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Introduction

DURING THE 1969 FEDERAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN I WANTED a response from the opposition leader, Gough Whitlam, to something prime minister John Gorton had said. Whitlam would not comment without being sure of the exact words Gorton had used and the context, so I had to get an audio tape to him. A Labor staffer carried it in his luggage from Sydney, where Gorton had made the comment, to Perth, where Whitlam was campaigning.

You’re right. It was slow. These days the prime minister’s remarks would go out live on Sky News or ABC News 24, and be monitored by the opposition leader’s staff. Interesting lines would be tweeted instantly. Transcripts would flash around the country by email in no time flat. Television viewers would see the two leaders going head-to-head in the same news package, probably within an hour. Journalists would be writing comment pieces about it just as quickly. And if there was still a need, I could use email to transmit the audio file.

This is the big change in politics. Thanks to technological advances in the communications field, everything has got faster. It is all immediate, all in real time. And the nature of our democracy is changing as a result. One of the more thoughtful federal ministers said in the wake of the August 2010 election: ‘There used to be a process of discussion for policies and ideas. Now people just get a snapshot, then it’s gone.’

Journalists have less time to think or to draw on outside expertise. Their job description involves getting stuff on air or into print asap. The requirement for instant analysis can mean shallow analysis. The short attention span of today’s media (and media consumers) means politicians get less time to sell a message or explain a policy before being expected to move on to something new. And it is not only media coverage of politics that is affected. The way government operates has altered as well.

The minister again: ‘In the few minutes we’ve been talking I’ve had half a dozen emails that I need to deal with. The nature of discourse has changed. There’s not the same considered approach to our internal policy development, not the same attention to proper processes.’ And media demands are taking up more time because there is more media to be fed. The 24-hour news channels are chocker with political discussion shows, and newspaper journalists now file on-line throughout the day instead of to one deadline. This is on top of normal TV news and current affairs programs and talkback radio requests. ‘It’s changing the way we do things and impacting on processes,’ the minister says.

Preparing this book – a selection of columns published since I began reporting politics together with some new material – involved looking back over a 45-year career. I was struck by the fact that much has stayed the same.

The same themes recur. It’s always the economy, stupid. Canberra’s inexorable takeover of state powers and responsibilities has been a controversial matter since federation. Questions involving race and refugees keep coming up. And leadership rivalry is a rolling story on both sides of politics. From Gorton to Kevin Rudd, by my count, 11 leaders have been toppled, so nothing new there.

But the political process, like everything else, evolves and develops. Some of the developments will be obvious from these pages, others less so. One issue touched on in the context of Rudd’s downfall and the subsequent election is the use of focus groups.

I first recall hearing about market research playing a major role in policy formulation in 1980, when – under Bill Hayden’s leadership – Labor commissioned surveys of swinging voters on the kind of tax cuts it should offer. Cuts in sales taxes, they discovered, lacked voter appeal. The party would get a much bigger bang for the buck by promising income tax cuts or a reduction in the crude oil levy to bring down petrol prices.

Now market testing via focus groups is a way of political life. So much so that, following the 2010 federal election, a backlash is developing. Especially on the Labor side. According to one disillusioned MP: ‘It’s turning politics on its head.’ His point is that if you want to change society you need to change opinion, not follow it. A well-known ALP spin doctor, who might be expected to favour focus group politics, says instead, and with passion: ‘This is losing your soul. It’s weak as piss.’

It is true that focus groups are more likely to influence the language politicians use than to determine major policy directions. But focus groups panicked the government over asylum seekers. Focus groups were influential in the abandonment of the emissions trading policy, which had such disastrous consequences for Rudd. And focus groups helped to seal Rudd’s fate by showing the depth of the feeling that ‘He’s not who we thought we’d elected’ and ‘He’s not the real deal’ after the climate change debacle.

And there’s another change that’s related, I think, to a faster and more pervasive media and the rise of focus groups. Politicians seem increasingly unwilling to fight. They’ll brawl among themselves, hurl insults at each other, as they have always done, but they are wary of going into battle to fight for important principles or big policy ideas.

This is not to say they are less brave or less principled than their predecessors. Given his head, Tony Abbott would be as crazy brave as Paul Keating. And Julia Gillard’s knifing of Rudd was not the act of a political coward.

But today’s politicians face different pressures. More intense media scrutiny is one – any mistake is magnified. A fast-moving news cycle makes it harder to explain complex ideas and policies. A conservative electorate has been conditioned to be suspicious of all government spending, and is more likely to regard ambitious plans as wasteful than visionary. Politics has become managerial rather than ideological.

There is hope, however. If the 2010 election proves anything, it is that voters – no matter what the focus groups say – actually do want their politicians to stand for something. And I suspect the pollies noticed.

Laurie Oakes

September 2010
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