ATTITUDES TO HEALTH AND MEDICAL RESEARCH
- a national opinion poll (1995)
ASMR has often encountered the belief that research does not rate as a political issue. While it is clear that it is not volunteered when people are asked for the big issues on their mind, we were unable to find evidence that it had ever been asked about specifically. In particular, it seemed reasonable to suspect that the community recognised a link with health, which ranks at number one or two in political weight.

We therefore designed a questionnaire to be put to a national opinion poll sample by Newspoll Market Research, and it was run on December 8-10 last year (1995) with the financial support of various medical Colleges and Faculties of Medicine.

Results
The questions were introduced as being about medical research in Australia, defined as "all research aimed at improving health and the prevention and treatment of disease".

1A. Do you personally think medical research is important to improve the quality of health care in Australia?
98 % said it was important, including 89 % very important.

1B. Do you personally think medical research is important in keeping health care costs down?
90 % said it was important, including 70 % very important.

2. Would you say that the amount of medical research done in Australia matters to you personally, or is it of no concern?
85 % said it matters, including 64 % to whom it matters a lot; concern was somewhat lower in the 18-24 age group (72 % and 38 %, respectively).

3. Would you say that the amount of medical research done in Australia is too little, too much, or is it the right amount?
52 % said too little, 27 % about right, 1 % said too much, and 20% had no opinion.

4. If more medical research is needed in say certain areas like heart disease, cancer or mental health, which one of the following should be mainly responsible for paying for it?
78 % nominated government, 9 % private industry, and 8 % the public through donations.

5. Australia spends about $ 35 billion a year on health care. How much of this do you personally think should be invested in medical research on health problems in Australia?
The alternatives offered were none, 1, 2, 5, 10 and > 10 per cent. The average was 9 per cent (see Figure); 79 % said more than 2 per cent.

6. Everyone in Australia now pays about six cents a day through taxes to support government-funded medical research. How much extra would you personally be prepared to pay per day if that money was guaranteed to go to medical research?
The alternatives offered were nothing, 2, 4, 6, and > 6 cents. The weighted average was 4.7 cents/day.

7. Thinking of the coming Federal election ... If your preferred party's policy for health did not include major improvements in support for medical research in Australia, would you personally be concerned or not?
80 % would be concerned, including 37 % very concerned.

Apart from the somewhat less strong response by young people to Q2, there were no significant differences in response by demographic group or voting intention.

Discussion
These results represent the first serious attempt to quantify public attitudes to health and medical research and its funding in Australia. No attempt was made to set the level of support against that for other public services; this would have required a much larger survey, and we felt it best to have these questions answered before proceeding in that direction.

The responses are gratifyingly clear. Australians see a strong link between health and medical research in Australia and the quality and cost-effectiveness of health care. They care about how much research we do, and by a two-to-one majority, want more to be done; virtually none want to reduce our efforts. The community is quite comfortable with government taking the lead in seeing that the national medical research effort is expanded. The amount of extra resources that they are prepared to invest is very large: around five cents a day extra, nearly double the current level of government-funded health and medical research. In 1990-91 terms, when investment was around $ 600 m/year nationally, and two-thirds of that was from government (taxpayer) sources, this would amount to $ 300 m extra per year - e.g. a trebling of NHMRC's budget!

With public support for medical research as high as it is, it seems that current levels of promotion of medical research to the public, by ASMR and others, are broadly effective. However, these attitudes seem not to be reflected in public policy, and we need to develop more specific strategies for seeing that these strong community expectations realised at that level.

Methods
The survey was run as part of an "omnibus" telephone survey, which included questions about demographic and socioeconomic status, and voting intention of the respondent. The sample, of 1200 adults aged 18 and over, was obtained by a stratified random sample process which included quotas for urban and non-urban areas in each state, and random selection of an individual in each household. Data were weighted to reflect the age and sex distribution of the population. 
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