside the classroom

08   I would be prepared to pay more tax to fund a  
greater focus on mental health

09   Government needs to have a longer term plan for 
Australia’s infrastructure (roads, airports, ports etc)

10   Australians should be taking urgent action on climate 
change and environmental issues NOW

11   Every workforce should aim for 50-50 male and female 
employees – eg. front line police, defence, trades, 
emergency services, nursing, child care, beauticians 

12   Young people need more opportunities and training 
to be work ready when they start their career/
employment 

13   Small business needs more support because it is  
more important to Australia’s economic future than 
big business

14   Alcohol fuelled violence is more important to focus  
on than drugs

15   We should change the date of Australia Day 

16   A good customer experience is more important than  
a lower price 
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So it’s easy to pick a common 
value on an issue when everyone 
agrees! We can just pick the  
value that most ascribe to  
because they are already in 
agreement. That is the case  
for the following issues where 
generally the majority feel that: 

	Parents need to take more responsibility for their 
child’s learning outside the classroom

	Government needs to have a longer term plan for  
Australia’s infrastructure (roads, airports, ports etc.)

	Everyone should report suspicious behaviours to  
authorities no matter how small

	Young people need more opportunities and training  
to be work ready when they start their career / 
employment

	Small business needs more support because it is  
more important to Australia’s economic future  
than big business

	Australian’s should be taking urgent action on  
climate change and environmental issues NOW. 

What did  
people think?



What did  
people think?
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However, there is less clarity  
and in some cases, greater  
disagreement on issues such as:

	Pill testing should be allowed at music festivals

	The government should be helping individuals  
lead healthier lives (even if they aren’t making 
healthy choices themselves)

	A good customer experience is more important 
than a lower price

	There should be quotas for people with disabilities 
to ensure representationin the workforce

	There should be more effort from the Government 
to reconcile withindigenous people. 

The issues which had greater  
levels of disagreement include:

	Every workforce should aim for 50-50 male and 
female employees – eg. front line police, defence, 
trades, emergency services

	I would be prepared to pay more tax to fund a  
greater focus on mental health

	Alcohol fuelled violence is more important to  
focus on than drugs

	More asylum seekers and refugees should be  
welcomed into Australia

	We should change the date of Australia Day. 



Disposition on social issues (%)

Using cultural values to solve wicked social problems / 2019

STRONGLY  
DISAGREE

DISAGREE NEITHER AGREE STRONGLY 
AGREE 

  45%   21%   11%  9%

Parents need to take more responsibility for their child’s learning outside the classroom    

Government needs to have a longer term plan for Australia’s infrastructure (roads, airports, ports etc)

Everyone should report suspicious behaviours to authorities no matter how small 

Young people need more opportunities and training to be work ready when they start their career / employment

Small business needs more support because it is more important to Australia’s economic future than big business

Australian’s should be taking urgent action on climate change and environmental issues NOW      

Pill testing should be allowed at music festivals

    The government should be helping individuals lead healthier lives (even if they aren’t making healthy choices themselves)

There should be quotas for people with disabilities to ensure representation in the workforce

There should be more effort from the Government to reconcile with indigenous people

Every workforce should aim for 50-50 male and female employees – eg. front line police, defence, trades, emergency services

I would be prepared to pay more tax to fund a greater focus on mental health

Alcohol fuelled violence is more important to focus on than drugs

More asylum seekers and refugees should be welcomed into Australia

We should change the date of Australia Day   14%

  19%   23%   26%   21%   11%

  26%   12%  40%  16%6%

  33% 10% 16%   28%   13%

  33%  8%  15%   26%   18%

  29%  9%  13%   25%   25%

  34%  8%  4%   36%   18%

  25%  12%  6%   38%   22%

  16%  16%  9%   28%   32%

  22%   31%   35%

  19%   42%   35%

  17%   48%   31%

  17%   42%   38%

  15%   38%   44%

  11%   41%  1%

  1%

  1%

  1%

  1%

  6%

  3%

  2%

  2%

  2%

  3%

 7%

  43%

Total sample: n=513-n=519 per issue. Q4. Here are a few social issues,  
please indicate your personal level of support for each? Showing % 



Whilst 60% of people supported pill testing  
at concerts currently, older people agreed  
that an argument based on safety, protection  
and accountability would reframe the notion  
in their minds. For younger people, the values 
of community, social acceptance and caring 
swayed their thinking to support.

60% also supported the government helping individuals  
leading healthier lives, but for quite different reasons. Some  
see the value of accountability as key (you know the right thing  
to do – do your bit). But the vast majority elected for the debate 
about healthier lives to be less about dictum and more about  
care. They identified the opportunity for the debate to focus  
on values such as caring, nurturing, happiness and community, 
with younger people adding honesty. In solving this wicked  
social issue perhaps the time for fear tactics and vilification  
is past, and people want to see a more positive tone.

We did find values that reframed the way people  
thought about a particular issue. For example….

How do you use values to find 
common ground on these  
issues for a future narrative?
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We also found some interesting nuances 
on the values that ‘sell’ an issue more 
positively. The need for an infrastructure 
plan was supported by most, but whilst 
some valued accountability, efficiency, 
leadership and innovation when thinking 
about the need for a plan, many others 
valued Comfort. They suggested that 
infrastructure today is less about building 
for the future, and more about ensuring 
quality of life today.

Paying more to support mental health was 
more contentious with only 41% in support. 
However in thinking about the value that 
argues for greater support of mental health, 
we see optimism, innovation and caring 
come to the fore. Instead of selling mental 
health expenditure on the basis of need, 
perhaps there is an opportunity to position 
our future mental health focus as visionary 
and truly innovative?

Whilst 49% of people support more 
effort on reconciliation, the attributed 
values show an insightful opportunity. Of 
course equality and harmony are driving 
values of reconciliation – but a number 
of people also value authenticity and 
respect on this debate. Perhaps if we 
were able to position the debate to be 
less around apologising for past wrongs, 
and more about authentic respect for the 
contribution of Australia’s first peoples we 
may find greater alignment with the need 
for reconciliation?

How do you use values to find 
common ground on these  
issues for a future narrative?
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Welcoming more asylum seekers and refugees 
 to Australia had one of the lowest levels of  
support of any of our wicked issues. Yet when  
we shared a range of images and asked them  
to identify the values they portrayed – and  
which one they were more likely to support  
– they chose the top one, citing the values of: 
Bringing people together, Happiness,  
Family and Community.

Could these values trigger 
Australians to reframe the 
way we think about asylum 
seekers and refugees? 

Many in our fieldwork 
thought it would.

We also tested the  
power of imagery to  
inspire different values
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Things to 
consider as 
you seek to 
use values
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The values conversation isn’t easy – it can be 
vague and lack definition. For sure, the ‘facts’, 
‘key messages’, and ‘benefits’ are a much easier 
approach - and we’re not saying that this is wrong. 
These messages often reflect the Capability and 
Opportunity aspects of the Behaviour Change Wheel 
and are entirely relevant. But, the Self Identity 
angle is also critical and has proven to be extremely 
powerful when utilised effectively. Understanding 
opportunities to align desired behaviour with a 
broadly held and relevant value can help us look at 
wicked social problems in a different light. Here are 
our top tips of things to consider;

 

Use research to find out 
not just what people think 
about an issue, but the 
values they share. 
Where there are common values, there is shared 
understanding. Communication or a discussion 
about an issue on the basis of values presents 
more common and shared ground regardless 
of where people may sit on the ‘for or against’ 
spectrum. Having values in common provides 
greater opportunity for consensus and meaningful 
discussions.  

“I found it easier to identify what we have in 
common when we talked about values.”

“It gives you a greater sense of motivation, 
of purpose. Instead of starting off arguing 
about who is right and who is wrong it gives 
you a chance to talk about what makes you 
feel that way.”

Focus on the application 
of values rather than the 
definition. 
Where do values, norms, beliefs, attitudes and 
perceptions begin and end? There are many  
different types of values – all of which may have  
the capacity to be leveraged. Don’t worry so much 
about definition, and think about how leveraging  
the value or building a narrative might reframe an 
issue for the future.   

How can you use 
values in your  
wicked problem?
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Use values to frame your 
wicked problem in a more 
compelling narrative.
The research consistently told us that framing 
issues by talking first about values made the  
issue itself more compelling and engaging. 

The approach to 
discovering insight needs 
 to be carefully managed. 
This is not a new finding – it has ever been the  
case that social research requires sensitive 
facilitators who are keenly attuned to recognise  
and act on insights that may present themselves 
in research. Values in particular is a complex  
and challenging area that can be used to identify  
the path forward, especially for contentious or 
emotive issues. It requires skilled, experienced 
moderators in order to maximise research learnings.

Use the power of visuals  
not just words to reframe 
issues 
Behavioural economics tells us that the human 
being is not rational. We have never known as much 
about healthy eating as we do now - and as a nation 
we have never been as obese. Clearly there is not 
a straight line between ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’. This 
study reinforced that which we already know to 
be true –people respond emotionally and visually, 
not rationally. Which is perfect for a values-based 
approach, because values tend to be emotional in 
nature. They can also be conveyed implicitly and 
visually, at times far more powerful and compelling.

 

How can you use 
values in your  
wicked problem?

12%

“It’s funny when we started talking about 
these issues, on many of them I really  
don’t care all that much. Like I don’t really 
care about reporting suspicious behaviours 
or losing weight to save the health system… 
But talking about these values and making 
me think about what my value is in relation 
to it – it made me actually care more about 
it than in the first instance.” Using cultural values to solve wicked social problems / 2019



Understand what 
your primary target 
audience values.

“Hope I die before I get old….”
It has ever been thus that older generations and 
younger generations differ – values are not the an-
swer to everything. In any behavioural change issues 
there is a need to focus on a target group or audi-
ence – expecting we can find one compelling mes-
sage that the entire population will respond to has 
never worked. An element of targeting is required, 
and using values is no different.

Immigration does not mean 
the end of shared values – 
we may just need to work 
harder to find and leverage 
the commonalities. 
Our research suggests that whilst there are values 
that newer immigrants to Australia hold that are 
fundamentally different to the traditional Australian 
cultural values, we also note that there is common 
ground. There are values that those born in 
Australia, and those born elsewhere hold and share. 
Understanding the common ground may well be 
the biggest opportunity we have to address wicked 
social problems in our future.

 

How can you use 
values in your  
wicked problem?

12%
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