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Researchers suggest that young people of today have disengaged from the political landscape in
Australia. However, the online realm provides potential first time voters an avenue in which to
engage in politics in an environment that is generally associated with a youthful demographic.
New media tactics utilised during the 2007 Australian federal election aimed to not only attract
youthful voters, but also to educate and deliver policy on a level generally associated with the
18-24 demographic. This study explored the effectiveness of new media in the political
communication context, in particular with relation to first time voters. This research found that
first time voters were not as engaged as predicted, and that the third party sites were more
popular with undecided voters than the formal political party sites in voter influence.

Introduction

Researchers suggest that politicians are faced with the disengagement of youth from politics.
The online realm provides potential first time voters an avenue in which to engage in politics,
in an environment which is generally associated with a youthful demographic (Xenos & Foot,
2008; Montgomery, 2008). Today, with 76.5 per cent of 15-24 year old Australians
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008) logging onto the internet on a regular basis, the online
realm, in particular new media, has become an important element for political campaign
practitioners to communicate and interact with potential first time voters (Montgomery, 2008;
Rheingold, 2008).

New media strategies were implemented in the US during the 2000 and 2004 presidential
elections. Both the 2000 and 2004 presidential election campaigns exhibited many forms of
government driven new media tactics as well as many forms of online civil society (Chen &
Walsh, 2009). In 2004, ‘Citizen Change’ was formed by rap star Sean ‘P. Diddy’ Combs
employing a variety online tactics utilising commercial websites to encourage the youth of
America to fulfil their democratic right to vote — a notion which was echoed through their
campaign slogan “Vote or Die!” (Montgomery, 2008). The ‘Rock the Vote’ program
launched by US music industry used software applications, wireless technologies and
commercial web sites to encourage young voters to employ their democratic right to vote
(Montgomery, 2008). These programs illustrate the innovative trends which have redefined
political campaigns. New media tactics provide a direct means for political campaign
practitioners — representing both government and third party groups — to engage with
potential voters. (Macnamara, 2008; Chen & Walsh, 2009)
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The 2007 Australian federal election established innovative trends for future election
campaigns. Further, this also demonstrated the rapid growth of new media with Web 2.0
technologies in the dissemination of party policy to the first time voter demographic. Chen
and Walsh (2009) suggest that “for the major parties, the campaigns showed a higher degree
of co-ordination across media than at the last national election, demonstrating new
sophistication, but is also reflective of centralisation trends within the parties” (p. 3). Flew
(2008a) asserts that the windfall of using Web 2.0 technologies such as social network media
forums assisted not only in the construction of social networks and social capital, but also the
distribution of knowledge and information as well as “enabling of new modes of democratic
participation in public life” (p. 51). Web 2.0 developments such as Facebook, MySpace and
YouTube allowed political parties to communicate and interact with potential first time voters
in an effort to be seen as fresh, innovative and in touch as well as ultimately encouraging
youth participation within the political sphere (Macnamara, 2008). This research study sought
to explore the online developments in terms of first time voters and how they engaged with
new media in terms of the federal political campaigns in 2007.

New media tactics utilised during the 2007 Australian federal election had two goals (Cooke,
2008a, 2008Db). First, to attract youthful voters and second, to educate and deliver policy on a
level generally associated with the 18-24 demographic. With 51 per cent of users aged 13-24
spending their time online browsing through social network media sites (Breakenridge,
2008), Web 2.0 developed technologies presented an opportunity for political campaign
practitioners to engage with first time voters (Montgomery, 2008). Chen (2008) suggests that
social network media sites such as MySpace may not directly influenced votes. However the
use of social networking sites did assist to position a party’s brand. “Did MySpace pull
votes, not directly, but did the constant mention of Labor’s new MySpace strategy help
position the candidate’s brand, then yes” (Chen, 2008, p.18).

The YouTube election

In 2007, then Prime Minister John Howard pioneered the digitisation of political campaigns,
being the first Australian Prime Minister to utilise new media in the form of a personal
website, to communicate with constituents (Macnamara & Bell, 2008). In July 2007, prior to
the announcement of the 2007 federal election, Howard revolutionised the political
campaigns forum, uploading a video on social network forum YouTube. The Liberal Party
attracted widespread observation and opinion through both online and mainstream media. In
reaction, the then opposition leader, Kevin Rudd, also produced online videos, a tactic which
also attracted widespread observation and opinion. The ‘YouTube Election’ (2007) was born,
with both major parties employing YouTube channels as well as Facebook and MySpace
profiles for electoral candidates and finally updated party/personal websites. The 2007
Australian federal election became a battle of ‘friends’, as users of these Web 2.0 sites
befriended candidates or political parties through social network profiles or channels. Such
ideology was questioned by the media, “In political MySpace popularity stakes, you would
have to say Mr Rudd is streets ahead of Mr Howard. Yesterday afternoon, the Opposition
Leader had more than 800 friends, while the Prime Minister had a measly seven. And most of
them were fellow Liberal MPs” (Berkovic, 2007, para. 4). This mainstream media coverage
increased the interest and traffic for the digital campaigns of both Labor and Liberal.

Kissane (2008) suggests that “the 2007 Australian federal election was the first in which the

online campaign and Web 2.0 technologies moved into the mainstream” (p. 1). The 2007
Australian federal election established an innovative precedent within the Australian political
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sphere, as online political campaigns became a prominent tactic to communicate and interact
with a more diverse, and most importantly, youthful audience (first time voters).
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Figure 1. First time voters; during the 2007 federal election, became exposed to campaign information via
various new media outlets. However, the variety of online interpretations (YouTube, MySpace and Facebook)
inevitably was derived from a singular source (party websites), which circulated information throughout all new
media outlets attributed by any respective party utilising new media.

JohnHoward2007

The Liberal Party of Australia initiated the election campaign online, with former Prime
Minister John Howard announcing Liberal Party policy concerning the fight on climate
change via YouTube several months before the Coalition’s announcement of the 2007
Australian federal election (Macnamara & Bell, 2008). The Liberal Party of Australia
established ‘JohnHoward2007’ — Liberal Party YouTube Channel — in July 2007, in an effort
to communicate and interact with citizens. This tactic was used to archive content in a forum
which can be revisited at any time and commonly visited by users aged 13-24 (Seitz, 2008;
Breakenridge, 2008). John Howard’s personal website (www.pm.gov.au) was redirected to
the official Liberal Party of Australia website which shared links to various YouTube videos
uploaded during the course of the 2007 Australian federal election campaign (Macnamara &
Bell, 2008). The Liberal Party also established a variety of other new media tactics in which
to communicate with first time voters including a variety MySpace and Facebook profiles as
well as campaign specific websites (Macnamara & Bell, 2008; Pandora, 2007).

Kevin07

The Australian Labor Party forged an online campaign for the 2007 Australian federal
election designed specifically to provide a “‘route to youth’ — especially approaching first and
second time voters in the online places [Facebook, MySpace and YouTube] they expect to be
approached” (Cooke, 2008a, p. 1). Labor’s online campaign centred on a single campaign
website — ‘Kevin07’ — which offered a video channel — ‘australianlabor’ (ALP YouTube
Channel) — and links to social networking media sites such as Facebook and MySpace
(Kissane, 2008). ‘Kevin07’ encouraged users to participate in a campaign blog regarding
specific issues or policies surrounding the election as well as the option to sign up to ‘K-
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Mail” — an email delivered news item (Kissane, 2008). Moreover visitors could also purchase
branded merchandise, including bumper stickers and t-shirts (Kissane, 2008).

Macnamara (2008) asserts that ‘Kevin07’ achieved success both online and offline, with the
mainstream media positively analysing the ALP’s online campaign as beneficial for both the
political sphere and potential first time voters. Taylor (2007) suggests “Australia’s election
has become a war of bytes, with Labor challenger Kevin Rudd swooping on the Internet’s
high ground to build an army of young supporters and a Facebook fan club on a promise of
‘fresh thinking”” (Reuters, 2007, para. 17). ‘Kevin07’ was a highly interactive site launching
daily blogs as well as incorporating features from the various social networking sites —
Facebook, MySpace and YouTube — to establish a truly effective campaign site (Macnamara
& Bell, 2008).

Research Purpose

Presently, there is little empirical investigation on the effectiveness of new media in the
political communication context, in particular in relation to first time voters. The new media
tactics utilised by both the Australian Labor Party and Liberal Party of Australia were
identified to approach first time voters in the online places in which they expect to be
approached. (Cooke, 2008a, 2008b). This research explores and maps the content of these
new media websites used in the 2007 federal election — including those posted on the social
network forums YouTube, MySpace and Facebook — targeting the first time voter
demographic. Such research identifies the transformation of public communication in
political campaigns as well as the impact of new media tactics within the political sphere by
identifying the potential effects, risks and opportunities to improve public access to
information and political processes.

This research project endeavoured to answer the question: Did the new media tactics
employed by the Australian Labor Party and Liberal Party of Australia in the 2007 Australian
federal election influenced first time voters?

Method

Data was collected from various new media sites utilised by the ALP and Liberal Party, from
social network sites YouTube, MySpace and Facebook, as well as official websites and
various campaign specific websites. In total, 10 new media sites were collated for the purpose
of the research project (five Labor, five Liberal). These web sites formed the basis of the
treatments to be measured by the instrument. The first page of each web site was presented as
a colour printed document. Then a self-administered survey questionnaire comprised of 64
questions in three sections was distributed among a sample of 18-24 year-olds.

Marketing scale measures were used to measure the perceived attitudes of the respondents to
the selected new media tactics. Of the 64 questions, 56 presented scaled data, which were
measured through a five point ranking system, ranging from ‘definitely disagree’ to
‘definitely agree’. The remaining questions attributed data through nominal selections,
providing an opportunity for respondents to provide further input into preconceived voting
patterns as well as the impact of new media tactics on their impending decision. To establish
the instrument’s internal validity, the reliability and validity of the questions posed, the
instrument was tested in a pilot study; and the measures (scales) used were deemed applicable
to what was measured (c.f. Bruner, Hensel & James, 2005).
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Sample

This exploratory study employed a convenience sample. This non-probability method was
employed during this initial stage of research to obtain a gross estimate of the results (Aaker,
Kumar, Day & Lawley, 2005; Sarantoakos, 1998). The sample frame for the study was drawn
from a population of individuals who were students at a university in Sydney, Australia. This
sample was highly appropriate for the study as research indicates university students are
heavily reliant on the Web, not only with regards to their studies but also with the majority of
18-24 year olds spending large amounts of leisure time online (Flew, 2008b; Montgomery,
2008; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Further, the respondents selected were all first
time voters in the 2007 Australian federal election. A screening question was used at the
beginning of data collection to define first time voters.

Sample Size

The sample size for the pilot study (n=20) and for the main experiment (n=170) are deemed
adequate for the type of analysis to be performed (Sarantakos, 1998). Using the data collected
during the pilot study the researcher confirmed support for the assumption of normal
distribution of the data.

Missing Data

According to Malhotra, Hall, Shaw and Oppenheim, using pair-wise deletion for missing data
is considered appropriate if “the sample size is large, there are few missing responses and the
variables are not highly related” (2002, p. 447). The data collected for this study met these
three conditions. To manage missing data, the researcher used only the respondents with
complete responses for each of the calculations.

Analysis Tools

In order to test the credibility of the new media sites, SPSS 15.0 was used to analysis the data
collected. The research sought to measure which new media tactics was perceived as “most
credible”.

Results

The final sample size for the study, n=170, was considered adequate for exploratory analyses
(Alreck & Settle, 1995). Sixty-six per cent (66%) of subjects were female, and the majority
was in the first year of their undergraduate degree. All but one subject were aged 18-24
years.

Prior to the Australian federal election announcement 64.1 per cent (n=109) of respondents,
had already decided on whom they would support in the election. There were 37.1 per cent of
respondents supporting a Labor victory (n=63), whilst 27.1 preferred a return to government
for the Liberal Party (n=46). However, 35.9 (n=61) per cent of respondents were indecisive
in their preference, and as the research suggests, most likely to be influenced by new media
tactics (Montgomery, 2008).

A MANOVA applied to the perceived credibility scores found significant differences as a
function of the web site exposure (F= 36.8, df=2, p<.001). As the MANOVA indicated there
were significant differences between groups, multiple range tests were conducted post-hoc to
ascertain which web site produced the best result in terms of positive intention to vote for that
party by indecisive voters. The Kevin07 site (3.5) produced the most favourable intention to
vote (p<0.05). Yet, only 10 per cent (n=17) of the entire pool of participants (n=170), were
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influenced by new media tactics employed by political parties during the 2007 Australian
federal election.

Further only 29.4 per cent (n=50) of respondents visited any new media site generated by the
ALP or Liberal Party. The study also found that 35.9 per cent (n=61) of respondents not to
visit a single new media site relating to the 2007 Australian federal election. In terms of
direct contact via the Party’s traditional site and third party sites, 49.2 per cent (n=59) of
respondents who chose to not to visit a party website, but did engage with new media via
third party websites. YouTube was identified as the most popular new media outlet visited by
first time voters in this study, with Facebook (26%) and MySpace (21%). This suggests that
third party new media sites could be the vanguard of election campaign information for first
time voters, as opposed to the online tactics employed by political parties. The findings from
this study support Macnamara’s (2008) argument that the majority of first time voters
avoided direct contact with political party online tactics. These respondents used new media
sites operated by third party groups to gain a greater understanding of the ideology behind the
concepts and policies of all the respective political groups involved in an election.

Limitations

This exploratory study focused a particular campaign, so caution must be used in any
generalisation of the findings. Furthermore, as there were only 170 respondents in the final
study this is not adequate for generalisation. However, it provides an interesting outcome to
be further investigated. Also the differences in web pages in terms of the length and creativity
of content could not be accounted for and should be investigated in future research.

Discussion

This research study refutes the assumption that a majority of first time voters interacted with
online political content during the 2007 Australian federal election (Berkovic, 2007; Lee,
2007; Best, 2007; Peatling, 2007; Osborne, 2007a, 2007b; Cooke, 2007a, 2007b). Further, the
results indicate that while the Australian Labor Party and Liberal Party of Australia provided
Australian citizens their first glimpse at election campaigning streaming online, it was not as
effective in utilising new media to approach first time voters in areas they expected to be
approached (Cooke, 2008a, 2008b). Chen (2008) suggests that while new media tactics
employed represent political policy and information, the innovative form of communication
was an attempt to interact with young voters. These new media tactics only appealed to first
time voters who were decisive in preference of a political party. Chen’s (2008) observation
confirms that the lack of first time voters engage with new media during the 2007 Australian
federal election, with only a minute segment of first time voters decisive of their voting
decision choosing to interact directly with online political campaign material. Chen (2008)
and Macnamara (2008) both raised concerns in the practice of new media during the 2007
Australian federal election, both asserting that the online credibility of the ALP’s new media
tactics were significantly higher than the online techniques utilised by the Liberal Party —
supporting the results of this study.

Further investigation reaffirmed the lack of online credibility established throughout the new
media tactics employed by the Liberal Party of Australia. Not a single respondent was
influenced by their new media tactics. Researchers suggest that that the new media tactics
employed by the Australian Labor Party held greater potential to influence the decision-
making process of first time voters, as opposed to the online techniques utilised by the
Liberal Party of Australia (Chen, 2008; Macnamara, 2008).
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According to Kissane (2008), the 2007 Australian federal election established the foundations
for the usage of new media sites. It is suggested that this tactic will increase in prominence
within the Australian political sphere. “The online push and particularly its focus on social
networking and user-generated content and commentary — was aimed at young voters and
most MSM [mainstream media] sources noted the deliberate push by Rudd and the ALP to
attract the youth vote” (Kissane, 2008, p.6). However, while Kissane (2008) asserts the 2007
Australian federal election as a significant stepping stone in the development of new media
campaigning within political elections, the data collected in this study contradictors the
assumption that first time voters largely visited political new media sites during the 2007
Australian Election campaign (Berkovic, 2007; Lee, 2007; Best, 2007; Peatling, 2007;
Osborne, 2007a, 2007b; Cooke, 2007a, 2007D).

Chen (2008) acknowledges that “younger voters are (on average) more tractable to change,
they are a better market than other voters and those who are ‘rusted on’ (p. 13). As new
media is a good segmentation tool, there’s a clear fit.” However, a potential motive in terms
of why the majority of first time voters did not log onto political party new media sites is that
social networking media sites are attracting ‘likeminded people’ to engage in new media
tactics. So while the 18-24 voters are identified as the heaviest users of Web 2.0 (Reigner,
2007), those seeking political new media sites are only those with an avid interest in the
outcome of the 2007 Australian federal election. Not because they utilise Facebook, MySpace
and/or YouTube on a regular basis.

This finding suggests that further research is required to measure the attitudes and opinions of
first time voters in relation to the findings established in this study. Further, research will
inform online content designed to enhance the interactivity and overall online credibility of
political party new media sites.

Conclusion

A key consideration is whether new media tactics employed by political campaign
practitioners directly target youthful voters are influential (Montgomery, 2008; Rheingold,
2008; Xenos & Foot, 2008). Whilst theorists support this presumption, this study suggests
that unlike the tactics employed within the US political sphere, first time voters in Australia
remain sceptical to sincerity and credibility of online tactics in communicating political
policy and information. The principle aim of this study was to provide insight into the
opinions and attitudes of first time voters in relation to the new media tactics employed
during the 2007 Australian federal election, and this was achieved. Further, this study
challenges the preliminary application of new media within the Australian political sphere,
questioning the online credibility of a preponderance of new media tactics employed during
the 2007 Australian federal election. The lack of first time voter engagement with political
online tactics; suggests that further research is needed to significantly document why the
aspects of the political party new media tools were ineffectively penetrating in the first time
voter demographic.

New media tactics enable political practitioners the opportunity to interact with first time
voters, through a medium generally associated with a youthful demographic (Montgomery,
2008). Xenos and Foot (2008) assert that online techniques represent the future for political
communication. However, the key implication of this study is that the impact of new media
on the first time voter demographic far less than the predictions made prior to the 2007
Australian federal election. Therefore, prior to the next election, further research should be
undertaken to explore the best way to engage with this key voter demographic.
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