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1 Summary 

In the Federal Election of 2010, the ABC again demonstrated its intrinsic role in the proper 
workings of Australia’s democratic society.  Voters in urban, regional and remote Australia – 
and eligible voters in other parts of the world – were able to use the services of the public 
broadcaster to inform themselves and consider the issues, and the political players vying for 
their support were able to reach them through the ABC. 

This is a role that Australians have come to rely on the ABC to perform over almost 80 
years.  No other media entity has a comparable breadth of services.  And in the 2010 
election the ABC’s coverage had new or expanded dimensions. 

During this campaign the ABC launched a continuous news television channel, ABC News 
24.  Its main online presence, abc.net.au, carried a wider range of election-related material 
than ever before.  Campaign-related content was made available for portable devices, some 
of which had not yet appeared during the previous federal election in 2007.  ABC specialists 
were active in social media spaces, where the political protagonists were also increasingly 
engaged in their own efforts to inform and persuade.  ABC TV’s live and interactive 
discussion program, Q&A, in the course of hosting some of the campaign’s key events, 
integrated the old and new by running selected tweets on screen. 

This report summarises three main aspects of the ABC’s election-related work – 

 Monitoring of adherence to ABC standards; 

 Provision of free election broadcast time to eligible political parties; and 

 Audience response – including complaints and audience numbers on election night. 

The report concludes with some comments about the future, in which changes being 
wrought by technology to the operating environment of the media can be expected to 
continue. 

2 Role and membership of ECRC 

The ABC establishes an Election Coverage Review Committee (ECRC) each time a federal, 
state or territory election is called.  It comprises representatives from all relevant ABC 
Divisions and is chaired by the Director Editorial Policies.   

It is principally a committee of review and does not direct day-to-day coverage or supplant 
the usual lines of editorial authority in each Division during an election campaign.  The 
ECRC monitors and advises on election coverage in accordance with the ABC Editorial 
Policies.  It provides guidance on interpretation of policy and the chairman administers the 
free election broadcast time on radio and television (supplemented online) which the Board 
allocates to eligible political parties. 

The ECRC for the 2010 Federal election comprised senior representatives from throughout 
the ABC.  Fields of expertise included: news, radio, television, international, online, 
government and parliamentary relations, audience research, complaints handling, 
scheduling, and policy.  As local knowledge from across the country is important when 
covering a federal election, the ABC’s State and Territory Directors were also represented. 
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3 Share-of-voice data – use and limitations 

During an election campaign, the ABC compiles data about the amount of time occupied by 
candidates and party officials on ABC platforms.  Candidates’ and party officials’ comments 
are timed on radio and TV and counted as words of text online.  This is what is known as 
share-of-voice data.   

Media Monitors was again commissioned by the ABC to compile the data week by week.  
The share-of-voice count started from noon on 17 July 2010 – just after the Prime Minister 
announced the election – and ended at 6pm on polling day, 21 August 2010. 

Use and limitations 

Share-of-voice data is a useful tool for the ECRC’s weekly overview of how the ABC’s 
coverage of a campaign is going.  It serves as a broad-brush indicator of who is appearing 
on ABC platforms, where, and for how long.  If one party appears to be getting an apparently 
large or an apparently small amount of time on-air or space online, the reasons can be 
queried. 

Share-of-voice data has limited utility, however.  Share-of-voice data is not a measure of 
‘bias’ and cannot prove or disprove the presence of ‘impartiality’.  Methodology affects the 
numbers.  Absences, by definition, do not appear in the data.  Share-of-voice data must be 
interpreted with care, and if it is not it may mislead, for a number of reasons, including: 

 time on-air or word counts online tell you nothing about what was discussed; 

 duration says nothing about tone or context; 

 some voices are more effective through brevity, and others lack power despite 
length; 

 opportunities to appear on ABC platforms may be consciously declined by political 
professionals for their own reasons, or missed through no one’s fault; 

 incumbents naturally tend to get more time. 

A candidate may be shown to have received a given amount of time, but the data can’t show 
whether during that time on air there were, say, gaffes or searching questions or talkback 
callers’ challenges that the candidate would have preferred to avoid.  There is nothing neat 
or mathematical about the hurly-burly of campaigning. 

The debates about the Leaders’ Debates during the 2010 campaign helped to illustrate how 
political parties may calculate whether it is in their interests to appear or not to appear on a 
given media platform at a given time in a campaign.  These calculations inevitably affect 
share-of-voice data. 

The factors listed above are discussed in more detail in my report on the 2007 federal 
election.1  It is partly because of the limitations of share-of-voice data that in elections since 

2007 the ABC has not mandated that each of its content-making Divisions conduct an 
internal share-of-voice count.  The external share-of-voice count commissioned for the 
ECRC from Media Monitors is regarded as adequate for the management purposes share-
of-voice data can serve.  (Divisional directors retain a discretion to conduct a count if they so 
choose.)   

                                                 
1
 ABC, 2007 Federal Election: Report of the Chairman, Election Coverage Review Committee, February 2008, 

http://abc.net.au/corp/pubs/documents/ABC_Coverage_of_the_2007_Federal_Election.pdf. 

http://abc.net.au/corp/pubs/documents/ABC_Coverage_of_the_2007_Federal_Election.pdf
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Below is an overview of cumulative share-of-voice data for all ABC platforms over the 2010 
election campaign period.  For more detailed data see Attachment A.  It should be read in 
conjunction with this text. 

 

4 Guidance materials 

During election campaigns, the ECRC issues guidance to staff to explain the share-of-voice 
count and assist the interpretation of policy.  When unusual issues arise or the same 
question is frequently asked, guidance is prepared and circulated.  For example, in recent 
elections the ABC has had to consider how it handles election-related material in official 
ABC spaces on third-party-controlled media platforms such as Facebook.  This kind of 
adaptation to an unfamiliar and changing media environment can be expected to continue.  
Guidance prepared and circulated as election campaigns unfold will continue to be needed. 

One key part of the guidance to staff during election campaigns is intended to help 
compensate for a major limitation of share-of-voice data (see section 3 above).  Staff are 
required to keep notes of the opportunities the ABC offers to candidates and party officials to 
appear on ABC platforms when those opportunities are declined or cannot be accepted 
because of other reasons, such as the invitee being in transit at the time of the relevant 
program.  The fact that opportunities have been offered, and the reasons they were not 
taken up, can comprise important contemporaneous evidence of efforts to be fair in election 
coverage.  The notes help explain the absences.  If opportunities are accepted, the 
candidate or party official will be counted in share-of-voice data and notes are therefore not 
necessary. 
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5 Free time broadcasts 

The ABC is expressly committed to some fundamental democratic principles, among them 
parliamentary democracy.  Again in the 2010 election period, the ABC Board granted free 
broadcast time on ABC1 TV and ABC Local Radio throughout Australia to eligible political 
parties (see Attachment B).  The parties prepare their own material and the ABC requires 
only that they comply with guidelines established partly by law (ABC Act sections 79A and 
79B) and partly by the ABC Board (see Attachment C).   

 The largest portion of the free broadcast time is allocated to the parties with a prospect of 
forming the next Government.  Efforts are made to apportion time fairly to minor parties 
according to their existing parliamentary representation, the extent to which they field 
candidates, and their support in opinion polls. 

Minor parties can and do make applications during election campaigns for more time and 
these applications are assessed against the criteria on a case by case basis.  If an 
application by one party is successful – for instance, because its support in opinion polls 
exceeds a particular level and the party becomes eligible for more time – my practice is to 
inform all the other parties of the decision and the reasons for it.  In apportioning free 
broadcast time, the ABC cannot anticipate the voters.  A particular party may believe, on the 
basis of published polls and its own information, that its position is likely to be improved 
significantly after polling day.  And accordingly it may seek from the ABC a larger share of 
free broadcast time to reflect what it believes to be its likely growth in popular support.  Even 
if that predicted support does eventuate at the ballot box, the ABC cannot grant time in a 
campaign based on predictions of the outcome.  The ABC does, however, reconsider its 
criteria for allocation of free broadcast time after election results are known.  This review will 
be undertaken following the close result of the 2010 federal election.   

Over the past four years – for federal, state and territory elections – the production 
guidelines for free election broadcasts have been relaxed to encourage greater variety of 
presentation and the use by the parties of more of the techniques of television production 
with which audiences are familiar.  The prohibition against advertising and personal attacks 
has remained. 

 The order in which the parties are scheduled for broadcast on radio and TV over the period 
of the campaign is determined by ballot at a meeting to which the parties’ representatives 
are invited.  The complete schedules, showing the dates and times each party’s material 
was broadcast, comprise Attachment D.  After they have gone to air on radio or TV, the 
parties’ broadcasts are uploaded to the election page of abc.net.au, which increases the 
opportunities for the public to hear and see them. 

The scheduling of the major parties’ half-hour policy launch broadcasts is often subject to 
uncertainty and last-minute announcements, as happened during the recent campaign.  This 
is partly because the parties tend to ‘launch’ their campaigns not at the beginning of an 
election period but towards the end.  This is a matter for the parties.  But one effect on the 
ABC is to reduce significantly the potential slots in which the launches can be broadcast on 
ABC1 TV.  This is particularly the case if a launch occurs in the final week of a campaign.  
The ABC, as a matter of policy, observes the ‘blackout’ on election broadcasts which by 
statute binds the commercial media from midnight on the Wednesday preceding polling day.  
The ABC’s strong commitment to news and current affairs, including nowadays the 
discussion program Q&A, absorbs much of the available prime time slots.  Schedules may 
also be affected by last-minute decisions about the Leaders’ Debates.  These scheduling 
complexities will also be considered by the ABC in its ongoing review of free broadcast time. 
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6  Audience responses  

The ABC’s Audience and Consumer Affairs section (A&CA) received 2885 contacts from its 
audiences relating to the Federal election, comprising complaints (2366), requests/ 
suggestions (447) and appreciative comments (72). 

The largest category of complaint related to bias (982), of which 545 alleged anti-Opposition/ 
pro-Government bias, 330 alleged anti-Government/pro-Opposition bias and 107 did not 
specify.  The next largest category of complaints related to scheduling and program changes 
(637), of which 409 complained that the special edition of the 7.30 Report on Sunday 22 
August, the night after polling, had interrupted the scheduled programs Life and Criminal 
Justice. 

At time of writing, investigation of election-related complaints by A&CA was continuing.   

7  How the public responded to the ABC on election night 2010  

On the evening of polling day, Saturday 21 August 2010, the ABC’s coverage was the most 
watched TV election coverage.  ABC service spanned the radio (local stations and national 
networks), online and mobile platforms.  The ABC’s coverage extended throughout Australia 
and beyond it. 

For ABC1 and ABC News 24, the combined metro and regional audience was 1.4 million.  
ABC Online had 10.6 million views on Saturday 21 August, a record, and one million unique 
browsers.  More detail can be found in Attachment E. 

8 Looking ahead 

Federal election 2010 did not produce a result on the night of the count.  The process took 
until 7 September.  Independents determined who would govern Australia for the first time 
since 1940-41.  Contrasting recent events with those times – via the histories of leading 
figures of that pre-television era, such as Menzies, Curtin, Keith Murdoch, and the Fairfax 
and Packer families – what is striking is the transformation of the media environment in 
which the ABC operated then compared to its operating environment today. 

It is in a context of rapid and major change for all media that ABC coverage of elections 
needs to be assessed.  Fresh and arresting questions are straining to be asked and 
answered, including: Are political parties’ free election broadcasts nowadays simply a 
species of user-generated content? 

The ABC is ready to tackle those issues, always with the public interest as its guide. 

The ABC Managing Director, Mark Scott, reviewed aspects of coverage of the campaign by 
a range of media in a speech delivered on 2 September 2010.2  The following excerpts give 
a sense of the challenges and opportunities that all participants in Australia’s democracy – 
politicians, media and voters – can debate and respond to if they choose:    

The mixed model of public and commercial news services has served Australia well for 
over sixty years – and will serve us well in the age of 24 hour news as well.  Competition, 
despite the protestations of the monopolists, has been to the advantage of both 
audiences and practitioners. 

                                                 
2
 The Quest for Truth: Quality Journalism and a 21

st
 Century ABC, 

http://www.abc.net.au/corp/pubs/documents/3001084.pdf. 

http://www.abc.net.au/corp/pubs/documents/3001084.pdf
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… 

One of the joys of online is that you have space.  Space to run details on every candidate 
in every seat on Antony Green’s election pages.  Pendulums and calculators and 
demographic analysis.  Detailed policy briefings.  Press conferences available in full.  
Debates.  Archival material.  All there for anyone who is interested, anyone who wants it.   

I remember being delighted when Annabel Crabb wrote a story for The Drum trying to 
explain what it is like following these candidates.  A storm erupted about the behaviour of 
the journalistic pack, now visible for all to see.  She wrote a piece, and in it, noted her 
surprised realisation that she has already passed the 2,500 word mark.  Virtually an 
impossibility in print for a weekday turnaround piece.  More words than half a 30 minute 
news bulletin.  But the space is there online to tell the story properly.   

I do think one of the achievements of this campaign was the deconstruction of the 
political process for all to see.  Look at Gruen Nation.  Remarkable audiences, being 
educated about the dark arts of political communication, the construction of crafted 
messages, the execution of the smear, the dog whistle, the earworm jingle.  We laughed 
and we learned and – by the last week of the campaign when the advertising barrage 
was remorseless – we were all wiser.   

But interestingly, I think all these features, culminating in the most comprehensive and 
exhaustive campaign coverage ever – do not capture its single most salient aspect – the 
voices of the public being heard more than ever before. 

… 

The blogosphere is no place for the faint-hearted.  You know that by reading comments 
on stories – and they are the ones that got through the moderation process.  There is no 
filter on Twitter.  And I expect there will now always be savagery in the criticism of much 
mainstream media performance, just as most weeks there is robust criticism of the 
professionals who run out onto sporting fields or those who get elected to office.   

What is important, though, is to find the signal through the noise.  There was some 
significance in the signal that could be heard from those writing and commentating on 
campaign coverage over the five weeks.   

And of course, we had clearly demonstrated in the campaign that the people formerly 
known as the audience knew how to ask pretty good questions.  Questions that were 
funny, full of emotion, questions fuelled by rage or fear, uncertainty or contempt.   

… 

I agree with John Hartigan’s assessment that newspapers need to evolve to deliver news 
content 24 hours a day, to audiences in print and on a range of devices.  This has been 
the key to our thinking at the ABC.  It has led to a million iPhone and 100,000 iPad ABC 
apps being downloaded – delivering the best of our websites, the latest news and now 
live streaming ABC News 24.   

And I would tentatively suggest you see some signs of that already in this campaign.  I 
would argue when the race was on, it was a digital event – for all media organisations – 
broadcasters and publishers.   

Breaking news live, instant feedback and response, the power of the visuals – 
immediately accessible.  People were not waiting for tomorrow morning to find out what 
happened – and nor were they waiting for the evening news.   

… 
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[Visiting US media academic, Jay] Rosen said we should plan more thoroughly and 
consult more widely around what national issues are at play in an election campaign.  
Long before the campaign starts, talk with the community, engage with experts, 
undertake polling, think about national challenges: the immediate and the far-reaching.   

And then articulate that agenda – let the political leaders know that we will be doing 
stories on these things, asking questions, seeking policy responses and political insights 
to them.  And if the politicians will not engage, devote space to these issues anyway, 
using experts, finding divergent voices, doing real investigations.   

It would not be the ABC’s agenda, it would be an agenda framed by the audiences we 
engage with – and the voters who fund us – from all around the nation. 

 

 
 
Paul Chadwick 
Director Editorial Policies 
Chairman, Election Coverage Review Committee 

1 October 2010 
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Attachment A  ABC Federal Election Monitoring: Quantitative share-of-voice 
data compiled by Media Monitors – Cumulative – 17 July to 21 August 2010 
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Attachment B Fact Sheet: Allocation of free broadcast time to political 
parties during election campaigns, 2010 
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Attachment C Production guidelines for free broadcasts by political 
parties, Federal Election 2010 
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Attachment D Schedule of political parties’ free time broadcasts, Radio 
and TV

 

 
  



 

 

35 
 

Attachment E Media alert, ABC TV wins election night coverage & ABC 
Online achieves record 10.6m views

 

 


