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Media coverage of the
campaign and the electorate’s
responses

Andrea Carson and Simon Jackman

Mainstream news coverage of the 2022 federal election campaign was
widely criticised as pedestrian, lacking innovation and insight, light on
substance and overly reliant on standard tropes of election coverage: from
the vacuity of live coverage of Scott Morrison’s journey to Yarralumla to
request a dissolution of parliament to the televised debates, the campaign
‘launches’, the daily briefings, appearances and stunts by leaders and the
resulting ‘gotchas’ and gaffes.

Anthony Albanese’s failure to accurately recall the unemployment rate on the
first day of the campaign encouraged journalists to seek ‘gotcha’ moments.
Greens leader Adam Bandt told a journalist to ‘Google it, mate’ when asked
a similar ‘quiz-like question. Angus and Bruns (2022) found a spike in
the prevalence of the hashtag ‘“#ThisIsNotJournalism’ on Twitter and posts
complaining about ‘partisan bias, misrepresentation, shallow coverage, and
absence of policy discussion’ in the mainstream media. Prominent academic
journalists Margaret Simons (2022) and Denis Muller (2022) wrote
separate pieces questioning the quality of the election coverage, with Muller
describing TV nightly election news as ‘the most juvenile and uninformative
in 50 years’. The night before election day, Albanese criticised mainstream
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media reporters: ‘Some of the nonsense that’s gone on from some journalists,
thinking that the campaign was about them and gotcha moments, is one of
the things that puts people off politics’ (Sales 2022).

Likewise, Western Australian premier Mark McGowan accused the travelling
press pack of ‘bullying’ Albanese and reporting ‘lies’ (Butler 2022).

These criticisms seem to go beyond the usual complaints from politicians
about unfair media treatment or scholars bemoaning a dearth of substance
in campaign coverage. We consider the validity of these criticisms by
examining almost the entirery of media output over the course of the
2022 campaign, rigorously tracking the mix of topics presented in campaign
coverage.

We do so by examining the front pages of the nation’s leading print media,
assessing the prevalence of election coverage, topics and tone. But we
also employ a relatively new data source and methodology by analysing
a corpus of all Facebook posts published by almost every Australian
media organisation active on Facebook during the campaign (roughly
90,000 posts by more than 200 outlets). We contrast the prominence of
election news and the topic mix in this online presentation of news with
that of newspapers’ front pages. We treat counts of user interactions
with Facebook posts as proxy measures of mass interest and engagement
with the posts’ topic. Given the large size of Australia’s Facebook user base,
these proxies inform assessments about which elements of the media’s
presentation of the campaign resounded with the electorate and which did
not, contrasting interaction counts relative to the media’s supply of topics to
the electorate.

To foreshadow one of our most important findings: ‘hip-pocket’ issues—
led by housing affordability—were the single largest substantive focus of
the media’s election coverage, on front pages (Figure 7.2), in the media’s
promotion of content on Facebook and in user interactions (Figure 7.5),
accounting for a massive one-third of the media’s election-relevant posts.
Nonetheless, Facebook users disproportionately engaged with content
centred on individuals: the leaders, Independent candidates and the
Katherine Deves/transgender athletes issue (Figure 7.9).
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Politics, campaigns and the media:
Australian exceptionalism

Unusually trenchant criticism of the media’s coverage of the 2022 campaign
is a key focus of our analysis. But we stress that the media’s performance
during an election campaign takes on added significance when we pause
to consider the following elements of the Australian political and media
landscape:

* First, the policy detail provided by Australian parties is typically thinner
than in other countries (see Chapter 9, this volume) and is often released
during the campaign itself, with news media the dominant vehicle of
dissemination.

* Second, while less politically engaged citizens generally acquire
information about politics and policy through passive media exposure
rather than active searching, Australias regime of compulsory voter
turnout guarantees that this segment of the citizenry is a large proportion
of the electorate.

* Third, Australian media ownership is highly concentrated. Ahead of
the 2022 election, the combined audience of Australia’s two major
news companies, Nine Entertainment Co. (formerly Fairfax Media) and
News Corp, was estimated to be 37.3 million monthly average reads.
Moreover, eight of their mastheads featured in Australia’s top 10 print
and digital news brands (Roy Morgan 2022)—a dominance we confirm
in our analysis of media presence on Facebook (see Table 7.1).

It should also be noted that Australian newspapers collectively hire more
professional journalists than other media and their election reporting often
informs television and radio coverage, making it a useful starting point for
analysing mainstream reporting.

Mainstream media coverage

Newspaper front pages reveal editors’ beliefs about which stories will
draw public attention. These stories are replicated online and promoted
through social media channels. This means that tracking page-one print
stories provides an insight into the mainstream media’s overall logic of what
is considered ‘newsworthy’. In other words, the newspaper front pages
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highlight the election issues to which Australia’s major news outlets suggest
their digital and print readers should pay attention. Whether they do or not
is a separate matter, which we assess in later sections of this chapter.

Using the same method that we used in 2016 and 2019, we calculate how
many front pages had at least one election story and the topic of the main
story. We assess whether the story was positive, neutral or negative in the
coverage of its subject. We find similar patterns to past years. Of 469 front
pages available over the 41-day campaign,' 68 per cent carried an election
story. In 2019, it was 69 per cent over the 37-day campaign.

In 2022, front-page election coverage increased during the five weeks, with
a sharp rise when early voting opened on 9 May. However, coverage was not
evenly spread across the nation’s daily newspapers. The east coast mastheads
and the country’s two national papers, The Australian and the Australian
Financial Review, recorded the most front-page election news stories.
In contrast, the Northern Territory’s N7 News largely ignored the campaign
on its front pages (see Figure 7.1).

Figure 7.1 Front-page stories with election-relevant content, by masthead
and publisher

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

1 Some newspapers did not publish editions on the Easter or Anzac Day public holidays.



7.MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE CAMPAIGN AND THE ELECTORATE’'S RESPONSES

As in recent elections, the issues that attracted the most front-page coverage
were offerings with polling commissioned by the media outlets themselves.
Issues broadly related to the economy were far and away the most prominent
page-one stories during the campaign and polls typically found the Coalition
had an ‘issue ownership’ advantage in this domain (Konstantinidis 2008).
Less prominently, national security also attracted considerable front-page
attention—another domain in which the Coalition has historically enjoyed
an issue-ownership advantage.

But in both these cases, the news over the course of the campaign—
and leading up to it—was not favourable for the incumbent Coalition
Government. Inflation, housing affordability and lacklustre wage growth
were the major economic stories of the campaign. In response to inflationary
pressure, the Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) raised its benchmark interest
rate on 3 May. This sounded an ominous portent: the last time the RBA
had raised rates during a federal election campaign was when the Howard
Government was defeated in 2007.

Likewise, the announcement of a security agreement between Solomon
Islands and China was highly unwelcome; the decision had been a long time
in the making, but the announcement mid campaign all but neutralised
a traditional domain of political strength for the Coalition on national
security—one that many expected would figure prominently in the
Coalition’s case for re-election.

Other prominent front-page stories featured reports on opinion polls,
which consistently placed Labor ahead of the Coalition. Towards the end
of the six-week campaign, stories appeared about the rise of the number of
Independent candidates, particularly the subset referred to as the Teals, and
speculation about their likely success.

Meanwhile, the Nine-owned mastheads 7he Age (Melbourne) and Sydney
Morning Herald gave significant front-page coverage to Labor’s promise
to establish an integrity commission to stamp out corruption in politics,
which was a promise Scott Morrison had turned his back on days before
the campaign began (see Figure 7.2). The prominence of these stories could
be considered setbacks for the Coalition.

Offsetting this coverage were numerous stories in News Corp mastheads
reporting on criticisms of Opposition leader Anthony Albanese’s
competence. Examples included headlines in Brisbane’s 7he Courier-Mail
such as Amateur Albo’ (16 April), the Sydney Daily Telegraph’s ‘It’s not so
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Albaneasy’ (12 April) and the Melbourne Herald Sun’s ‘Don't count on me’
(12 April). The last featured a large unflattering picture of Albanese with
his tongue sticking out, photographed when he could not recall the nation’s
unemployment rate when under the pressure of the media spotlight. This
story dominated the first week of the campaign coverage in the mainstream
media and, as we show below, in the media’s presentation of its content to
its online audiences.

Figure 7.2 Topic prevalence in front-page newspaper stories with
election content

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.
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Some issues that media monitors found to have reached vast online
audiences extending beyond newspapers and news coverage on Facebook
were somewhat ignored in front-page legacy coverage. As an election issue,
‘women/gender equality’ was a prominent example of this divergence. This
topic was ranked in the top four on social media platforms but failed to enter
the top 10 issues covered in traditional media. The Covid-19 pandemic
was also discussed much more prominently on social media compared
with its conspicuous absence from the front pages of the mainstream press
(McLintock 2022).

Partisan sentiment

As in previous campaigns, most front-page political stories were neutral
in tone, but those conveying a negative overall sentiment tended to be
directed at Labor. Many more negative stories about Labor were published
in the News Corp papers (for example, The Australian, the Daily Telegraph
and The Courier-Mail, comprising 38 stories) than in the Nine papers
(10 stories), as displayed in Figure 7.3.

Figure 7.3 Sentiment of 320 front-page stories with election content,
classified as neutral, positive or negative with respect to the indicated
political parties, by masthead

Note: Bars indicate counts of stories.

Source: Data collected and analysed by authors.
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Figure 7.4 Sentiment of Monday to Saturday front-page election stories,
towards the ALP and the Coalition, in the 2016, 2019 and 2022 election
campaigns

Note: Bar lengths correspond to percentages of stories.

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

This pattern is largely consistent with analyses of past federal election
campaigns. In 2022, negative Labor stories constituted 15 per cent of front-
page stories compared with 18 per cent in 2019 and 17 per cent in 2016.
Interestingly, positive coverage of the Coalition was less apparent on the
front pages of News Corp mastheads, making up only 3 per cent of stories
in 2022 compared with 6 per cent in 2019 and 7 per cent in 2016 when the
Coalition was victorious (see Figure 7.4).

Scare campaigns in mainstream media

Throughout the course of the campaign, two notable scare campaigns
containing fake news (disinformation) emerged—one from each of the
major parties.

The Coalition claimed that Labor, if elected, would introduce a new carbon
tax by stealth—sometimes referred to as a ‘sneaky carbon tax’. Prominent
Liberal and Nationals politicians, including Senator Matt Canavan and
Treasurer Josh Frydenberg, paid for dozens of ads on Facebook promoting
the disinformation during the campaign. Midway through the campaign,
Whitehaven coalmining chief Paul Flynn was quoted introducing the scare
campaign into the mainstream media by accusing Labor of wanting to
introduce a carbon tax by ‘stealth’. Stories reporting Flynn’s remarks ran on
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the front pages of The Australian, The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald
on 27 April. The West Australian picked up the story on its front page two
weeks later (Scarr 2022).

On the other side of politics, various State Labor branches, politicians and
candidates alleged that the Coalition would introduce a cashless debit or
welfare card aimed at pensioners that would limit their spending choices.
Inspection of the Facebook Ad Library reveals that Labor or affiliated
entities ran more than 100 ads with this message on Facebook. Some
featured elderly narrators urging pensioners not to vote for Scott Morrison
because, if re-elected, he would foist the cashless debit card on them.? This
campaign also contained fake news and was called out on the front pages
of News Corp’s tabloid newspapers on four occasions in the second week of
the campaign. Unlike the Liberal’s carbon tax falsehoods, these press stories
clearly labelled Labor’s position as a ‘lie’ (Killoran 2022).

The online presentation of news during
the campaign

Without the constraints of broadcast time or space on the printed page,
there was a massive quantity of online campaign news in 2022. The media
monitoring company Streem (McLintock 2022) calculated that online
outlets accounted for 44.5 per cent of total federal election coverage,
compared with television (21.3 per cent), radio (22.2 per cent) and print
(12.1 per cent).

In addition to hosting their own websites, virtually every media organisation
in Australia uses Facebook and other social media channels to promote their
content. Further, the CrowdTangle platform makes it possible to record
Facebook posts by media organisation and the number of interactions
with each post (likes, shares and other reactions). The enormous reach of
Facebook—perhaps as large as 70 per cent of the Australian population
aged 13 and older (Kemp 2022)—makes analysis of user interactions with
content a reasonable proxy for tracking dynamics in issue salience over
the campaign.

2 Retrievable from the Meta Ad Library, available from: www.facebook.com/ads/library/?id=
736137650873992.
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Facebook posts by media organisations

We used the CrowdTangle platform to collect 98,388 posts from 242 media
organisations posted from the time the election was called on Sunday,
10 April 2022 until the close of polls at 6 pm AEST on 21 May 2022.
At the time of our data collection shortly after the election, there were
34,898,854 user interactions associated with these posts; note, too, that
CrowdTangle provides access to interaction counts per post, not to any data
about individuals making the interactions.

Our corpus of media Facebook posts is not restricted to election-related
news. This is because we: 1) did not wish to @ priori constrain what content
should count as election related or not; and 2) assessed the prominence of
election-related content in the total corpus and in user interactions.

The set of media organisations in our corpus is large, spanning broadcast,
print and online, metropolitan, regional and rural, large and small. Table 7.1
presents statistics on 30 of the media outlets contributing to our corpus,
after ordering media organisations by total interactions, showing the top 10
highest and 10 random observations from the middle and lower terciles of
media organisations ordered by total interactions.

Table 7.1 Details of 30 of 242 media entities in corpus of Facebook posts,
grouped by total number of user interactions over the 2022 election
campaign

Interactions
Publisher Posts | Subscribers Total Per post | Per 1,000
(median) subs

(per post,

median)
Top 10 by total interactions
news.com.au 2,359 2,356,732 | 5,977,219 321 0.14
Sky News Australia 7,627 1,221,534 | 2,964,189 167 0.14
ABC News 2,746 4,561,406 | 2,002,949 296 0.06
9 News 1,256 2,945,316 | 1,656,813 562 0.19
7NEWS Australia 2,115 2,441,651 | 1,324,896 293 0.2
7NEWS Sydney 2,774 2,445,236 | 1,055,390 132 0.05
Sydney Morning Herald 2,008 1,230,593 | 1,043,701 240 0.20
9 News Melbourne 1,187 1,037,112 | 835,109 196 0.19
7NEWS Melbourne 2,010 1,857,843 | 806,824 171 0.09
The Courier-Mail 1,119 620,473 | 705,275 302 0.49
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Interactions
Publisher Posts | Subscribers Total Per post | Per 1,000
(median) subs

(per post,

median)
Sample of 10, middle tercile, by total interactions
7NEWS Mackay 642 83,700 32,278 13 0.15
The Morning Bulletin 488 40,987 26,615 18 0.44
ABC lllawarra 166 68,746 25,339 68 0.98
Bendigo Advertiser 608 61,098 18,682 9 0.15
South Western Times 353 33,301 13,395 10 0.30
ABC South East NSW 103 59,749 10,781 48 0.80
Warwick Daily News 106 21,518 9,005 38 177
Wangaratta Chronicle 21 13,499 5,156 8 0.59
Maitland Mercury 254 48,623 4,811 12 0.25
Pilbara News 80 42,659 3,993 28 0.66
Sample of 10, lowest tercile, by total interactions
Condobolin Argus 193 8,025 3,837 5 0.62
Blacktown Advocate 14 42,409 3,615 8 0.19
The Dubbo News 14 12,142 2,775 10 0.78
Merimbula News Weekly 64 17,611 2,393 30 173
Parkes Champion-Post 36 12,504 1,770 34 2.68
North West Telegraph 39 11,585 1,537 14 1.21
The Murray Valley Standard 46 16,271 1,211 16 1.01
Macleay Argus 65 11,596 1,136 7 0.60
The Ararat Advertiser 95 11,055 1,064 7 0.63
Southern Highlands 8 1,020 63 6 5.89
Express

Just two print titles appear in the top 10 news media entities, the Sydney
Morning Herald (Nine Entertainment) and Brisbane’s 7he Courier-Mail
(News Corp). The top 10 Facebook news media accounts by user interactions
include three Seven West outlets, three News Corp outlets, three Nine
Entertainment outlets and ABC News. The 18,372,365 interactions with
these 10 accounts make up 53 per cent of all interactions with the media’s
campaign-period Facebook posts. Two News Corp—owned outlets, news.
com.au and Sky News, sit at the top of this list, recording almost 9 million
user interactions or more than one-quarter of all interactions. These counts
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of posts and interactions are not restricted to political stories but nonetheless
reveal that the concentration of ownership and audience share in Australian
news media is not restricted to print or broadcast.

The more Facebook posts made by a media organisation and the more
subscribers to the Facebook account, the more interactions we should
expect with the content of that media organisation. To help adjust for
this ‘volume’ or ‘supply’—driven feature of interaction counts, we also
compute interactions per post normalised by the subscriber count for a
given Facebook account, which are reported in the rightmost column of
Table 7.1. This normalised metric plays an important role in our analysis
below (see Figure 7.9). More localised or parochial media outlets perform
well on this metric (for example, Brisbane’s 7he Courier-Mail) or media
serving regional or rural centres (for example, the Parkes Champion-Post,
the Merimbula News Weekly or the Warwick Daily News)—often driven by

locally focused, non-election content.

Classifying content into topics

We used machine-learning methods (Grootendorst 2022) to assign Facebook
posts to topics. Our approach is iterative and initially agnostic with respect
to the type and number of topics. Initial passes through the data reveal the
demarcation between an election-relevant topic (ERT) and others. We then
impose additional structure on the methods to better distinguish ERTs and
to confidently assign posts to an ERT.

This analysis resulted in Facebook posts allocated to 22 mutually exclusive
and exhaustive topics, 15 of them ERTs. In Figure 7.5, we report the
prevalence of topics and interactions by topic.

A broad ‘miscellaneous’ topic is the single largest topic, ranging from
lifestyle, pets, animals and shopping to Elon Musk’s proposed takeover
of Twitter. This category includes some political content insufficiently
prevalent to constitute an ERT. Celebrity and entertainment news, sport
and crime follow in both prevalence and user interactions. We should not
forget that even during an election campaign, Facebook posts featuring
trees with water gushing from their trunks (882,000 interactions), a gorilla’s
sixty-fifth birthday (235,000 interactions), sheep, dogs, babies, chickens
and combinations thereof generate by orders of magnitude many more
interactions on Facebook than election news.
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Figure 7.5 Share of Facebook posts and interactions, by topic, by media
organisation during the 2022 Australian federal election

Note: Topics are separated into election-relevant topics (ERTs) and others and are sorted
by their share of interactions.

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

Nor should the viral character of popular Facebook posts be underestimated.
The top 50 posts by user interactions accounted for 5.25 million or 15 per
cent of all user interactions with almost 100,000 media Facebook posts;
none was related to the election.
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Even during an election campaign that resulted in a change of government,
ERTs accounted for just 21.8 per cent of Facebook posts by media
organisations during the campaign and 17.7 per cent of interactions
(see Figure 7.5). This is a striking finding; generally, election news cannot
compete for audience attention with more general non—election-related
news items.

Hip-pocket issues

Among the 15 ERTs, housing affordability generated the most Facebook
posts both by media organisations and by user interactions, accounting
for 2.1 per cent of all posts (but 11 per cent of ERT posts) and 2.4 per
cent of all user interactions (but 12 per cent of ERT posts), respectively.
Other ‘hip-pocket’ issues also resonated strongly in terms of the supply of
both content and user interactions. For example, posts about cost-of-living
pressures generated 9.5 per cent of interactions with ERT posts, while posts
promoting stories about wages and interest rates accounted for another
8.2 per cent of ERT posts and 8.1 per cent of interactions with ERT
posts. The ‘other’ economic category picked up policy announcements or
economic news such as the release of unemployment statistics, Labor’s plans
for reforming JobSeeker and a tax on multinational corporations, and the
release of policy costings late in the campaign. Altogether, these accounted
for another 0.8 per cent of Facebook posts by media organisations.

In total, economic matters accounted for one-third of Facebook posts
on ERTs by media organisations during the campaign and one-third of
interactions with ERT posts.

Election mechanics and the horserace

Media organisations also promoted stories about the election itself—what
we dub the ‘mechanics’ of the election (the calling of the election, the
close of rolls, the opening of early voting, how to find polling places and
so on)—or ‘horserace’ stories, often relying on polls commissioned by media
organisations, the likely role of preferences, seats ‘in play’ and ‘pathways to
victory’. These two topic areas are typically devoid of policy content, but
account for 25 per cent of ERT posts. Despite this level of ‘supply’, Facebook
users did not interact with these stories proportionately. Interactions with
posts on election mechanics or ‘horserace’ stories accounted for a much
smaller share of interactions with ERT posts—just 13.4 per cent.
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Transgender athletes

Katherine Deves stood as the Liberal Party’s candidate in Warringah after
being hand-picked by Morrison. In the opening week of the campaign,
Deves’s signature issue—excluding transgender women from women’s
sports—was propelled into the campaign after Morrison said the issue was
‘important’ and that he shared Deves’s views (see Chapter 5, this volume).
Over the course of the campaign, Facebook posts by media organisations
on this issue accounted for 5.8 per cent of all election-related posts. These
posts generated a disproportionate number of interactions: 9.8 per cent of
all interactions with posts on election topics.

Bulldozers, gaffes and debates: The leaders

Albanese’s stumble on the first official day of the campaign—his inability
to recall the unemployment rate—was the biggest story of the campaign’s
first week. But set against the totality of the flow of news over the campaign,
posts about Albanese’s personal strengths and foibles amounted to only
4.2 per cent of ERT posts by media. Nonetheless, Facebook users interacted
enthusiastically with this content; posts centred on Albanese accounted for
8.1 per cent of interactions with media ERT posts.

A similar story holds for Morrison. Posts centred on Morrison became more
prevalent towards the end of the campaign (as we detail below; see Figure
7.7). As is the case with Facebook stories about Albanese, Facebook users
interacted with content about Morrison at almost twice the rate of the
content’s prevalence (5.5 per cent of all interactions with media ERT posts
versus 2.8 per cent of posts).

Leaders’ debates have become the key spectacles of recent election
campaigns. The 2022 debates were no exception. While the debate hosted
on Sky News was in ‘town hall’ format, the debates hosted by Nine and
Seven were promoted aggressively as dramatic contests, with Morrison and
Albanese to ‘face off” in a ‘showdown’, with audiences invited to opine on
‘who won’. The debates clearly disproportionately engaged Facebook users;
interactions with Facebook posts by media about the debates accounted for
8.2 per cent of all interactions with media ERT posts.
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Issue ownership and attention: National
security contrasted with climate policy

Heading into the election campaign, national security was thought to be
a strong issue for the Coalition. Early in the campaign, however, the news
that Solomon Islands and China were announcing a security pact was seized
on by Labor as the ‘worst Australian foreign policy blunder in the Pacific
since the end of World War II' (Wong 2022). The surge of media attention
on this issue—plus a Chinese warship sighted close to the West Australian
coast late in the campaign—resulted in national security accounting for
7.1 per cent of the media’s ERT posts during the campaign.

Climate policy was slightly more prominent than national security during
the campaign (7.9 per cent of media ERT posts). Its prevalence was less
reactive to, say, international events or the release of economic statistics that
drive salience for other topics. That said, in aggregate, Facebook users were
less likely to interact with content about climate change than with national
security; we stress that this finding warrants revision once we account for
the volume of supply sources of posts below (see Figure 7.9).

The number, prominence and success of Independent candidacies were
other key defining features of the 2022 election. That said, there were
more Facebook posts from media organisations on the transgender athletes
issue (5.8 per cent) than the emergence of the Community Independents
(5.5 per cent) and twice the user interactions (9.8 per cent versus 4.9 per
cent); but again, adjustments for the supply and source of Facebook posts
on climate policy reveal it to be the most engaging substantive topic of the
election campaign.

The topics less travelled

The salience of a federal anti-corruption commission lagged well behind
other issues on Facebook. This topic was the least prevalent of the 22 topics
we extracted with our analysis, represented in just 444 of 98,388 Facebook
posts by media organisations.
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Even less prominent were Facebook posts by media organisations on gender
equality, the question of an Indigenous voice to parliament or issues of
special relevance to First Nations people.

For instance, just 411 0f 98,388 posts included a7y of the terms ‘Indigenous’,
‘First Nations’, ‘Uluru Statement’ or ‘deaths in custody’, and many of
these were in a non-election context.> Only 148 posts contained any
of the phrases ‘equal pay’, ‘gender gap’, ‘gender equality’, ‘women’s rights’,
‘glass ceiling’, ‘#MeToo’ (and variations), ‘sexual/gender discrimination’
or ‘sexual harassment’.

The low prevalence of these topics meant that we assign posts on these
topics to the broad ‘Miscellaneous’ category.

Topic salience over the campaign

Changes in topic salience over the campaign are the signatures of the
interplay between competing campaign messages being advanced by parties
and candidates, the media’s appetite for reproducing, criticising or ignoring
those narratives and the interests and tastes of the electorate.

Daily totals of interactions with media Facebook posts grouped by ERT
appear in Figures 7.6 to 7.8; events corresponding to peaks in the daily
time series are noted in the margin of each figure. It should be observed
that policy announcements on matters of substance generated some of
the highest daily interaction counts. Key among these were the parties
policies on housing affordability (1 May and 16 May) and Labor’s calls for
a rise in the minimum wage (11 May). There were also telling examples
of the effects of news and events beyond the control of parties, candidates
and the media such as the RBA’s interest rate hike (3 May), the release of
inflation statistics (27 April) and the presence of the Chinese naval vessel off
the West Australian coast (13 May).

3 For example, warnings that a story might contain the name and images of a deceased Indigenous
p g y mig g S
person, promoting tourism to venues ‘celebrating Indigenous culture’ and artist Blak Douglas winning

the 2022 Archibald Prize.
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Figure 7.6 Interactions with Facebook posts by media entities, by topic and
day, for ERTs ranked 1-5 by total interactions, during the 2022 Australian
federal election campaign

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

Nonetheless, campaign ‘set pieces’ remain staples of media coverage,
perhaps none more so than ‘co-productions’ between the campaigns and
media organisations such as the leaders’ debates. As noted earlier, the
combative character of these events—and aggressive cross-promotion by
the sponsoring media organisations—helps propel the leaders’ debates to
be among the most engaging events of the campaign, at least as reflected
in Facebook user interactions.
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Figure 7.7 Interactions with Facebook posts by media entities, by topic and
day, for ERTs ranked 6-10 by total interactions, during the 2022 Australian
federal election campaign

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

Albanese’s gaffes at the start dominated the first week of the campaign
but were replaced with an even more intense focus on Morrison by the
end of the campaign. By the third leaders’ debate (11 May), Morrison was
promising a change of style, with his ‘bit of a bulldozer’ self-reflection on
13 May generating a minor uptick in the prevalence of stories focused on
Morrison and in interactions with the accompanying Facebook posts. But
Morrison’s spectacular collision with a child on a soccer field on 18 May
(just three days before election day) prompted the most user interactions
we observed in a single day on any election topic: more than 106,000
interactions from only 77 Facebook posts. In contrast, the 80 Facebook
posts by media organisations on Albanese’s gaffe on 11 April generated just
more than 60,000 interactions.
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Figure 7.8 Interactions with Facebook posts by media entities, by topic and
day, for ERTs ranked 11-15 by total interactions, during the 2022 Australian
federal election campaign

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.

Interactions versus posts, engagement
versus supply

Interaction counts reflect a sequence of distinct events: a content-generator
publishing a Facebook post and users encountering the Facebook post
and then interacting with the post (like, share, etcetera). Accordingly, the
‘supply-side’ choices by different media outlets—particularly those with
large Facebook subscriber counts with particular political preferences—can
distort the interpretation of interaction counts.
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Given the huge volume of posts by some outlets (for example, Sky News,
news.com.au and ABC News) and the large subscriber counts of some of
these more prolific Facebook media accounts (see Table 7.1), we normalise
interaction counts by the subscriber counts of the corresponding Facebook
account. Specifically, for each post, we divide the count of interactions by the
number of subscribers of the corresponding Facebook account (in thousands
of subscribers); we then compute the median value of this quantity across all
posts on a given topic, which we dub a normalised interaction count (NIC).

In Figure 7.9, we plot each topic’s NIC against the volume of posts. In a
crude sense, the media’s supply of a topic is plotted on the horizontal axis
and the public’s engagement with that topic (NIC) is plotted in the vertical
dimension; ERTs are plotted with a darker symbol and label. As we have
already observed, even over the course of a federal election campaign, ERTs
make up a modest proportion of the content generated by the media; to be
sure, some ERTs are narrowly defined and hence small by volume of posts.

Figure 7.9 Interactions per post per thousand Facebook account
subscribers, median within each topic (normalised interaction count),
plotted against volume of posts per topic

Source: Data collected and analysed by the authors.
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Among the set of ERTs, the ‘Morrison’ topic has the highest NIC, followed
by the ‘Albanese’ topic. Stories about the leaders as individuals clearly
animated the public out of proportion to the supply of those stories.

It has become commonplace to note the ‘presidentialisation’ of Australian
politics (Kefford 2013; Gauja 2015), but media logics play no small role
in this focus on leaders. Election campaigns are often storytelling deserts,
lacking strong narratives or visuals. Publishers, editors and journalists are
rewarded primarily for views, clicks and time spent on the site—a logic that
leads to ‘campaign as spectacle’ for which producers and audiences demand
dramatis personae. Housing affordability, inflation and climate policy affect
all of us, perhaps profoundly, and are hardly irrelevant to the spectacle, but
they lack speaking roles in the campaign drama.

In 2022, the personae obliged, supplying dramatis aplenty. Albanese’s early
and unexpected campaign gaffes thrust the spotlight on to his competence
and suggested, at least for a while, a compelling storyline that, like in 2019,
the Coalition would defy the polls and win on the back of Morrison being
seen as a safer pair of hands.

But the dynamics of the last week of the campaign—with Morrison facing
increasingly dire polls, a recognition that Morrison’s own ‘bulldozer’ style
was more a liability than an asset and the news editor’s dream vision of his
collision with the child on a soccer pitch—helped make Morrison himself
the biggest surprise story of the election, as measured by NICs.

Theanalysis reported in Figure 7.9 also reveals that stories about Independents
and the Katherine Deves/transgender issue generated high NIC scores—
indicative of high levels of user interest and engagement. These, too, are
topics with people more so than issues at their core: the upstart heroes and/
or villains of the 2022 campaign drama.

Housing affordability sits at the NIC/post-volume frontier, driving high
engagement and rating highly in the volume of posts. But climate policy
generated more interest than any other substantive issue of the election, as
assessed on the NIC metric. Still, issue-focused topics sit below the leaders,
Independents and the Deves/transgender topic on the NIC metric.
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Conclusion

Despite some justified criticisms of the media’s performance in 2022, our
analysis nonetheless finds that hip-pocket issues (housing affordability, cost
of living, inflation, wages and interest rates) constituted the single largest
source of content in the mainstream media’s coverage of the campaign.
While the ‘gotcha’ and ‘gaffe’ focus on Albanese generated opprobrium
from critics, the volume of this coverage was small in the context of the
entire volume of general content produced during the campaign.

Our novel analysis of interactions with Facebook posts by media organisations
lets us assess—perhaps for the first time in studies of Australian election
campaigns—the reaction of the public to the supply of content provided by
the mainstream media. We discover that topics centred on personalities—
the leaders, upstart Independents or controversial candidates—engage
audiences disproportionately.

Given this outsized audience engagement with this more vivid, personalised
type of political story, the better question to ask about election coverage
is not why there is so much focus on the strengths and weaknesses of the
leaders and their personalities, but why there is so little?
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