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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

In November and December 2020 we surveyed a sample of 3,510 
adult Australians to understand the different types of media they use, 
the value they place on different media activities, their confidence in 
their own media abilities and their access to media literacy support. 
The findings show that most Australians use several different types 
of media each day, they believe a diverse range of media activities 
are important in their lives, but their confidence in their own 
media abilities is unexpectedly low. We also find that far too many 
Australians don’t have access to any media literacy support when 
they need it. The findings demonstrate that if we accept that media 
is integral to all aspects of our lives, far more needs to be done to 
address the needs of groups who are the least confident about their 
media abilities and who have access to the least support. The findings 
also show that increasing media literacy can yield direct benefits for 
increasing people’s civic engagement. 
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WHY WE UNDERTOOK 
THIS RESEARCH
The ways that we work, learn and play have been 
transformed by mobile and networked media technologies 
and associated business models over a period of  
two decades.

This survey and report were motivated by our recognition 
that these changes mean that media literacy — the ability to 
critically engage with media and media technologies in all 
aspects of life — is essential for full participation in society.

The foundations for adult media literacy begin with 
compulsory schooling in primary and high school. While the 
current Australian Curriculum includes capacity for media 
literacy teaching for all students, research highlights that the 
quality and delivery of media literacy education is  
not consistent[1].

Furthermore, unlike in many other advanced democracies, 
adult media literacy education has not been supported in 
Australia in a significant or sustained way by governments. 
Where federal government support programs are being 
provided, the core focus is often on mitigating online abuses 
and scams, or on developing a defined set of technology 
skills. This is in contrast to broader initiatives that could be 
designed to help all Australians become effective and critical 
users of media and media technologies — able to draw on 
them when they need to, in a range of ways and contexts — 
to ensure they can fully participate in society[2].

This means that for the most part, Australian citizens have 
been left to develop media literacy abilities on their own, an 
issue highlighted by the survey findings.

However, current anxieties about the impact of mis- and 
disinformation[3] on Australian society appear to be 
increasing policy interest in adult media literacy. In December 
2019, the Senate established the Select Committee on 
Foreign Interference through Social Media to inquire into 
and report on the use of social media for purposes that 
undermine Australia’s democracy and values, including the 
spread of mis- and disinformation.[4] The final report is due 
for release in May 2022 and we expect it will address the issue 
of media literacy as one important response to this issue.

The 2021 Senate Inquiry report into Nationhood, National 
Identity and Democracy recommends that the Australian 
Government ‘works with the Australian Media [Literacy] 
Alliance, through a co-design process, to develop a national 
strategy to tackle fake news and misinformation.’[5] 

Prior to this inquiry, in 2017, the then Treasurer, the Hon 
Scott Morrison MP, directed the Australian Competition 
and Consumer Commission (ACCC) to conduct an inquiry 
to consider how digital platforms impact media content 
creators, advertisers and consumers. The ACCC’s Digital 
Platforms Inquiry Final Report (2019) recommends that ‘a 
Government program be established to fund and certify 
non-government organisations for the delivery of digital 
media literacy resources and training’ and that ‘the Terms 
of Reference for the review of the Australian Curriculum 
scheduled for 2020 should include consideration of the 
approach to digital media literacy education in  
Australian schools’.[6]

To respond to a number of the recommendations of ACCC 
Digital Platforms Inquiry, in 2019 the federal government 
asked the major digital platforms to develop a voluntary code 
(or codes) of conduct to address disinformation and news 
quality, and they appointed the Australian Communications 
and Media Authority (ACMA) to oversee this process. 
In 2020 ACMA released a position paper to guide the 
development of the code. The position paper argues that 
digital platforms should “empower users to identify the 
quality of news and information” by adopting measures that 
include supporting media literacy campaigns and  
educational programs.[7]

While these developments signal a potential for progress 
in supporting lifelong media literacy for all Australians, no 
concrete changes have yet been made and no national 
Australian media literacy programs for adults have been 
launched. At the same time, it remains unclear what form 
adult media literacy education should take if it is to address 
both policy goals and a range of social needs, including the 
complex issue of mis- and disinformation.

We designed this media literacy survey after consulting with 
dozens of researchers and practitioners to understand the 

The media literacy survey we present 
in this report is the first nationally 
representative study to investigate the 
media literacy needs, attitudes and 
experiences of adult Australians.
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knowledge gaps they felt we should address[8]. The survey 
asks about the kind of media and media technologies people 
use and value, and whether and where they have access to 
support when they need it. It also asks about their experience 
with harmful or exploitative content and their perspectives 
on how best to address these issues. In addition, the survey 
examines how media use interacts with civic engagement and 
how attitudes to technology relate to media use and ability.

The survey findings illustrate that Australians recognise the 
need to have a range of abilities for engaging with media, 
and while they value those abilities, they are too often left 
without any learning support when they need it. The findings 
also highlight the diverse opportunities for media literacy 
education interventions to connect with the learning priorities 
and interests of Australians. 

In addition, the survey provides some insights into the views 
of Australians when it comes to regulating media to address 
some of the major issues of our time: the misuse of personal 
data, the issue of mis- and disinformation, and dealing with 
offensive media content. We asked questions about these 
issues because we believe that media literacy should support 
citizens to be actively involved in public debates about how 
to address problems that relate to media technologies and 
media use.

Given how little is known about the media literacy needs, 
experiences, and priorities of adult Australians, we hope that 
this report can play a role in informing media literacy policies 
and interventions at this defining time for policy and practice.

We believe that lifelong media literacy strategies and policies 
in Australia are long overdue. Given all that is at stake — 
increasing levels of social, cultural and economic exclusion for 
individuals and groups, along with the potential for broader 
social divisions and threats to our democracy and society 
that come about because of mis- and disinformation — the 
responsibility for creating and maintaining a media literate 
society cannot be borne solely by individuals who are left to 
work things out by themselves.

[1] Notley, T., Dezuanni, M., Zhong, H.F. & Chambers, 
S. 2020, News and Australian Children in 2020: How 
young people access, perceive and are affected by news 
media, Research Report, Sydney, Western Sydney 
University and Queensland University of Technology.

Dezuanni, M., Notley, T. & Corser, K. 2020, News 
and Australian Teachers: How news media literacy 
is taught in the classroom. Brisbane: Queensland 
University of Technology and Western Sydney 
University.

[2] For example the federal government has funded 
the Online Safety Grants Program and Be Connected 
program for seniors which is administered through 
the Office of the eSafety Commissioner https://www.
esafety.gov.au/.

[3] In this article misinformation is used to refer to 
information that is false or incorrect because of errors 
made by the author/s, while disinformation is used to 
refer to information that is false or incorrect and was 
created to mislead people. Since it is often impossible 
to recognise the intent of those who create or share 
misinformation, we use the two terms together in this 
report.

[4] See https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary
Business/Committees/Senate/Foreign Interference
through Social Media

[5] See https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/
download/committees/reportsen/024372/toc_pdf/
Nationhood,nationalidentityanddemocracy.
pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf

[6] See https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/digital-
platforms-inquiry-final-report

[7] See https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/
files/2020-06/Misinformation%20and%20news%20
quality%20position%20paper.pdf

[8] Please see the Acknowledgments section of this report 
for a list of the people and organisations we consulted 
with on the survey design.
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DEFINING 
MEDIA 
LITERACY

This report and the research 
informing it uses a media 
literacy framework that was 
informed by research and has 
been adopted by the Australian 
Media Literacy Alliance 
(AMLA). This framework 
defines media literacy as ’the 
ability to critically engage with 
media in all aspects of life. It is 
a form of lifelong literacy that 
is essential for full participation 
in society’. 

The AMLA media literacy 
framework outlines ten 
competencies and six key 
concepts as fundamental 
aspects of media literacy 
(see figure A). These 
competencies and key 
concepts have informed the 
design of our survey.

It is difficult to estimate a definitive and conclusive measure of people’s individual 
media literacy through online surveys. However, survey questions can be used to 
generate data on particular aspects of media literacy. This survey was designed to 
collect data about the following aspects of media literacy.

Media use. We asked the respondents if they use a range of both digital and 
traditional media and we asked how frequently they use them. We used people’s 
responses to these questions to develop different profiles of media users and to 
categorise people as having a low, medium or high overall level of media use.

Attitudes towards media activities. Our survey draws on the AMLA media 
literacy framework to identify a set of 14 ways people can use media to support a 
range of social, economic and cultural activities ranging from ‘using media to stay 
connected with family and friends’ to ‘knowing how to recognise and prevent the flow 
of misinformation’. We asked the respondents to tell us how important each of these 
14 uses of media is in their lives. We also asked people about their attitude toward 
using new media technologies and platforms. In this report, we use these questions 
to understand whether and how people value the role of media in their lives and to 
consider how their attitudes relate to their media consumption, media abilities and 
demographic profile. These questions were also used to create a proxy indicator for 
how much respondents value media literacy, because they measure attitudes to media 
that broadly reflect the aims and outcomes of media literacy programs.

Negative media experiences. We asked the respondents about their experience of 
having encountered offensive material on social media and on television. Follow-up 
questions then identified the different actions respondents had taken as a result of 
seeing offensive content. We used these questions to understand whether people are 
able to make decisions about how to deal with offensive content when they  
encounter it. 

Addressing the negative aspects of media. We included questions to measure 
where participants place the locus of responsibility for addressing prominent issues 
related to media and media technologies. Participants were presented with three 
different issues — fake news in social media, racially insensitive content on television 
and the collection of personal information by media organisations. They were first 
asked whether they considered each of these to be an issue that needed to be 
addressed. For those that did believe the issue needed to be addressed, a follow-up 
question asked users to rank four entities (i.e. the government, social media companies, 
schools, individuals) in terms of which was most to least responsible for addressing  
the issue. 

Media abilities. We asked the respondents if they were able to help a friend to 
perform a set of 12 media activities, such as ‘change their privacy settings on social 
media’ and ‘edit a video and share it online’. This set of questions was used to help us 
identify people’s media abilities, based on their level of confidence in their ability to 
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01MEDIA 
CONSUMPTION

 » Most adult Australians use 2–3 different types of media 
on a daily basis.

 » Overall media use is lower among adults who live in 
regional areas, have low levels of education, or are living 
with a disability.

 » Almost half of all adult Australians (49%) reported 
using more than three different social media platforms 
in the past week.

 » Social media dominates the daily media use practices of 
Australian adults.

 » Education and age are strong predictors of engagement 
with social media.
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02MEDIA 
CONSUMPTION 
PROFILES 

 » Patterns of media consumption are strongly influenced 
by people’s age, with younger generations more likely 
to be high consumers of digital media and older 
generations more likely to be high consumers of print 
and broadcast media.

 » Higher rates of digital media consumption are 
more likely to be found among people who live in 
metropolitan areas and/or have a high level  
of education.

 » CALD Australians were found to have higher levels of 
digital consumption. 
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03FAMILIARITY 
WITH THE TERM 
‘MEDIA LITERACY’
 » More than three quarters (77%) of adult Australians 

are unfamiliar with the term ‘media literacy’.
 » Adults who are familiar with ‘media literacy’ are also 

much more likely to be highly media literate.
 » Adults who consume more media are more likely to 

be familiar with the term.
 » Younger adults, who have more exposure to media 

literacy education, are only slightly more familiar with 
the term.

 » Adults with low education levels, low household 
income, and women are all less likely to be familiar 
with media literacy.
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04MEDIA  
ABILITY

 » Only a quarter of Australian adults (26%) are confident in their ability to 
interpret the terms of service of a social media site to know what data the 
site collects from its users, and even fewer people (23%) are confident in 
editing and sharing videos online. 

 » Australians have a moderate level of confidence in their information 
literacy skills, such as finding something online (56%), knowing what to 
share online (50%) and changing privacy settings (45%).

 » People lack confidence in critical media skills such as choosing an age-
appropriate video game. 

 » Those who consume a more diverse range of media, and do so more 
frequently, have more confidence in their media ability.

 » Younger people, men and those who have higher level of education have 
more confidence in their own media ability. 

 » People who have a high level of media ability are three times more likely to 
be familiar with the concept of media literacy than those with a low  
level ability. 
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05THE MEDIA 
ACTIVITIES 
PEOPLE VALUE

 » 84% of adult Australians say the ability to stay safe 
online is very or extremely important in their lives.

 » 72% say the ability to use media to stay connected to 
family and friends is very or extremely important.

 » Younger generations, culturally and linguistically diverse 
Australians, heavy social media users and heavy media 
users are all more likely to believe it is important to be 
able to use media to connect with friends and family.

 » More than half of all Australians believe 9 of the 14 
media activities are either very or extremely important.

 » Less than one in ten Australians (7%) think any of the 14 
media activities are not important in their lives.

Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



Influence of international digital platforms
Submission 55 - Attachment 3



46

06THE ROLE OF 
ENTERTAINMENT 
MEDIA IN 
PEOPLE’S LIVES
 » Entertainment media play a considerable role in 

shaping Australians’ understanding of themselves and 
the world around them.

 » Education level, age, cultural and linguistic diversity 
(CALD), and region type are all factors associated 
with people’s level of critical engagement with 
entertainment media.

 » People who place more emphasis on the role played by 
entertainment media are also more likely to believe in 
the importance of being critical consumers of media.
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07ATTITUDES 
TOWARD 
ADDRESSING 
MEDIA ISSUES

 » Australians are much more likely to identify ‘fake news’ 
(74%) and online privacy (68%) as issues that need 
to be addressed than they are to identify the issue of 
racially insensitive content on television (40%).

 » Indigenous Australians (68%) and culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CALD) people (53%) are far more 
likely to believe racially insensitive content on television 
is an issue that needs to be addressed than are non-
Indigenous (39%) and non-CALD people (34%). 

 » People consistently say digital and traditional media 
companies have the highest level of responsibility for 
dealing with these issues, followed by the government. 

 » Schools and education programs are regarded as the 
least responsible for addressing these issues.
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08DEALING WITH 
OFFENSIVE 
MEDIA CONTENT

 » More than half of all adult Australians (52%) who use 
social media have encountered social media content that 
has offended them in the last 12 months.

 » Indigenous people and those with high levels of education 
are more likely to report having frequently encountered 
social media content that they found offensive.

 » For those people who have encountered offensive 
material on social media, one in ten (10%) took no action 
because they didn’t know how to respond.

 » Under one third (32%) of Australians have seen content 
on television that has offended them in the last 12 months.

 » People who encounter offensive content are much more 
likely to lodge a complaint if they encounter that content 
on social media (20%) than on television (5%).
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RESPONDING TO OFFENSIVE CONTENT ON SOCIAL MEDIA

Among those who have encountered 
offensive content on social media, 
one third (33%) have responded by 
blocking the person responsible (see 
figure 8.3). Among the 20% of 
people who have responded by lodging 
a complaint, 19% had complained to 
the social media company while just 

 

2

5

6

6

10

14

19

32

33

Complained to eSafety

Unsure

Stopped using site

Shared with others

None: Didn't know how to take actions

Replied to person

Complained to company

None: Didn't want to take actions

Blocked the person ► Figure 8.3  
Actions taken by people who have 
encountered offensive content on 
social media (%)

2% had complained to the eSafety 
Commissioner. One in ten (10%) 
people reported that they had not 
taken any action because they did not 
know how to.

AU.6 Did you take any of the following actions as a result of seeing this 
offensive content? (choose as many as apply) [N = 1,649]

ENCOUNTERING OFFENSIVE CONTENT ON TELEVISION

People are less likely to report offensive 
content when they encountered it on 
television than when they came across 
it on social media. Less than one third 
of Australians (32%) said they had 
encountered content on television 
that offended them in the past year 
(see figure 8.4). Encountering 
offensive content was most commonly 

reported to be a rare occurrence (17%), 
with a smaller proportion of people 
reporting that they encounter such 
content sometimes (11%) or often (4%). 
By contrast, more than half (55%) of all 
Australians reported that they had never 
seen anything that had offended them 
on television in the past 12 months.

 ► Figure 8.4  
Experience of offensive content 
on television (%)

AU.7 Have you seen anything that offended you in the last 12 months on television (free to air or 
satellite television only)?
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RESPONDING TO OFFENSIVE CONTENT ON TELEVISION

Among those who did encounter 
offensive content on television in 
the last 12 months, almost half (43%) 
responded by changing the channel 
(see figure 8.5). Lodging a formal 
complaint in response to offensive 
content was a much less common 
response in the context of television 
(5%) than for social media (20%). Of 

those who made complaints about 
television content, 4% lodged a 
complaint with the television channel 
while just 2% complained to either the 
Australian Communications and Media 
Authority (ACMA) or Ad Standards. 
One in ten (12%) people reported that 
they had not taken any action because 
they did not know how to.

 ► Figure 8.5  
Actions taken by people 
who have encountered 
offensive content on 
television in the last 12 
months (%)
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09ACCESS TO 
MEDIA LITERACY 
EDUCATION 
AND SUPPORT 
OPPORTUNITIES
 » Online resources (45%), friends (42%) and family (41%) 

are the most frequent sources of support to help people 
access, use and create media.

 » Family is the source most people identify as having 
provided the most media literacy support (25%).

 » Almost half of all Australians (47%) have received no 
support from the listed options or have drawn on just one 
source of support to help them engage with media across 
their lifetime.

 » People’s primary source of support to help them to access, 
analyse or use media is influenced by their age, education 
level and the type of region in which they live.

 » More than four out of five (81%) Australians agree that 
children should receive media literacy education at school.
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SOURCES OF SUPPORT TO ACCESS, USE AND CREATE MEDIA

FAMILY ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT SOURCE OF SUPPORT FOR MEDIA PARTICIPATION 

The most common sources of support 
used by people are online resources, 
which 45% of Australians have used; 
friends (42%) and family (41%) (see 

figure 9.1). Despite the existence of 
media literacy programs in Australian 
schools, primary (14%) and secondary 
schools (22%) were cited as less 

 ► Figure 9.1  
Source of support to access/use/
create media (%)
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University or TAFE
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common sources of support than 
tertiary educational institutions (25%) 
and libraries (23%).

E.1 Across your lifetime, have any of the following provided you with 
support to help you access, use, understand and/or create media?

While Australians reported that they 
rely upon a range of sources to help 
them use media across their lifetimes 
(see figure 9.1), family (25%) and 
online resources (20%) stand out as 
having provided the most support (see 
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 ► Figure 9.2  

Main source of support to access/
use/create media (%)

figure 9.2). Community sources, 
such as libraries (2%) and community 
organisations (1%), were rarely a 
primary source of support for people in 
their use of media.

E.3 Which has provided you with the MOST support? (tick only one)
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10ATTITUDES 
TO NEW 
TECHNOLOGIES 
AND MEDIA 
CONSUMPTION
 » More than one third (37%) of adult Australians have 

little interest in using new technologies or are sceptical 
of them.

 » Technology sceptics consume less digital media.
 » Indigenous Australians are among the groups more 

likely to have a low level of interest in using new 
technologies.

 » People living with disability, those with low levels of 
education and older Australians have lower levels of 
interest in new technologies. 
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11MEDIA USE 
AND CIVIC 
ENGAGEMENT

 » Four out of ten Australians (39%) have not 
undertaken any of the seven civic engagement 
activities in the past year.

 » Heavy users of social media are almost four times 
more likely to have high levels of civic engagement 
(30%) when compared with non-users (8%).

 » The more types of media people consume on a daily 
basis, the higher their level of civic engagement.

 » Almost half (46%) of all people with lowest level 
of media ability have not undertaken any civic 
engagement activities in the past year.
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METHODOLOGY
Survey design
In July and August 2020, the research team conducted 
five consultation workshops with media literacy 
stakeholders and survey expert academics (see 
Acknowledgments for a full list of those we consulted).

Through these consultations, the research team was 
able to identify a range of different perspectives about 
the media practices and needs of different groups 
and communities, and was able to learn about gaps in 
understanding and knowledge these stakeholders would 
like to address. The survey questionnaire aimed to be 
inclusive and broad to capture the different needs of 
all population groups. However, we also acknowledge 
the limits of conducting an online survey to represent 
the views and experiences of all Australians. Some of 
the limits of a survey approach were minimised through 
applying quotas, collecting additional booster samples 
and by weighting the data. 

Data collection
The data for this report was collected from a survey 
conducted between November 2 and December 6, 
2020. The survey was administered by one of Australia’s 
largest and most experienced panel-based online survey 
providers.

The survey sample was selected to be reflective of the 
Australian population by using demographic quotas set 
according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016 
Census data:

 » Age (18–29; 30–44; 45–59; 60+)
 » Gender[1]

 » State and Territories
 » Education

For the main survey, four online panels were included 
in the recruitment with an overall response rate of 19%. 
Up to three reminders were sent. A total of N=3,510 
completed survey responses. 

We conducted additional booster surveys with people 
who are from culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities (CALD, N=207) and Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander (ATSI) people (N=200). This was to 
better understand typically disadvantaged groups that 
are usually under-represented in online surveys. 

For these two booster samples, we combined a 
computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) 
method and online surveys. For the online surveys, we 
either invited respondents from online CALD or ATSI 
panels, or we recruited respondents using CATI. 

For CALD groups we included eight groups (Arabic, 
Cantonese, Mandarin, Filipino/Tagalog, Hindi, Punjabi, 
Korean and Vietnamese speakers) from the most widely 
spoken languages after English in Australia. In addition 
to the English language survey, the questionnaire was 
offered in Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean and Arabic. 

When conducting the analysis, we applied a weight to 
adjust the sample to be reflective of the Australian  
adult population. 

Unless noted otherwise, all response frequencies and 
percentages in this report are based on weighted survey 
data. Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole 
percent and therefore may not add up to 100.

Limitations
We note that those who do not have access to the 
internet or who are are not equipped with digital skills 
are under-represented in our survey. 

In the survey, we included additional respondents who 
identify as ATSI or CALD to reduce the potential bias 
of a national online survey. We note that even though 
we did collect additional responses, CALD and ATSI 
Australians are very diverse and this diversity may not be 
fully represented in our booster samples.

[1] We asked respondents if they identify as ‘male’, ‘female’ or ‘gender diverse’. Only 10 respondents nominated ‘gender diverse’. This number was 
not high enough to allow us to carry out analysis for this group.
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