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The diminishing front page spotlight on Australian federal elections: New research

There has been a significant decline in front page coverage of Australia’s federal elections over the past 30 years, new research released today shows.

Gillies Smith Public Affairs (www.gilliessmith.com) surveyed the front page leads of Australia’s five most influential metro daily newspapers, the Sydney Morning Herald, The Daily Telegraph, The Age, Herald Sun and The Australian, of each day of the 13 federal election campaigns from 1975 to 2007. A total of 2,403 front pages were collected and examined.

Speaking at the Walkley Foundation Annual Public Affairs Convention in Canberra today, Michael Gillies Smith, the director of Gillies Smith Public Affairs, released the initial results of a survey of the front pages  during the four change-of-government campaigns in the past 32 years in:

· 1975 (Whitlam to Fraser)

· 1983 (Fraser to Hawke)

· 1996 (Keating to Howard) 

· 2007 (Howard to Rudd).

The biggest decline in front page coverage over the past 32 years from 1975 to 2007 occurred in the Melbourne papers, the Herald Sun and The Age. The rate of election front page leads in the Herald Sun dropped 31% from:

· 62.5% (nearly 2 in 3) in 1975 to

· 60% in 1983

· 51.4% in 1996 and

· 31.7% (less than 1 in 3) during the most recent change-of-government campaign in 2007.

The rate of election front page leads in The Age dropped, overall, 20% from:

· 79% in 1975 to

· 73% in 1983

· 77% in 1996 and

· 59% in 2007.

The rate of election front page leads in The Daily Telegraph remained steady at about 55% during each of the past three change-of-government campaigns in 2007, 1996 and 1983. The rate in 1975 was 68.8%.

The rate of election front page leads in the Sydney Morning Herald fell, overall, from 75% in 1975 to 71% in 1996 and 68% in 2007. It peaked at 90% when Hawke ousted Fraser in 1983.

The Australian, throughout the 32-year period, maintained a very high rate of front page leads on the election during all four change-of-government campaigns, rising from 86% in 1975 to 92% (9 in 10) in 2007. The Australian is significantly ahead of the pack as the metro daily newspaper that most often makes the federal election its top story.

The survey also showed a significant rise in the rate of front pages with a non election lead and a non election main pic on the same day (ie the election was neither the lead nor the main pic). Again, the biggest change occurred in the Melbourne newspapers.

The rate of Herald Sun front pages with a non election lead and a non election main pic on the same day rose 24% from:

· 34.4% (1 in 3) in 1975 to

· 40% in 1983

· 48.6% in 1996 and 

· 58.5% (more than 1 in 2) in 2007.

The rate for The Age rose 28% from:

· 14% in 1975 to

· 27% in 1983

· 20% in 1996 and

· 42% in 2007.

The rate for The Daily Telegraph rose 19% from:

· 25% in 1975 to

· 40% in 1983

· 42.9% in 1996 and

· 43.9% in 2007.

The rate for the SMH rose, overall, 5% from 19% in 1975 to 24% in 2007.

The Australian maintained throughout the four change-of-government campaigns over the 32-year period an extremely low (negligible) number of front pages carrying a non election lead and a non election main pic on the same day. In 1975 there were only two such front pages. In 2007 there was only one.

In an address titled The diminishing front page spotlight on Australian federal elections, Michael told the convention: “The front page lead is the thing that the newspaper wants to tell you first before anything else, based on what it thinks you need to know and want to know. It says a great deal about the newspaper and its readers. The front page leads not only shape the thoughts, feelings and knowledge of millions of readers, they shape the nation's daily news, the public agenda and events.

“Governments cannot be relied upon to tell the truth. And they cannot be relied upon to put the community first. They need watchdogs. The most important daily watchdog is the media. If the media watchdog is falling asleep, turning off or becoming increasingly distracted by celebrity ‘noise’ then governments are likely to resort to type.”
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