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Abstract

While Australian political parties have maintained o fficial websites
for some years, the 2007 Australian Federal electio n saw the first
significant integration of Web 2.0 technologies int 0 a national
election campaign. The two major parties — the cons ervative
Liberal Party and the socialist Labor Party — both e mbraced blogs,
flash animation, online video and popular social net working sites
in an attempt to win votes, particularly in the 18 t o 35 year-old
demographic. The Labor Party was far more successfu | in using
Web 2.0 and their online efforts were judged to hav e played a
large role in winning the absolute majority of voter s under the
age of 35 to its platform on election day in Novembe r 2007.
Closer analysis of available polling data, though, s uggests that
the Web 2.0 campaign was largely insignificant in at tracting
young voters and that the notion that online campai gning will win

over young Australian voters is largely misplaced.

1. Introduction

The 2007 Australian federal election was the first in which the
online campaign and Web 2.0 technologies moved into the
mainstream. Though not the first election campaign where
political parties had maintained an internet presen ce, it was the
first in which Facebook friends of party leaders we re compared in
the mainstream press, the first where YouTube video s became
election issues and the first where online interact ions between
parties and party supporters were reported as real and breaking
news. Amongst all of the online campaigning, though , itwas the

1 An earlier version of this article was presented a t IPolitics: Web2.0 " An
International Conference# at the Royal Holloway, Un iversity of London in April
2008. The author is grateful for the comments and ¢ riticisms of participants at

this conference that have improved this paper.
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Australian Labor Party (ALP) that was widely recogn ized as
presenting the best and most effective online prese nce. With a
site that embraced social networking tools, hosted online video,
included regular blog posts from leading party figu res and drew
on user contributions for content, the ALP#s Kevin07 .com.au
brought the election campaign to Australia#s online community in
a way that was without equal in this or any previou s election. The
site, widely held to be aimed at drawing young peop le to the ALP,
was judged an unqualified success in the wake of th e ALP#s
historic November win where the party secured a sig nificant
majority of the youth vote. The role of the Kevin07 .com.au site in
drawing young people to the ALP is, however, open t o debate.
Indeed, when one considers pre-election polling dat a, it becomes
clear that young voters had established firm voting intentions

long before the ALP#s online campaign was launched.

This paper is presented in four parts. The first pr esents a review

of the increasingly important role played by the on line elements
of an Australian federal election campaign. Tracing an eleven
year, four election period from 1996 to 2007, this section traces
the growing focus of political parties, the mainstr eam media and

voters on the online presence of campaigning partie s. The second
part of this paper presents the ALP#s KevinO7.com.au site, the
centerpiece of the ALP#s online campaign for young voters. The
third part of this paper offers evidence that contr adicts the notion

that the online campaign of the ALP was effective i n winning
young voters to their cause. Specifically, by consi dering opinion

poll data from 2005 until the election in November 2007 it is clear

that while there was a significant rise in support for the ALP
amongst young people, this rise occurred many month S before
the launch of the website and can be attributed to the party#s
change in leadership. A discussion section follows and the paper

concludes by suggesting that " for a number of reas ons " the
2007 election was an anomaly in terms of the impact of the
internet on the voting intentions of Australian you th and that

future campaigning online may well have a measureab le and
significant effect in drawing young people to a pol itical party.
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2. 1996 to 2007: The Growing Significance of Campai gn
Websites in Australia

The Australian election campaign of the twenty-firs t century does,
in some ways, still resemble the campaigns of the p ast. As Sally
Young has argued, contrary to popular opinion there was never a
$golden age of electioneering% where voters were ta rgeted with
densely worded factual tracts instead of the common fear-
inducing advertising of today. ’ Indeed, campaign elements such

as negative campaign commercials, comparing competi tors with
foreign dictators and the so-called !'Presidential s tyle campaign#
where a party leader becomes the focus of the campa ign are
nothing new at all in the Australian electoral expe rience. ~ Yet one
difference that has emerged in recent years is the embrace by
Australian political parties of new communication t echnologies, in
particular internet technologies, through which the y can
campaign for the votes of 13 million Australians en rolled to vote.
As in other electoral jurisdictions worldwide, camp aign websites
have become essential elements of a modern electora | effort in
Australia in the age of 24-hour cable news and enth usiastic
bloggers and citizen journalists who demand immedia te access to

campaign material.

The first campaign websites in Australia emerged as a part of the
5

1996 federal election. Of the two major political parties in

Australia, the ALP was most proactive in embracing the internet

as a campaign tool. Reports Young:

The ALP#s website received 11,000 hits a day during the 1996
campaign. By 1998, all ALP policies were being rele ased on the
Internet simultaneously with their release to the m edia and the

2 Sally Young, $A Century of Political Communicatio n in Australia, 1901-2001,%

Journal of Australian Studies 78 (2003): 97-110.
3 Young, $A Century,% 109.

4 Peter Brent and Simon Jackman state the number of enrolled voters was
13,122,006 in 2006. See Peter Brent and Simon Jackma n, A shrinking Australian
electoral roll? Canberra: Democratic Audit of Austr alia Discussion Paper 11/07,
2007.

5 Young, $A Century,% 108.
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ALP website was providing games and online chats wi th local

MPs.”
Rachel Gibson and Stephen Ward agree and point to t he obvious
enthusiasm for internet electioneering by the centr e-left party in
the mid 1990#s, noting that in 1996 $the ALP had alr eady begun
to use audio and interactive features on their Webs ite as well as
offering extensive policy information and negative campaigning
against the Liberals%. ! Not only was the ALP website drawing
interested voters to Labor policy statements and me dia releases,
it was also playing a part in recruiting new member s for the ALP.
° In a country where, according to commentator Georg e
Megalogenis, some 10 to 20& of Australians $don#t c are about
politics%, the ALP website was attracting five new financial
members a day to the party proving a success not on ly in

communicating policy but also driving activism.

The 11,000 daily hits that the ALP received during the 1996
campaign would explode exponentially by the time th e 1998
federal election took place. Gibson and Ward report that the ALP
site S$received over two million hits during the fiv e-week
campaign, a remarkable achievement given the eleven million
voters in the country%. v Moving beyond merely being a source of
media releases and maintaining opportunities for in frequent
online chats with MPs, the 1998 federal election sa w the ALP
making a concerted effort to attract web-savvy vote rs to the
cause of leader Kim Beazley. As Gibson and Ward not e:

The site revealed a more concerted effort by the pa rty to use the

Internet to attract voters with multimedia games, downloadabl e

6 Young, $A Century,% 108.

7 Rachel Gibson and Stephen Ward, $Virtual Campaign ing: Australian Parties
and the Impact of the Internet,% Australian Journal of Political Science 37
(2002): 99-129.

8 Gibson and Ward, $Virtual Campaigning,% 105.

9 George Megalogenis, Nats swamped by a demographic tide. Available at
http://tinyurl.com/3angnc, on 11 March 2008; Gibson and Ward, $Virtual
Campaigning,% 104-105.

10 Gibson and Ward, $Virtual Campaigning,% 105.
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banners and e-postcards, an interactive tax reckoner, video
political commercials, an updated campaign diary, a nd Webcasting

of key events such as the campaign launch in Brisba ne (not
11
available in the traditional media).

Despite losing the election to the Liberal-National Coalition, the

success of the ALP#s internet strategy was hailed as a major
breakthrough in electioneering in Australia. Bruce Hawker, a
prominent Labor strategist, would remark that the A LP#s online

effort had $changed the face of Australian politica I

campaigning%. - Hawker highlighted the points of difference that
the website offered users as compared to mainstream

campaigning, in particular the online streaming vid eo that allowed
100,000 users to watch the ALP campaign launch live and
exclusively in the absence of a live free-to-air te levision

13
broadcast.

By the time of the 2001 federal election both major parties had
invested significant resources into their campaign websites
recognizing that the internet was allowing them to interact with
interested voters. Specifically, though, the major parties
recognized the opportunity that internet campaignin g presented
for targeting key electoral demographics, in partic ular, the young,
internet-savvy voters who were beginning to shun ol d media. As
Gibson and Ward argue, the youth vote was an explic it focus of
both the ALP and Coalition election campaigns where a
$multimedia format appears to be highly attractive to young
people%.14 Learning from experiences in the UK and the US, wh ere
young voters had been successfully targeted by Demo cratic
presidential candidate Al Gore, the Australian part ies $fiercely
fought% an online war for the votes of young people .15 However,

11 Gibson and Ward, $Virtual Campaigning,% 105.

12 Bruce Hawker, $Australia 1998: Internet Campaign ing Makes a Spectacular
Debut,% Netpulse 3 (July 1999): 1.

13 Hawker, $Australia 1998.%

14 Gibson and Ward, $Virtual Campaigning,% 102.

15 On US experiences see Pippa Norris, Who Surfs? New Technology, Old Voters
and Virtual Democracy in the 1996 and 1998 US Electi ons. Paper presented at
the John F. Kennedy Visions of Governance for the Twenty First Century
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as Edgar Crook notes, $[tlhough there was much acti vity on the
. . . . . 16
Internet it did not have a leading role in the elec tion battle%.
Despite significant numbers of hits to party and ca mpaign
websites, the impact of the online campaign was har d to quantify
and may have been, as Crook contends, the online ca mpaign
played a minor role in determining the eventual ele ctoral
17
outcome.
The 2004 election saw a further sustained focus pai d by the
major parties to online campaigning. In 2006 Peter Chen, Rachel
Gibson and Karin Geiselhart reported that the onlin e campaigns
of the major parties were proving successful in con necting the
. . : : o 18 :
parties with $committed and active individuals%. Australian
voters who visited campaign websites were twice as likely to have
a tertiary education (50& compared to 25&) and be a Imost twice
as interested in the election outcome as the averag e voter (56&
19 . . . ..
compared to 30&). Significantly, however, the individuals who
visited party websites were also much more likely t o already hold
strong party identifications or, as Chen, Gibson an d Geiselhart put
it, $the parties are preaching to the converted, if not members
- 20 . : .
specifically%. Whatever the audience of the campaign websites,
the online presence of Australian political parties became

increasingly important for, as Edgar Crook writes:

...political parties, lobby groups and official bod ies such as the

Australian electoral Commission were now using the Internet as

the only or primary source for information on polic ies, candidates
21

and general voting information.

Conference#, Bretton Woods, United States of Americ a, 19-22 July 1999; Gibson
and Ward, $Virtual Campaigning,% 102.
16 Edgar Crook, The 2007 Australian Federal Electio n on the Internet. Canberra:

National Library of Australia Staff Paper, 2007.
17 Crook, $The 2007 Australian Federal Election,% 1

18 Peter Chen, Rachel Gibson and Karin Geiselhart, Electronic Democracy? The
Impact of New Communications Technologies on Austra lian Democracy.
Canberra: Democratic Audit of Australia Report No. 6, 2006.

19 Chen et al, $Electronic Democracy,% 23.
20 Chen et al, $Electronic Democracy,% 24.
21 Crook, $The 2007 Australian Federal Election,% 1
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Thus, from 1996 where the ALP celebrated 11,000 dai ly hits to
2004 where the internet had become, for some partie s, the only
source for policy documents and party information, the internet
has moved from being an ignorable election sideshow to a key
part of every federal election campaign and this tr end would

continue in 2007.

Crook argues:
[i]t is clear now that the 2007 federal election ca n safely be
adjudged as the first in which the Internet became not just the
repository for information, but also a tool both to communicate
policies with the public and to allow potential vot ers to in return

. : : . : . . 22
interact in multiple ways with the parties and thei r candidates.

The interaction between candidates, parties and vot ers led some
commentators to label the 2007 federal poll the fir st Web 2.0
election. It is worthwhile, however, to be precise in defining just

what is meant by the term !Web 2.0# and to differenti ate it from
other notions such as linternet# and 'Web 1.0#. Alli son Orr offers a

typical definition of Web 2.0 when she argues that Web 2.0
represents $the second generation of tools provided by the
Internet which have interactive and participatory

characteristics%. # These tools include social networking sites,
open-edit wikis, blogging and user-produced online video. Orr
argues that the $principles of Web 2.0 are particip ation and
collaboration% with sites such as Facebook, YouTube and
Wordpress standing as prototypical examples of soci al
networking, video sharing and blogging platforms in the Web 2.0
world.

As candidates embraced technologies and web service s such as
blogs, YouTube, Facebook, MySpace and user-driven c ampaign
content, the online campaigns of the major parties and major

: Z

lobby groups became mainstream news. Writing in the country#s
only national newspaper, The Australian , Anne Parsons remarks
on the success of the leftist lobby group GetUp.org .au in drawing

22 Crook, $The 2007 Australian Federal Election,% 2
23 Allison Orr, $Political Participation and Web 2. 0,% 3.
24 Orr, $Political Participation and Web 2.0,% 2-3.
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their issues to the attention of politicians and vo ters via online
petition drives and fundraising for issue advertise ments. ® A
stomach-turning YouTube video of the ALP Leader Kev in Rudd
eating his own ear wax in the federal parliament wa s widely
reported on television and in newspapers across the country and
internationally, the Herald-Sun reporting that the video was

replayed on Jay Leno#s Tonight Show and linked on the influential

Drudge Report .26 The online and mainstream print media eagerly
tracked the number of Facebook and MySpace friends that party
leaders maintained and parties engaged online voter S with

exclusive, internet-only campaign events. “! The Web 2.0 election
had certainly arrived and it was the Australian Lab or Party that
led the political field in seeking votes through th e engagement of
Australia#s online electorate.

3. The Kevin07 Online Campaign: Chasing the Youth V ote

Of the two major Australian political parties it wa s the ALP that
garnered the most attention to its online campaign, SO much so
that the branding of the site and its URL quickly e ntered the

. : 28 : :
Australian lexicon. Whereas the campaign launches of the major

25 Anne Parsons, $Political methods digitally enhan ced,% The Australian
(September 2007): 32.
26 John Ferguson and Peter Jean, $Rudd cops US earf ul,% Herald-Sun

(November 2007): 5. Other coverage of the YouTube v ideo includes Johnathan
Porter, $Why we should lend an ear to the Oppositio n Leader,% The Australian
(October 2007): 15; Piers Akerman, $Rudd over the w ax and wane,% Daily
Telegraph (October 2007): 18; Annabel Crabb, $Sudd enly squeaky clean Kevin
is a bit on the nose,% Sydney Morning Herald (Novemb er 2007): 9; Ben Quinn,
$Waxing lyrical,% Newcastle Herald (November 2007): 38.

27 See examples of !friend tracking# in Lauren Parle , $Web 2.0 pollies: no polls,
just popularity,% Crikey (August 2007): 1; DD McNic oll, $Strewth: Too many
friends to face,% The Australian (October 2007): 18. An example of an exclusive
online campaign event is chronicled in Crook, $The 2007 Australian Federal
Election,% 4.

28 See, for example, Mark Kenny, $Now it#s Kevin07 i n race for Lodge,% The
Advertiser (August 2007): 2. Note, too, that some p ost-election commentary
now refers to PM Kevin Rudd as Kevin08. See Matthew Warren, $Reality check
for Rudd#s climate change plans,% The Australian (N ovember 2007): 40; Annabel
Crabb, $Get set for Kevin08, Australia " best you | ook busy,% Sydney Morning
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parties in Australia tend to take place some weeks into the
lofficial# campaign period immediately before the e lection, the
ALP#s KevinO7.com.au site was launched months before the

November 24 " poll. Indeed, it was launched before the election

29 .
date was even announced. The central website brought together

all of the other online elements of the ALP campaig n, with
particular focus given to the Web 2.0 elements of b oth the ALP
and Kevin Rudd#s new technologies approach. The site not only
offered a video channel (through YouTube) and links to popular
social networking sites (MySpace and Facebook) but also a
campaign blog which " in a move that remains atypic al for major
political parties " allowed the public to respond t o blog posts with
comments critical of the party. % Visitors to the site could also
purchase branded merchandise, including bumper stic kers and t-
shirts, and sign up for !'K-Mail# which would allow t he user to

receive regular ALP campaign updates.

The launch of the central KevinO7.com.au site was m et with great
media interest and all major newspapers in Australi a reported the
launch of the web presence.  * In almost all cases the mainstream
media (MSM) coverage was positive with reporters an d
columnists commonly comparing the ALP online strate gy to a
relatively non-existent Coalition strategy. % In the blogosphere,
however, the reaction was more mixed. Left-leaning bloggers at
Larvatus Prodeo (larvatusprodeo.net) welcomed the ALP#s

Herald (January 2008): 1; John Lethlean, $Kevin get s a grilling " 72 hours eat,
drink, cook...and be merry,% The Age (January 2008) 7.

29 The election date was announced by Prime Ministe r John Howard on 14
October 2007. The Kevin07 site was launched on 6 Aug ust 2007.

30 See an example of a critical comment published on the Kevin07.com.au blog

at Trevor Cook, KevinQ7 publishes criticism. Availa ble at

http://tinyurl.com/2k8m96 on 11 January 2008.
31 Kenny, $Now it#s Kevin07,% 2; Sid Marris, $ALP la unches Kevin07,% The

Australian (August 2007): 2; Alison Rehn, $00-Kevin . ALP taps a wired world,%
Daily Telegraph (August 2007): 8; Ben Packham, $Tri ck up sleeve,% Herald-Sun
(August 2007): 2; Kirsty Ross, $Ruddy complexion wa shes over web,% MX
(August 2007): 8; Misha Schubert, $New spin in poli tics web,% The Age (August
2007): 6; Ben Doherty, $www.KevinO7.com.au: Rudd up s the ante on the

cyberspace war,% The Age (August 2007): 8.
32 Schubert, $New spin,% 6.
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strategy. ** Other left-leaning bloggers were less impressed "

arleesher from group-blog Stoush reacted to receiving her first
piece of K-Mail by posting, $despite my general lov e of pop
culture hottness [sic], this actually makes me less likely to vote
for Rudd%.* Elsewhere in the Australian blogosphere some
concluded the newly launched site would be of great benefit to
the ALP in the coming campaign, particularly in com parison to the
relatively weak online campaigning of the Coalition parties. While
some commentators saw the KevinO7.com.au campaign a s too
Ipresidential# and too !American#, the online campaig n was closely
followed and widely reported upon during the long 2 007 Federal
campaign.
All commentators were in agreement, however, as to the
electoral demographic that the ALP was targeting wi th the
KevinO7.com.au strategy. The online push " and part icularly its
focus on social networking and user-generated conte nt and
commentary " was aimed at young voters and most MSM sources
noted the deliberate push by Rudd and the ALP to at tract the
youth vote. The Australian , the country#s only national daily
newspaper, noted the obvious targets of the ALP#s W eb 2.0
strategy:

Labor has been courting the youth vote, upping the web war for

votes by launching the Kevin07 site, where it expla ins its policies

and provides a forum for debate. Drawing on the for mat of

MySpace, Facebook and YouTube, the site encourages viewers to

contribute their own videos, written and audio comm ents and to

make links to their sites as part of the ALP campai gn. ®
A specific link between Web 2.0 technologies, the vy outh
demographic and the ALP campaign was made by Jane B unce
who noted that $Kevin Rudd's pitch to the YouTube ge neration%
33 Mark Bahnisch, Kevin07. Available at http://tiny url.com/3blomv on 11

January 2008.

34 Arleesher, Kevin07 Rocks Da Youf Vote. Available at
http://tinyurl.com/37fm3h on 11 January 2008.

35 Patricia Karvelas, $Labor urges young to registe r,% The Australian (August
2007): 7.
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was $paying off%. *® Brisbane#s Courier-Mail went so far as to

profile one of the young people that the ALP#s onli ne campaign
had successfully targeted, noting that the online s trategy of the

party was $unashamedly coveting% the support of $2 million
voters aged between 18 and 30%. . With ALP policies targeted

specifically at winning over the youth vote and age -specific
advertising released as part of the KevinO7.com.au campaign, it
appears likely that the Web 2.0 campaign had, at it s heart, the

. . . 38
aim of winning the young voters to the ALP cause.

4. The Youth Vote at the 2007 Australian Federal El ection

Historically, younger voters in Australia are signi ficantly more

likely to vote for the ALP or one of the other left -leaning patrties.

Research conducted as part of the Australian Democr ats 2007

Youth Poll suggest that left-leaning parties such a s the ALP, the

Democrats and the Greens were favored by 58& of you ng people

while only 23& favored right-leaning parties such a s the Liberals,

: A 39 o .

the Nationals and Family First. Of the individual parties, support

amongst young people for the ALP outstrips support for the
. . . . 40

Liberal-National Coalition by more than 2 to 1 (see Figure 1,).

Pre-election polling suggested that this disparity was even greater

in 2007 with one public poll concluding that 73& of voters under

the age of 29 intended to vote for the ALP, a resul t that was

$staggering% in its implications according to one ¢ ommentator.

36 Jane Bunce, $Screaming teenagers mob Rock Star R udd,% AAP News Australia

(October 2007): 1.

37 Patrick Lion, $Politics explores new frontiers t o win youth vote,% Courier-Mail

(November 2007): 56.

38 An example of advertising targeted specifically a t young voter is the ALP#s A

Brighter Future for Young Australians#. See Young La bor, A Brighter Future for

Young Australians. Available at http://tinyurl.com/ 3927jf on 13 March 2008.

39 Natasha Stott-Despoja, Federal Election Youth Po II Results. Available at

http://tinyurl.com/2txd29 on 13 March 2008.

40 Stott-Despoja, $Federal Election Youth Poll Resu Its,% 2.

41 Tony Jones, Poll shows youth vote critical in el ection. Available at

http://tinyurl.com/38Ipp5 on 13 March 2008.
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Figure 1. Party Support Amongst Young People (2007) *

m ALP

m Coalition

® Greens

® Democrats
= Faily First
u Other

= Don't Know

This massive swing in support amongst youth to the ALP " far
outweighing even the historic trend amongst young p eople to
favor the political left " has been attributed to m any factors
including the ALP branding of the campaign, an impr ession that
the time had come to replace a Prime Minister appro aching 70
years of age with a younger person or simply a slig htly
exaggerated facsimile of the national swing in supp ort to the ALP
after more than a decade of Coalition government. O ne factor it
should not be attributed to, however, is the ALP#s high profil e
Web 2.0 campaign. Kevin07.com.au may have gained th e party
headlines but it did nothing to draw younger voters to the party

on the 24 ™ of November 2007.

5. Tracking Youth Voting Intentions, 2004-2007

A clear change in the voting intentions of young pe ople can be
seen when voting intentions are tracked via public polling results.
As shown in Figure 2 (overleaf), however, this spik e in support for
the ALP occurred some 8 months before the ALP launc hed its Web
2.0 campaign and, further, the launch of the KevinO 7.com.au site
42 Data for this chart extracted from Stott-Despoja , $Federal Election Youth Poll

Results,% 2.
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did nothing to encourage any more young voters to p ledge
support to the ALP or its leader.

Figure 2. Proportion of Voters Aged 18-34 Years Fav oring
ALP (Jan 2005 — Oct 2007, = 1.5%) *
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The jump in support for the ALP between the October 2006
quarter and the January 2007 quarter can be attribu ted to the
ALP#s decision on the 4 ™ of December 2006 to replace leader Kim
Beazley with Kevin Rudd. This conclusion is support ed when the
same January 2005 " October 2007 period is consider ed for
another Newspoll question as to a voters preferred Prime Minister
(Figure 3).
Quite clearly, the proportion of young voters who i ntended to
vote for the ALP rose immediately as a result of Ke vin Rudd#s
accession to the Labor Party leadership. Indeed, yo ung voters
reported that their preference for the ALP leader a s PM rose from
an average of 28.3& across the last three quarters of 2006 under
43 Data for Figures 2, 3 and 4 is extracted from pu blic opinion polling conducted

by Newspoll and available at www.newspoll.com.au.
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Beazley to an average of 52.6& across the first thr ee quarters of
2007 under Rudd.

Figure 3. Proportion of Voters Aged 18-34 Years Pre ferring
an ALP Prime Minister (+1.5%)
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Significantly, though, the level of youth support t hat flowed to the
ALP as a result of the leadership change was mainta ined in the 11
months until the election. As depicted in Figure 4 (below), the
support for the ALP by young people remained around the 50&
mark from January 2007 until November 2007, barely fluctuating
with the launch of the Kevin07.com.au website in Au gust.
As is clearly shown, neither the !Presidential sty le# focus of the
ALP campaign on leader Kevin Rudd and the branding of the Web
2.0 campaign at KevinO7.com.au had any significant effect on the
electoral preferences of young voters. Indeed, Figu re 4 suggests
that the most effective electoral strategy employed by the ALP in
attracting young voters was the replacement of one leader with
another.
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Figure 4: Prefer ALP Prime Minister 18-34 Year Olds , 2005-
2007 (Blue bars indicate Beazley leadership, red bars Ru dd
leadership and green bars periods in which the Kevi n07 campaign

was active; £1.5&)
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6. Discussion

Such conclusions stand somewhat in opposition to ot her research
into the efficacy of campaign websites in attractin g support and
converting voters to the campaigns cause. As Rachel Gibson, lan
McAllister, Clive Bean and David Gow argued in a pa per on cyber-
campaigning in Australia, the impact of the interne t on the public
is usually more significant:
Our results reveal strong support for the propositi on that a
web campaign is an integral part of securing victor y in an
election. Net of a wide variety of other factors, i ncluding
incumbency, party affiliation and political experie nce and
support, the use of a web page delivers just under 4 percent
of the House of Representatives first preference vo te. This is
more than all of the traditional methods of campaig ning
combined, and is only slightly less than incumbency , usually
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considered one of the major electoral influences. T he web is,
then, a major vote attractor for candidates and has the
potential in closely fought contests to determine t he election
44
outcome.
Far from an integral part of securing the youth vot e, the
KevinO7.com.au Web 2.0 campaign had no significant effect on

drawing young voters to the ALP.

It seems possible that the particular circumstances of the 2007
Federal election played some part in the impotence of the ALP#s
online campaign for youth votes. With the ruling Li beral-National
Coalition having held power for more than a decade and with
Prime Minister Howard having held his position for all of that
time, there was a generation of voters born after 1 978 that has
never known an election as a voter where Howard and the
Coalition did not win. * As a result, some commentators speculate

that the young voters of Australia were simply read y for a
change. George Megalogenis, writing in The Australian , noted that
a month before the election the swing of youth vote rs to the ALP

was $paradoxical%:

The group that has swung most decisively to Kevin R udd are the
18-24 year olds...The [Coalition] Government#s prim ary vote was
up 5.4 per cent on the 2004 election. Against [form er ALP leader
Kim] Beazley, John Howard was seen as groovy. No wo nder the
Prime Minister thought he had a fifth victory in him. Then Labor
changed leaders last December, and the country went to Kevin. By
the end of June this year, Rudd was pulling a gen Y swing of 19.4
per cent, leaving Labor 14 per cent ahead of where it had been
with this tribe at the 2004 election. It is the you th belt where the
paradox of Howard#s near-full employment economy is most

. 46
apparent. The 18-24s have never known recession.

44 Rachel Gibson, lan McAllister, Clive Bean and Da vid Gow, Does Cyber
Campaigning Win Votes? Online Communication in the 2004 Australian Election.
Irvine: Center for the Study of Democracy Paper 05- 09, 2005.

45 Voting in Federal elections is obligatory for al | Australians aged over 18.

46 George Megalogenis, Gen Y registers Kevin#s real ly on a roll. Available at
http://tinyurl.com/2uoj4x on 19 March 2008.
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The paradox " being that young people who had never known a
recession, had every likelihood of gaining employme nt in their
field without problems, be more highly educated and earn more
in real terms than any other generation yet choose to endorse an
untested leader for his new and fresh leader " was noted by other
commentators, too. Just two weeks before the electi on Dennis
Shanahan noted polling that suggested that 51& of A ustralians
considered the Coalition better economic managers ( compared to
32& for the ALP), 84& of Australians considered Joh n Howard a
strong leader and that the Coalition leader outpace d the ALP
challenger almost two to one in terms of experience " and yet
still favored the accepted weaker economic managers and less
strong and experienced Opposition over the incumben t. N With
economic management historically one of the most si gnificance
factors in deciding the vote of the Australian elec torate, the
paradox Megalogenis and Shanahan point to might sug gest that
this election was an anomaly as far as the youth of the country

are concerned.

As well, it might also be the case that the young v oters who
clicked their way to the KevinO7.com.au site were | ikely already
committed ALP voters. Besides the fact that more th an half of
young voters had committed to the ALP before the la unch of the
website in  August 2007, previous research into onli ne
campaigning in Australia has suggested that it is a ctive and
already committed voters that are most likely to ac cess campaign
websites of their favored parties. 48 Considering that one of the
most reported Web 2.0 elements of the 2007 campaign was a
non-campaign YouTube video of ALP leader Kevin Rudd eating his
own ear wax " garnering more than 900,000 views or
approximately 1 view for every 15 enrolled voters " there is
scope to suspect that the Web 2.0 campaign did litt le to influence
the electoral preferences of young Australian voter s. Essentially,
the popularity of the ALP site may have been the re sult of the
young people who switched allegiances to the ALP in early 2007
47 Dennis Shanahan, Howard#s economic approval rati ng rising. Available at

http://tinyurl.com/20yqj7 on 19 March 2008.
48 Chen et al, $Electronic Democracy%.
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rather than the site drawing young voters to the AL P via an
interactive Web 2.0 approach.

This is not to say, however, that there is no place for Web 2.0
technologies in securing the votes of young people or, more
broadly, in winning the votes of older voters activ e on Web 2.0
sites. As more Australians gain access to broadband internet
services it seems likely that political parties wil | seek new ways of

winning the votes of net-savvy citizens and that so me of these
efforts will include utilizing online video and use r-created content,

both examples of low-cost electioneering with a pot entially high-
return in terms of voter support, as highlighted by the Australian
Greens social network advertising strategy. 49 In the wake of the

most recent US Presidential election where Web 2.0 technologies
were a high-profile and demonstrably effective elec tioneering tool
for the Democratic party#s candidate, it seems almo st certain that
Australian political parties will seek to win votes in the same style

as their Anglophonic allies in North America. Perha ps, as Terry
Flew notes, $the revolution is not being blogged*ye t%; that is to
say that the impact of the internet and Web 2.0 on the outcome
of the election is not yet significant but, in time , this will almost

surely change.

Finally, it is important to realize that the Austra lia electoral
system itself may have an impact on the influence o f Web 2.0
and the likelihood that votes will be won amongst y oung people
online. Two elements of the system, in particular, seem
significant in this respect: mandatory voting and a historically
conservative electorate. Along with a handful of ot her liberal
democracies, Australia requires every resident citi zen over the
age of 18 to vote in national and state elections w ith penalties in

place for voters who forget or choose not to vote. This has an
important ramifications for political parties seeki ng votes: as
there is no need to !get out the vote# " more than 90& of
registered voters voted at the 2007 Federal electio n " the political

49 Crook, $The 2007 Australian Federal Election,% 1 5.

50 Terry Flew, $Not Yet the Internet Election: Onlin e Media, Political
Commentary and the 2007 Australian Federal Election ,% Media International
Australia 126 (2008):1-18.
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parties can focus entirely on winning votes rather than mobilizing
voters. This may impact the efficacy of Web 2.0 ele ctioneering in
comparison to voluntary voting systems such as the US or the
UK. Secondly, the historically conservative elector ate in Australia
means that only a small proportion of seats in the national
parliament usually change hands at any election. Th IS is not to
say that Australian voters are conservative in the
conservative/liberal sense but rather that voters i n most seats
endorse the same party generation after generation no matter
what electioneering tools are deployed. Psephologis t Adam Carr,
for example, categorizes only 31of the 150 seats in the national
parliament as !very marginal# seats, that is, seats where a change
In party representation at any election is probable . In contrast,
more than 50& of Federal seats are categorized as ! strong# and
any electoral change in one of these seats would be improbable.
As a result of this electoral conservatism politica | parties tend to
focus on winning votes in marginal seats and, thus, broadly
focused internet campaigning may be relegated to a secondary
position in a party#s electoral strategy. These par ticularities of the
Australian electoral context should be kept in mind when
assessing the success or failure of the ALP#s Web 2. 0 strategy in

winning the votes of young Australians.

7. Conclusion

The 2007 Federal election campaign was the first tr uly internet
era campaign and, as well, the first online campaig n where Web
2.0 technologies were an integral part of the campa ign. The ALP
site KevinO7.com.au was by far the leading campaign site in the
2007 election cycle drawing more attention, more me dia reports,
more hits and its URL quickly entering the wider Au stralian
lexicon. Aimed at drawing young voters to the ALP, the site was
lauded in the mainstream press and by the Australia n online
community as a new and welcome element in modern Au stralian
electoral battles. In the final analysis, the youth of Australia did
swing to the ALP in massive numbers and the Labor P arty
gathered in excess of 70& of the two-party preferre d vote
51 See http://psephos.adamcarr.net/countries/a/australia/2 007/

pendulum2007.txt
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amongst 18-29 year old voters. Yet as polling data suggests, the
launch and success of the KevinO7.com.au campaign h ad nothing
to do with this historic support. Instead, the youn g people of
Australia had established their preference for a re vitalized ALP
under the new leadership of Kevin Rudd as early as January
2007, seven months before the website was launched and 10

months before the election date was announced.

This paper has suggested that the reason that the

KevinO7.com.au campaign website played no part in d rawing
youth support to the ALP in the manner it would be expected to
(based on previous federal polls) is related to the specific
circumstances of the 2007 election. A government th at was
incumbent for more than a decade, a Prime Minister that was
perceived as too old and too conservative for a you nger
generation all a large group of voters who " being born after
1978 " had never known an election as a voter where the
Coalition had not triumphed all contributed to a fe eling of lit#s
time# among young people who voted the government ou t in spite
of, not because of, the Web 2.0 efforts of the Aust ralian Labor
Party. For all the millions of dollars that the ALP spent on online

advertising, managing the KevinO7.com.au site, prom oting the
KevinO7 brand and reaching out to young voters, the single most

important step that the ALP took to securing the vo tes of young

people was dumping the experienced but unpopular Ki m Beazley
in favor of the younger, less-experienced, morning TV regular
Kevin Rudd. Kevin Rudd may have captured more youth votes
than any Opposition Leader in a generation at the N ovember poll

but the vote that delivered them took place nearly twelve months

before behind closed doors in the ALP party room.
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