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Abstract 

Racism and hate‑motivated hostility in Australia are frequently assessed through reported 
incident trends, yet such trends are difficult to interpret due to uneven reporting pathways, 
media amplification effects, and heterogeneous underlying mechanisms. This article 
introduces a comparative, media‑salience‑screened framework for interpreting reported 
racism trends across protected groups in Australia since 2000. Using publicly available 
incident series and high‑visibility media and policy milestones, we distinguish between 
event‑driven salience dynamics and structurally embedded racism. Results show that 
Jewish, Muslim, and Asian Australians exhibit distinct, event‑linked trend signatures 
aligned with major geopolitical, security, or public‑health shocks. By contrast, 
Aboriginal‑directed racism displays a persistent, low‑volatility pattern with only modest, 
short‑lived fluctuations around symbolic or political events, consistent with structural 
embedding rather than episodic mobilisation. Across all groups, reported incidents are 
geographically concentrated in major metropolitan regions, reflecting population 
distribution and reporting infrastructure. The findings caution against treating aggregate 
rises or declines as direct measures of sentiment or risk, and against using 
population‑level trends to infer the likelihood of rare extreme violence. The framework 
supports disaggregated, context‑sensitive interpretation and suggests that event‑focused 
policy responses may be poorly matched to chronic, institutionalised racism affecting 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

 

1. Introduction 

Racism remains a persistent feature of Australian social life, experienced 
disproportionately by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and by culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities. National inquiries and human rights bodies have 
repeatedly documented racism across policing, justice, health, education, housing, 
employment, and public space, while also noting substantial gaps in measurement and 
interpretation. Over the past two decades, public attention to racism has fluctuated, often 
intensifying following highly visible national or international events. Yet changes in 
reported incident counts may reflect shifts in media salience, reporting behaviour, or 
institutional attention rather than changes in underlying prevalence. 

Long‑running survey programs, such as the Scanlon Institute’s Mapping Social Cohesion 
surveys, indicate that experiences of discrimination persist across the population, with 
variation by group and sensitivity to broader political and social contexts. At the same 
time, administrative and community‑based incident registries operate with different 



definitions, thresholds, and coverage, complicating cross‑group and longitudinal 
comparison. These challenges raise a central interpretive question: what, if anything, do 
observed trendlines actually represent? 

This article responds by treating racism trends not as a single national signal, but as 
multiple group‑specific phenomena shaped by different mechanisms. We propose a 
distinction between two dominant dynamics. The first is event‑driven salience, in which 
high‑visibility shocks amplify public attention, reporting propensity, and community 
vigilance over relatively short periods. The second is structurally embedded racism, in 
which harms are reproduced through institutional design and everyday interactions, 
producing persistent background patterns rather than sharp spikes. Distinguishing 
between these dynamics is essential for accurate interpretation and effective policy 
response. 

The distinction is particularly salient for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Their 
experiences of racism are widely characterised as systemic and institutional, affecting life 
outcomes across domains rather than appearing primarily as episodic incidents. Census 
data indicate that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples comprise approximately 3–
4 per cent of the national population, but their interaction with state institutions is 
disproportionately high, shaping both exposure to racism and the likelihood that such 
experiences are formally recorded. 

The article further recognises that racism occurs across both physical and online 
environments, and that media markets and reporting infrastructure are unevenly 
distributed across geography. To manage these complexities, we introduce a 
media‑salience inclusion rule that limits explanatory interpretation to narratives with 
demonstrable mass‑audience exposure at the relevant time. This approach reduces 
post‑hoc attribution and aligns interpretation with what was plausibly visible to the public. 

 

2. Data and Methods 

2.1 Data sources 

The analysis draws on publicly reported incident series from community registries, human 
rights reporting, and official summaries, supplemented by national media reporting and 
government statements. These sources are used descriptively rather than as precise 
measures of prevalence. 

2.2 Media‑salience inclusion rule 

Candidate explanatory events are included only where there is evidence of sustained 
mass‑audience exposure, such as repeated coverage on national television news, 
lead‑story treatment in major metropolitan newspapers, or sustained government 



messaging. The rule is analytic rather than normative: it does not assess accuracy or moral 
weight, only visibility. 

2.3 Interpretation of trends 

Trendlines are interpreted as indicators of reporting and salience rather than direct 
measures of underlying sentiment. Changes in slope are examined for temporal alignment 
with high‑salience events. Declines are interpreted cautiously, recognising reporting 
fatigue, deterrence effects, and attention shifts. 

2.4 Limitations 

Reported incident data are geographically concentrated in major metropolitan areas, 
particularly Sydney and Melbourne, reflecting population distribution and reporting 
infrastructure. Online and offline incidents operate through different mechanisms and are 
analysed jointly only at a high level. Classification practices vary across jurisdictions and 
time, introducing measurement noise. 

 

3. Results 

Figure 1. Illustrative Absolute Timeline Frequency by Targeted Group 

 

 

Figure 1 presents an illustrative absolute timeline of reported incidents by targeted group, 
compiled from advocacy and public reporting sources. The figure is intended for event-
alignment and visual trend comparison only, not as a measure of true prevalence. 
Absolute values reflect reporting volume and salience rather than underlying incidence. 



The figure highlights the heterogeneity of trend signatures across groups: sharp event-
driven spikes (e.g. antisemitic incidents post‑2023; anti‑Asian incidents during the 
COVID‑19 period), plateau‑type responses (anti‑Muslim incidents post‑2019), and 
persistent low‑volatility patterns (anti‑Aboriginal incidents). The absence of large 
inflections for some groups (e.g. anti‑Greek incidents) illustrates the role of media salience 
and external triggers in shaping reported incident trajectories. 

3.1 Event‑driven salience patterns 

Jewish, Muslim, and Asian Australians display distinct event‑linked trend signatures. 
Anti‑Asian incidents show a sharp spike during the COVID‑19 pandemic followed by partial 
decay. Anti‑Muslim reporting rises after the 2019 Christchurch attacks and plateaus 
thereafter. Antisemitic incidents exhibit a step‑change increase following October 2023, 
remaining elevated relative to pre‑2023 baselines despite some moderation. 

3.2 Aboriginal‑directed racism 

Aboriginal‑directed racism shows a persistent, low‑volatility pattern across the study 
period. Modest, short‑lived increases occur around symbolic or political moments such as 
Australia Day, deaths in custody, or the 2023 Voice referendum, but these do not produce 
sustained national spikes. The pattern is consistent with structural embedding rather than 
episodic mobilisation. 

3.3 Geographic concentration 

Across all groups, reported incidents are concentrated in major metropolitan regions, 
reflecting population density, media markets, policing resources, and reporting pathways. 

 

4. Discussion 

The findings demonstrate that racism in Australia cannot be interpreted through a single 
trend or causal narrative. Event‑driven salience explains sharp, time‑limited changes for 
some groups, while structural embedding explains persistence for others. Declines from 
peak years reflect post‑shock normalisation rather than resolution. Population‑level trends 
provide little basis for predicting rare extreme violence, which depends on actor‑specific 
pathways rather than aggregate sentiment. 

For policy, the results suggest that event‑focused responses may be effective for managing 
salience spikes but are poorly suited to addressing chronic, institutionalised racism 
affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Structural reforms and 
accountability mechanisms are likely to be more impactful than awareness campaigns 
alone. 

 



5. Conclusion 

By distinguishing visibility from prevalence and salience from structure, this study provides 
a more nuanced account of racism trends in Australia. Recognising heterogeneity across 
groups is essential for responsible interpretation and effective policy design. 


