
4 Making informed choices
4.1  Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in your 
learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the content and concepts covered in this topic.

4.1.1 How do we decide who to vote for?
Political parties spend a lot of time and money during election campaigns demonstrating why people should 
vote for their candidates; however, there are many factors that influence the way people vote in elections. 
While our system is established as a representative democracy, it could be argued that many people vote in 
elections based on criteria other than who the best candidate to represent their area might be.

The traditional media, social media, interest groups and a range of other factors influence voters through 
commentary, news reports, advertising and many other direct and indirect means. Some people will vote based 
on social or environmental issues, some will vote based on their financial interests, others will vote for the 
same party in every election regardless of who the candidate is or who is leading the party.

All Australian citizens are expected to vote, but are they all equally well informed? What are the key factors or 
groups influencing people’s decisions in the polling booth?

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic (ewbk-5651)
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A strong democracy requires active, informed citizens. Are Australians active and informed? 

FIGURE 1  The 2019 federal election leaders debate in Perth
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4.2  Influencing voters

4.2.1 Political campaigns
The key aim of the major political parties is to win 
government. In order to achieve this, the parties devote a 
lot of effort and resources to convincing voters to support 
their candidates. In particular, the parliamentary leaders of 
the parties will be very visible in these campaigns. Parties 
use campaign slogans and common talking points (a set 
of phrases or ideas that describe party policy) to help their 
messages stay in voters’ minds.

Traditionally, political campaigns begin once an election 
is announced, and officially this is still the case. However, 
the 24-hour news cycle, the modern fast-paced style of 
news that is available and updated 24-hours a day, and 
social media have altered the way that politicians are 
communicating with the public—moving their language 
and messaging between elections to be more like campaign 
slogans and sound bites.

4.2.2 Public debate
During an election campaign, representatives of the parties will often seek opportunities to debate issues with 
representatives of different parties. Such debates can take a number of formats.

Leaders’ debates
It has become a regular feature of election campaigns for the leaders of the two major parties to take part in 
televised debates. This means that the leader of the Liberal Party and the leader of the Labor Party will meet 
face-to-face for an hour in a previously agreed format. Usually each leader has the opportunity to make an 
opening statement for a set period of time. This is followed by questions directed to both leaders by a panel of 
journalists who specialise in writing about political issues. Each leader then has an opportunity to make a final 
statement to conclude the debate.

Other debates
In addition to the party leaders, other representatives will often appear on TV 
and radio during an election campaign. Current affairs programs will invite party 
spokespeople on to debate issues that are within their area of responsibility. For 
example, the Minister for Health may appear representing the government while 
the Shadow Minister for Health will represent the Opposition. Both will be asked 
questions and given the opportunity to explain their respective party’s policies for 
improving health services. Each representative will try to convince the voters that 
they will be better off by voting for their party.

campaign slogan    a short, catchy 
phrase used by a party during an 
election campaign, intended to 
summarise the party’s platform or 
position
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LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain the purpose of an election campaign and discuss the 
strategies used by candidates and parties to persuade voters to vote for them.

FIGURE 1  Political leaders make use of daily 
television news broadcasts to spread details 
of their policies during election campaigns.
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4.2.3 Traditional media
In addition to appearing on current affairs 
programs to answer questions and debate issues, 
political parties and their leaders will attempt 
to use the full range of the media to get their 
message across. This includes the traditional 
media outlets of television news, newspapers and 
radio.

Television news
During an election campaign the two leaders travel 
around the country, accompanied by journalists 
and camera crews from all the television stations. 
Each day they attempt to make a significant 
announcement or promise that they hope will be 
broadcast on that evening’s television news. This 
is a recognised strategy that all parties use to 
ensure they receive daily media coverage.

Newspapers
Just as they make use of television, political parties and their leaders also try to have their message put before 
voters in daily newspapers. Political parties provide detailed documentation to journalists on every policy and 
promise. Whether in print or online, newspapers provide an opportunity for these policies to be published in 
greater detail. Newspapers often use their online editions to allow their readers to comment on stories and 
issues of the day. Daily online opinion polls also allow newspapers to gain speedy feedback from readers on a 
variety of issues.

Radio
Radio provides another opportunity for political leaders 
and other party representatives to present their policies to 
the public. Current affairs programs on ABC Radio such 
as AM and PM carry out regular interviews with leaders, 
government ministers and Opposition spokespeople. During 
an election campaign, large portions of these programs are 
given over to discussing political issues. Talkback radio 
programs also give political leaders a chance to engage with 
the public. In addition to being interviewed by the host of the 
radio program, politicians will often have the opportunity to 
respond to listeners who phone in to ask them questions.

Local radio programs also give local candidates an 
opportunity to discuss their ideas. Particularly, independent 
candidates and those from minor parties may find it hard to 
get air time on large commercial radio stations. Community stations, however, often have segments or shows to 
discuss issues that are more likely to be accessible to local candidates.

DISCUSS

To what extent does the traditional news media still influence voters' views? Do you think it might play a more 
significant role with specific groups of people? HASS skills: Evaluating  
 General capability: Personal and social capability
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FIGURE 2  Newspapers allow politicians and their parties 
to communicate political promises and policies in greater 
detail. This front page is from 15 May 2019, three days 
before the 2019 federal election.

FIGURE 3  During election campaigns, 
local radio shows regularly interview 
political candidates from the local area.
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4.2.4 Opinion polls
Opinion polls are surveys, generally taken of people from all over Australia and from all walks of life, but 
they can also target specific areas to gain an understanding of what people in one electorate think. They are 
conducted by different polling companies. Most of these conduct their surveys by telephoning people and 
asking them a series of questions, or via ‘robocalls’, computer-generated polling calls. Increasingly, polling 
companies are also using online polls to collect data. They often ask the person being surveyed their age and 
level of income. This is done to ensure that a broad range of people is surveyed.

A small but important part of their business is to conduct surveys on people’s attitudes to government policies 
and actions. To achieve this, they will survey people to find out whether they support or oppose a particular 
policy or political promise. When an election is close, they will also conduct surveys to find out who people 
intend voting for. It is this polling that can provide the political leaders with feedback on how well they are 
performing. Opinion polls also alert the leaders to issues that voters are concerned about, and in this way can 
influence the policies and promises the leaders make during an election campaign. Companies and parties often 
also conduct exit polls on election day, asking people who they voted for when they leave the polling place.

Polling companies in Australia include Roy Morgan, NewsPoll, Galaxy and Essential Research. Media reports 
in the lead-up to an election report heavily on polls, but the results of polling surveys are not always accurate 
and do not always suggest the right result of a specific election. One example of an election in which the 
polling results in the week before election did not match the voting results was the 2019 federal election. 
Consider the following opinion poll results from the lead-up to voting day in comparison to the actual election 
results (two-party preferred).

4.2.5 Social media
In today’s world people are almost constantly connected. Your ability to access 
websites, email and social media from almost anywhere through your smartphone 
means that you can express an opinion on any issue, to almost anyone, anytime, 
anywhere. Political parties and their leaders are very aware of the significance of 

TABLE 1  Two-party preferred polls — results prior to the 2019 
federal election and the final election result

Date/period of poll Poll ALP % COALITION %

10–12 May 2019 Roy Morgan 52 48

14 May 2019 Essential 51.5 48.5

15–16 May 2019 Newspoll 51.5 48.5

16 May 2019 Ipsos 51 49

18 May (exit poll) YouGovGalaxy 52 48

Election result

18 May 2019 Federal election 48.5 51.5

robocalls    computer-generated 
opinion polling phone calls

TOPIC 4 Making informed choices 123

FIGURE 4  Opinion polling 
companies conduct surveys by 
phoning large numbers of people.

DISCUSS

If opinion polls are not always accurate, why are they conducted? How might they influence voters or politicians 
towards the end of a campaign?

Compare the results of several federal or state elections with the opinion poll results from the week before polling 
day. Is the trend that polls are generally accurate predictors of the outcome? HASS skills: Analysing 
 General capability: Numeracy 
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social media, and have been adopting it to appeal to the public, particularly younger voters. In recent years 
they have expanded their efforts on social media in a variety of ways:

 • All of the major parties have Facebook pages to keep their supporters updated, and most individual 
members of parliament have their own Facebook pages. As well as providing information about party 
policies, individual members use their Facebook pages to provide updates on their activities within their 
electorates.

 • Almost every member of parliament in Australia today has a Twitter account. Every prime minister since 
Kevin Rudd in 2007 has had an account, and they have all made extensive use of it to promote their 
political messages on a daily basis.

The use of social media has been shown 
to carry risks. In some recent elections in 
other countries, Facebook profiles have been 
analysed and used for targeted political 
advertising. In some cases this advertising 
has been misleading, or contained false 
information, designed to appeal to particular 
voters, based on their Facebook or other 
social media profiles. This involved breaches 
of privacy and a distortion of democratic 
processes because it attempted to fraudulently 
influence the way people vote.

Members of parliament, supporters of 
particular political parties and opponents of 
the same political parties, as well as people 
campaigning for changes in the law, can all 
use social media to get their message across. 
Members of parliament and candidates for 
election can publicise their activities and gain 
immediate feedback from followers through 
the use of different social media platforms.

124 Jacaranda Humanities and Social Sciences 9 WA Second Edition

FIGURE 5   Everyone can use social media to get their 
message across.

4.2 ACTIVITIES

 1. Locate the Facebook page or Twitter account of the leader of one of the major parties.
 a. What kind of information is made available through this medium?
 b. How does the leader use social media to promote his or her image to voters?
 c. Do you think it is successful or not? Give reasons for your answer. HASS skills: Analysing 

 General capability: Personal and social capability
 2. Find your local member of parliament’s social media accounts. (This could be a state or federal lower house 

member.)
 a. What information does the member provide in relation to his or her local community activities?
 b. How does the member use social media to promote his or her party’s policies?

 HASS skills: Questioning and researching
 3. Imagine that opinion polls indicated that a political party’s policy was unpopular with voters during an 

election campaign. The leader has to take action to change public opinion. What do you think might happen 
in the following circumstances?

 a. The leader refuses to change the policy but initiates a new advertising campaign to better explain it.
 b. The leader makes minor changes to the policy to make it more acceptable.
 c. The leader drops the policy completely. HASS skills: Evaluating 

 General capability: Critical and creative thinking
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4.2 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Identify two ways in which candidates for parliament can engage in public debate during an election 
campaign.

 2. How can candidates use radio programs to help their campaign?
 3. Which of the following are ways candidates can make direct contact with voters in their electorate?
 A. Doorknocking
 B. Public events
 C. Developing new policies with his/her political party
 D. Social media
 E. Having an article written about him or herself for the local newspaper
 F. Talkback radio
 G. Press conferences

 4. Why are opinion polls an important part of an election campaign?
 5. How do political leaders make use of the evening television news during an election campaign?
 6. Explain the purpose/s of an opinion poll.

Apply your understanding

 7. Suggest reasons why opinion poll data might not match elections results
 a. in the week leading up to the election
 b. a month before an election
 c. when an election is not due for another year or more.

 8. What advantages and disadvantages do newspapers have compared with other media during an election 
campaign?

 9. If you were conducting an opinion poll to see who was Australian voters' preferred prime minister in the 
week before a federal election, what factors would you need to take into account when you were deciding 
who to survey?

 10. Do you think watching televised leaders' debates is an effective way for a voter to decide how they will 
vote? Give reasons for your view.

 11. If you were a political candidate running for federal parliament, what strategies would you use to target 
these groups of voters?

 a. 18–24 year olds
 b. Families with school-aged children with at least one person in full-time work
 c. Business owners
 d. Retirees

 12. What are the potential problems with political parties encouraging their candidates to use social media?
 13. Some political candidates have ended their bids to be elected after social media scandals involving old 

posts or tweets. Do you think a candidate's past behaviour on social media should be taken into account by 
voters?

 14. Political parties often have election slogans. Research the slogans from the 2019 federal election. For each 
slogan, explain what it means and who it is targeting, and evaluate the degree to which you think the slogan 
is successful.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1, 2, 3, 10

LEVEL 2
Questions 
4, 5, 8, 9, 11, 12

LEVEL 3
Questions 
6, 7, 13, 14
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4.3  Political advertising

4.3.1 Rules of political advertising in Australia
All political parties put together an advertising program as part 
of their election campaign. Television advertising is the most 
common form used, but parties will also advertise on radio 
and in the newspapers. In recent years, billboard advertising 
has also become increasingly common across the country. 
Most advertising has to be short, with a message that is easy 
to understand. Political parties make use of slogans they hope 
will be easy to remember. They also try to create a negative 
impression of their opponents. The party leaders feature heavily 
in these advertisements because they want voters to identify 
with that leader as the next prime minister.

There are rules governing how political candidates and parties 
can communicate with the public during election periods. These 
rules are determined by several different Commonwealth laws, 
and people or parties who break these can have legal action 
taken against them by the Australian Electoral Commission 
(AEC) or the Australian Communications and Media Authority 
(ACMA) for broadcasts.

Australia also has an advertising blackout period before state and federal elections. This is a time when TV 
and radio stations are not allowed to air advertising for political parties or candidates. This period starts on the 
Wednesday before an election, until polls close on the Saturday. The law, however, does not apply to online or 
print advertising.

Electoral communication laws regulate how election advertising must be 
communicated, but there are no laws that require information to be truthful. 
The primary role of the AEC is to run elections fairly, provide information 
on the electoral process and ensure the rules of electoral communications are 
understood and followed, but in recent elections, the AEC has run awareness 
campaigns urging voters to consider whether the information they see is 
reliable, current and safe.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to discuss some of the rules governing political advertising and 
explain the role of advertising during an election campaign.

Australian Electoral Commission    an 
independent body that organises and runs 
elections in Australia

advertising blackout period    the period 
of time before an election (state or federal) 
when television and radio advertising for 
political parties is not allowed

FIGURE 2:  What are the rules around political advertising?

…

By Shalailah Medhora

ABC Hack, Wednesday 15 May 2019 1:05pm (extracts)

We recruited political marketing expert from the Australian National University, Dr Andrew Hughes, to answer your 
questions.

FIGURE 1  There are rules governing how 
candidates can advertise to voters, but are 
these rules serving the public well?
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What are the rules around political advertising?

Political advertising is when a party, candidate, lobby group or other interest group use marketing to push a 
political agenda. That might be having your side get elected, or the promotion of an issue that could sway the 
public to vote a particular way (i.e. climate change or tax cuts).

The Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) controls the legality of things like ad authorisation (that is, the super 
fast talking at the end of TV ads), while the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) is in charge 
of broadcast rules.

But the legislation around political advertising is … old — the legislation for the AEC was written in 1918, and 
rules around broadcast passed in 1992. (That’s well before anyone was using the internet for advertising, and 
ages before social media was even a thing.)

So the rules governing political advertising are overwhelmingly targeted at traditional media...

What’s stopping political campaigners from lying to us?

... Here’s what Ad Standards, the body that self-regulates the advertising industry, has to say: “Currently, there is 
no legal requirement for the content of political advertising to be factually correct.”

Debate has been raging for literally decades on whether we should enact truth in advertising laws, but Dr 
Hughes said even if we had those laws, they’d be really hard to enforce. For example, what’s the line between 
an exaggeration (“Labor will tax you to death” / “The Liberals hate Medicare”) vs a lie (“Labor will impose a death 
tax” / “The Liberals will axe Medicare”)? And who decides where that line is? It’s complicated, and so legislators 
have left it in the too-hard basket.

What are blackout laws and why do we still have them?

Blackout laws come into place the Wednesday night before polling day, and stay in place until voting is over on 
Saturday night.

The idea was that it gave voters a chance to seek out information about issues, rather than be bombarded by 
advertising, so that people can make up their own minds well before they step into a polling booth.

But again, they don’t apply to digital platforms and social media, “… Social media means you can be bombarded 
in whatever platform you’re on or even through text messaging,” [Dr Hughes] said...

Positive vs negative advertising

You’ve probably seen politicians throw some pretty dark stuff around, and Dr Hughes said that's by design.

“Politicians believe negative advertising works at creating a lot more interest in them, because of the flight or fight 
response that we’ve got.”

In other words, negative advertising works if you’re not familiar with an issue, and Dr Hughes said disengagement 
from politics makes it easier for negative ads to cut through.

“It works on the basis that you might fear the messaging or have doubt [about an issue] but also that we have 
low involvement in politics generally. What that means is we’re likely to re-listen to the message in a negative ad 
because we feel like — ok I don’t know about this issue so I’ll be educated thanks to this political party,” he said.

But that’s as far as negative ads go. Dr Hughes has found that positive ads that sell a policy or a vision for the 
future actually do much better with voters.

“I’ve done research which finds that 85 per cent of people on average hate negative advertising at extreme 
emotional levels where they won’t take the message in and will act in the other direction,” he said.

That means that negative ads are much more likely to make people switch off, he said.

“It creates a lot of anger and changes their behaviour, but usually for the worse for the party that sponsors that 
message,” Dr Hughes said…
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What about social media?

Voters want authenticity and believability from their politicians, and Dr Hughes said politicians have begun 
tapping into social media to achieve that.

Social media can give people the sense that they’re taking a glimpse at you and your life, and that’s a very handy 
tool if you’re trying to get people to vote for you.

Of course, as we all know, not all politicians use social media well. In fact, during this election campaign we’ve 
seen literally dozens of candidates resign because of something they’d posted on Facebook or YouTube or some 
other platform in the past.

But Dr Hughes said the power of successful social media campaigning lies in how they get users to engage, and 
seem authentic and voter-led.

“Most of the campaigns that we’ve seen in Australia that have been successful have been grassroots not top-
down. So Kevin07 had that grassroots feel, people were walking around with the t-shirts on,” he said.

Dr Hughes also pointed to Independent Cathy McGowan’s successful tilt at winning the seat of Indi as an 
example of how a candidate can use community engagement and crowd-sourcing to get across the line…

One of the newest and sneakiest things that political campaigners are testing out via social media, is getting 
you to do their work for them. For example, they might get you to create a meme or video and share it with your 
friends.

Because it’s user-generated and unpaid, it’s not technically political advertising. And because you’re sharing it 
authentically with your friends, it’s much more effective than traditional marketing.

“Your credibility is better than [the politicians or political parties], so look out for that direct call to action,” Dr 
Hughes said.

We often comply with those requests because, let’s face it, we’re vain.

“It’s going to tap into our need for fame,” Dr Hughes said.

How important is microtargeting?

“Microtargeting is where you target a very small base of people,” Dr Hughes said. “It could be on age group, 
geographical location, gender etc.”

The microsize could even be as small as a 1000 people…

“Getting people engaged in the campaign is critical. Labor and Liberal only have tens of thousands of members 
— maybe 30 to 40 thousand, which is not a lot in 25 million people. So what it [microtargeting] is great at is 
getting volunteers.”

“The way it works really well is that other segments won’t see the messages we create for that microtarget. It 
would be very specific, and we’ve seen a lot more of that in politics,” he said…

If you’re outside the parameters of the microtargeting, you won’t see the message. Which makes it very hard to 
police.

Dr Hughes said as a result, it’s completely unregulated.

“You can do anything you want here in this space; Facebook encourage it. Facebook is a great platform to do 
microtargeting on [because] you can customise an audience for your messaging, and you don’t even have to 
know who that audience is,” he said.

“You can go down to hundreds of people, or tens of people, or even one person.”

He said this type of messaging is much more customised, so it goes straight to people 
who will be receptive to it. For example, microtargeting might bombard people who hold 
anti-immigration views with false statistics about migrants causing crime.

Again, because it’s not regulated, people can say and do anything in this context — it 
doesn’t have to be truthful or accurate…

grassroots    a campaign based 
on community and membership 
support rather than being run from 
above by the leadership
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4.3 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. What features must a political advertising campaign have to be successful?
 2. Which of the following is not true about Australia’s political advertising blackout laws?
 A. They apply to state and federal elections.
 B. They apply to all advertising on all types of media.
 C. They end when polls close on election day.
 D. They do not apply to newspapers.

 3. If you believed a political advertisement on commercial television was purposely misleading and factually 
incorrect, who would be the appropriate agency to complain to?

 4. What is a grassroots campaign?
 5. What advantages might billboard advertising have over other forms of advertising?

Apply your understanding

 6. Do you think different age groups of people would be more likely to be persuaded by different methods of 
advertising? Explain your view, giving examples of at least two different types of advertising.

 7. Research has found that negative advertising or ‘attack ads’ are not as successful in persuading voters as 
positive messaging. Suggest reasons why this might be the case.

 8. Most of the money spent in political campaigns is spent on TV advertising. Do you think this is an effective 
way of campaigning? Justify your opinion.

 9. Do you think that Australia’s election advertising blackout laws should be changed? Outline your view and 
give reasons to justify your opinion.

 10. Should Australia have laws to ensure truth in all political advertising? Discuss the problems that might arise 
in creating and enforcing such laws.

 11. Political ads or media coverage often show a candidate with their party’s leader. When might it be an 
unsuccessful strategy:

 a. for the candidate?
 b. for the party?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.
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DISCUSS

Do you think changes need to be made to the regulations for political advertising in Australia? Do you think most 
voters are well enough informed to be able to distinguish the truth from exaggeration or lies?

Do you think social media political advertising should be regulated in the same way as broadcast or print 
advertising? How could the AEC enforce any regulations on social media? HASS skills: Analysing 
 General capability: Ethical understanding

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1, 2, 6

LEVEL 2
Questions 
3, 4, 7, 8

LEVEL 3
Questions 
5, 9, 10, 11

c04MakingInformedChoices.indd   129 8/27/2020   1:54:07 PM

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



4.4  Creating a groundswell

4.4.1 Interest groups
Each party has support among a number of interest groups throughout the community. The Liberal Party 
has support from a number of business groups, and many of these will donate money to help cover the cost 
of that party’s advertising. In the same way, the Greens often get support from environmental groups, who 
will provide time and resources to help that party’s campaign. Labor has strong links with the trade union 
movement, so the union movement donates large amounts to that party’s campaign. Unions will also often 
campaign directly against the Liberal Party. In the 2007 election, for example, the unions campaigned strongly 
against the Liberal government’s WorkChoices laws in the belief that the laws harmed ordinary workers, who 
were often union members.

Public protests by interest groups can play a role in influencing voters’ attitudes during election campaigns, but 
can also be a way for people to voice their concerns or raise issues between elections. For example, the 2019 
school strikes occurred before the 2019 federal election around the country. Thousands of school-aged students 
marched to urge governments to act on climate change, and for adults to vote accordingly.

4.4.2 Political donations
Every year, federal political parties and their state branches are legally required to report donations over a 
specific ‘disclosure threshold’ — the threshold rises every year, but was $14 000 from July 2019 to June 2020. 
Donations under this amount do not need to be declared, but may be.

A public register of these donations is posted on the AEC’s website.

FIGURE 1  Thousands of Australian students gathered in climage change protest rallies 
in March 2019.

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to discuss the impact of interest groups and other campaign 
techniques that influence voters.
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4.4.3 Other campaign activities
Political parties and interest groups both have a variety of additional campaign techniques that are used in most 
elections. These include:

 • Letterboxing. Parties will print and distribute advertising leaflets during an election campaign. These will 
usually feature a photo and information about the local candidate, as well as information about the party’s 
policies. Local party members then volunteer to walk around the electorate delivering the leaflets to 
letterboxes.

 • Polling. As well as opinion-polling companies carrying out surveys of voters’ opinions, political parties 
carry out their own opinion polls, particularly during an election campaign. They want up-to-date 
feedback on how well their campaign is being received by the voters, whether their policies are popular 
or not, and how well the leaders are performing. The political parties carry out polling almost every day 
during an election campaign.

 • Doorknocking. A traditional method of campaigning has been for a candidate to walk around the 
electorate, knocking on doors to talk to voters. This is less likely to occur during the official campaign, 
but some candidates may have spent many hours doing this between elections, particularly if they are 
challenging a well-known member of parliament.

 • Letters to editor and talkback calls. During an election campaign, there is always a strong emphasis on 
political issues in the letters pages of the newspapers as well as on talkback radio programs. Members 
and supporters of political parties regularly send letters to the newspapers, and phone up talkback radio 
programs during this time. They usually pretend to be ordinary members of the public and do not reveal 
their party membership.

 • Handing out how-to-vote cards. On election day, political parties rely on volunteers and ordinary party 
members to stand outside polling places and hand out how-to-vote cards.

4.4 ACTIVITY

Explore the data provided by the AEC about Australian political parties/state branches in the last financial year. 
Specifically, look at the details of debts (who they paid money to), and receipts (who they received money from) 
for three parties that you recognise.

 a. Did they pay money to any media, advertising or online companies? What do you think this might have been 
for?

 b. Which organisations aligned with their party did they pay money to? (For example, did the national branch of 
a party pay money to a state branch?)

 c. Which individuals, companies or organisations were the party’s biggest donors? Discuss why they might 
have wanted to donate money to that party.

 d. Compare some of the larger party's donation amounts with smaller or state-based parties. What observations 
can you make? HASS skills: Analysing, Evaluating 
 General capability: Critical and creative thinking

DISCUSS

Consider this statement: ‘Interest groups should not be able to donate money to political parties in order to try to 
influence them or help them win power.’

 a. What would be the different positions that the following groups of people would have on this issue?
 i. A Greens politician who has received a large donation from an environmental group to help her campaign
 ii. A pro-business lobby group that donates to the Liberal party
 iii. Undecided voters

 b. What values and beliefs may influence their differing perspectives?
 General capability: Ethical understanding
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4.4 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. Match the political party with the interest group most likely to support them.

Party Group

Liberal Party Trade unions

Labor Party Environmental activists

Australian Greens Business organisations

National Party Farmers’ groups

 2. Match the campaign term to its meaning.

Campaign term Meaning

Doorknocking Distributing political information to people’s homes

Letterboxing Surveying voters’ views

Polling Giving out leaflets near a polling station that suggest how people 
should vote

Handing out how-to-vote cards Visiting people at home to ask them to vote for you

 3. Under what conditions can political parties accept donations from people or organisations?
 4. Why do you think interest groups would organise rallies or protests in between elections? Explain what they 

might hope to achieve.

Apply your understanding

 5. Doorknocking has been a traditional method of campaigning and it remains a common practice. If a political 
candidate came knocking on your door, would this impress you or annoy you? Give reasons for your 
response.

 6. Consider the role of political donations in Australia. What are the advantages and disadvantages of political 
donations for

 a. political parties?
 b. interest groups?
 c. companies?
 d. individuals?
 e. democracy?

 7. What factors might affect whether interest groups can have an influence on voters’ decisions during an 
election?

 8. What factors do you think motivate people to volunteer for political parties during elections?
 9. Which of the strategies used by interest groups do you think would be the most likely to influence your 

vote? Explain why.

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1, 2, 5

LEVEL 2
Questions 
3, 6, 7

LEVEL 3
Questions 
4, 8, 9
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4.5  Shaping national attitudes

4.5.1 Active citizenship
Like many countries in the world, Australia is a representative democracy. In this system, eligible voters elect 
officials to make decisions on their behalf and on behalf of their communities. Australia’s various levels of 
government facilitate civic life and ensure the safety, freedom and rights of individuals and communities. In 
order to be active participants in this democratic society, Australian citizens are obliged to fulfil a range of 
responsibilities. Chief among these is our obligation to follow the rule of law and to demonstrate behaviours 
that are aligned with Australian values. In this subtopic, you will explore the ways in which changes in national 
attitudes influence electoral outcomes and political policy, and how political policy can influence attitudes 
about the way we see ourselves, our country and our place in the world.

4.5.2 Multiculturalism and pluralism
You may have heard or perhaps sung the song ‘I am Australian’ many times, but have you ever stopped to 
think about the lyrics? Australia is a unique country in that the vast majority of its citizens or their families 
were, at some stage during their history, immigrants. The only true Australians are Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people whose ancestors have walked these lands for tens of thousands of years. So while we are ‘one’, 
we are also ‘many’.

According to the 2016 census, one-third of Australians were born overseas and 49 per cent were either born 
overseas or have at least one parent who was born overseas. It is this cultural diversity that defines Australia 
as a multicultural society, but further, it is our acceptance of all people’s right to maintain their individual 
cultural traditions, languages and faiths that defines us as a pluralist society. In our pluralist Australian society, 
there is no expectation that those from minority groups need to abandon their heritage, beliefs, customs or 
culture in order to be considered Australian — the situation is quite the opposite. There is an expectation that 
cultural differences are respected and that everyone should demonstrate tolerance and understanding.

4.5.3 Rights and responsibilities of Australian citizens
As citizens in a pluralist society, it is our responsibility to embody the values and demonstrate behaviours 
that are characteristic of pluralism. Each Australian citizen has rights and responsibilities which, if upheld, 
can protect and foster pluralism within our society. According to the Australian 
Department of Home Affairs the responsibilities of an Australian citizen are to:

 • behave in accordance with Australia’s democratic beliefs
 • respect the rights and liberties of Australia
 • follow and obey the law
 • vote in federal and state or territory elections, and in referendums
 • defend Australia if necessary
 • serve on jury duty if summoned.

FIGURE 1 outlines some of the rights, beliefs and freedoms of Australian citizens; 
however, as our country is part of the global community, we also need to consider 
our role as global citizens.

eligible voters    Australian citizens 
who are over 18 years old and are 
on the electoral roll, which is an 
official register of voters

multicultural    describes a 
society in which the cultures and 
traditions of many different groups 
coexist and are encouraged

pluralist    describes a society 
that accepts all people’s right to 
maintain their individual cultural 
traditions, languages and faiths

LEARNING INTENTION

By the end of this subtopic, you will be able to explain how attitudes expressed by ordinary citizens can have an 
impact on the national political and how the opinions of politicians can influence public opinion, and identify how 
these factors can influence the outcomes of elections.
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4.5.4 Influences in the twenty-first century
Australian identity has also been influenced by global events that have occurred in the early part of the twenty-
first century. The impacts of the horrific terror attacks committed in the US on 11 September 2001 were felt 
across the world, including in Australia. Not only were strict and controversial anti-terror laws introduced 
by the federal government, but an underlying feeling of fear began to seep into Australian society. The 2002 
Bali bombings, in which 88 Australians were killed, and the 2014 Lindt Café siege in Sydney, in which two 
hostages and the lone gunman were killed, also contributed to the development of a tense social climate.

The Lindt Café siege was carried out by a man who claimed allegiance to a terrorist organisation with Islamic 
links. In the aftermath of this event, many Australians took to Twitter to combat rising anti-Islamic sentiment. 
Using the hashtag #illridewithyou, users offered to accompany any Muslim person 
who might feel threatened while taking public transport. Over 150 000 tweets were 
posted with this hashtag, symbolising solidarity between Muslim and non-Muslim 
Australians. This example also provides an example of the positive societal role that 
social media can play to help combat xenophobia and religious intolerance.

Australians’
democratic

beliefs, rights
and liberties

 Parliamentary democracy
 The people elected as

representatives are answerable
to the public for their decisions.

 Rule of law
 All Australians are equal in the
eyes of the law. No person or

group gets preferential treatment.

 Respect for all individuals
 We treat all Australians with

dignity and respect. We
respect others’ beliefs,

traditions and background.

 Compassion
 We always show a spirit of

‘mateship’. We come together
to help and support each

other during times of need.

 Living peacefully
 We prefer discussion, peaceful
persuasion and democracy. We

do not use violence to bring
about change.

FIGURE 1  Rights, beliefs and liberties of Australian citizens, as outlined by the Department of Home Affairs

Islamic    relating to the Muslim 
religion, Islam

xenophobia    extreme fear, 
distrust or hatred of foreigners

DISCUSS

‘Our responsibilities as Australian citizens are more important than our global citizenship responsibilities.’ Do you 
agree or disagree with this statement? Why? General capability: Ethical understanding

DISCUSS

In a country characterised by diversity, is it possible to be a unified nation?

Does the Australian democratic process and system of government help to protect the diversity of Australia 
through the election process?

Do you believe that it is part of a politician’s role to encourage acceptance of pluralist values?

As a class, brainstorm or research examples of politicians who have either intentionally or inadvertently (not on 
purpose) shared or supported information that contributed to national discussions about pluralist ideas. (You 
could also discuss examples from other countries to compare.) General capability: Ethical understanding
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4.5.5 Social media and Australian identity
The rapid development of technology, especially information 
communication technology and social media platforms, has 
also had a significant impact on Australian identity and, as a 
consequence, political discourse (discussion).

The use of hashtags on Twitter to group similar posts 
together is one example of how an issue or event can gather 
traction across Australia and the world. In 2018, half of 
the top ten Australian Twitter hashtags referred to social or 
political issues, including the top ranked hashtag, #AusPol. 
Other issues included the political instability of the federal 
government, referenced by #LibSpill (ranked number 4); the 
ever-present concerns of global environmental issues such as 
#climatechange (number 6); the controversy caused by the 
government’s refugee policy referenced by #Nauru  
(number 8); and #MeToo — a global call for women’s rights 
(number 9).

Unregulated use of social media, however, can also allow the 
dissemination of misinformation and false representations 
of cultural groups. This can be the case, even in the face of 
significant evidence. For example, a CNN poll in the United 
States in 2015 found that 29 per cent of Americans still 
thought Barack Obama was a Muslim, even though he had 
talked regularly and at length about his Christian faith during 
the eight years of his presidency.

Consider how you form opinions about music. Maybe you’ll hear a song you like on the radio, or maybe a 
friend will play you a song that they’ve heard before, or perhaps you simply grew up listening to the music 
in your parents’ playlists. All these factors influence your taste in music, your musical opinion. Now consider 
how you form opinions about different groups in Australian society. Are you influenced by what you hear 
and read, by what your friends tell you, or by the way in which you have been raised? It is natural for your 
opinions to be influenced by all of these factors. What you read, hear and watch is largely determined by the 
media you consume, whether it is traditional forms of media such as newspapers, radio and television, or 
modern media such as the internet and social media platforms. These factors also influence the way people 
vote because their understanding of issues, people, cultures and religions are gained from opinions online 
and translate into their political behaviour at the polls. If they develop ill-informed opinions about groups of 
people, they may be inclined to vote based on that prejudice.

4.5.6 The representation of social groups in Australian media
Stereotypes exist due to the way social groups are represented in the media. Our perceptions of these groups 
are heavily influenced by what we watch on television and read in newspapers and on social media. These 
sources of information are so influential that they can often override our existing knowledge of social groups. 
We can see the influence of stereotypes in the results of the following two studies.

A 2018 Deakin University report found that over a third of news stories about minority communities portrayed 
them in a negative light. Another study investigated the ways in which elderly people are represented by the 
Australian media. The results of this survey are shown in the FIGURE 3 graphic. 
Words that appeared more frequently appear larger in this image. These two studies 
remind us that we need to think critically about the way that social groups are 
represented in the Australian media and consider the impacts these representations 
can have on our attitudes and political decision making.

FIGURE 2  The #MeToo movement was a 
worldwide phenomenon calling out male 
sexual harassment and assault of women.

stereotype    widely held but 
oversimplified idea of a type of 
person or culture
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Stereotypes can have a significant impact in societies regardless of the way that they are created or perpetuated. 
Most stereotypes have negative connotations and are based on only a small part of a social group’s true 
identity. By accepting a stereotype, we limit ourselves in developing a true understanding of different people. 
We exaggerate cultural and religious differences and forget the similarities we may share. In this way, 
stereotypes can undermine cohesion in Australian society.

These attitudes also influence the way people feel, and by association how people vote. Political groups and 
their messages may gain traction or attention in the media for their policies if they relate to current issues or 
events that are sensational or hot topics. For example, politicians or parties with strong views about asylum 
seekers or climate change might gain more media attention when these issues are in the spotlight, even if only 
a small percentage of the community agree with their views. This ‘air-time’ can make some viewpoints or 
perspectives on issues seem more popular than elections, surveys or polls might otherwise suggest.

FIGURE 3  Perceptions of how older people are portrayed in the media

DISCUSS

To what extent do you think attitudes about race, gender, culture, age, disability and other factors that can lead to 
discrimination shape the political agenda in Australia? Do we give equal air time or attention during elections to 
everyone?

What factors might influence the public visibility and acceptance of some candidates  
during an election? HASS skills: Evaluating 
 Civics and Citizenship concepts: Democratic values, Participation 
 General capability: Intercultural understanding

As a class, collect and discuss examples from the media or from speeches in parliament that might have had 
an impact on voters' attitudes by relying on or repeating a stereotype. What political issues are involved? 
What attitudes are expressed? What role should the media play in political debate, is it their job to combat 
stereotypes?
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4.5 EXERCISE

To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go 
to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au.

Check your understanding

 1. A ____________ is a system of government in which eligible voters elect officials to make decisions on their 
behalf and on behalf of their communities.

 2. In a ____________ society, smaller groups within a larger society retain their unique cultural attributes and 
practices. In a ____________ society, there is no need for a dominant culture to exist.

 3. In a pluralist society, what are new migrants encouraged to do?
 4. What is a similarity between our responsibilities as Australian citizens and global citizens?
 5. Who creates and reinforces stereotypes?
 A. Media
 B. Public figures
 C. Politicians
 D. Regular people
 E. All of the above

 6. What are the main dangers of accepting a stereotype? Explain your perspective, giving examples.

Apply your understanding

 7. Are there any rights or responsibilities that you would remove from the FIGURE 1 diagram in section 4.5.3? 
Justify your response.

 8. How has Australian social cohesion been threatened by political events in the twenty-first century?
 9. ‘Social media is a divisive influence on Australian society and should be banned immediately.’ Do you agree 

or disagree with this statement? Explain your response.
 10. Explain how we can combat negative stereotypes when they appear in the media.
 11. To what extent do you think that stereotypes in the media affect the way people vote?

For sample responses to every question, go to www.jacplus.com.au.

Learning pathways

LEVEL 1
Questions 
1, 2, 5, 7, 10

LEVEL 2
Questions 
3, 4, 8

LEVEL 3
Questions 
6, 8, 9, 11
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4.6  Thinking Big research project:  
Don’t stereotype me!
Scenario
The presence of stereotypes in a community can have negative impacts on social cohesion. Stereotypes can 
inflame cultural and social tensions and divide communities by misrepresenting groups within our society. 
Unfortunately, stereotypes are commonly found in traditional forms of media in Australia. Negative stereotypes 
are also reinforced on social media, which can be poorly regulated.

Task
Your task is to develop an advertising campaign that seeks to address the negative implications of stereotyping 
within Australian society. You are free to use whatever format you deem appropriate for this task but you must 
also include a written brief explaining your chosen direction and format. Your final submission should include 
your planning documentation, copies of your advertisements and a written justification of your advertising 
strategy.

Follow the steps in the Process section to complete this task.

Process
 • Open the ProjectsPLUS application in the Resources for this topic. Click on the Start new project button 

to enter the project due date and set up your project group. Working with a partner or in a group of three 
will allow you to swap ideas and share responsibility for the project. Save your settings and the project 
will be launched.
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 • Navigate to the Research forum, where you will find starter topics loaded to guide your research. 
You can add further topics to the Research forum if you wish. In the Media centre you will find an 
assessment rubric and some useful weblinks to get you started.

 • In your group, brainstorm some ideas for your advertising campaign. Start by thinking about what you 
want to say and about what. What type of stereotype do you want to tackle (e.g. ageist, gender-based, 
cultural)? You may like to use a mind map to organise your brainstorming. The focus of your planning 
should be the question: What impact does the portrayal of stereotypes in Australian media have on 
Australian society? Remember, you will need to submit your planning documents as part of your final 
work, so be sure to complete these thoroughly.

 • Add any relevant notes to the appropriate topic pages in the Research forum. When you have completed 
your research, you can print out the Research report in the Research forum to easily view all the 
information you have gathered, if you wish.

 • Once you have decided on your message, you can turn your attention to the format of your campaign. 
Possible formats include: a poster, radio or television commercial, or social media campaign. You may 
prepare materials for more than one format if you wish.

 • If you are recording an audio advertisement for radio, or a video advertisement for television or social 
media, make sure that you are completely prepared before you start recording. Write out your script and 
rehearse thoroughly before commencing recording.

 • Write a justification for your advertising strategy. This should explain your campaign’s message and its 
intended audience, as well as a discussion of what you hoped to achieve by creating your campaign.

 • Present your advertising campaign in class and submit your planning documents, transcripts/copies of 
your advertisements and your strategy justification to your teacher for assessment.

Resources

ProjectsPLUS Thinking Big research project: Don’t stereotype me! (pro-0199)
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 4.7  Review
4.7.1 Key knowledge summary

4.2 Influencing voters
 • All those standing for election will conduct political campaigns in order to influence voters to support 

them.
 • Campaigns can include debates by party leaders, as well as public appearances and advertising campaigns.
 • Opinion polls show the results of voter surveys about issues and voting intention.

4.3 Political advertising
 • Advertising by political parties and during election campaigns is regulated by the AEC and ACMA.
 • The laws about political advertising do not specifically cover most forms of social media advertising.
 • Social media is being used more widely to directly and specifically target groups of voters with common 

interests.

4.4 Creating a groundswell
 • Political parties are supported by specific interest groups that share their values.
 • Interest groups and political parties engage in letterboxing, doorknocking and a range of other campaign 

techniques.

4.5 Shaping national attitudes
 • Our views can be influenced by a range of factors including the people around us and the media we 

consume.
 • Stereotypes exist due to the way social groups are represented in the media. Our perceptions of these 

groups are heavily influenced by what we watch on television and read in newspapers and on social 
media.

 • Most stereotypes have negative connotations and are based on only a small part of a social group’s true 
identity.

 • Stereotypes can undermine the political process and influence voters’ decisions by limiting our capacity to 
listen to and understand the ideas of a wide range of people without prejudice.

4.7.2 Key terms

advertising blackout period    the period of time before an election (state or federal) when television and radio advertising for 
political parties is not allowed

Australian Electoral Commission    an independent body that organises and runs elections in Australia

campaign slogan    a short, catchy phrase used by a party during an election campaign, intended to summarise the party’s 
platform or position

eligible voters    Australian citizens who are over 18 years old and are on the electoral roll, which is an official register of voters

grassroots    a campaign based on community and membership support rather than being run from above by the leadership

Islamic    relating to the Muslim religion, Islam

multicultural    describes a society in which the cultures and traditions of many different groups coexist and are encouraged

pluralist    describes a society that accepts all people’s right to maintain their individual cultural traditions, languages and faiths

robocalls    computer-generated opinion polling phone calls

stereotype    widely held but oversimplified idea of a type of person or culture

xenophobia    extreme fear, distrust or hatred of foreigners
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4.7.3 Reflection
Complete the following to reflect on your learning.

4.7 Review exercise

Multiple-choice
 1. What does AEC stand for?
 A. Australian Electoral Company
 B. Australian Election Commission
 C. Australian Electoral Corporation
 D. Australian Electoral Commission
 E. None of the above

 2. During an election campaign, who can write a letter to the editor?
 A. Politicians
 B. Voters
 C. Young people whoa re not old enough to vote
 D. All of the above

 3. What is the main purpose of a political campaign before a federal election?
 A. To pass a referendum
 B. To persuade voters to elect a specific candidate or party
 C. To pass a law
 D. None of the above

 4. Complete the following sentence.
There are ____________ legal restrictions placed on traditional media than social media during an election 
campaign.

 A. more
 B. fewer
 C. the same
 D. not any

 5. Which of the following forms of media might politicians use during an election campaign?
 A. Television talk shows
 B. Radio interviews
 C. Social media
 D. Newspapers
 E. Billboards
 F. All of the above

Revisit the inquiry question posed in the Overview:

A strong democracy requires active, informed citizens. Are Australians active and informed?

 1. Now that you have completed this topic, what is your view on the question? Discuss with a partner. Has your 
learning in this topic changed your view? If so, how?

 2. Write a paragraph in response to the inquiry question, outlining your views.

Resources

eWorkbook Customisable worksheets for this topic (ewbk-5651)
Reflection (ewbk-5650)
Crossword (ewbk-5649)
Student Learning Matrix (ewbk-5645)

Interactivity Choosing a government crossword (int-5435)
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 6. What can be negatively affected by the acceptance of stereotypes?
 A. Interpretations of news media
 B. Understanding of political policy
 C. Social cohesion
 D. All of the above

 7. What features must a political advertising campaign have to be successful?
 A. Short and simple
 B. Indirect message
 C. Long and detailed
 D. Direct message

 8. If you believed a political advertisement on commercial television was purposely misleading and factually 
incorrect, who would be the best agency to complain to?

 A. AEC
 B. ACMA
 C. AMA
 D. ABC

 9. What advantages might billboard advertising have over other forms of advertising? Select all that apply.
 A. They stay on display throughout the campaign.
 B. They are covered by media blackout laws.
 C. They must be factually true by law.
 D. A wide range of voters see them, not just audiences of specific TV/radio shows.

 10. Can political parties accept donations from people or organisations?
 A. No, this is against the Constitution.
 B. No, the AEC funds them entirely to ensure fair elections.
 C. Yes, but donations over a certain amount must be declared.
 D. Yes, all donations are kept secret to protect democracy.

Short answer
 11. Do you think Australia needs to reform its laws regarding election advertising? Give reasons why.
 12. Discuss the positive and negative sides of allowing individuals and organisations to make donations to 

political parties.
 13. Do you think political parties spend too much money trying to influence voters?
 14. Examine the policy platforms of the main parties in the last federal election. Which of their policies would 

be most likely to attract your vote? Explain why.
 15. Should global issues influence the way Australians vote or should elections be decided on domestic 

(Australian) issues? Give reasons for your answer.
 16. Consider the role of opinion polls in elections.
 a. What is the purpose of an opinion poll?
 b. Discuss whether opinion polls achieve their aims.
 17. Explain one strategy that an interest group might use to try to persuade voters during an election campign.
 18. Australia has laws governing donations to political parties.
 a. Outline one of these laws.
 b. Suggest reasons why this law might have been put in place. (To do this, consider the possible outcome if 

the law was withdrawn.)

 19. Explain how negative stereotypes in the media could influence the outcome of an election.
 20. When you reach voting age, how could you avoid forming your opinions based on false information or 

stereotypes? Explain one strategy that you could use to determine whether information is factual, accurate 
and reliable.
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RESOURCE SUMMARY  Resources

This is a summary of the digital resources you will find online for Topic 4 to help support your learning and deepen 
your understanding. When you see these icons next to an image or paragraph, go to learnON to access video 
eLessons, interactivities, weblinks and other support material for this topic.

4.2 Influencing voters
eWorkbook

 • Traditional media (ewbk-5646)

4.3 Political advertising
eWorkbook

 • Advertising blackout period (ewbk-5647)

4.4 Creating a groundswell
eWorkbook

 • Election campaigns (ewbk-5648)

4.6 Thinking Big research project: Don’t 
stereotype me

ProjectsPLUS

 • Thinking Big research project: Don’t stereotype me! 
(pro-0199)

4.7 Review
eWorkbook

 • Reflection (ewbk-5650)

 • Crossword (ewbk-5649)

 • Student Learning Matrix (ewbk-5645)

Interactivity

 • Choosing a government crossword (int-5435)

To access these online resources, log on to www.jacplus.com.au.
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