
 

 

 

 
Political discourse in a media saturated 

environment: the Howard Government’s 

approach to communicating with the Australian 

electorate 

 

David Marshall 
 

Faculty of Arts & Design 

University of Canberra 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy in Communication 

 



 

v 

Acknowledgements 

There are many who have contributed to the development of this thesis. Firstly, I 

acknowledge the guidance and support of my first supervisor, Professor Peter Putnis, from the 

University of Canberra. Not having an academic background, the challenges of venturing into 

the complex world of academia is daunting, and Professor Putnis’s assistance was critical as I 

commenced the journey. Professor Putnis spent five years overseeing the development of my 

thesis, and I am very grateful for his support. I also thank Professor Warwick Blood as my 

secondary supervisor. My second supervisor, Associate Professor Kerry McCallum, guided 

me through the final intensive eighteen months of this research, and I very much appreciate 

her patience, understanding and invaluable suggestions as the thesis finally took shape. 

 

My appreciation goes to former Prime Minister John Howard who graciously contributed to 

this research by agreeing to see me twice; his cooperation enabled me to meet and interview 

85 key players who were active participants in one way or another over the period of the 

Howard government’s time in office. To those people I owe an enormous debt of gratitude as 

their first-hand observations added enormously to the thesis’s originality and to the research 

on the topic of political communication. To those who initiated contact for me with some of 

these interviewees, in particular former ACT Chief Minister Kate Carnell, I am very grateful. 

 

I had great support and cooperation from the Parliamentary Library at Parliament House 

Canberra, former department secretaries who provided certain documentation that added to 

the wealth of information sourced for this research, and to many other unnamed staffers, 

political minders and journalists whose input and advice was invaluable.  

 

I would also acknowledge Shahna Smith who helped with the laborious task of typing 

highlighted texts of a bewildering array of books and documents, and to my wife, Linda 

Henschke, and sister-in-law Jan Henschke, who proofread the thesis a number of times. 

 

Finally, to the University of Canberra, the library staff and postgraduate research team for the 

efficient manner in which they undertake their role, making some of the logistics of 

undertaking this research much easier. 



 

vii 

Table of Contents 

Certificate of Authorship of Thesis ......................................................................................................... iii 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................................. v 

Table of Contents ................................................................................................................................... vii 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................... xi 

Chapter 1: Introduction .......................................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter Overview ............................................................................................................................... 1 

Aims of the Study ................................................................................................................................ 1 

The Thesis Rationale ........................................................................................................................... 2 

The Evolution of Political Communication .......................................................................................... 5 

The Evolution of the Prime Minister’s Office ...................................................................................... 7 

The Howard Years: 1996–2007 ......................................................................................................... 12 

The Research Questions .................................................................................................................... 16 

The Thesis Structure ......................................................................................................................... 19 

Chapter 2: Literature Review: Academic Literature Focused on Political Communication .................. 23 

Chapter Overview ............................................................................................................................. 23 

Traditions in Political Communication Research .............................................................................. 23 

Political Communication and Howard’s Leadership Qualities ...................................................... 25 

The Importance of Imagery and Symbolism to a Leader .............................................................. 28 

The Packaging of Political News in Mainstream Media ................................................................ 30 

New Media Platforms and their Impact on Political Discourse .................................................... 31 

Political Leaks and Free Speech .................................................................................................... 32 

Can the Government Set the Media Agenda? .............................................................................. 34 

Media Management and Media Power ............................................................................................ 36 

The Prime Minister’s Press Office ................................................................................................. 36 

The Power of the Media: Its Impact on the Political Elite ............................................................ 38 

Media Logic and Mediatisation Theory in the Mass Media Society ................................................. 39 

Crafting and Managing the Message: Is it Spin Over Substance? ..................................................... 46 

Howard’s Engagement with the Media and Communication Attributes ......................................... 48 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 54 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

viii 

 

Chapter 3: Literature Review: Technology and the Changing Media Environment: 1996–2007 ......... 57 

Chapter Overview ............................................................................................................................. 57 

The Changing Media Landscape ....................................................................................................... 57 

Talkback Radio .............................................................................................................................. 58 

Newspaper Readership ................................................................................................................. 61 

The Impact on Newspapers of the Emergence of the Internet .................................................... 64 

Television ...................................................................................................................................... 65 

The Development of new Technology and Platforms ...................................................................... 68 

The Impact of Sky News ................................................................................................................ 68 

The Emergence of New Technology ............................................................................................. 70 

How Members of Federal Parliament Adopted the New Media .................................................. 75 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 78 

Chapter 4: The Research Methodology ................................................................................................ 79 

Chapter Overview ............................................................................................................................. 79 

The Methods Adopted ...................................................................................................................... 80 

Selecting Interview Candidates ..................................................................................................... 81 

Interview Timing ........................................................................................................................... 82 

One-on-One Semi-structured Interview Methodology ................................................................ 82 

Access to Political Actors .................................................................................................................. 85 

Access to the Public Service and Informants ................................................................................ 85 

Access Issues Faced by Academic Researchers ............................................................................. 86 

Analysis of Material........................................................................................................................... 88 

Conclusion ......................................................................................................................................... 89 

Chapter 5: John Howard’s Approach to Communications and the Media ........................................... 91 

Chapter Overview ............................................................................................................................. 91 

Howard’s “Media Life” Routines: Living with the Media .................................................................. 91 

Mindsets and Messages .................................................................................................................. 101 

Howard’s Communication Mindset and Skills ............................................................................ 101 

The Prime Minister’s Skills in Communicating Government Policy ............................................ 102 

Delivering the Government’s Key Messages .............................................................................. 105 

Howard’s Focus on Staying on Message ..................................................................................... 107 

The Consistency of Language and Stance on Contentious Issues ............................................... 108 

The Supposed use of Plausible Deniability ................................................................................. 111 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ix 

Building Media Relations with Media Proprietors and Journalists ............................................. 111 

Howard’s Strategic Approach to Media Interviews .................................................................... 118 

Howard’s Relationship with the Parliamentary Press Gallery .................................................... 129 

Howard’s Love of Radio and his Focus on his Media Image ....................................................... 133 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 139 

Chapter 6: The Howard Government’s Coordination of their Political Messaging ............................ 141 

Chapter Overview ........................................................................................................................... 141 

The Operation and Coordination Role Played by the Prime Minister’s Press Office ...................... 141 

The Press Office Staffing Structure and Administrative Functions ............................................. 141 

The Press Office’s Co-ordination Roles ....................................................................................... 152 

The Press Office’s Strategy in Controlling and Disseminating Political Messaging .................... 163 

Communication Challenges Politicians Face ............................................................................... 171 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 176 

Chapter 7: Changing Technologies and the Impact on Political Discourse ......................................... 179 

Chapter Overview ........................................................................................................................... 179 

Technology: Its Impact on Politicians and Political Communication .............................................. 180 

The 24-Hour News Cycle and the Changing Dynamic of Political Reporting .............................. 180 

Howard’s Approach to Emerging Technologies .......................................................................... 181 

The Growth of New Media Platforms ......................................................................................... 182 

Howard as the First Multimedia Prime Minister ........................................................................ 183 

Howard’s Venture onto YouTube ............................................................................................... 184 

Technology and the Impact on Election Campaigns ................................................................... 186 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 190 

Chapter 8: The Howard Government’s Approach to Political Crises and the Challenges of 2007 ..... 193 

Chapter Overview ........................................................................................................................... 193 

Communications Breakdowns and Cover-Ups ................................................................................ 193 

Specific Case Studies ....................................................................................................................... 195 

Mick Keelty on Terrorism and Australia’s Involvement in Iraq ................................................... 195 

The Private Kovco Case ............................................................................................................... 197 

The Children Overboard Affair .................................................................................................... 199 

The Crisis of 2007 ............................................................................................................................ 202 

Reflections on What Went Wrong in 2007 ................................................................................. 211 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................................... 215 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

x 

Chapter 9: Conclusions ....................................................................................................................... 217 

Chapter Overview ........................................................................................................................... 217 

Howard’s Personal Communication Style ................................................................................... 218 

Howard’s Communication Strategies ......................................................................................... 223 

Appendix 1 .......................................................................................................................................... 233 

Interviews Conducted ..................................................................................................................... 233 

Appendix 2 .......................................................................................................................................... 251 

Annual Staff List of Prime Minister Howard’s Press Office 1996–2007 .............................................. 251 

Appendix 3 .......................................................................................................................................... 255 

Research Questions Asked .............................................................................................................. 255 

Appendix 4 .......................................................................................................................................... 259 

Chronology: The Howard Years: 1996–2007 .................................................................................. 259 

First Howard Term: 1996–1998 .................................................................................................. 259 

Second Howard Term: 1998–2001 ............................................................................................. 263 

Third Howard Term: 2001–2004 ................................................................................................. 267 

Fourth Howard Term: 2004–2007 .............................................................................................. 270 

Appendix 5 .......................................................................................................................................... 275 

Howard’s Media Interviews: 1997–2007 ........................................................................................ 275 

Appendix 6 .......................................................................................................................................... 279 

Timeline of Technological Advances and Media Changes .............................................................. 279 

Appendix 7 .......................................................................................................................................... 283 

Changes in Magazine and Newspaper Readership 1993–2003 ...................................................... 283 

Appendix 8 .......................................................................................................................................... 285 

Time Spent Listening Trends 1991/2010. Five Capital City Weighted Average .............................. 285 

Appendix 9 .......................................................................................................................................... 287 

Internet Usage in Australia 1995–2008 .......................................................................................... 287 

Appendix 10 ........................................................................................................................................ 289 

Functions of Party Websites and Dates of Establishment .............................................................. 289 

Appendix 11 ........................................................................................................................................ 291 

Politicians’ Adoption of New Media ............................................................................................... 291 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................................................ 293 

 



 

xi 

Abstract 

The focus of this thesis is on the performance of Prime Minister John Howard as a 

communicator and the impact of technology on his government’s methods of communication 

during its four terms in office from March 1996 to November 2007. This thesis addresses four 

research questions:  

 

1. What was Prime Minister Howard’s personal communication style, what 

strategies did he use to keep the Australian electorate informed, and how did 

political actors during this period view Howard’s style and performance? 

2. How did the prime minister’s office approach the complexity of developing 

and coordinating its political communication during the Howard government’s 

tenure?  

3. What impact did changing technologies have on the Howard government’s 

ability to communicate with the wider Australian electorate? 

4. How did the Howard government handle communications when faced with 

“political crises”?  

 

Eighty-six semi-structured one-on-one open-ended qualitative interviews were conducted 

with many of the key players of this political era, from Prime Minister Howard himself to 

many of his senior ministers, staffers, advisors, department heads, press gallery journalists, 

media commentators, lobbyists, and academics in order to obtain original material for this 

research. The Howard government was in power over a period of unprecedented 

technological change and the thesis discusses the way the reporting of politics changed as 

new mobile phone technology emerged; Sky News became a significant vehicle for political 

news dissemination, and the Internet emerged as a major communications vehicle. Despite his 

slow uptake of new media Howard can be understood to be Australia’s first multimedia prime 

minister. He understood the logic of this new medium and the 24/7 expectations of the new 

technological age; therefore, rather than embracing this new technology he engaged with it in 

a fashion that matched his traditional approach to media, one he had successfully established 

since entering politics some three decades earlier. 



ABSTRACT 

xii 

This research found John Howard arguably endured more intense media scrutiny than any of 

his predecessors, and he was the most “media active” political leader in Australia’s history. 

Howard lived in a “media saturated” environment, and was governed by the logic of the 

media, but worked with the media to drive the political agenda, incorporating his 

management of media issues into his hectic private and professional life. Howard viewed 

policy recommendations with a balance of what made sense in policy terms, and whether he 

would be able to explain it to the Australian people. Howard had a commanding memory, and 

an ability to articulate complex policy initiatives in simple terms. His use of talkback radio to 

talk directly to the Australian electorate, avoiding the “filters” of journalistic licence was a 

strategy Howard adopted throughout his prime ministership. He used this vehicle to ascertain 

the views of voters on government policies and initiatives, and also sought advice directly 

from a wide cross-section of people, including his family, advisors, fellow parliamentarians, 

the bureaucracy and other influential Australians. Howard faced many political challenges 

and fierce criticism for his stance on a number of social issues and his alleged stifling of free 

speech. In 2007, one of Howard’s most challenging years, the media and the public felt it was 

time for a change. Howard lost government on 24 November 2007. 




