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    Foreword




    POLITICS IS A CONSTANT, restless contest of ideas. It is an endless striving for something greater and better in our lives. Ideas on the big and grand scale—the best way to build a nation, a lasting way to secure peace, the fairest way to temper greed and excess, the best way to live a life—all bump and churn along with the more mundane, like the fastest way to move traffic or the safest way to treat sewage. Somewhere, someone is thinking about these and thousands of other ideas and they’re getting fired up about them. They are agitated and excited by them and they itch with the need to share them. The more feverish they feel about their ideas, the more they want to convince and cajole others to accept them and believe in them with the same passion and certainty. It is in the convincing of others that ideas can travel the rocky path from thought to reality. In the world of ideas, persuasion is king.




    Persuasion is no simple or easy business. To be truly persuasive—to convincingly entice people to change their own ideas or to see something in a new or different light—demands exactly the right idea, promulgated in exactly the right way, by exactly the right person. It always helps if the idea is a good idea. It is much easier to persuade people of something that is convincingly brilliant. But simply having a good idea is not enough. Even the best ideas can die a swift death in the wrong hands. And the best ideas are not always the most likeable or the most popular. Ideas need to be properly considered and advocated by someone who is trustworthy, interesting and compelling. They need to be explained, simplified and illustrated. At the very basic level, ideas can only sway us if they catch our eye, if we hear of them, know about them, know where they come from and who is promoting them. They will catch our eye more quickly if they can also catch our mind and our heart. Done well, persuasion is a potent cocktail of personality, emotion and intellect, enhanced and amplified by sound and colour and movement.




    There was a time in human history when ideas could be shared and understood and accepted or rejected through the simple power of the spoken and written word, when great minds could come together in argument and debate and persuade each other to act. This time has passed. The competition for our attention is now relentless. We are assailed with words and images and sounds in a way never before possible. In this environment, the contest of ideas has become both easier and more difficult. Mass media, telecommunications and social media are democratising knowledge, information and power at an astonishing rate. To put an idea into the public domain is now within the grasp of almost anybody. But promoting an idea and persuading people of it are not the same things.




    The contest of ideas is a contest now fought on a field that is crowded with more players, and their kit bags are heavier with more tools of trade. At its heart it’s still the same game with the same rules of engagement but, like major sporting teams, it now needs more support from highly skilled professionals to make the grade. The challenge for everyone involved is to use all the available tools to expand the promise and power of a great idea, to use new and emerging forms of communication and marketing to help more people to hear and be excited by more ideas, more often, without reducing those ideas to the glib, the trite and forgettable.




    Among the many great things about a political life is the chance to meet and work with remarkable people from completely different spheres of experience, training and background. I met Dee Madigan when she joined the technical support team for my 2012 election campaign. Dee was part of the advertising group who had the unenviable job of crafting a campaign in the most difficult of political circumstances. Dee brought many things to that campaign. She brought all the professional and analytical capabilities you would expect from someone with her considerable experience. But, just as importantly, she brought bucket-loads of good cheer, a passionate belief in the democratic process and a wicked sense of humour (accompanied by a vocabulary that would make her Irish Catholic nuns blush!). In the tumultuous fever-pitch of a campaign these are priceless attributes and they are all here again in the pages of The Hard Sell. Dee is a savvy player on the crowded field of the contest of ideas and she shares her understanding here with the intelligence and irreverence of an insider.




    In these pages I was reminded again just how profoundly complicated, difficult and exhilarating it is to take an idea and persuade others of it. I felt again the precarious balance of facts, arguments, image and presence in transforming an idea into a reality. When it all comes together it’s a powerful force and it changes things for all of us. The book has made me thankful for all those who feel the persistent itch of an idea and are compelled to persuade others of it. And grateful for all the talent and commitment of those, like Dee Madigan, who help them do it.




    Anna Bligh




    Former Premier of Queensland




    June 2014


  




  


  


  


  


  





  For my fierce, funny and fabulous children, Peter, Thomas and Josie.




  And to my husband, Carl, for keeping those damn kids out of my way while I wrote.




  

    Preface




    LIKE MOST IRISH CATHOLICS in Melbourne in the 1980s, my parents worshipped four things: God, the North Melbourne Kangaroos, Bob Hawke and Paul Keating.




    My father had been a Catholic priest. Obviously not a very good one.




    He had emigrated from Ireland in the mid 1960s and met my mother, also an Irish immigrant, in his parish in the outer Melbourne suburb of Croydon. He soon left the church (the arrival of my eldest sister was followed pretty damn quickly by a papal dispensation) and my parents were married three months later. Ten months after that I arrived, swiftly followed by two more siblings in as many years. God bless the rhythm method.




    Frank Little wasn’t yet archbishop at the time but must have been ‘unhelpful’ in the whole situation, as every time his name was mentioned on the radio as I was growing up, Dad would harrumph in his County Clare brogue and say, ‘Little by name and little by nature.’




    My father came from a fiercely political family and was always involved in politics ‘back home’. I remember having fundraising nights for the ‘poor people of Ireland’. I’m not entirely sure the money was going towards food and clothing.




    I used to enjoy going to friends’ houses and having dinner while watching Neighbours on TV. It seemed so civilised. Dinners at my house were never silent. We Irish are a loud and argumentative race. And the TV was only ever turned on for the ABC News and two miniseries that were aired every year—Against the Wind, a story of an Irish convict, and Roots.




    My relationship with my father was problematic as, like many Irishmen, he had an ongoing love affair with a bottle of whisky. And he could be a mean and violent drunk. An unhappy marriage of two essentially decent people who were utterly unsuited to each other along with a truckload of Irish guilt over leaving the priesthood didn’t help. But, despite that, he gave me three things for which I shall be eternally grateful: a love of writing, a strong sense of social justice and a first-rate education.




    My parents were quite successful antique dealers for a while, which enabled us to attend a very posh Catholic convent school in Toorak. Although I think we were the only ones who got dropped off in a Kingswood station wagon. The nuns were a smart, decent and highly educated bunch who put up with me despite my rather open dislike for many of the teachings of the Catholic Church.




    Through a series of terrible business decisions (Irish people with drinking problems should never buy pubs or theatre restaurants), my father managed to lose all our money before he died at age fifty-three. My mother had died nine months before him, aged forty-six. Both from smoking-related illnesses. They left behind four teenage children and no money at all.




    I moved to Sydney a year later, when I was nineteen, to study at university. Despite having been a member of the Australian Labor Party (ALP) since turning eighteen, I wasn’t involved in politics at uni—I was more concerned with paying the rent and putting food on the table. I ended up completing a Bachelor of Secondary Education with a major in English, as it had low contact hours and left me enough time for a couple of part-time jobs, one of which involved selling vinyl weatherboards. Over the telephone. What fun.




    In my final year of uni I started managing The Clock Hotel in Surry Hills—which, before it was yuppified, was a true rock’n’roll inner-city pub—and I continued doing that while I taught for a year at Fort Street High School.




    A couple of advertising guys used to drink in the pub (I suspect it was where they could score the best coke), and talked me into doing AWARD school, which is a course run by the ad industry. Realising that I would never be happy being a teacher, I decided to give it a shot. And loved it. I graduated in the top ten, which gave me an automatic job placement, and for the next ten years I enjoyed a great career writing ads.




    It was a lot of fun. I won some awards, and got to work on the world’s largest brands, including Coca-Cola, Johnson & Johnson, Nestlé, HSBC, Unilever, and many, many more. I travelled around the world and had a blast. But gradually it stopped feeling quite so fun, and I became more and more conscious that I was essentially using my skills to manipulate people into buying stuff they simply didn’t need and often couldn’t afford.




    I had done some large multimedia (television, print and radio) political campaigns for the Howard Government as well as for the New South Wales ALP state government in the years prior to the 2011 state election, and eventually I started to do more social marketing (that is, ads to change behaviour rather than to sell something) for not-for-profits. And through my exposure on the television show The Gruen Transfer, I was also able to get a bit of work doing political commentary as well as writing articles.




    By this point my interest in politics was far greater than my interest in selling commercial brands. This was despite the fact I had quit the ALP a couple of years earlier—I was increasingly unhappy about the direction of the party and I didn’t want anyone to ‘own’ my vote. I liked the idea of feeling neutral. The only problem was, I wasn’t.




    I realised you can sit on the outside and complain and whinge and make clever, pithy observations on what the party is doing wrong, or you can get back into the fray. So back into the fray I went.




    Since then, I have also worked on five election campaigns for the ALP—a federal election, a state election, a state by-election, a federal by-election and a federal Senate by-election. Lost two, won two, and maintained status quo on the other.




    In writing this book people have said, ‘Oh, but you’re sharing secrets.’ To which I say, If you think there is anything in here that the other mob doesn’t know, you’re kidding yourself. But more than that, I think democracy is strongest when it’s transparent. And that includes the processes. Knowledge empowers. And everyone deserves to feel empowered.




    And while elections are worth fighting for, I also know we have to give people more than the fight. We have to give them something they can believe in—vision, authenticity and the type of reform that improves people’s lives. And that doesn’t take marketing, or research, or even money.




    It takes leadership.


  




  

    
1 Branding is not a dirty word




    MOST PEOPLE DON’T THINK of political parties as brands. They think brands are what you stick in your supermarket trolley. Or what you wear on your feet. Or, in the case of some people, what you have emblazoned all over your clothes—which is proof of the evil genius of some companies and the stupidity of some consumers. Not only do they get you to pay far more for the clothes than they’re actually worth (since they’re made in a factory in Bangladesh for a pittance), but then, by sticking company logos all over the clothes, they get you to advertise for them for free.




    But voting is actually a brand purchase. Albeit a grudge one. (Sometimes political brands are so on the nose it comes down to the punter thinking, Which brand do I hate least?)




    Many politicians get cross when we in advertising refer to ‘political brands’. They feel we are emphasising the selling over the doing. But that just shows they don’t really understand what a brand is. A brand is who you are, what you say and what you stand for. Equally, it’s about how the voter feels about you—the emotions that are elicited when they think of you. It is the emotional and psychological relationship a political party has with their voters.




    So, yes, political parties are brands, and individuals within parties have personal brands. Unless parties understand this they will struggle to connect with voters.




    A strong brand identity is just as important internally to the party as it is externally to the public. It acts as a compass: brand awareness is about knowing who you are and where you’re headed. It should dictate party actions. All decisions, including policies and communications, should be made in alignment with the brand. And everything should be measured against that brand, so if you start to go off track it can be picked up quickly. If you wait for election polls to tell you you’re off brand, you’re in all sorts of trouble.




    Every person within the party should have an understanding of what the party is about. And—particularly important in politics—they should be able to articulate it easily. There’s an old advertising exercise called ‘the elevator pitch’, in which everyone in an organisation should be able to sum up the brand and its value proposition (brand promise) in the time it takes to ride an elevator—usually between thirty seconds and two minutes. It may sound gimmicky but it’s effective!




    Political brands aren’t set in stone; aspects will change as society changes. But consistency of core brand attributes is important. And if you look at the successes and failures of the main political parties in recent history, the effectiveness of branding has played a major role.




    The misnamed Liberal Party is a conservative brand. Historically, if you asked people who the Liberal Party brand appeals to, the answer would have been middle-to upper-class Australians. (No, we don’t live in an ‘egalitarian society’, despite what some people might say.) As Liberal Strategist Toby Ralph said to me, ‘When people have something they want to conserve, they vote conservative.’ And the Liberal brand promise was that the successful few would pull the rest of society along with them. But, over the past twenty years, the Liberal Party has managed to rework its brand, or at least its brand promise, to include those outside its traditional focus. ‘Howard’s battlers’ is an example—those people who by birth, geography and work were typically Labor voters, but who under Howard and continuing up to today related better to the new Liberal brand promise of hope, opportunity and reward.




    It is a very aspirational brand that is, ironically, underpinned by its conservatism—you can do more because we’ll make sure things don’t change around you. Psychologically, it draws on the notion that the more secure we feel in our surroundings the more confident we are to push ourselves. And it also taps into our increasing unwillingness to accept the status quo in our own lives. While we don’t like too much change around us, we ourselves want to do more, be more, have more. Social media is playing a role in this. We talk ourselves up—you only have to look at anyone’s Facebook account to see that. We have all become curators of our own lives, and we present unrealistically perfect snippets of ourselves. Advertising is also hugely responsible for this—we are bombarded with perfect images of perfect lives, and somehow we think we deserve to live these perfect lives filled with perfectly shiny products.




    It used to be that you were born into a certain class, lived in a certain area and worked a certain kind of job, and that determined your politics. But now the fluidity of how we live and what we think we can achieve is greater. Travel, TV and the internet have opened up possibilities that traditionally weren’t available to many. And, ironically, Labor policies of opening up tertiary education to the masses have probably helped the Liberals. Education creates opportunities.




    We all want to be more than we’re born to. I often see people in advertising research groups, such as manual workers and labourers, identifying themselves as middle class when all the conventional markers would say they are working class.




    And so the Liberal brand promise resonates (not least because it has been well communicated over a long period of time. That’s what happens when you run a campaign over three years, as the Liberal Party did for the 2013 federal election. Voters thought, They obviously mean it because they’ve been saying it for three years. It helped that the Libs had sections of the media putting out party press releases like they were straight news!)




    But, of course, the problem with the Labor brand goes far deeper than an unfriendly media and consistency of brand message from the opposition. When the Labor Party was first formed (which was either under a tree in Queensland or above a shop in Balmain in Sydney, depending on whom you talk to), it was the Socialist Workers Party. Somehow over time these two things, the socialist and the worker, have become separated. Socialism has morphed into progressivism and has become quite disparate from the working class. Thus the problem now with the Labor brand is that it speaks to two different audiences and is driven by two different sets of needs and ideologies. Is it a party for the workers or a party for the progressives? Can the same party speak to both?




    This became the brand’s weak point, and the split in the party vote between the inner-city latte sippers and the western-suburbs battlers is becoming ever more pronounced. The debate over the carbon tax, for example, presented the Coalition with the perfect tool to turn a split in ideology into almost a split in party. The Coalition quickly controlled the narrative, framing it as an anti-worker policy—it will cost jobs and cost you more money. It directly targeted the Labor working class.




    This is not to say the carbon-tax policy was always doomed. It wasn’t. The Liberal Party has proved you can make brand promises to quite disparate groups of voters. It was the way the carbon tax was sold. And unsold. And resold. When you shelve the ‘greatest moral challenge of our time’ you cannot expect progressives to fall in behind you. When you try to sell a policy as an environmental policy one minute and an economic policy the next (the last lot of carbon-tax ads didn’t even mention the environment in them), you will earn voter distrust in spades.




    It doesn’t mean the ALP shouldn’t have progressive policies, but they do need to be carefully packaged to be on brand—to be framed to appeal to both the traditional working-class voters (who often no longer identify as working class but rather middle-class families who struggle with the cost of living) and the progressives. But it is absolutely doable. And the time in opposition is the time to do it. In recent elections there has been far too much emphasis on the communication of the brand and not nearly enough on the brand itself. Until you work out who you are, what you stand for and whom you represent, you will never be able to communicate effectively.




    Unsurprisingly, the smaller parties often have stronger brands because they can be more single-minded in their purpose. As any ad person knows, the simpler the brand promise the easier it is to sell. But the larger parties must necessarily connect to more people from a greater range of areas, and that in itself is problematic. Even the Greens in recent years, in a bid to become more popular, have moved away from a single-minded environmental focus and have subsequently lost popularity. Do you keep ‘pure’ and know then that your target audience is forever limited, or do you try to expand your reach but endanger devaluing your brand?




    Strong commercial brands have regular marketing campaigns. Strong political brands do the same. But it is during an election campaign where efforts need to be tripled. It’s the political equivalent of the Christmas period: people have to buy something, and each party needs to do what it can to make sure it’s their product you nab.




    About a year before an election, efforts go into overdrive. Creatives, researchers, strategists, media planners and internal party teams are all pulled together.




    And the campaign proper begins.


  




  

    
2 The purse




    ELECTIONS ARE A COSTLY business. In the 2013 federal election, the Labor Party spent around $30 million on their campaign, and the Liberal Party spent around $35 million.1




    Of the money spent on the ALP campaign, around $20 million went on advertising. This can be roughly broken down into about $1.5 million for ads (coming up with ideas, researching them and producing them), and about $18 million for the media buy (buying space on TV, cinema, radio and online). The proportional breakdown for the other parties is broadly similar.




    And guess who pays for all that? You, mostly. Public funding accounts for about two thirds of the budget, and the rest is made up from fundraising and donations, and from investments by the party. But before you get all shouty about the fact you’re paying for all those election ads you hate, there are a few points worth considering.




    The campaign funding laws, introduced by Bob Hawke in 1984, are actually designed to keep the playing field as level as possible. The purpose of the laws is ultimately to protect your right to a fair election—to make sure you get to hear the major parties’ voices at reasonably equal volume, and therefore make a more informed decision.




    Because if the taxpayer doesn’t help fund political parties’ campaigns, someone else will. That someone will inevitably have deep pockets. Now, have a think about which organisations have really, really deep pockets . . . yep, big tobacco, big pharmaceutical, big mining companies. And those big donors will almost always give their money to conservative governments who are seen as more friendly to big business.




    Public funds are used because, while donating to a political party is a perfectly valid way to express your political views, it shouldn’t give you undue influence over that party. Even putting aside the risk for corruption, if political parties relied purely on donations to fund their campaigns, policy decisions would predictably become informed by business not public interest. And that is a terrible outcome for all except those who believe in the ‘trickledown effect’—a mythical construct in which big business gets richer and, through sheer largesse, shares its riches with all of us, and we all benefit and live happily ever after. (The trickledown effect has never happened, anywhere, ever, but is often trotted out by conservative governments during election campaigns.)




    That’s not to say those big companies don’t have the right to campaign on issues—they do. And governments shouldn’t be able to stop people campaigning against them simply because they don’t like the message. But when it comes to spin, deep pockets can equal louder voices, and louder voices have a tendency to get heard more than others. And when some voices are heard more than others, it has a negative impact on democracy. You only have to look to the United States, where the National Rifle Association has a political influence that has always been disproportionate to everything but their donations. And whose response after the Hook Elementary School shooting was to call for a nationwide program that would place armed security in schools. ‘The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a good guy with a gun.’ Sigh.




    And as well as managing the risk of undue influence, the laws also seek to address the disparities in the private resources available to political parties. For example, the financial position of people in Liberal safe seats is vastly different to the financial position of people in many Labor-held seats. A $5000-a-head fundraising function would be successful in Mosman but not in Blacktown. Data from 2012/2013 showed the Coalition received about $26 million more in private funding than Labor did in the same period. (Of course, it is important to take into account the fact that Labor was headed for certain defeat. It’s harder to solicit donations from companies when they know you really have nothing to offer them for at least the next term. Although, as one Labor Party official said, ‘You remember the people who donate to the party in the hard times.’)




    In terms of public funding, federal parties get almost $2.49 for every first-preference vote for both House of Reps and the Senate, as long as they poll above 4 per cent in that seat or state. So if you’ve ever wondered why parties field candidates in unwinnable seats, there’s your answer! Even a significant loss in that seat makes the party or the independent candidate money. In 2013 former Labor MP Craig Thomson ran in the seat of Dobell as an independent and received 3.998 per cent of the primary vote. Another two votes and he’d have pocketed almost $8500 in public funding.2 Karma.




    The other reason you field candidates in unwinnable seats is because not fielding a House of Representative candidate means there is unlikely to be much party infrastructure at the polling booth, which in turn affects the party’s Senate vote. By infrastructure, I mean volunteers handing out how-to-vote cards, posters promoting the party, and so on, all of which not only helps local candidates but also increases the Senate vote. This infrastructure is organised and staffed by local campaign offices, and if the local branch isn’t fielding a candidate they would struggle to be able to resource a booth. (It will be interesting to see how the introduction of online voting—which will mean the end of polling booths, eventually—will affect the parties’ Senate votes.)




    The major parties don’t really campaign for the Senate; rather, their Senate campaign hangs off the back of campaigns for House of Representatives candidates. In fact, apart from a handful of high-profile ones, few people even know whom they are voting for in the Senate for the major parties. Though it’s different for minor parties. The old Democrats used to solely campaign for the Senate, and some of the minor parties still do, usually framing it as a voter-choice issue to send a message, to make sure there is no untrammelled power, to punish parties behaving badly without causing them to lose office, or to make a point about an issue you care about.




    The 4 per cent qualification means some smaller parties miss out on receiving public funding—in fact, only around 55 per cent of candidates qualify for funding. But while the system isn’t perfect, it is a good way of ensuring that public funds are not going to every nut-job political party who registers. If they can’t muster more than 4 per cent of the vote, it’s hard to suggest they have a right to public funding.




    Donations to federal political parties are capped. And while you can give over and above this cap, you have to disclose it. This acts to keep donation amounts down because being forced to disclose donations essentially declares your political allegiances, which, for businesses, can impact on relationships with clients or indeed with the government of the day.




    Despite the rhetoric from the Liberal Party, the ALP receives far less from unions than the Liberals do from big business—the federal Labor Party received around $2 million from unions in the past three years (though it is important to note that the states tend to get more—the full amount nationwide is closer to $14 million). In fact, nowadays the biggest donor group to the Labor Party are individuals donating online, to an average tune of $70 each. This is a massive change in a few short years that can be attributed both to the rise of social media and the increased ease and security of making financial transactions online.




    Each state has its own laws governing political donations and public funding in state elections. New South Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, Western Australia and Victoria all follow broadly similar rules to the federal system. Although in New South Wales it is illegal to take donations from developers, and Victoria limits the amount gambling organisations can donate.




    The Northern Territory, South Australia and Tasmania don’t allow public funds to be used at all for elections. Further, in the Northern Territory it is illegal to accept anonymous donations of $200 or more.
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